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Introduction

Framing Nigerian History in the Twenty-First Century

Matthew M. Heaton and Toyin Falola

In 2014, Nigeria recognized its 100th birthday. Created through the amalgamation of territories seized piecemeal by the British since the 1850s, Nigeria came into being as an agglomeration of cultures, languages, political institutions, and economic relationships, connected in important ways but by no means socially or historically homogenous. It has grown to become the largest country in Africa by population and the seventh-largest in the world, with an estimated 200 million inhabitants in 2019 (United Nations Population Division 2019). It has the largest economy in Africa by gross domestic product and the city of Lagos is the seventh-largest city in the world with an estimated city population of 13.4 million and a larger metropolitan population of well over 20 million in 2018 (Lagos Bureau of Statistics 2019). And the country is only expected to grow demographically, economically, and in geopolitical significance during the twenty-first century. However, alongside this growth, Nigeria faces a host of difficult challenges, many of them deeply entrenched in the country’s history: massive poverty and inequality, development and maintenance of sustainable democratic governance, and threats to national security both internal and external, to name just a few.

Much of the historiography that seeks to provide a synthetic accounting of the country’s past has been implicitly preoccupied with recounting the origins and trajectories of the postcolonial Nigerian state’s crises, finding many of their roots in the period of British colonial rule from which the modern state emerged (Osaghae 1998; Falola 1999; Falola and Heaton 2008; Bourne 2015). However, although much of the specific dynamics are unique to Nigeria’s complex socio-cultural landscape, the broad concept of Nigeria’s contemporary challenges reflects dilemmas faced by much of the world in the global age. They also underscore Nigeria’s place in, and connections to, the wider world over time in profound ways. Therefore, the time is ripe to reflect on the history of this important country, both for its own sake and for what it can teach us about broader themes, structures, and processes of global historical significance.

Like its predecessors, The Oxford Handbook of Nigerian History aims to address the historical dimensions of Nigeria’s contemporary preoccupying issues and to do so in a way that de-centers the narrative of the rise (and possible decline) of the Nigerian nation-state as the primary focus of historical analysis. Instead, taken together, the chapters in this volume favor reading the nation-state alongside deeper histories of political and social organization, as well as about competing influences on “modern” identity formation and inter-group relationships (Pierce 2007), such as ethnic and religious communities (Kitause and Achunike 2013; Lenshie and Ayokhai 2013), transnational economic partnerships (Martino 2016), and immigrant and diasporic cultures (Northrup 2000), to name a few examples. Such an approach, we believe, offers a history of Nigeria that both recognizes the groundbreaking contributions of twentieth-century Nigerian historiography while also incorporating valuable new approaches from the breadth of new scholarship that has emerged in the first two decades of the twenty-first century.

We believe that approaching Nigerian history not simply as the dynamics of state-society relations but as a more holistic effort to historicize the beliefs, actions, relationships, and transnational connections of peoples and communities whose experiences intersect with this relatively recently created multicultural state will help to realign historical narratives that have tended to disjoint pre-twentieth-century Nigerian history from Nigeria’s post-independence history. The result of this disjointing has been an implicit centering of the relatively short era of British colonial occupation during which the national entity that would become Nigeria was created. Certainly, colonial rule created the federal structure that has framed national politics ever since and has situated Nigeria within the contemporary global economy in specific ways that cannot be ignored. It also incorporated both individual Nigerians and the larger geopolitical entity into the international political order and the global capitalist economy disadvantageously, to say the least. However, the Oyo Empire and its transformations from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries (Law 1977) are important for understanding Yoruba identity within contemporary Nigeria (Usman and Falola 2019); and the West African savannahs that connected Hausa states and Kanem–Borno to the wider Islamic world in the beginning in the eleventh century CE (Austen 2010) are the same territory that Boko Haram has recently crisscrossed to launch attacks on Nigeria from locales now technically in Niger, Chad, and Cameroon (Kendhammer and McCain 2018; Thurston 2018). The longue durée matters, and one of the primary goals of this Handbook is to demonstrate how the zeitgeist of contemporary Nigeria is rooted both in its deep history as well as the structures and legacies of its colonial origins (Falola, Genova, and Heaton 2018).

(1979–1983) and Fourth Republics (1999–present). Indeed, struggles for representation in Nigeria have been one of the defining features of the socio-political landscape for most of Nigeria’s history as a polity: first in the form of nationalist organization for independence from British colonial rule (Coleman 1958) and, later, as a wide range of efforts on the parts of different groups for both decentralized self-governance and equitable distribution of national revenues, under both military regimes and democratic federal structures (Emmanuel and Tari 2015).

Ultimately, the Handbook is organized to balance these competing, but not necessarily conflicting, perspectives: between the deep history and the recent past, between emphasizing internal dynamics and tracing transnational connections, and between focusing on Nigeria as a state and Nigerians as peoples with distinct histories and cultures that may or may not intersect with contemporary national preoccupations at any given time. The Handbook comprises thirty-six chapters by internationally respected scholars of history and related disciplines to accomplish this balance. It is organized into five parts, two conceptually framed and three bookended chronologically. The remainder of this introduction will outline the five parts and individual authors’ distinct historiographical contributions concerning them.

Knowledge Production and Epistemologies of Nigerian History

The Oxford Handbook of Nigerian History broadens the conceptual and epistemological boundaries of what is typically considered “history” in Western scholarship. These chapters were conceived to understand that the peoples who currently inhabit Nigeria, and who historically have inhabited Nigeria, share different ways of understanding the past that are not always compatible with Western epistemological frameworks. Simultaneously, even how the history of the Nigerian Region’s peoples has been understood within the Western academe has changed significantly since Nigeria’s amalgamation in 1914.

historians can learn from “oral artifacts” and the “ritual archive,” characterizations adopted specifically to juxtapose these sources of the Nigerian past with the archaeological artifacts and colonial archives so long privileged in the Western historical reconstruction of Nigeria’s past.

The early peopling of the Nigerian region is the subject of the second chapter, by Constanze Weise. Focusing on the interaction of archaeological, oral, and ritual evidence about early settlements in the Nigerian region, Weise demonstrates the deep roots of human civilization throughout the Nigerian region. While it is clear that migration patterns and settlement patterns were important, more complex inter-group relationships are also apparent in processes of political development and cultural transfer. Weise concludes that greater attention on historical linguistics, particularly in Nigeria’s southern regions, would provide opportunities for scholars to further explore unknown aspects of early societies in the greater Nigerian region.

In the eleventh century CE, Islam first arrived in the Nigerian region, first in Kanem–Borno and spreading west into Hausa territories by the fourteenth century. Islam brought new knowledge of the outside world and a new knowledge system rooted in a spiritual and material inquiry that spread out from the Middle East and circulated widely throughout the expanding dar al-Islam (Ngom, Kurfi, and Falola 2020). Islamic scholars and Muslim traders also introduced the Arabic writing system to the West African savannahs’ societies, which was itself adapted to local languages in lexicography known as Ajami in Nigeria. Mustapha Hashim Kurfi examines the structure and impact of Islamic education in northern Nigeria, focusing heavily on the organization of Qur’anic schooling, but emphasizing the extent to which Islamic knowledge encompasses “all activities of the intellectual development of humankind including technology, culture, mysticism, history, dream interpretation, language, entertainment, and so on.” Of particular significance to Kurfi is the knowledge embedded in the Ajami tradition, which has been neglected by Islamic and Western education systems in contemporary Nigeria.

history in Nigeria has lost some of the influence, prestige, and, Fwatshak says, rigor that it once boasted. This has led to contemporary debates about how to structure the academic study of history to regain relevance and best serve the nation and its peoples. Fwatshak reminds us that historical study is not undertaken in an academic bubble: it is intimately connected to the political, economic, and social contexts within which it is practiced.

The goal of these chapters, taken together, is to de-center the nation-state’s history as a subject of study and the normative understanding of the historical method in its post-nineteenth century western academic form. The past and its meaning have been understood by “Nigerians” in many different ways. Those alternative vernaculars and epistemologies have influenced lived experience as profoundly as their country’s academic histories and peoples.

States and Societies to the Nineteenth Century

In this section, seven chapters examine the region’s history before Nigeria’s contemporary boundaries were established. The peopling of the region and development of agricultural and nomadic societies, precolonial states and empires, as well as major transnational phenomena such as the spread of Islam, the rise and decline of the trans-Saharan trade and the growth and consequences of the Atlantic slave trade, are all deeply consequential developments that shaped the political, economic, social, and cultural dynamics that the artificial boundaries of Nigeria ultimately enveloped and that have continued to link Nigerians to the wider world ever since.

Peter Breunig begins the section with a chapter on prehistoric settlement and social organization conditions in the Nigeria region. Focusing on cutting-edge archaeological findings in the Gajiganna complex in the Chad Basin and the Nok settlements in central Nigerian, Breunig demonstrates the transition from small to large scale farming and food production in the Chad Basin. In central Nigeria, the discovery of its famous terracotta sculptures from the first millennium BCE provides evidence of iron working in the Nok culture, while also fueling still inconclusive debates about whether this technology was learned independently or through the diffusion of knowledge from outside. The archaeological record cannot demonstrate how early societies in the Nigerian region developed into centralized states in the early second millennium CE, but it evidences conditions conducive to state formation.

the Middle Belt, and the Benin Kingdom and Oyo Empire in the South. In recounting the rise (and, in some cases, decline) of these states, Hiribarren’s primary goal is to demonstrate the ways that contemporary historiographical prejudices have shaped our interpretation of the histories of these polities. For example, during British colonialism, origin myths that identified foreigners as founders of dynastic lines, such as the Bayajidda story among the Hausa, were understood as indicating that “civilization” in the form of state formation was essentially an import. However, later interpretations by nationalist and postcolonial historians are more likely to emphasize the pre-existing political and social structures emphasized in these stories as evidence that states were more autochthonous. Hiribarren concludes that state formation stories often take on greater significance at moments in which the state is in the process of re-creation. The politics of Nigeria’s precolonial history are alive and well in its contemporary state structure, where chiefs, kings, and other elites make claims to legitimacy based on their proximity to ancient lineages.

Osarhieme Benson Osadolor provides greater detail on the political organization of states in the Nigerian region from earliest times up to 1800, providing a sweeping account that incorporates not only the largest kingdoms and empires but also those of smaller polities throughout the Middle Belt and in southeastern Nigeria, where debates about the appropriate terminology for the political organization of societies have raged for decades. Originally termed “stateless” by Robin Horton (1972), they have more recently been termed “acephalous” (although this, too, has been criticized as a misnomer for many communities), “segmented, or more recently “decentralized” states. Like Hiribarren, Osadolor links historiographical shifts in interpretation to twentieth-century political dynamics grappling with colonial ideology’s influence and effect on understanding Nigeria’s precolonial history. While the political analyses tend to focus on competition between states, Aribidesi Usman argues in his chapter that economically, the states and societies of the Nigerian region slowly became interdependent, ultimately connecting the coastal, forest, and savannah regions through inter-regional trade and even common forms of currency, such as cowrie shells, by the sixteenth century CE. Usman’s analysis is a reminder that although contemporary Nigeria’ is recognized as a multicultural amalgam of many different states and societies, those states were not historically self-contained, self-sufficient, and incommensurable with each other.

that flourished under British colonialism. Shobana Shankar offers a chapter focusing on religious identity in precolonial Nigeria, arguing that indigenous religions remained central to Nigerian belief and practice long after introducing and adopting Christianity and Islam in increasing numbers in the nineteenth century. At the same time, these new religions had in common reformist ideologies that “became the basis for men and women to undertake radical social change, which upended relations of class, labor, and the domestic realm” that continues to motivate religious discourse (and attendant conflict) to the present day.

By the sixteenth century, Europeans had contacted coastal peoples in the Gulf of Guinea, developing trading relationships within the Bights of Benin and Biafra’ (Dike 1956). The monumental political-economic reorientation of the region that occurred due to European contact over the long term cannot be overstated. By the early seventeenth century, slaves had become the most sought-after trade commodity, and the massive growth of the European presence on the coasts boosted trade in other items as well, ultimately redirecting trade that had previously moved north to the savannah trade routes. Matthew M. Heaton examines the effects of the trans-Atlantic slave trade on the Nigerian region in his chapter, focusing in particular on historiographical debates surrounding the centrality of the slave trade on state power, shifts in the dynamics of domestic slavery, and the demographic impact of the slave trade on the indigenous population and economic development. Ayodeji Olukoju follows with a chapter on the effect of European abolition of the slave trade and the shift to “legitimate commerce” in the region, which, he argues, actually fueled domestic slavery to meet the labor needs of the growing agricultural export market. Christianity played an important role in the abolition movement and, as British influence in the hinterlands of the Bights of Benin and Biafra grew in the second half of the nineteenth century, so too did Christian evangelization and education. The overlapping impacts of abolition, legitimate commerce, and Christianity paved the way for formal British colonialism by the late nineteenth century.

Growing European influence was not the only major development in the nineteenth century, however. Toyin Falola completes this section with a chapter on political revolutions in the nineteenth century that recounts the seismic shifts in many parts of the Nigerian region in this century. The jihad of Usman dan Fodio establishing the Sokoto Caliphate as the largest state in West African history was complete by the early 1810s, unifying most of the savannah region under a tributary empire dedicated to the growth and preservation of Islam. Centralization of the Tiv in the Middle Belt also occurred in the nineteenth century. In the southwest, however, the Oyo Empire’s implosion under the combined pressures of internal conflict and economic upheaval following the abolition of the slave trade led to internecine warfare throughout the region. The massive movement of refugees from the collapse of Oyo led to Ibadan’s and Abeokuta’s founding as new centers of power. But political instability continued, culminating in the “Yoruba wars” of the 1870s, at the same time that British colonial ambitions began to push inward from the coast.

Colonial Rule and the Making of Nigeria

In this section, the six chapters grapple with the continuities and changes brought about by British colonial rule between 1850 and Nigerian independence in 1960. Colonization and incorporation of Nigeria was a slow process that took nearly fifty years to complete and another sixty to run its course. British colonialism brought Nigerians together into a shared administrative unit and structured their engagement with the global economy in ways that have had undeniably significant legacies. But these chapters also emphasize how Nigerians adapted and resisted colonialism, maintaining and creating alternative forms of social organization throughout the colonial period.

The British conquest of Nigeria is recounted in a chapter by Abubakar Babajo Sani. Colonial occupation of the Nigerian area began in 1861 with Lagos’ annexation and was more or less completed with the Sokoto Caliphate’s conquest in 1903. Sani emphasizes the extraordinary violence and high levels of coercion involved in the British takeover, which he argues were fueled by imperialist ideologies that had their origins in changing European politics and culture in the nineteenth century. He also recognizes that conquering territory was not necessarily the same thing as controlling it, demonstrating the ways that armed resistance to British occupation continued in isolated pockets of Nigeria until the 1920s.

Having conquered and incorporated the Nigerian region into the British Empire, the colonial government faced the daunting task of administering its newly acquired possession. Olufemi Vaughan provides a chapter analyzing Nigeria’s colonial administration, which, as he notes, has been “one of the most authoritative areas of research in African historical studies.” Nigeria is famously the place where Lord Lugard developed and implemented his philosophy of “indirect rule,” applied originally to the Sokoto Caliphate’s former emirates that were refashioned the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria, but then attempted throughout Nigeria after the amalgamation of the Northern and Southern protectorates in 1914. Vaughan focuses on the highly varied implementation and impacts of indirect rule even in northern Nigeria, with its obvious failures in much of southern Nigeria leading to efforts to reform the system by the 1930s. Approaches to colonial administration caused significant rifts within British officer ranks, with northern administrators more dedicated to maintaining traditional political structures while the central administration based in Lagos increasingly sought a more active restructuring of the political and legal order. The result was a messy, sometimes contradictory colonial apparatus that failed to produce systemic order throughout the country and laid the groundwork for regional and ethnic tensions that characterized the process of decolonization in the 1950s.

development to export markets for agricultural goods created a largely dependent colonial economy that benefited British and other western buyers of products more than Nigerian producers. At the same time, different regions produced different products of different values, leading to growing material inequality between the North and South and eroding the economic power of women and laborers engaged in a wide variety of traditional occupations. After the Second World War, efforts to stabilize crop prices through marketing boards also established the framework for revenue derivation conflicts that have featured prominently in the post-independence political economy. Toyin Falola’s chapter on architecture and infrastructure also connects major developments and legacies of Nigeria’s built environment to the extractive economy’s priorities during the colonial era.

Funmilayo Idowu Agbaje discusses the social and cultural effects of colonial political and economic transformations. While colonial hierarchies disproportionately weakened women’s political and economic power in most of Nigeria, in some ways, women held on to traditional authority (as in the case of Ahebi Ugbabe), while women also resisted colonial overreach through political organization and protest, as in the case of the Women’s War of 1929. Class considerations affected how resistance and protest played out, with middle-class Christian women largely in the South having greater access to the seat of colonial power than other groups. Ultimately, she argues, “colonialism involved the imposition of a new cultural paradigm, causing adaptations, dislocations and impositions all working mainly toward western cultural hegemony to underrate western economic, social and political growth.” Again, the influence of western cultural practices in the South further deepened growing regional divisions within Nigeria.

As part of the British Empire, Nigeria and Nigerians were enlisted into the British cause in both the First and Second World Wars. Nigerian soldiers and Nigerian products made significant contributions to the British war effort in both conflicts, while at the same time, both wars had profound impacts on Nigerian politics and society internally. Oliver Coates provides a detailed analysis of the various effects of the war on Nigeria and vice versa in his chapter. Coates encourages readers not to neglect the impact of the First World War in rushing to proclaim seismic effects of the Second World War, noting that there are significant continuities between the wars in terms of the experience of soldiers, the politicization of colonial rule, and the economic struggles of the Nigerian populations during both wars. At the same time, Coates does conclude that the “unprecedented speed and intensity” of domestic changes sparked by the Second World War were crucial elements of the advancement of anti-colonial politics and decolonization that occurred after the war, including the greater global awareness that Nigerian soldiers and political activists attained as a result of the war.

the colonially created entity apart. As constitutional reforms beginning in 1946 slowly devolved more internal power to Nigerian officials, political parties formed to contest elections in three Regions. Regionalization encouraged factionalization, and the dominant political parties in each Region—the Action Group in the West, the National Council for Nigeria and the Cameroons in the East, and the Northern Peoples’ Congress in the North—quickly became mouthpieces for the interests of dominant ethnic groups in the three Regions—the Yoruba, Igbo, and Hausa-Fulani, respectively. Thus, independence was achieved in the form of a relatively weak federated state that Schler concludes quickly became “synonymous with the inter-ethnic struggle for power and resources” in Nigeria’s First Republic.

Nigeria Since Independence

Despite its apparent political fragility, the newly independent Nigeria was poised to become the “Giant of Africa” in the early 1960s due to its large population, abundant natural resources, and nascent intellectual elite. However, political turmoil, economic mismanagement, and social unrest led to a country suffering from extreme poverty, international marginalization, and stunted civil society by the 1990s, a decade considered by many to be Nigeria’s nadir in the postcolonial epoch. Since the Fourth Republic’s onset in 1999, the slow growth of democratic institutions, the opening up of the economy, and the emergence of a new generation of well-connected, digitally savvy Nigerians have created greater optimism about Nigeria’s future than has existed possibly since the early years of independence. Major complications and contradictions continue to preoccupy: ongoing corruption scandals, the atrocious violence and destruction of Boko Haram, and dips into economic recession in 2016 and 2020, for example. Thus, many chapters in this section use their historical analysis to inform recommendations for meeting some of Nigeria’s most pressing contemporary challenges.

The art of governing a large multicultural state like Nigeria is the primary subject of several chapters in this section. Federalism in various forms has been the primary model for organizing the Nigerian government since independence and has been contested in several fundamental ways at every juncture. Rotimi T. Suberu provides insight into the collapse of Nigeria’s First Republic, offering a critique of recent political analysis that he argues romanticizes its relatively simple structure and high decentralization of authority relative to the convoluted structure of today’s Fourth Republic. Suberu notes that the competition between Regions is the primary feature that led to its overthrow in the first place. Furthermore, the inability or unwillingness of the ethnically dominated political parties of the Regions to provide political space for minority groups within their borders that characterized the First Republic has led to the proliferation of states over time, even as spreading authority amongst more states has resulted in a ceding of relative power to the central government.

The military coup of January 15, 1966 that ended the First Republic (and with it the lives of Prime Minister Tafawa Balewa, Northern Region Premier Ahmadu Bello and Western Region Governor Ladoke Akintola) also set Nigeria on the path to civil war in which the Eastern Region attempted to secede from the federal government and form the independent Republic of Biafra. A major factor in the Eastern Region’s secession was fear amongst its dominant Igbo population for its safety and security within Nigeria, as violence against Igbo communities, particularly in the North, accelerated rapidly in the months before the start of the war (Heerten and Moses 2014). Roy Doron examines the lead-up and conduct of the war with particular emphasis on the discourse of Igbo “genocide” that Biafran representatives leveled at the Federal Military Government (FMG), and which the FMG denied. Doron argues that understanding the military aspects of the war brings a new perspective on the question of genocidal intent, while also recognizing that the war itself, which resulted in Biafran capitulation and reincorporation into Nigeria in 1970, established a legacy that “any challenge to state authority was treated as a potential secession” afterward, which weakened civil society and movements for minority rights under Nigeria’s subsequent military and civilian regimes.

The fall of the First Republic and the ensuing civil war were the first major crises of governance in independent Nigeria but by no means the last. The interplay between democracy and authoritarianism has been a major theme in Nigerian statecraft ever since. Eghosa E. Osaghae examines the several military regimes that governed Nigeria between 1966 and 1999 (with the brief interlude of the Second Republic from 1979–1983), arguing that drawing a simple binary between dictatorship and democracy elides important nuances in the Nigerian political landscape during these decades. Civilian pressure never completely evaporated, even under the most repressive regimes. And all military regimes sought to co-opt forms of civilian leadership into their regimes, either in consulting and advisory capacities or through state-sponsored political organizations. Osaghae also argues that the surest way for a military regime to usher in its demise has been to prevaricate too obviously on plans to relinquish power back to the people.

On the flipside, several chapters clarify that neither military nor civilian administrations have felt particularly strong pressure to be accountable and transparent with the citizenry. Official corruption and mismanagement have been prevalent across the board. As others have noted, they have become ubiquitous discourses in contemporary Nigeria (Smith 2008, Pierce 2006). A notable cause of corruption and unaccountability has been Nigeria’s oil economy, which has accounted for the vast majority of government revenue since the wells started humming in the 1970s. Adeoye O. Akinola lays out the academic discourse on Nigeria’s “resource curse” and operation as a “rentier state,” arguing that despite the massive wealth that oil has brought to the country, it has not translated into economic development or improved living conditions for the average Nigerian. Quite the contrary, it has fueled repressive governments, sidelined sustainable agriculture, and contributed to environmental degradation for which affected communities have not been adequately compensated.

Derivation of oil revenues has been one of the more contentious issues in Nigeria’s political economy since the 1970s, partly because it is intimately bound up with questions of minority representation within the Nigerian federal structure (Mustapha 2000). As Akin Iwilade and Iwebunor Okwechime argue in their chapter, minority politics is not merely a question of figuring out the right formula for minority representation within a federal system: it has much deeper implications than the “broader extractive and accumulative questions” that are often attached to minority identities. Focusing particular attention on case studies of minority politics in the Niger Delta region, Iwilade and Okwechime painstakingly demonstrate the interconnectedness of ethnic identities with economic marginalization in the region, arguing, as just one example, that “the reality of oil is central to Ijaw grievance registers; yet, the Ijaw imagination of the future, and indeed of the self, is incomplete without the appropriation of the fluid sweetness of oil.” At the same time, many ethnic minorities experience similar forms of marginalization. Ethnic identity can therefore function as an “infrastructure of exchange” that simultaneously defines the boundaries of inclusion and “inscribe[s] that belonging onto modern political economy questions which are, especially in the case of minorities, often trans-ethnic.” In this way, ethnic minority status can work as its own umbrella category of identification.

While much of the politicization of federal representation revolves around ethnic identifiers, these are by no means the only cultural identities politicized in contemporary Nigeria. As Matthews Ojo demonstrates in his chapter on “religious nationalisms,” religious identity has become an increasingly salient political force since the 1970s. The movement to include Shari’a law as part of the legal code for Muslim-majority areas in the North of the country revealed Nigeria’s contradictions as both a federated and secular state. Muslim activists argue that there can be no separation of religion and state, while non-Muslims argue that they should not be subjected to Islamic law in a multicultural secular state. The growth of charismatic Christian congregations since the 1980s has also injected stronger fundamentalist positions into the public discourse alongside growing Islamic fundamentalism. Ojo argues that both Christian and Muslim fundamentalists are highly critical of the state, and religious violence that has ebbed and flowed in Nigeria since the 1980s has been characterized both by inter-denominational conflict and been directed at the state. Ojo concludes that the rise of religious nationalism has undermined efforts to build collective Nigerian nationalism and drawn attention away from other collective grievances.

significant pushback from male activists and protestors in various forms, ranging from what she calls “banter culture” to cyberbullying. Ogbonna-Oluikpe reminds us that everyone protesting corrupt, oppressive, and unrepresentative governance does not necessarily envision its replacement with a progressive, egalitarian, liberal democracy.

While considerations of political economy have been central to general narratives about Nigeria’s postcolonial history, several chapters also demonstrate the capacity for this interpretive lens to overdetermine our understandings of Nigerians’ perspectives and lived experiences. Toyin Falola’s analysis of pop culture, literature, and the arts focuses heavily on the process of cultural production. On the one hand, argues Falola, these processes are universal: all cultures develop archetypes, musical styles, forms of storytelling that emerge organically from the history and experience of particular communities. On the other hand, popular culture and the arts in Nigeria have a long history of engagement with external influences, particularly from the African Diaspora and the industrialized West since the nineteenth century. While many famous musicians, artists, and writers have used their cultural capital to comment on the colonial and postcolonial states (Achebe, Soyinka, Fela Kuti, etc.), the forms in which they do so are culturally complex, diverse, and deliberate (Whitehead 2008; Sullivan 2001). Simultaneously, much of contemporary Nigerian popular media—such as hip-hop music, reality television, and Nollywood films—eschews political and intellectual critique in the name of commercial motives, both domestic and global.

Jamaine M. Abidogun makes a similar point about seeing beyond the state in her chapter about education, health, and social welfare. While it is widely recognized that Nigeria lags substantially on global indicators for the provisions of these kinds of social services, such a perspective is based almost entirely on the technocratic impulse to “see like a state” (Scott 1999), privileging data produced by states and intergovernmental organizations about services provided mainly by states and intergovernmental organizations. Abidogun argues that, while certainly the political and economic turmoil of the neoliberal era since the 1980s has eroded the state’s ability to provide basic social services to a majority of the population, there are a variety of ethnic, ecumenical, and issue-based civil society organizations that exist throughout Nigeria that provide alternative forms of education, health care, and other social welfare services. Perhaps nowhere is this more apparent than in the arena of medicine, where indigenous cultures have long-standing systems for the provision of diagnosis and treatment that have existed alongside the official biomedical structures that determine Nigeria’s official health care workforce. Abidogun concludes that recognizing the diversity of Nigeria’s social welfare systems “does not miraculously move Nigeria into the top third of countries for social services indicators, but it does help explain how Nigeria continues as a viable nation-state despite its dismal rating in the UNDP Human Development Indicators.”

further. However, growing populations have created significant land pressures, leading to more intensive land usage and conflicts between farmers and pastoralists that have reached unprecedented levels in recent years. While Korieh notes that long-standing failures of government intervention in the agricultural sector have exacerbated the tensions, leaving no clear resolution in sight, he notes that the ultimate cause is climate change, which has led to increasing desertification in the Sahelian region, which has pushed pastoralists further south in search of grazing lands for their herds.

The conflict between herders and farmers re-emerges in the final chapter in this section, in which N. Oluwafemi Mimiko examines questions of national security in twenty-first century Nigeria. Mimiko emphasizes that threats to the national security of independent Nigeria have been almost entirely internal. Extreme poverty and ethnic and sectarian violence, of which both the farmer–herder conflict and Boko Haram’s emergence are the most recent manifestations, are the most obvious insecurity drivers. Notably, Mimiko sees the underlying cause of national insecurity as the state itself, which he argues undermines its legitimacy through corruption, inefficiency, and incompetence. Mimiko calls for decentralization of the state as the first step toward restoring this legitimacy and, with it, an opportunity to engage Nigerian citizens in developing a more secure nation.

Mimiko’s recommendations are part of a stream of political thought in contemporary Nigeria that Cyril Obi and Godwin Onuoha examine in their analysis of federal politics in the Fourth Republic. Obi and Onuoha delve into the complexities of reforming Nigeria’s current federal structure, which is much more centralized under a strong federal government with a proliferation of thirty-six smaller, weaker states. Many advocates of greater decentralization of power are checked by defenders of the current model, who argue that decentralization is what led to much of Nigeria’s earlier political instability. At the same time, many see the current arrangement, by which the federal government controls all oil proceeds (which continue to account for the majority of government revenue) and is required to redistribute only three percent to the oil-producing regions, both unjust and unsustainable. Unfortunately, Obi and Onuoha conclude, “the exact model of government being sought by advocates of restructuring is not clear even to those advocating for decentralization.” Despite the political headway that the Fourth Republic has made—providing the longest, most stable stretch of republican government in the country’s history—nevertheless, the final two chapters in this section demonstrate that political, intellectual, and even conceptual progress on the fundamental questions about how this country continues to hold together remain not only unsolved but at an impasse.

Nigeria in the World

people worldwide over several centuries and through the independent Nigerian state’s diplomatic role since 1960.

Between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries CE over 3.5 million Africans from in and around what we now know as Nigeria were forcibly uprooted from their homes and transported to the New World as slaves. Matt D. Childs recounts the process of acquiring slaves in the Bights of Benin and Biafra, the shared experience of the torturous Middle Passage across the Atlantic, and the ways that communities of enslaved fashioned new lives in the Americas, retaining important aspects of their indigenous cultures and beliefs in the process, while adapting others to the new geographical and social circumstances of captivity. Childs’ analysis also charts the historiographical shifts that have occurred over the question of cultural retention, which began with an assumption that American slavery produced a cultural “blank slate,” to models that supposed an amorphous “Creole” identity, drawing from a variety of African backgrounds and recombined in American contexts, to more recent works that have been able to trace cultural zones of relocation, such as a large number of Yoruba speakers in Bahia or higher concentrations of Igbos in the southeastern United States that led to more discreet forms of cultural retention and expression in these regions, and that continues to hold cultural relevance to the present.

While Childs focuses on the influences of Nigerian cultures on the Atlantic world, Brandon Kendhammer examines the long history of engagement between Nigeria’s cultures and societies and the wider Islamic world, or global umma as he labels it. While other chapters discussed Islam’s role in historical developments within the Nigerian region, Kendhammer is most concerned with how Nigeria’s Muslims help us better understand Islamic history. He zeroes in on several key areas of interaction: networks of Islamic theology and scholarship, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj), and international Islamic education as key areas in which connections between Nigerians and circulation of Islamic ideas, values, and identities have been sustained over the long term. The political implications of these transnational connections have been diverse. Sometimes they have served to reinforce governments, as in the case of the Sokoto Caliphate. British colonial officials viewed the hajj as a potentially destabilizing force, however. Ahmadu Bello used international Islamic connections to build Northern regional nationalism in the 1950s and 1960s, with divisive effects. More recently, Salafist influences have taken an explicitly anti-state stance, perhaps represented most famously, but not exclusively, in Boko Haram’s rise.

Nigerians are among the best-educated and most successful immigrant groups in both the US and UK, they still face significant social and cultural barriers because of their race in both countries. In China, the growing number of Nigerians, who are mostly presumed to be traders and other low-skill laborers, also face significant discrimination both from the state and everyday treatment by locals. Imoagene notes that the treatment of Nigerians in China may one day become a source of tension between the two countries, given the ever-closer economic relationship that has been developing between them in recent years.

China is just one of many countries with which Nigeria has developed meaningful cooperative relationships. Nigeria’s foreign affairs have played a significant role in the country’s history, the West African region, the African continent, and the world since its independence in 1960. This diplomatic history is the subject of the final two chapters of the volume. Adebayo Oyebade focuses on Nigeria’s diplomatic role in international affairs within Africa, focusing primarily on the country’s role as a hegemon and peacekeeper within the West African region and its participation in the Organization of African Unity (OAU), with particular emphasis on Nigeria’s leadership effort in international anti-apartheid movements that pressured the South African regime until its collapse in the early 1990s. Interestingly, Oyebade argues that the dissolution of apartheid formed the basis for strong relations between the two countries that have since become more complex as each has sought greater continental influence in the 2000s. The treatment of Nigerians in South Africa, where they have faced discrimination and intermittent violence, has also soured relations. Ultimately, Oyebade argues that Nigeria’s influence in African affairs has declined in recent decades, both due to a rising South Africa and ongoing problems of corruption and weak internal governance that have eroded Nigeria’s moral authority on the international stage.

Toyin Falola closes the volume with an analysis of Nigeria’s foreign relations in the wider world. Afrocentrism framed Nigeria’s global foreign policy from independence. In the 1960s and 1970s, Nigeria advocated for further decolonizing the African continent and international respect for newly independent African countries’ territorial sovereignty. Just as it did at the OAU, Nigeria fought against South African apartheid at the United Nations and participated in the Non-Alignment Movement during the Cold War. Its international relationships were also shaped by its membership in the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and Concert of Medium Powers. However, in agreement with Oyebade, Falola argues that Nigeria’s diplomatic clout waned from the 1990s, as the oppressive excesses of successive military regimes turned Nigeria into a pariah state on the international stage from which it is yet to fully recover.

who Nigerians are and how they understand themselves in relationship to each other and the wider world.
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Part I

Knowledge Production and Epistemologies of Nigerian History


Chapter 1 

Indigenous Knowledge and Oral Traditions in Nigeria

Toyin Falola

Introduction

Although the idea of “ritual archives” transcends the realm of oral traditions to other artifacts like symbols, signs, texts, images, performances, and various other types of indigenous artifacts that document and relate the social experience of the people of Africa for posterity (Falola 2017), none of these varieties could speak for themselves or to the African past without the employment of oral traditions. Primarily, not only are texts, paintings, drawings, sculptures, and other visual and objectified inventions borne out of thought (Akporobaro 2005), they retain their interpretations, meanings, and significance through this medium. Oral traditions or oral artifacts are one of the signifiers of the power of the African mind, embodiments of its civilizations and the medium through which its philosophy, history, science, arts, literature, politics, traditions, cultures, cosmological and metaphysical beliefs, and more are preserved, codified, disseminated, and transmitted through generations and communicated to the world. Preliterate societies in Africa might not be filled with men of letters but were undoubtedly populated with people of words. A wise person is deemed to be one who has a literary arsenal capable enough to deploy the right verbal response to every situation, which includes in-depth knowledge of history, proverbs, sayings, and lore,1 among others; this even includes mastering silence, gesture, and signs (Imbua 2012).

From rituals and other religious engagements and economic and political matters to social and cultural activities, preliterate African states survived via the mechanism of oral traditions. In recent times, this has become the loop through which “social anthropologists” (Okoh 2014)—that is, historians, anthropologists, sociologists, oral literature scholars, ethnologists, psychologists, community workers, and others interested in different aspects of the African past, personality, and culture—access the relevant information with which they engage. The colonial administrators took the same interest in these traditions for their colonial enterprise,2 but later went ahead to derogate them. There is no doubt that the colonial archives have helped Africanist scholars to interrogate and understand past events, practices, and phenomena among their subjects; this knowledge has, however, been largely adjudged to be insufficient and, in some cases, inaccurate (Ogen 2012).

The limitations found in this data could be adduced to the error commonly associated with data collection, data processing, and knowledge production.3 Nevertheless, in either of the cases, the worldview, ideological perspective, experience, and other factors that must have propelled the research interest shape the outcome. This goes for the limitations of the colonial archives, like other products and sources of historical research, both textual and oral (Thompson and Bornat 2017). If anything, realizing this should be a call for broader scheme of data gathering so as to ensure a wider consultation with varieties of viable data for juxtaposition of information and more plausible conclusions.

Traditions and Cultures of the Nigerian People

Central to the discussion in this chapter are the twin concepts of culture and traditions. Tradition is history, as culture symbolizes the totality of the past, present, and future of a people. Culture, the identity incubator (Macionis 2009), is defined in this study as an inbuilt attitude of people, ingrained in their conscious and unconscious individual and collective selves, which ultimately manifests in their actions and reactions to the environment and epistemological understanding. This invariably explains their psychological reflections on matters of existential value or threat to the survival of their civilization. Hence, it epitomizes their various inventions in arts and science vis-à-vis music, dance, religion, philosophy, cosmology, metaphysics, socio-political configuration and economic formation, crafts, constructions, and general inventions—all of which social anthropologists are interested in knowing and work with. Culture tells it all, particularly as it brings to the fore the crystal mirror of the identity question of the people in view.

For every human civilization, the traditions that shape the culture of the people in view inform others of their interpretation of their world and environment, hence the formation of a unique identity that separates them from others. In all phases, this develops the idea of the Other, in-group identity, and in-group membership (Tajfel 1982). In a perpetual cycle, the most essential part of the traditions and cultures of the people of Africa in general, and various cultural groups that made up the Nigerian state in particular, is the link that is consistently established between the people, their inventions, institutions, and every other aspect of their civilization to some “extra-human forces that are believed to control or intervene” in human affairs (Forde 1963). Veritably, the level of uncertainty of the human environment has, over time, given impetus to his consciousness to religious submission—the medium through which his belief in the extra-human vis-à-vis their activities and power are sustained. Regarding the Yoruba people of southwestern Nigeria, whose experience forms the integral basis of the references in this study, the belief in Ifa has been their solace.

Tellingly, without this solace there would be no civilization, but void and hopelessness; consequently, social anthropologists would have nothing to work with. For this reason, several scholarly thoughts abound on the Yoruba and their civilization and the place of the Ifa cult in these studies cannot be overemphasized as it forms the basis of their traditions (Falola 2013; Abimbola 1997). This tradition is not only found among the Yoruba, but has over time metamorphosed into other cultures both within the West African coast and beyond (Bascon 1991).4 Of all the methods of divinations employed by the people, Ifa is regarded as the most important and reliable. The people so much believe in it and the Ifa oracle, popularly called herbalist and indigenously referred to a Babalawo, that its result is not given to any drop of doubt. It forms the basic path of communication between the people and Olodumare, (the Yoruba word for God) and other external bodies believed to be in existence. These external bodies could be their ancestors or any strange spirit they believe in. But more than any of these forces, the people belief in the supremacy of Oludamare. It is in the supremacy of Olodumare and the belief in His inaccessibility by mortal bodies that gave rise to the Yoruba pantheons as they are known today (Ogungbemi 2017).

Through these pantheons, it is believed this restricted access could be maneuvered as they are believed to be intermediaries between men and Olodumare. Ifa is central to this constructed loop, as it serves as a means of regular consultation between the people and the Supreme Being. From the period of birth to death, it remains the only means of consultation for the people. This imaginary journey from earth to the heavenly abode, through this consultation, where it is believed that the Supreme Being resides together with other extra-terrestrial beings, is always consistent as it is believed that all men emanated from this mystical entity and, after a while on earth, this is the place they shall all return. Retuning to this place as an aged fellow with children and family guarantees the place of the deceased among those referred to and sometimes worshipped as ancestors (Falola 2020). This is explicated in phrases like “Aiye loja orun nile”—“the world is a market place, while heaven is home,” which is strengthened in the Odu Ifa known as Oyeku Mogbe.5 Invariably, all these crystalize the identity of the people, while at the same time it tells the path of their oral literature production and its mechanism.

It is partly in respect of this belief that the people are often enjoined to act humane to others, ensue the spirit of comradeship, respect elders and uphold a high moral standard. All of these and many more, which are expected to guide the conduct of the people in and outside their homes, serve as the core of Yoruba culture generally known as the tenet of Omoluabi (a responsible fellow) (Olajubu 1981). For a person to be called Omoluabi in Yorubaland, such person must have demonstrated great criteria for this in character and thought. This basically entails the understanding and appropriate engagement with the Yoruba culture and doctrines. A proper observation of this tenet increases the chance of the person to grow to become an elder whose good deeds would continue to live after transiting to the world beyond—the non-world. Joining the realm of the ancestors in this regard, the person then becomes an inspiration for the living ones, the children, and their generation as well as the community, by extension. In this culture, elders do not die; they transform.

Children in this culture, like others across Africa, are very important for various reasons, part of which include the continuation of the family traditions (a factor which explains the preference for male children among the people and other cultures around the world), the production of basic necessities in the house, prestige and status for the parents, and more (Ogunremi 1986). Expectedly, the coming of a newborn child in a community is heralded by great jubilation and ceremony. Aside from community festival and rituals, only three events are known to be celebrated with great deal of excitement among the people. These are naming, marriage, and burial ceremonies. The first is a celebration of a new life added to the community, the second represents the celebration of a new household which is expected to further populate the community and reproduce its traditions, while the dead—usually the elderly—are celebrated for a life well-lived and the expectation that they have gone to join their ancestors to watch over and protect the family and community they left behind. These three stages are considered the three most strategic periods in the lives of the people. As part of the belief that elders do not die but transform, they are believed to come back in another forms, mostly as children and masquerades.

Children are then taught the ways of their ancestors in their everyday engagement and experience. As part of this process, and as an integral feature of the tenet of Omoluabi, first thing every morning, children are expected to obeisance before their parents. The parents in response burst forth into the recitation of oriki (praise poems) in commemoration of their ancestors whose achievements, greatness, and bravery are melted in the verses to encourage the children for the day and remind them of who they are (Babalola 1966). With parents, other elderly relatives could also use this medium as a way of showing their affection for the child who is the subject of the praise. More so, it is used during elaborate ceremonies with professional poets and drummers who excite the audience with their mastery of the art and knowledge of the fellow whose praise is being heralded. Another way in which the ancestors are remembered by their families and made to reside with them is through the naming of a newborn child. A child in this way could be named after the ancestor or given a certain name that describes the child the ancestor incarnate. Primarily, gender-descriptive names like Babajide, Babatunde, and Iyabo are commonly used in the case of the latter.

In naming a child after the actual name of an ancestor, the epithet of the ancestor is usually transferred to the child. These epithets are also gender laden. Like every other culture, name is an essential piece of information that partly tells on the identity of an individual. In Yorubaland, it is often believed that ile la’ i-wo, ki a to so’ mo l’ oruko—circumstances present at birth coin a child’s name (Babalola and Alaba 2008). Hence, name are not mere utterances, but consciously loaded words filled with the circumstance of birth and aspiration of the parent for the child. In naming a child after an ancestor, the parents are hopeful that the child invokes the personality of the ancestor. Traditionally, before the seventh day in the case of a male, and eighth day in the case of a female, when the newborn is to be named, the Ifa priest is consulted to ensure that the future of the child is known and any evil associated with the life-path of the baby is averted (Ellis 1974). During this period, the life pattern of the child is defined and left for the gods, the ancestors, and the parents to tender. In tendering children in the ways of their ancestors, they are also prepared for the future. The past here is seen as the future, which the present must pursue through the day-to-day efforts of each living member of the community and, more importantly, the protection and inspiration of the ancestors. Being a responsible man in this culture requires a child to get married at the appropriate time; usually before the age of thirty.

In preparing the child for this period of relative independence, the female child is made to learn from the mother, while the male child learns from the father; altogether, they both learn from the older ones in the society. While it is worthy to recall how they are inspired for the work of the day in the morning, following their dinner in the evening, they are gathered with their parents and/or any other older figure(s) in the family under the moonlight. With the fresh breeze easing the stress of the day, they are told riddles, stories, and tales that have been in existence for centuries. This learning process serves as a medium of entertainment for the children as well as the elders. Moreover, through this medium, and others, they are taught morals, proverbs, wise sayings, history, traditions, and other things that sharpen their intellectual faculty. On a daily basis children encounter proverbs and wise sayings with their different purposes and intent that adumbrates the situation at hand. Through this they are cautioned and made to behave. As some sort of “shorthand manual” of the culture and traditions of the people, they could at least recall these succinct media of expression if the long narratives that explain the situation prove too hard to be remembered.

It is also through this everyday encounter that children are taught the family occupation and heritage of the family which they are expected to carry-on to the future. Although the people are generally known to be farmers, they also have special skills that are synonymous with families and their descendants. These families serve as the pillars of the civilization of the community where they reside. Their traditions are also tailored towards their peculiar features and identities—all mostly reflected in their epithets. Theses occupations include the blacksmith, drummers, poets, sculptors, herbalists, and more. Other distinctions that reflect in the traditions of families and individuals in this culture are related to the religious practices and socioeconomic status in the society. In the case of the former, for instance, there are families synonymous with Ogun (the Yoruba god of Iron), Sango, (the Yoruba god of thunder), Egungun (ancestral beings), Oro (bull roarer) and many more. Learning all these and passing them to generations was no problem as the people; both old and young, live through these traditions.

In other words, pertinent to the preservation and transmission of these traditions is the fact that all that were learned were practical or, in some other cases, imaginary, to the daily activities and experience of the people. Traditionally, learning among the people, like others in Africa, is entangled with entertainment, which makes transmission easier, as their messages easily became part of the people. From dawn to dusk, children are taught these ways of life and of living in poems, proverbs, wise sayings, tales, riddles, stories, narratives, observation of rituals, and many more. As briefly seen and as will be elaborated in the next section, all the issues discussed in this section, and others not mentioned, are codified in several forms of verbal arts for specific purposes.

Indigenous Knowledge Production Among the Peoples of Nigeria

Humankind has, over the years, learned to observe and document deductions and interpretations of their environment for a lasting memory expected to be passed down through generations. Therefore, by default, humans are archivists or, better still, record keepers. This inherent feature, which serves as the charter responsible for humans’ ability to store information and document events he deems necessary or important, is part of the unique features that separate him from other animals. To be sure, indigenous knowledge productions in their many varieties, either in arts or science, are symbolic human inventions telling on experience, imagination, and in response to signs—danger, fortune, destruction, rain, seasons, etc. Whereas both human and animal are innately equipped with this ability, the latter lacks the ability to translate this knowledge to lasting organizational principles.6 Arts, one of the noblest inventions of humans, is often borne out of the feeling that adumbrates, primarily, a phrase like: “so our children may know.” Owing to the natural process in which every accumulated and documented human knowledge morphed into historical pieces, history and historical documentation has become an integral part of life and civilizations, regardless of age or geographical space. With this in mind, knowledge is produced and reproduced.

In fact, as earlier mentioned, those with the mastering of every component that made up these historical pieces are considered more intelligent than the ones with limited or no knowledge of them. This informs the importance attached to this tradition across Africa, as seen in the significant cadre upon which elders are placed in the society. More importantly in the tradition of historical preservation is the fact that it helps one to ascertain their rightful place in society. This is achieved through the acquired knowledge of the history of the family, lineage, and community on the one hand, as well as that of the cosmological and metaphysical interpretation of the world by the culture, on the other hand. As noted earlier, the preponderance of the African belief in the “non-world” (Falola 2017) as a superintending entity in the affairs of man brings every aspect of the society, including human relations, into the realm of the spiritual. Therefore, in a traditional African setting, it is not enough for a child to grow up with the history of their family, lineage, or community; knowing the roles these extraterrestrial beings have designed for him/her or anyone with a particular pattern of trajectory is important in understanding and accepting an assigned place in the society. In all, customs, laws, and traditions are developed and adhered to in this process. The universality of this is largely known across cultures and civilizations as the basic principle of societal organization, human relations, and existence. However, the differing component deals with the mode of ingraining such knowledge in the psyche of the people, as well as its transmission beyond the time of production. In the traditions of cultures across Africa, this knowledge is not only produced orally, but also transmitted in the same form from one generation to the other.

This informs oral traditions as they are known across Africa. Putting this in contextual interpretation, it could be seen as an array of complex information passed verbally through generations of news collection and influenced by eyewitness accounts, hearsay, visions, dreams, hallucinations, (historical) gossip, memorized speech, traditions of origin, cumulative accounts, personal traditions, reminiscences and commentaries on events, and many more (Vansina 1985). Through this process, the traditions of a certain cluster of people is established, over time, having been tested as a common historical truth capable of enhancing the survival of the civilization (Barber 2007). Consequently, they form the basis of the collective memory of the people in-view. Oral traditions could be used to penetrate several aspects of the past because they serve as the summation of a preliterate culture’s wisdom, history, sociology, ethnography, philosophy, arts, psychology, and other aspects of its civilization. Significantly, they serve as a guiding medium “about how to live and explain what’s happening in our lives and to point to the wisdom of elders who used the ancient texts” (Schneider 2002). Due to several factors found in the process of making these traditions and transmitting them, it is not uncommon to find two or more accounts among a cluster group of cultural entity, trying to explain the same event or phenomenon, with each side trying to establish its version as the irrefutable tradition. In some cases, however, at their base could be found some level of similarity. As such, through its process of production, oral traditions are established as a dartboard in which all relevant darts are directed. The contradictions are relevant darts in that they provide the social anthropologist with varieties of perspective to weigh the tradition and arrive at a better scientific conclusion.

The process of making these traditions, which is lived through the everyday life struggle of the people, produces two basic forms of oral traditions which Africanist scholars have learned to study differently, owing to the different levels of technicalities required in gathering and processing the information embedded in them. On the one hand is the common type, which is discursive, documented, and transmitted through plain words and narratives and retains the umbrella body meaning—Oral Tradition (OT). On the other hand is Other Oral Tradition (OOT), distinguished by its deliberate weave of these traditions in what could be referred to as an encrypted message owing to the fact that, even though their messages are passed across in plain sight, the underline messages are hardly readily understood (Babalola 1975).7 This classification comes to mind, appropriately, when we consider that at the start of the researcher on the field, months could be spent without having a single record of the different measures and forms of the poetry, and other ritual archives of the people under study, if not specifically requested. In other words, without a specific request for these OOTs, all that the researcher might secure through the period of data-gathering from the indigenous people could be the narratives which might have been politicized (Asiwaju 1976; Vaughan 2003).

This makes OT the conventional mode of engaging the indigenous informants because, often times, not every member of the community is acquitted to the “rituals” that surround the OOT. To be sure, in the various forms in which they exist across cultures, the OOTs require a special skill or in some cases, initiation, to recite, describe, and make meaning out of them. For instance, among the Yoruba people of Southwestern Nigeria, the researcher could only collect Ifa verses from an Ifa priest, Ijala; from a hunter, oriki; or from a local or family poet; that is, the specific ritual rites from the priest or other people at the loop of how such is conducted. The same goes to the collection data on ogede (incantation), and many more (Falola 1984).8 While sometimes it might be difficult for the historian to detect the irrationality in the narrative handed over by an informant, appropriate consultation with these OOTs could help in this detection. Even when the historian is aware of the irrationality, solid proof is still needed to ensure that the information is not discarded on the surface level. It is often a sign of good research to debunk or establish a tradition based on its contradiction or harmonization with other sources considered to be viable and superior in the matter.

This avenue, the Other Oral Traditions offer the social anthropologist. Hence, the significance of oral arts and literature in the study of history, and other aspects of life of cultures across Africa. Depending on the depth of the knowledge of the informant, some form of the OOT, like proverbs and sayings which are used in between discussions and narratives, could be derived from the collection of data from the field without specifically making a request for them. Fundamentally, for many of the social anthropologists and the informants, these sources are used to buttress or express the validity of a claim. To trace the trajectory of Ake, Ibara, and other communities in Abeokuta, for instance, a common saying goes succinctly: k’ogun maja ilewo, k’ogun maja Ibara, Ogun ja’lewo oja’bara, ole ara Ake da s’ehin odi (that war should not devastate Ilewo, that Ibara should not be consumed, Ilewo has been consumed by war, likewise Ibara; or that it sent the people of Ake to the outskirt of their boundaries).9 The same method of emphasis could be seen in an attempt to document the changing fortune and experience of a community under different leadership. The Oyo experience comes to mind here as the saying, Laiye Abiodun l’ afi igba won ’wo; Laiye Aolel’adi adikale. (Abiodun’s reign money we weighed by bushels with calabashes; In Aole’s reign, we packed up to flee) (Johnson 2009), adumbrates in few words the experience of the people under the reign of each king mentioned. They speak to betrayal and call for caution, sometimes from historical context, as in the popular saying among the Ijesa stock of the Yoruba group, which warned against revealing too much about oneself to a stranger: A ki fi ile gbogbo han alejo, Ibokun fi ile han Oyo (We do not show the whole house to a stranger, Ibokun showed the house to the Oyos).10

Also, while some of these sayings are factual historical notes as they come across as mnemonics, others are not. They are but mere conjecture that yet speak to the reality of the everyday life experience of the people. More often than not this type of saying emanates from tales which the Yoruba people use in educating their children under the moonlight in the fall of the day. Among many of such is the tale of Odogo and his wife. In this fascinating tale, Odogo got implicated indirectly in a theft case by his wife while he was away. Summing this up into a witty remark used for any occasion that appears similar to that of Odogo (not necessarily involving couples), the people would say: adasinilorun, aya Odogo; eleru nw’eru, eleru nw’eru, oni k’an je k’oko ohun de, boya a ri! (One who implicates another, the wife of Odogo; the property owner seeks for his property, the slave master is in search for his slave, she said they should await her husband’s return, perhaps he had seen them). In the same succinct category of indigenous knowledge and oral tradition among the Yoruba people and indeed, other cultures in Africa, are proverbs. Indigenously known as owe, proverbs are another form of witty remarks used by the Yoruba people, not for its historicity or historical authentication, but more importantly, for the role they play in putting an argument, conversation, counsel and all, into a meaningful context.

To explain the importance of proverbs among the people, there is a common saying that proverbs are an essential feature in a speech and where one is at a loss of the right response to a situation that requires verbal intervention or what to say in the middle of speech, proverbs serve as the missing link: owe l’eshin oro, oro l’eshin owe, t’oro ba so nu, owe la o fi wa. Proverbs and sayings are the most commonly used examples of OOT as they frequently follow the OT and allow the verbal narratives to flow admirably with the conviction that the informant knows what she or he is saying. In their generic form, because whatever information that is derived from the diverse examples of OOT is considered to be from the firsthand experience of a knowledgeable person, either through the observation of a phenomenon or event, their accuracy is never in doubt. They thus become the common truth that could be used at any time to debunk alternative point or narrative. Very effectively, they are used as a way of achieving a convergence of narrative about an event, figure, phenomenon, practice, and others. In this way, they are effective in shaping public opinion, perception, social control of information and, ultimately, the collective memory that becomes the tradition of the people.

Revealingly, African cultures are very descriptive and given the depth of arts and art practices among the people, they have managed to invent different forms of oral literature that encapsulate elements of the primordial identity of the people through their history, traditions, philosophy, psychology, religion, and many more. This is particularly so of the Yoruba people whose daily routines are heralded by praise poetry, sayings, and proverbs. The first mention alone has more than five typologies, each of which could only be used in specific circumstances, albeit for the same descriptive purpose. Throughout Yorubaland, no child is given a name without also being given an epithet, which is an important adjunct to any name. Indigenously known as oriki, it is made up of two connotative words; ori (head or origin) and ki (cite). Oriki, according to Olutunji, is the most popular of Yoruba oral poetic genres, a fact which is attested to by the several collections of the genre and the intricacy of its usage (Olatunji 2005). It is even more important when we consider the indigenous essentiality of ori which is being cited in praise poetry.11 Aesthetically, these traditional art forms comprise of the traditions of origins, philosophies, epics, myths, metaphysics, customs, traditions, sayings, trajectories, and other attributions of the people extrapolated from their ancestors which could date as far back as to the epoch of Oranmiyan from around 1250 (Babalola and Alaba 2003).

Altogether, they arouse and adumbrate the psychological inclination and proclivity of the people, as well as their actions and reactions to their in-group, as well as out-group, members (Barber 1991; Olademo 2009; Awe 1947). Although used in different contexts to achieve different results, oral traditions in their various forms share an interwoven essence among the people as they all serve the purpose of accounting for human conduct and social relations. Besides itan (stories), alo (tales), riddles, proverbs, and sayings, poetry is an indispensable subline in the culture of the people because it stands strategically in the making of their world; and praise poetry is just one example. This is why there are many genres of traditional Yoruba poetry to convey the various aspects of their culture and life. From Ijala (the hunters’ poetry), Iyere (the Ifa priest poetry), Orin Aremo (Lullaby), orin Arungbe (Arugbe song, used by the oro [bull roarer] cult in Egba land), to ofo (Incantations) and many others, this world is communicated to humanity (Olusanya 1983). As earlier stated, oral traditions are represented in different contexts with the same purpose. However, influencing others both in narrative and mode of documentation and transmission is the Ifa corpus. Abimbola put this authoritatively when he averred that


The method of training of Ifa priests and the mode of transmission of their repertoire represents a startling example of an indigenous African pre-literate academic system. The Yoruba people themselves regard Ifa as the great authority on their mythology, history and philosophy. Indeed Ifa can be regarded as the unwritten text-book of Yoruba culture in its true historical and philosophical perspective. A better example of the meticulous care usually taken by the pre-literate societies to preserve and disseminate the ingredients of their own culture can hardly be found. (Abimbola 1975)



Inarguably, Ifa dominates the form and channel through which oral traditions are made in Yorubaland. From the occurrence of events and how they are perceived, to the interpretation of phenomenon and basic understanding of the environment, Ifa takes the role of an anchor. Like others in Africa, the spirituality of the people ties the whole of their existence to the supernatural and Ifa is the surest means through which this is achieved, traditionally. Whether a dream, hallucination, or vision that was meant to shape the course of an event or its interpretation, and what ultimately becomes the oral tradition of the people, Ifa passes the final instruction by revealing what the future holds and what should be done as it offers explanations to events, occurrences, and phenomenon. The consequences of this become traditions and history. This is true in the traditions of origin of communities, as it is true in the character and what becomes of an individual player in the history. As earlier mentioned, Ifa tells the innate being of a child, their destiny, and how to navigate the uncertainty of life, just as it instructs on where and how the people should settle. It doesn’t end there—it is called to intervein at every junction in the life of both entities.

Social anthropologists have learned to engage these oral traditions and indigenous knowledge, in their narrative and aesthetically weaved forms, for peculiar purposes with effect that boils down to the ability to really understand, in a broader sense, the world view, proclivity, history, traditions, and other encrypted messages that speak to the identity-whole of the people being studied. In fact, it is not uncommon to discover that persons giving these traditions, or rather the custodians of the traditions at the time of gathering the data, are not consciously aware of the peculiar messages the researcher has received from the collected data. Pointedly, the enigmatic messages embedded in the OOTs often transmit? clarity to the discussion on group psychology and primordial identity as they incidentally offer “descriptions of facts and objects, which conjure up the social and physical setting in which life went on” (Zerbo 1990). Of course, none of these would make sense aside from mere documentation purposes if not used side-by-side with extant texts.

Indigenous Knowledge, Challenges, and Mutational Paradigms of Historical Documentation

Nothing has remained static, not historical research in their sources and methodologies, and certainly not how these are engaged. The transitioning of the society has created both challenges and opportunities for the historian, as well other social anthropologists. Most importantly, the Internet has served as a medium through which the researcher might like to commence research with the view of seeing if there has been documented material on the area of proposed study. This entity is filled with several documentations of the traditions of the peoples of Africa, as well as the medium through which these traditions are transmitted to the society. The patriotic zeal of the educated elites of the colonial days persists today to various degrees (Falola 1999). Yet even though the educated elements of these communities have found their new lives outside of where these traditions were made, they remain bound to these traditions emotionally, at least somewhat.

Through their advancements, theses traditions are surviving, while they are faced with their shadows at the same time. With the Internet and print publications, not only have these cultures made their world known to the society, they have produced sources to help social anthropologists. Yet this has also led to the decimation of the oral tradition medium with the effect that with the many distractions of modernity, only interested members of the society bother to check the information they have provided through these modern media. In the worst-case scenario, it is very likely that these members are not from their households, a reality which is a departure from the old practice that helped strengthened the traditions. Consequently, these traditions are no longer entrenched at the family and community level. These documentations are also open to concerns about missing information, valid or invalid. This could be explained as the consequence of the pattern of transmitting these traditions, which itself indicates the changes in the social organization and orientation of the people. Simply put, with the adoption of modernization following a western taxonomy, and changes in the process through which children are taught, not only is interest in these traditions lost, but it has become difficult to disseminate them to the society.

In any case, these were traditions and the society was on the verge of modernization. Be that as it may, the traditional was meant to give way to the modern in every detail. As such, collecting and making meaningful deductions from these traditions became a daunting task for social anthropologists. Moreover, aside from the modernization effects, the capacity of the human mind to store information is “terribly selective” about what to remember and this has remained consistent in what is known and unknown of the past (Ritchie 2015). This became even more daunting for the social anthropologists as the society progressed. The historian and other social anthropologists are equipped with new technologies to do their jobs from time to time (Ritchie 2015), but the problem lies in who to help untangle the knotted areas of the research, especially when the answer is meant to come from the local community. Take language usage, for instance. From the Ifa divination corpus to other forms of Yoruba lore, language usage as influenced by the environment is an essential form of art, defining and illuminating unique features, meaning, and significance through a careful aesthetical weaving. Speaking to this, Langer informs us that “the process of transforming all direct experience into imagery or into that supreme mode of symbolic expression, language, has so completely taken possession of the human mind that it is not only a special talent but a dominant, organic need” (Langer 1988). Naturally, the manner in which humans conceive the art of speech and the use of language therein is perpetually cultural (Sapir 1988). Unfortunately, the generic ability of cultures to consistently reproduce themselves in a fluid manner that often shutters their original form poses a threat to the survival of these oral traditions in their novel forms and meanings. Not only have foreign languages dominated the medium of communication generally in Africa, but some words in the local languages have been lost to disuse and language change. Consequently, detailed meanings of some of the indigenous words found in many of the OOTs are lost in obscurity, leaving adequate interpretation to speculation. Meanwhile, the extent at which names and words are used in coding messages and preserving history cannot be gainsaid in emphasis (Dakubu 2015).

Part of the effect of modernization on African cultures is the recalibration of the sociopolitical institutions of the people. In Yorubaland, this has led to the politicization? of oral traditions, particularly accounts of origins, with alterations of their original readings. This is aided by the fact that collective memory, as Kansteiner noted, stems from individual memory on the criteria that it serves the purpose of the event that calls for it, even though such do not represent the sociological reality of the historical account it seeks to pass along. Even when it has contradicted what constitutes the “historical truth” among the people in the past, the contradictions are ignored and the new version is added to the collective memory of their past, which they save as an arsenal for future engagements.12 As noted earlier, this has mandated the use of OOTs by historians for validation or otherwise of these accounts. However, among other things, with the challenge of language mutation and dwindling interests in these traditions, as noted above, this has proven difficult.

Conclusion

In the end, it could be deduced that culture evolves as the accumulation of the historical consciousness of a people and what they make of this. At the same time, traditions are “explanatory glosses” that seek to establish certain trends in interpretation and to converge as a collective memory; that is, what is collectively recalled to be true, moral, and justified.13 Meanwhile, traditional African cultures have their ways of inspiring society and documenting notable events and phenomena through several art forms which portray their worldviews.14 While some are mythical and provide no factual nucleus of the accounts they present, it is essential to note that these traditions constitute the primordial identity of the people.

Notes

1.This is used in view of the argument for the decolonization of African oral literature from the suppressive descriptive fang of works that are primitive, unintellectual, and belonging to the realm of the “folk.” Cf. Nkem Okoh, “Intersections, Synergies and Strategies: Theorizing on Oral Literature and Folklore,” in The Folktale in Nigeria, eds. Abubakar Rasheed and Sani Abba Aliyu (Zaria: Ahmadu Bello University Press, 2014), 12–31.

2.Among these were the 1913 Edgar’s collection of Hausa superstitions and customs; Poetic Heritage: Igbo Traditional Verse; and others, as well as the theft of several visual arts. Cf. Justin Akankali, Folklore and Traditional Politics in an African Society (Lagos: Malthouse Press, 2009), 1; Charles Gore, Art, Performance and Ritual in Benin City (London: Edinburg University Press and International African Institute, 2007); Wale Oyemakinde, “The Chiefs Law and the Regulation of Traditional Chieftaincy in Yorubaland,” Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria 9, no. 1, (1977): 63–74.

3.Many factors influence the topic chosen to be researched: what is seen as worthy of attention and emphasis and what is not; how the significant and insignificant points are related; the depth of uncovering the latent picture, and most importantly, how the data is used, advertently or otherwise. Simply put, because objectivity is a rarity in a research endeavor, the bits of the subjectivity of the researcher is implicated in the data collection, interpretation and analyses. Cf. E. H. Carr, What is History, Second Edition, Edited by R.W. Davies (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1987), 119–130.

4.It is common among the Benin Edo of Nigeria and the Ewe of Togo, who refers to it as Afa, in Cuba, Brazil, etc.

5.Interview with: Chief Babatunde Abereifa, Araba of Iragbiji, Age 55, Boripe-Iragbiji, June 8, 2019.

6.For more on this discussion which centers on symbols, signs, language, and all, see Richard A. Alden, ed. The Human Perspective (California, CA: CAT Publishing Company, 1988), 22.

7.Expressly put, they are specially weaved with literary terms of hyperbole, proverbs, allusions, epigrams, special vocabularies, metaphors, and other literary devices and presented with intonation and rhythms, all of which makes them fascinating and distinguished from ordinary utterances.

8.Indeed, “the palace historians concentrated essentially on the political and constitutional developments within their domains. The diviners and priests did the same in their capacity as historians by specializing primarily in the philosophical and religions systems.”

9.Interview with Chief Isiaka Bamigboye, a Transporter (Oluwo Oke-Ilado in Kemta), 73, Ogboni Council Hall, Ijemo Community, Abeokuta, March 18, 2019.

10.For more on this context, see J. D. Y. Peel, “Kings, Titles, and Quarters: A Conjectural History of Ilesha I: The Traditions Reviewed,” History in Africa 6, (1979): 120.

11.For a detail exposition on the concept of ori among the Yoruba, see for instance Oladele Abiodun Balogun, “The Concepts of Ori and Human Destiny in Traditional Yoruba Thought: A Soft Deterministic Interpretation,” Nordic Journal of African Studies 16, no.1 (2007): 116–130.

12.Cf. NAI, Oyo Prof 1, File no. 1372, Yoruba Crowns: Rights and Privileges to Wear by Certain Chiefs, Letter from the Divisional Office Ife to the Resident Oyo Province, Oyo, Intelligence Report, Your Memorandum No. Tour/1934 of 8/10/34, October 12, 1934; NAI, Oyo Prof 1, File no. 1372, Yoruba Crowns: Rights and Privileges to Wear by Certain Chiefs Correspondence between the Acting Residence Oyo Province and the District Officer Ibadan Division, Crown Possession of, No.1372/138A, May 14, 1947.

13.Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition, 8.

14.Cf. Zaasi Dawn Meneh, Folktales of Some Communities in Kwara State and Itulo Community in Benue State, Project 10 (Abuja: Bukar Usman Foundation, 2014); Abubakar Rasheed and Sani Abba Aliyu, eds., Folklore, Integration and National Development in Nigeria: A Festschrift for Professor Dandatti, Abdulkadir, OFR (Zaria: Ahmadu Bello University Press, 2014).
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Chapter 2 

Archaeology, Linguistics, and Early Histories of Nigeria

Constanze Weise

Introduction

Archaeological and historical linguistic evidence, in conjunction with oral traditions, shed light on Nigeria’s early history. A layered palimpsest constructed from historical memories expressed in oral recitations, in ritual performance, and in the congealed temporalities of ritual representations and ritual objects provides additional testimony to long-term trajectories and deeper histories of emerging complex societies and early states (Apter 2010). Debates on the early history revolve not only around the interpretations of these different historical layers and, to a lesser extent, around the deciphering of ritual meaning, but also around the overt oral claims and the opaquer ritual allusions to the expansionist endeavors of major political hegemons and their effects on the socio-political fabric of the region.

At present, archaeological research in Nigeria has focused on some major cultural areas, in the northeast around the Lake Chad and the Hausa speaking region, the Niger and Benue valleys in central Nigeria, the southwest with the Yoruba–Edo cultural complex, and the southeast with the primary region today inhabited by the Igbo people. Historical linguistic research on languages spoken in Nigeria is still in the very beginning stages, with more research data and results available for the Chadic languages in Nigeria’s north, some Nilo-Saharan language groups in the Lake Chad region, and some Benue-Congo language groups for the remaining parts of Nigeria. This chapter discusses the state of the research concerning the early history of Nigeria.

The Lake Chad Region and the Hausa Speaking Area of Northern Nigeria

Archaeological evidence underscores the existence of complex communities in the southern Lake Chad Basin and northern Nigeria from the mid-Holocene onward. Gradual desiccation of the Sahara and the reduction of the lake and river systems had a major impact on the early history of the region (Breunig 2004, 2005). The mid-Holocene regression of Mega-Chad triggered a possible intensive settlement of the region due to the exposed sand and clay plans suitable for grazing and agriculture (MacEachern 2012b). Today, southern Lake Chad Basin is home to Nilo-Saharan speakers of languages of the Saharan branch since the seventh millennium BCE (Ehret 1993; Ehret 1999) and of the Central Sudanic branch since around 1000 BCE (Saxon 1980); to Afroasiatic peoples speaking languages of the Chadic branch since probably the fifth or sixth millennium BCE (Ehret et al., forthcoming) and of the recently intrusive Shuwa Arabic language; and to Niger–Congo speakers of languages of Adamawa and Benue–Congo subbranches for the past seven millennia (Ehret 2013; Saxon 1982) and, since mid-second millennium CE, Fulfulde (Barreteau & Dieu 2000; Blench 2010). Due to the paucity of archaeological data little can be said about the pre-historical cultural relationship between the Lake Chad Basin and the regions immediately south, such as the Benue Valley and the Adamawa Plateau (MacEachern 2012a). The degree of lexicostatistical resemblance between the different Chadic groups implies a significant time-depth for their differentiation (Barretau & Dieu 2000), of at least 7,000 years ago (Ehret et al., forthcoming).

During the early second millennium BCE dry conditions led to a retreat of Lake Chad and forced the southern Saharan population to migrate southwards establishing a culture that became known as Gajiganna (Breunig et al. 1992). The ceramics produced by this civilization are traceable over a wide area of the southern Sahara, indicating long distance contact and intercultural exchange with other populations (Livingstone Smith 2007; MacEachern 2012b). The people associated with the Gajiganna population performed an eclectic economic lifestyle by combining herding with the gathering of wild grasses and fishing (Seignobos & Iyebi-Mandjek 2000; Heiss and Dehnhard 2009; Nicolaisen 2010). Ultimately, environmental changes after 1000 BCE triggered different food-producing traditions in the region with the appearance of farming communities, the cultivation of productive crops like sorghum, and increased intensity of human occupation. (Magnavita et al. 2009; Lebeuf 1969; Connah 1981; Gronenborn et al. 1996; Marliac et al. 2000; MacEachern 2012b, Ehret 2006, 2013, 2014; Holl 2001).

Iron smelting in what is now northern Nigeria has long been stimulating agricultural productivity, territoriality and settlement nucleation, leading to the construction centuries ago of walls, kingdom boundaries, and other earthworks (Darling 2016). Both oral traditions and material remains of iron furnaces point to a once very active iron production in the Hausa region (Krieger 1963).

In general, radiocarbon dates from iron smelting sites such as at Opi, Taruga, Samun Dukiya, and Katsina Ala in the Nok culture area, the Middle Benue Valley, the Chad Basin, and the Mandara mountains dated within the first millennium BCE indicate the development and spread of iron technology in Nigeria (Folorunso, 2006; Fagg, 1972; Gronenborn, 1998; MacEachern, 1996; Okafor, 1993 2000; Okafor and Phillips, 1992; Tylecote, 1975a, 1975b; Andah, 1979). Iron production led to at least two major occupational specializations, namely iron smelting and iron smithing, and may have encouraged exchange relations over long distance. Most people’s access to iron would have come through trade with distant smelting communities.

Sites associated with the Nok culture southeast of Lake Chad, such as Taruga, reveal metalworking with smelting furnaces, iron slag, and items manufactured in iron and tin. Radiocarbon dates elicited in the late 1950s slotted them into the period between 1000 BCE and 200 CE, with most of the finds dated at between 500–200 BCE (Fagg 1959, 1977). Recent excavations and analyses of test results have led to a revision of this chronology situating the Nok culture as existing from the middle of the second millennium BCE up to about 200 CE (Franke 2015, 2016; Franke & Breunig 2014; Breunig 2014). These new data underscore that the manufacturing of terracotta sculptures and the production of iron, once considered the signature footprint of this civilization, only developed after the first millennium BCE and existed only during a certain phase (Breunig & Rupp 2016).

The first inhabitants of the Nok region likely immigrated from the Sahel during the second millennium BCE cultivating plants indigenous to a region further north. Like iron technology, agriculture and plant domestication provide a rich arena for understanding the historical tapestries of this civilization. Based on fruit and seed remains archaeobotanists have reconstructed a plant exploitation system that encompassed mixed cropping of pearl millet (Pennisetum glaucum) and cowpeas (Vigna unguiculata). This system is also known from other West African sites that were dated to the same time period, such as for example the Nigerian Chad Basin, and might have been used by the Kintampo culture of Ghana in the second millennium BCE as well (Kahlheber & Hoehn & Rupp 2009; Breunig & Rupp 2016; McIntosh 2006; Ozainne et al. 2014).

In Hausaland, east to Lake Chad and northeast of the Nok region, oral texts such as the Bayajidda myth (Lange 1987b) or the song of Bagauda (Hiskett 1964, 1965a, 1965b) as well as written Arabic texts, such as king lists or state chronicles—as, for example, the Kano Chronicle (Palmer 1908; Hunwick 1994; Last 1980; Smith 1983)—attest to the emergence of complex societies. In these transmitted traditions, iron is associated with a significant ritual status, and blacksmiths take on central roles. For example, the Kano Chronicle situates the beginning of Kano history at the Dala Hill, one of the sites associated with iron metallurgy dated to the first millennium CE (Darling 2016, Adamu 1976, 1978, 1984; Lange 1987b). The Bayajidda myth displays the trope of a ritual opposition between ritual specialists associated with the ruling elite and the custodians of the land. Historical memory usually assigns the role to the ritual authority to the azna, who are associated with the role of custodians of the land, while the members of the royal clans are labeled as an immigrant group (Lange 1987b; Lentz 2005, 2013). The oral traditions of the Hausa states suggest that they displaced an earlier political order characterized by small Sudanic sacral kingdoms.

Linguistic research, on the other hand, indicates that the homeland of the Hausa language, a West-Chadic language, lay in what is now the western area of the Hausa speaking zone—Sokoto, Dogon Dutse (Niger). This area is considered the dialectally most diverse and linguistically most conservative Hausa language area. The language seems to have spread eastward from there, replacing other languages over a period of several centuries (Hayward 2000). Today, Hausa has no existing close relatives, except for the very closely related Gwandara dialect cluster spoken at the southwest edge of the Hausa speech areas. It likely displaced all the rest in a relatively recent spread, probably over the past thousand years, suggestive of a hegemonial expansion of Hausa speaking elite groups (Newman 2000).

The Hausa states were city-states in nature, which prospered as middlemen in the interregional trade but also engaged in manufacturing activities, such as cotton weaving and indigo dying. Kano occupied a strategically advantageous position in the region, situated in fertile agricultural land with access to the routes of commerce, both interregional and trans-Saharan. Cavalry formed a primary part of Kano’s military. Kano inhabitants bred horses, which they then traded to the empires of the Niger–Benue confluence and the Benue valley, such as the Kororofa/Jukun, receiving enslaved people in return. Trade with the southwest continued to flourish over the centuries for Kano, while direct commercial and cultural contacts with North Africa and Egypt through the Aïr region increased.

To the east of Kano, the empire of Kanem emerged as the dominant power around Lake Chad, with a kingship ideology of a Sudanic sacred chief. The chronicle, or Diwan, of the Kanem–Borno empire attests the emergence of that state in the Chad Basin from the eight through the tenth centuries (Lange 1977). A long series of military struggles with societies on the north side of Lake Chad marked this time period, which eventually led to the empires’ expansion. Kanem was located in a key region of transshipment. One major route led north from the Chad Basin to Tripoli on the Mediterranean shore, and other lesser routes connected with the Aïr region to the northwest and Tibesti mountains to the northeast.

The kings of Kanem were known for extracting tribute from their neighbors and also granting tracts of land to their clients and supporters. Tribute formed an important source of their state’s wealth. But their wars also gave them war captives to sell to the trans-Saharan slave trade via Tripoli to the Muslim areas of North Africa and, indirectly, the Middle East. The third support of the wealth and power of the state came from its early conquest of the south-central Saharan salt mines of Bilma and thus control of this highly valued commodity of trade. The Seyfuwa dynasty of Kanem began to establish control over the areas of Bornu to the west and south of Lake Chad in the late thirteenth century, leaving the old Kanem heartland north of the lake to be governed by lieutenants (Lange 1977, 1981, 1984, 1987a).

Some historians have attributed this move southwest to increasing desertification of areas to the north and east of Lake Chad. But better access to interregional and later international trade via the commercial powers to the west, such as the Hausa states and, more distantly, Mali and later Songhay, may have been a potent attraction (Hunwick 1985) as well. The empire of Kanem and, after 1500, its direct successor state, Bornu, remained a dominant factor in political and economic change of Nigeria’s early history.

In the sixteenth century the Hausa city-states Zaria and Katsina emerged along with Kano as powerful and economically important states, benefitting from the new commercial connections to the south and west and from their increased participation in the trans-Saharan trade. The trade route links would also become important for Bornu, which had entered a period of relative stability under Mai ‘Ali Gaji, who established a new and long-lasting capital at Ngazargamu on the banks of the Komadugu Yobe. He reinforced the influence of Bornu on the Hausa states and established diplomatic and trading links with North Africa of a much stronger nature than before (Lange 1987a).

Due to the increased interregional trade connections, the religion of Islam became an important factor both in politics and commercial activities in Hausaland and the Kanem–Borno region. Trade routes not only linked the regions more strongly to North Africa and the Mediterranean world, but also to the farther-away trading entrepôts of the western Sudan. In Bornu in the sixteenth century, firearms imported from the Ottoman provinces of North Africa, became part of the weaponry of warfare against Bornu’s neighbors, increasing Bornu’s hegemony in the region. Firearms had also reached the Hausa states, again brought in across the Sahara by traders from North Africa and the Middle East. These contacts not only led to increased cross-cultural encounter, but strengthened diplomatic relationships at the governmental level, leading to increased officially-sponsored commercial ties of Bornu with Tripoli and to diplomatic missions to the Sublime Porte of the Ottomans in Istanbul and the Saadian rulers of Morocco during the sixteenth century (Lavers 2004).

Niger and Benue Valleys of Central Nigeria

The early socio-political, economic, and religious developments in the Niger and Benue valley region are still poorly understood due to the paucity of archaeological evidence and the absence of written documents. Even for the areas for which evidence exists, there remains an absence of any convincing interpretation of this evidence, for example, with regard to the impact of iron on demographic changes and on socio-political formations (Ogundiran 2003).

Myths, legends, and other genres of oral traditions associate the origins of societies in the region with the advent of iron technology. Specialists with iron-using skills, such as hunters and blacksmiths, may have played a pivotal role in the process of economic specialization. Furthermore, access to iron resources seems to have been important in the defense of early settlements. The use of iron for ritual objects and the representations of iron in mythology, as well as in material culture and on shrine effigies of deities, provide ample evidence for cultural continuity and former cultural exchanges. Down to the present day, rituals and mythologies associated with the spiritual world attribute a formidable role to iron. These long-term trajectories of ritual practices have linked iron to the power of death and the ancestors. Residents of the spiritual world, such as ancestors, gods, and spirits, are invoked by the clanging of iron bells and rattles in such ways as to produce an uncanny effect. During ritual performances the diviners and priests mediate between the two spheres of the cosmos, the world of the living and the spiritual world (Weise 2003; Kasfir et al. 2011).

Linguistic evidence in conjunction with comparative ethnography suggests that between 1000 BCE and 1000 CE the social habitat of the peoples in the Niger and Benue valley areas consisted of village-based societies and small urban centers, which were governed by ritual clan priest-chiefs. In addition, reconstructed cultigen lexicon for the Nupoid language branch of the Benue–Congo language family includes terms for plants and crops known from the archaeobotanical findings at the Nok excavation sites. These findings are consistent with the overall linguistic evidence that the early Nupoid-speaking farming communities inhabited the neighboring regions to the west of the Nok culture complex (Breunig & Rupp 2016). Iron smelting sites may have existed among communities in the Nupoid speaking region too, as the reconstructed lexical evidence for the verb “to forge”—*tswa in proto-Nupoid—indicates (Weise 2013). In addition, historical and comparative linguistic data also suggest the knowledge of copper had already reached the Nupoid-speaking regions by or before 1000 BCE. That knowledge would mostly likely have reached there from a land not all that far away—the Aïr Mountains at the southern edges of the Sahara—where the inhabitants of that region brought a copper-smelting industry in being sometime before 1500 BCE (Holl 2009). Both hypotheses still have to be confirmed by archaeological data.

Even though the Niger and Benue valley regions were peripheral to the urban commercial world of the Sudan belt to the north, archaeological data indicate that by the late first millennium BCE and early first millennium CE, a growing social stratification based on the control of trade resources and of agricultural surpluses had arisen (Dike 1982). The volume and variety of trade increased between 500 CE and 1500 CE both along the Niger and Benue rivers and overland from the Sudan belt to the north. Following these developments, ca. 1000–1300 CE, the Nupe kingdom arose in the areas across the Niger River and northwest of the confluence, forging political and religious relationships with neighboring states and contemporaneous political stakeholders, among them the Hausa city-states to the north, the northern Yoruba city-states to the southwest, and the Igala kingdom to the east. Later, states profiting from the new trade avenues, such as the Yoruba empire of Oyo further south of the Niger–Benue confluence, expanded their commercial relationships with the Nupe kingdom in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The Nupe became key intermediaries in the horse trade from the central Sudan, supplying the Oyo empire with the horses for its cavalry forces. Oyo in turn traded certain kinds of highly valued kola nuts, via Nupe, to the Hausa and others farther north. The Nupe, Yoruba, and Igala states were also involved in interregional slave trades, supplying regional slave markets, initially the markets for the trans-Saharan and later those of trans-Atlantic slave trade (Obayemi 1980).

Subsequently, the Igala kingdom, which derived key ruling rituals from the older Nri state of the northern Igbo-speaking areas (see below for more on this state and culture), arose around the thirteenth century as another major kingdom in the region. Excavations at Oketekakini in Idah attest to the existence of material culture associated with Igala royalty from this time period onwards (Usman 2016). Igala rulers’ legitimacy rested on two pillars—their ritual authority and the supremacy of their cavalry-base military. East of the Igala, the Jukun kingdom of Kwararafa arose in the same period, subjugating a wide swath of territories in the region around the middle Benue River. The age of Kwararafa/Jukun hegemony still echoes in the oral traditions of the people of many societies in the region who claim descent from the Kwararafa. The armed forces of this kingdom on several occasions carried out military campaigns also northward, attacking the Hausa city-states and even Bornu. Some Ebira and Idoma groups living along the Benue River trace their origin back to Wukari, the last capital of the Wapan or Jukun kingship of Uka. Royal paraphernalia link the Igala kingship also to that of the Jukun. For example, one of the royal masks owned by the Attah of Idah, the so-called Helmet mask (Epe), is specifically claimed to have originated from the Jukun empire (Boston 1968; Abubakar 1980). Oral histories told by descendants of Jukun merchants in the vicinity of Idah/Jukun/Kwararafa state/confederacy (Sargent 1999; Erim 1981), as well as contemporaneous written documents, support the claim of Jukun expansion into the Igala region. Jukun migrants possibly constituted a group that found and controlled the trade routes through the Benue River, interlinking with the Niger River in fostering trading relations with traders from the lower Niger and even the Niger Delta regions, where they were engaged in a thriving salt trade (Alagoa 2004). These layering of historical memories—as represented particularly in oral traditions, material culture, and rituals has been addressed throughout the historiography of the region (Sargent 1999; Erim 1981; Obayemi 1980). They have much to tell us about former hegemonial relationships in the Benue valley region.

Interregional oral traditions display the interconnections of the peoples in the Niger and Benue valley areas. For example, the Igala emphasize political connection to—and descent from—the Benin empire. Additional traditions link the Igala political structure with the Yoruba as well as, noted previously, to the Nri state. The picture gets further complicated by some traditions within Yorubaland, which emphasize the preeminence of Ile-Ife, from which many Yoruba states claim descent, but also depict kinship relationships established through intermarriage with the Nupe and Benin empires and symbolized through bonds between mythical ancestors and gods. The Nupe, on the other hand, claim a dynastic relationship with the Igala kingdom through the Tsoede tradition of origin (Nadel 1961; Obayemi 2002; Weise 2003).

It is possible to infer something of the developments’ sequences that these traditions recount, but major questions of chronology remain unresolved and can probably begin to be resolved only once extended archaeological and historical linguistic research has been conducted among Yoruba, Igala, Nupoid, and Edo-speaking peoples, aimed at uncovering the various layers of interconnectness. A systematic analysis of terms for political and religious titles and institutions, for instance, would likely shed light on the various directions from which the different elements of the regionally shared heritage have moved (Obayemi 1985).

The oral traditions of the peoples of the Niger–Benue confluence cannot always be equated with population movements, but rather seem more generally to reflect changing power dynamics, varying imperialist expansion schemes, and the forging of extensive social and economic networks and even complex systems and social structures. The states which arose in the Niger and Benue valleys between 1000 CE and 1500 CE built up state institutions whose legitimacy was based upon ownership and control over rituals of power along with control of important material resources. Increasingly, from the late sixteenth century onward the Niger and Benue valleys, and in particular, the Niger–Benue confluence became a transshipment hub linking the Sudanic and Atlantic commercial spheres. Societies in the hinterland adopted not only new ideas and material culture, such as crops from the Americas into their agricultural schemes, but, in particular, local shrines integrated sacrificial items and ritual paraphernalia from the Atlantic world, along with icons of the slave trade, into the existing ritual observances which had taken shape previously during the first half of the second millennium (Ogundiran 2007).

Yoruba and Edo Cultural Region

South of the Sudan Belt in the eastern rainforest and adjacent woodland savanna of West Africa, scattered towns gave way between 700 CE and 1100 CE to urban developments and to the emergence of numerous new small states. The common factor in the rise of these kingdoms was their increasing involvement in complex commercial activities. Goods such as cotton cloths, camwood for dye, or iron goods were exchanged across the region, while merchants traded kola and food products from the rainforest for crops, animals, and manufactured goods from the savanna. The establishment of the early northern Yoruba city-states, which were situated across the southwestern and western regions of the confluence, seems to have taken place during the rough span of 700–1000 CE (Usman & Falola 2019).

A divergence into a wide dialect continuum of initially about sixteen primary dialects was marked by migrations of numerous separate groups of Yoruba groups south and west out of the Niger–Benue confluence. At around 1000 CE, a number of independent city-states had emerged, spread across large parts of modern-day southeastern Nigeria. The oral traditions of the Yoruba tell of sixteen original such city-states founded across this region. The Yoruba city-states were each ruled by a king. The institution of kingship, widely among Niger-Congo-speaking peoples, seems to have developed out of the role of a clan priest-chief who had religious and political authority. This kind of role was the source of kingship among Nupoid peoples and may well have laid the basis for Yoruba kingship as well. The rulers, female and male, would preside over community rituals and were considered intermediaries between the community and the ancestors. The religion of the Yoruba recognized the role of gods as intermediaries between the Creator God and the ancestor spirits. From the legends surrounding these gods, it appears that sometimes they had originally been the ancestor spirits of particularly noted kings or legendary heroes. In other instances, they may once have been important territorial spirits (Ehret 2016).

The advent of iron production in that region is dated to ca. 500–300 BCE. The technology was possibly first adopted in the northern Yoruba–Edo region through interaction networks that connected the diverse societies of the region with the Nok culture (Ogundiran 2003). The earliest evidence for the adoption of iron technology in Yorubaland has come from the site of Ife-Ijumu at the southeastern edge of the Nok cultural area (Oyelaran 1991). Specialists with iron-using skills, such as hunters and blacksmiths, may have played a pivotal role in the process of economic specialization. Furthermore, access to iron resources seems to have been important in the defense of early settlements (Oyelaran 1991; Ogundiran 2003).

The Yoruba continued to reside in a large number of independent city-states, but in the period from the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries one particular Yoruba city-state, Ile-Ife, rose to special cultural eminence and economic influence. Ife became the richest and most powerful city-state of its time. As the innovative manufacturing center of glass beads, Ife became a crossroads of commerce, with its products traded far and wide across West Africa. Likely the source of the ancient, beaded crowns of Yorubaland, Ile-Ife became a center for artistic production, known also for its magnificent brass sculptures. It remained the wealthiest and most powerful city down to the fifteenth century, and the Yoruba came to cherish Ife as the cradle of the Yoruba culture and artistry (Ogundiran 2020).

As the broad settlement history and sociopolitical developments of many Yoruba areas remain to be investigated, Ile-Ife remains the best-excavated Yoruba town. Archaeological findings indicate that Ile-Ife was a densely nucleated settlement with 70,000–105,000 inhabitants at its peak in the fourteenth and fifteenth century. Rich burial gifts for the elite indicate a highly stratified society. Life-size naturalistic sculptures of deceased members of the elite are additional indications of an intensive religious activity in cult centers and shrines. This ritual activity legitimized political rule, authority, inheritance and group identity (Ogundiran 2013, 2020).

One of the enigmatic archaeological discoveries are the locally produced, cylindrical stone beads, which were discovered in the Olokun grove near Ile-Ife (Lankton 2006). These findings date back to the fourteenth century CE. To the present day, these beads form part of the crowns (ade) of Yoruba kings (oba). The beaded crowns are a key element of the Oba’s regalia, and oral traditions underscore that only the legitimate Oba’s of the sixteen original Yoruba city-states have the right to obtain such a crown. Glass beads served as the most important paraphernalia of Yoruba kingship and social ranking. Evidence of primary glass production in the Olukun grove shows the centrality of Ile-Ife to the institutionalization of kingship ideology in the Yoruba–Edo region (Ogundiran 2020).

A probable additional contributor to Ife’s preeminence can be found in the production and working of iron, which may have helped its military power and political expansion. Ogun, the god of iron, had a special relationship to the Ile-Ife royal dynasty. A pear-shaped hundredweight wrought of iron can be found in the palace of the Ooni of Ife down to the present day. It serves as the shrine of Ogunladin, the blacksmith of Ododuwa, the legendary founding Yoruba hero king of Ile-Ife. Iron is used in the staffs of Osun and Opa Orere and in the cults of Ifa, Ogun, and Osayin.

Only in Ile-Ife is Ogun the epithet of the god of iron as well as of the god of war. The annual festival in honor of Ogun, Olojo, is the only occasion at which the Ooni appears publicly in full royal regalia (Horton 1979). Oral traditions and mythologies connected to ironworking also exist for the northern Yoruba frontier region (Usman 2012). The questions of the significance of origin traditions from Ife among the northern Yoruba may also reflect immigration influx into the region and could also indicate a hegemonic relationship between Ile-Ife and the northern Yoruba regions. Some pavements and potsherds found in northern Yorubaland have stylistic resemblance to those of Ife and could have been brought to the region by either trade or immigration. Others may have been imported by Nupe immigrants (Usman 2012).

Many oral traditions point to Nupe settlements in the Igbomina region such as Ila, Omido, Igbaja, Oro Ago, or Ile Ire (Afolayan 1991). There is also general agreement that Nupe expansions southwards across the Niger into the Osun area in the fifteenth century resulted in the conquest and destruction of Oyo Ile early in the sixteenth century (Nadel 1961; Smith 1988; Law 1977). The advent of a wave of migrant groups out of Ife at the same time may have resulted in a pushback of Nupe groups beyond the Niger River. Today there are still descendants of Nupe—or Tapa settlers, as the Nupe are called by the Yoruba—in the Igbomina region, who keep an active memory of their origin (Weise 2013).

Further south, in the rainforest region between Igalaland and the Niger Delta, one other large state, the Benin kingdom, emerged around the early fourteenth century. Previously a city-state of the Edo people, it grew into a territorial kingdom, which expanded particularly during the rule of Ewuare the Great, king of Benin in the middle fifteenth century. The increasing social complexity in the Esan and Benin areas was marked by embankments, built between 800 CE and 1500 CE, which demarcated settlement boundaries (Ogundiran 2003, Darling 1984, 1976). These walled villages began to coalesce into larger polities, with institutionalized hierarchies and social differentiation.

The Yoruba city-state of Ife was remembered in Benin as the inspiration for its political transformation and source for its own artistic florescence in the fifteenth century and for its own brass and bronze sculpting tradition. For example, the word, oba, “king” in Benin derived from the Yoruba word and its borrowing into the Bini language suggests hegemonial influences as well (Bradbury and Lloyd 1957; Bradbury 1959; Connah, 1972). The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were a period of conquest and imperial expansion for the Benin empire. At its height, the kingdom extended in the west to Lagos and beyond Whydah; in the northeast, to Ekiti and Owo; in the northwest, throughout most of the Ishan area; and in the east, up to the Niger River areas of the Igala kingdom (Bradbury 1959).

In some regions, such as in the eastern Yoruba kingdom of Owo, recent research sheds light on this past relationship with Benin. The imperial domination of eastern Yorubaland by Benin was only periodically political, but was, for the most part, economically motivated, because eastern and northeastern Yorubaland constituted an important trade region and a transition point to the major trading centers of the north (Weisser 2008, Adediran 1991). The fifteenth century marked a period of decline for Owo, which may have been used by Benin to exercise imperial dominance. As a consequence of this imperial domination, certain elements of the Benin kingship system amalgamated with the Owo system, creating a new order (Weisser 2008).

The admixture of the Benin kingship elements merging with the Owo system also finds an expression in the arts, especially in the style of the Jebba/Tada bronzes, which were discovered on the south banks of the Niger River and which oral traditions associate with the Nupe cultural hero Tsoede. Some of the stylistic details, such as birds with coiled wings and the frontal face with serpents issuing from the nostrils, support connection to Benin art. In particular, the metal figure of a bowman, found at Jebba, near Tada, carries on its forehead apparently a bird with coiled wings and has upward-bent legs, likely symbolizing the Benin king in a divine state (Thompson 1972). Benin influence extended also further eastward into the Igala region were oral accounts claim that the dynasty, which ruled before the current one, derived from Benin (Okwoli 1973). Royal regalia of the Igala kingship of Idah include Ejubej’ailo, a pectoral brass mask similar to those sent by the Oba of Benin to vassal rulers, dated back to around the sixteenth century. Other paraphernalia, such as a stool and an iron staff used in royal ancestor worship in Idah, but used for the god of medicine in Benin, are also associated with Benin’s hegemony (Boston 1968, Ben-Amos 1980).

Southeastern Nigeria

Recent discoveries from Leija in the Nsukka region, Nigeria, and in the southern vicinity to the Igala–Ibaji region, provide evidence for a possible late third or early second millennium BCE origin for the development of iron metallurgy along the northern margins of the equatorial forest (Okafor 1992, 1993, 2003; Zangato 2008; Zangato & Holl 2010). From the archaeological data that have been examined for the West African savanna and the West African rainforest zone in general, it appears that, by the late first millennium BCE and early first millennium CE, a growing social stratification, based on the control of trade resources and of agricultural surpluses, had arisen in many regions in West Africa. In the first millennium CE the rainforest was already linked with the savanna in wide-ranging, regional trading networks (Insoll 1996, Insoll & Shaw 1997). Trade routes linking the Igala, the Idoma, and the Igbo areas can be attested for this time period (Afigbo 1997; Dike 1972; Alagoa 1970; Usman & Ameje 2016). The appearance of the European traders on the coast of West Africa, from the late fifteenth century onward, added new economic orientations and turned the hinterland into an even greater contact zone of long-distance trade than it had been previously.

The earliest large territorial kingdom of the age was the Nri state, which emerged in the ninth and tenth centuries with its capital at Igbo-Ukwu, located to the immediate east of the middle parts of the lower Niger River, in and along the northern fringe of the rainforest belt. Today the Nri state is associated with the ancestral speech communities of the Igbo. The legitimacy of the Nri rulers rested on their function as intermediaries between the society and the territorial and ancestral spirits.

Following accidental discoveries in the 1950s, excavations conducted by Thurstan Shaw, starting in 1958, uncovered three related sites in the Nigerian town of Igbo-Ukwu that were situated at the edge of the rainforest to the east of the Niger River and a little north of the Niger Delta. These sites contained a burial chamber of an important individual, a repository of sophisticated regalia and a ritual disposal pit (Shaw 1970). The great importance of these sites for the civilizations of the Niger–Benue confluence lies not only in the unearthed 685 copper and bronze objects, of which many were produced through highly ornamented lost-wax castings—and the 165,000 stone and glass beads they contained—but also in the possible relationship of these sites to religiously legitimized governance in general and to later emergent empires specific to the region. These findings imply a legitimized rulership, which was rooted in the authority of ritual clan chiefs of the Niger–Congo civilization and in a mastery of the realm of the territorial spirits as well (Ehret 2016).

On the basis of radiocarbon dates, the complex was assigned to the end of the first millennium CE (Connah 2001). Situated not far away from the region south of the Niger–Benue confluence associated with the cradle of proto-societies of Igala, Igbo, Yoruba, and Nupoid-speaking peoples, the findings point toward the existence of a civilization that precedes all other available evidence associated with state formation processes east of the lower Niger River. These findings coincide chronologically with the era of emergence, farther north, of states in Hausaland and around Lake Chad and also to the west of the lower Niger, in the Yoruba regions.

However, due to the absence of written sources and the rather still isolated research sites not yet connected to settlement archaeology, the civilization associated with Igbo-Ukwu remains enigmatic in many respects. Metallurgical analysis of copper and lead ores used in the Igbo-Ukwu bronzes and copper artifacts revealed that they were mined about sixty-two miles to the east at what is today Abakaliki, Ishiagu, Enyingba, and Ameri. These sources possibly extend to the Benue trough and the north-central plateau of Nigeria, where early iron metallurgy is attested for the region around Nok for the second millenium BCE (Ogundiran 2003).

Archaeologists have debated whether the glass beads found in Igbo-Ukwu were imported from the Mediterranean via Nubia (Sutton 1991), or entered the region from the northwest via Gao in the Middle Niger region via interregional trading networks and were traded through the transshipment points along the Niger–Benue confluence (Insoll &Shaw 1997). Glass beads were being locally manufactured almost this early at Ife (Ogundiran 2020), providing an additional regional source for this valued item.

The presence of cowry shells—before Europeans began to import them—used as a currency and known as igo in Benin already during the sixteenth century, is a further indicator of the importance of the Sudanic trade connections of the preceding centuries. Cowries were used as currency among the Igbo, at this time known as mkpuru ego (seed of money), which underscores that cowries as currency arrived before the Europeans via trade routes that linked the forest regions and the Sudan with North Africa via land routes through the central Sahara (Afigbo 1997). The etymology and spread of the word for cowrie, wuri, in northern Nigeria, which came from the Kanem–Borno empire (Ehret 2001) at the southern terminus of the most important central Saharan trade route attests to this northern connection. Additional language evidence from the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, in the form of the spread of a particular word for a new crop, maize, underscores the continuing prominence as late as that era for the trade routes of the Sahel and savanna regions of their northward links towards North Africa (Blench 1989). The name for this crop specifically calls it the “Egyptian (grain)”. Even though of American origin, maize apparently first reached northern Nigeria from across the Sahara, rather than from the Atlantic coast (Weise 2013).

While the findings clearly establish the importation of goods via long-distance overland and river trade, the unsolved question still remains of what the people of Igbo-Ukwu exchanged for the imported product. It has been suggested that ivory in the form of elephant tusks, slaves, and perhaps kola nuts were among the traded products which either were carried up the Niger River to Gao and entered the trans-Saharan trade from there or were traded towards northeast Africa via the Benue River and then overland (Shaw 1970, Insoll 1996; Insoll & Shaw 1997). Another possible commodity traded might have been silver as it occurs in small quantities in copper ore in southeastern Nigeria, and traces of it have been found in the copper-alloy objects from Igbo-Ukwu. It was a sought-after commodity for the currencies of both the Islamic and Christian worlds at that time (Sutton 1991; Connah, 2001).

There seems to exist cultural continuity between Igbo-Ukwu and the more recent Nri culture of the surrounding areas. Artifacts found in a burial chamber have been associated with the present paraphernalia of the Eze Nri institution that exists in the towns of Agukwu-Nri and Oreri, which are geographically situated nine miles and one mile away respectively from the excavation sites at Igbo-Ukwu.

Interestingly, the relationship between Igbo-Ukwu and the Igala is not only stated in the local tradition of origin, but also is indicated ritually. The installation rituals of the Attah of Idah are deeply connected to those of Nri. The fact that the Attah of Idah also bestows titles on the neighboring Igbo may reveal former Igala political hegemony over this frontier zone, at a subsequent period of rising fortunes and expanding power of the Igala during the middle second millennium CE (Oguagha & Okpoko 1984).

Conclusion

Nigeria was created as a state during British colonial domination in the twentieth century, and this state became home to a wide variety of polities as they had existed in precolonial time, ranging from territorial kingdoms to city states and acephalous societies. Rich oral traditions and long-term historical trajectories of the past in the present are testimonies to an extraordinary precolonial past. Archaeological research has emphasized certain areas in Nigeria and neglected others. The knowledge of the early history of this region is therefore very uneven. It will be necessary for archaeologists to also reach out into regions where no excavations have been conducted at all such as the Nupe speaking area west of the Niger–Benue confluence. The same applies to the acquisition of historical linguistic data. Linguistic research is stronger in the northern regions of Nigeria with focus on Hausa and other Chadic languages as well as Nilo-Saharan, with in particular Kanuri. There is some linguistics research conducted in the Bantu speaking areas east of the Niger–Benue confluence but for many areas there are no historical linguistic data available at all. Many of the Nigerian languages have not been adequately documented which is a pre-requisite for historical-linguistic research. Also here is to hope that Nigerian universities would consider a stronger emphasis on linguistic field work on indigenous languages and on historical linguistics to close this gap. Only a re-appreciation of Nigeria’s early history can lead to a reinvigoration of the very needed research production and research output on this time period which now is almost by itself dominated by archaeologists and less so by historians. Most historians of Africa working on Nigeria focus on the colonial and postcolonial time period due to the better access to a written historical record. But there is hope that this will change in the future and more will turn their attention back to this very rich but neglected chronological period.
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Chapter 3 

Islamic Education in Nigeria

Mustapha Hashim Kurfi

Introduction

This chapter examines Islamic education vis-à-vis the traditions of Qurʾānic, Islamic, and Ajami knowledge systems in Nigeria during the precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial periods. It shows the breadth and depth of approaches to the past that Nigerians have engaged with, some of which endure to this day. Most importantly, the chapter points to the multiple epistemologies and perspectives for our understanding of the past beyond the Western academic tradition. The work is divided into six major sections. First, it generally introduces the Qur’ānic and Islamic knowledge systems. It then presents an account of Qurʾānic and Islamic education in precolonial Nigeria, tracing its origins and describing the structure, forms, stages, classifications, and governance of the system. The next section discusses Ajami as a complementary source to the Islamic knowledge system. Then the chapter examines Islamic education during the postcolonial period, highlighting some of the changes that have occurred over time. It then highlights certain tensions and complications that surround the pluralistic nature of education in contemporary Nigeria. The next section describes the continuous relevance of Islamic education in Nigeria. The last section concludes by providing some policy recommendations on how to salvage and sustain Islamic education in Nigeria.

A Preamble to the Qurʾānic and Islamic Knowledge in Nigeria

The religion of Islam emerged in the Arabian land Jazirah al-Arab, popularly known as the “Age of Ignorance” (Jahiliyya). From its inception, Islam placed a high premium on Qurʾānic and Islamic knowledge and enjoyed a long, rich intellectual tradition due to its regard for knowledge as the lamp that illuminates darkness (Haykal 2007; Nadwi 2005; and Rahim 1983). During the revelation of the Qurʾān, Prophet Mohammed would recite, interpret, and explain to the companions around him and encourage those who were present to teach those that were absent. With this methodology, therefore, the whole Muslim community could have a share of the Qurʾānic education. Everyone was either a teacher or a student—regardless of age, gender, ethnic or racial discrimination—and the learning of the Qurʾān was accompanied by practical action (Hassan 1992). The Prophet’s companions continued propagating Islam and Qurʾānic knowledge to various continents, including Africa. That was what piloted the establishment of Qurʾānic schools in Nigeria; a well-organized knowledge system existed and persisted with continued relevance in contemporary times.

The culture and scholarship of Islam have been built on knowledge. Muslim education encompasses more than the study of Islamic sciences but equally deals with all intellectual development activities of humankind with no restriction to sciences, technology, culture, language, and entertainment. In Islam, seeking knowledge is an obligation upon every Muslim (Al-Qazwini in Sunan Ibn Mājah, Hadith No. 224, 2007). This learning could be formal (school-based), non-formal (non-curricula), or informal (community-oriented).

 Qurʾānic and Islamic Knowledge System in Precolonial Nigeria

In precolonial Nigeria, the traditional Qurʾānic and Islamic schools, popularly called Makarantun Allo/Makarantun Ilimi/Tsangaya, were well-developed systems. Adeyemi (2016) opined that the history of the teaching and learning of the Qurʾān and Arabic language throughout the Islamic world, especially in non-Arab countries like Nigeria, has been tied to the spread of Islam. This is because wherever Muslims found themselves or settled, they would organize themselves as a community, build mosques and study centers, and establish Qurʾānic schools (Maigida 2018). Education to the Muslim from the initial stage was learning the Holy Qurʾān and its language: Arabic. This is one reason why the Islamic elementary schools in Nigeria were initially called Qurʾānic schools, and both Arabic and Islam were taught simultaneously.

What Is In a Name?

Starting from the name, makaranta (Hausa word for school: singular, makarantu, plural) originates from the functions that the schools provide. The schools did not necessarily have to be in a geographical location, such as in a building with classrooms, a staff room, laboratories, libraries, etc. Instead, it was performing several functions, chiefly educating students; guiding its learners so that they positively mold themselves completely; have knowledge of their relationship with their Creator, human beings, nature, and the environment; and be trained to always act for the sake of Allah (Ashraf cited in Ogunbado 2016).

The Almajiri schools, also called Qurʾānic schools (Oladosu 2012), originally called the Tsangaya (Okonkwo and Alhaji 2014), are now known as Northern urban and rural areas of Nigeria. The word Almajiri was derived from the Arabic term Almuhājir, which means an emigrant. This term refers to the companions of Prophet Muhammad, who emigrated to Madinah due to discrimination by idol worshipers in Mecca. The emigrants got a chance to leave their hometown where teaching, learning, preaching, and practicing Islam were prohibited. Almajiri refers to a person who migrates from the luxury of his home, family, and wealth to other places or to a popular teacher in the quest for knowledge (Oladosu 2012). At the advent of Islam in West Africa generally, Islamic scholars and their students resembled the Al-muhajirun, traveling from one place to another in search of knowledge due to the scarcity of Qurʾānic teachers. These itinerary scholars were called Al-muhajirun (Al-muhajir- singular). The word Almuhajir was used in the Hausa language as Almajiri, referring to a student of Qurʾānic School (Oladosu 2012). While the Qurʾānic teacher was called Mu’allim, used in the Hausa language as Mallam (Maigida 2018).

The establishment of Almajiri schools in present Nigeria is akin to the first school established by Prophet Mohammed in Madinah, where he constructed a mosque that served as a center for learning, especially of Qurʾānic education. Likewise, in the Kanem–Borno and, by extension, Hausa states, the learning environment for Almajiri schools was the mosque, verandah, courtyard, house frontage, or under the shade of a tree (Maigida 2018). The teaching and learning instructional materials in Almajiri schools included a pen called kalam or qalam, locally prepared ink called tada’a or tawada, a wooden slate known as allo or wala’a, and the Holy Qurʾān. Also, mats, animal skins, or leaves were used as sitting materials.

The Structure and Functions of Islamic Education

Qurʾānic knowledge aims at developing the skills needed to empower a learner to face real-life conditions with an understanding of their accountability in the hereafter. Additionally, Qurʾānic education aims to stimulate spiritual, physical, mental, moral, cultural, and material development in learners to prepare them for responsibility in their lives. Learners must also be trained to work regarding their communities’ economic and material growth with a considerable sense of unity, peace, and justice.

The traditional Qurʾānic and Islamic education system in what is now Nigeria was organized on a hierarchy that cared about laying solid foundations for the students to be trained in the memorization of the Holy Qurʾān and the learning of Islamic principles, jurisprudence, values, and theology (Imam 2015). The education system involves entrusting children at young ages, from the age seven and upwards, by parents to a learned teacher—Mallam. The rationale is to introduce the pupils to the Holy Qurʾān’s memorization early and subsequently learn other aspects of Islamic knowledge. The mallams ensured that they maintained contact between the pupils and their parents. Equally, the parents would provide food, clothes, and other necessities similar to the modern boarding school system.

Additionally, the communities where the schools were hosted would contribute their quota by providing some support and care generated through alms (zakat), foodstuff, clothes, and sometimes donations of farmlands from philanthropists to sustain the system. Besides, many of the community have either their children in the schools or have sent them elsewhere and host other people’s children, including children of relatives in their communities. Another advantage of the system is that it allows the students to engage in learning handcraft, such as farming, during vacation. In effect, pupils would grow as graduates with some entrepreneurial skills that would make them morally upright and self-reliant, thereby becoming productive members of the society (Shehu 2002).

Yahaya (2018) provided a detailed explanation of the school days and sessions for the traditional Tsangaya educational system. He points out that historically, the schools did not operate on Thursdays and Fridays, but instead Saturdays through Wednesdays. For the Islamic clerics, they considered Wednesdays to signify the end of the weekly school days. Again, there were various sessions. After the Subhi dawn prayer (roughly 6:00 am to around 8:00 am); the morning session, approximately 9:00 am through noon; the afternoon session, starting after Zuhr (2:00 pm-ish through ’Asr prayers time at 4:00 pm); and in most schools, one more session beginning soon after ’Isha prayer time, from 8:30 pm to around 10:00 pm). He noted that the night session would be for much-older students because the younger students would be relieved from studies to go to bed. The older students might remain until around 12:00 am when they retire from the day. The mallam remains doing his recitation until around 1:00 am, when he would finally call it a night. From the description above, it is clear that the Islamic education system was very engaging and paid attention to a timing structure based on the students’ emotional and psychological needs.

The Various Forms of Islamic Education

Knowledge acquisition is a central element in the reception, interpretation, transformation, and sharing of experience. A society’s learning processes are the nerve centers of its adaptive capability and allow it to learn from the past, engage the present, and imagine the future (Adamu 2004). In sum, a society’s learning capacity shapes, to a large degree, its economic, political, and cultural destiny. In Nigeria, especially in the Northern part, which is predominantly Muslim, Islamic knowledge is sought in various ways and can be classified into three:


1. Formal or School-based education. This is the kind of education people seek in a conventional school, on syllabi and timetable. These are schools registered with the authorities, and the teaching is guided by a certain board and regulated by the government. They could be public or private. These schools provide a wide range of knowledge systems, including basic conventional skills. Importantly, reading, writing, and arithmetic are part of formal or school-based knowledge. Formal or school-based knowledge can be referred to as “functional knowledge or literacy” (Freire and Macedo 1987, 3).

2. Informal or non-curricular education. This kind of education is the kind of knowledge that has no basis in formal school. It is acquired mainly outside of a built or erected school. It differs from the formal in many senses, including on timetable, syllabi, regulation, income generation, and certificate award for gaining employment. The traditional Qurʾānic school (TQS) or the Makarantun Allo, or the Tsangaya system fall under this category. The TQS begins from early childhood, thereby forming the primary level in traditional Islamic education. It focuses on memorizing the Qurʾān and some literacy (Oseni, 1996).

3. Non-formal or Community knowledge. This kind of knowledge is what people gain or acquire through their pursuit of day-to-day activities. It could be at home, on the street, at the market, and so on. Adamu (2004) argues that community knowledge includes oral traditions, historic learning, and other non-formal information acquired through social and community networks.



Acquiring education of any kind can be done in any of the above channels—formal or otherwise. The emphasis is more on using Arabic and English in the formal or school-based system than in non-curricular and non-formal channels.

The Stages and Pedagogies in the Islamic Education System

The traditional Islamic education system has a well-organized system as there are up to seven stages that students pass through. Each of these stages has its unique pedagogy. The stages are as follows:


i. The Kotso “Play Group” Stage. Basically a “mimicking” stage, where the pupils listen to what others recite.

ii. The Biyāwa “Revision” Stage. Here, the pupils begin recitation after the Malam. The teacher introduces the students to begin verbalizing the recitation. The opening phrases of the Qurʾān are hereby taught, then the short chapters that could be recited in the daily prayers. This is similar to the “nursery” phase of learning in the modern system.

iii. The Babbaƙu “Letters Learning” Stage. Babbaƙu is the plural of Baƙi, meaning letters. Here, the students are introduced to learning the Arabic alphabet, which forms the foundation for reading and writing. It is equally important to note that, at this stage, as the student learns and memorizes these, the student is also asked to write these portions, using the locally sourced ink, pen, and writing board. The implication of this is that, by engaging the students to read, memorize, and write, they have its mastery. This gives them an upper hand advantage to memorize the entire Qurʾān and find it easy to equally prod when they engage in other aspects of knowledge.

iv. The Farfaru “Words Verbalizing” Stage. At this stage, the teachers teach the students how to pronounce letters accompanied by their vowels. This stage is an advanced stage of the Babbaƙu stage. While writing, teachers pay attention to the diacritics that each letter has.

v. The Biyāwa/Hadda/Haddatu “Revision/Memorization” Stage. Here, the students are introduced to the correct recitation of the Qurʾān, word by word, now that they are acquainted and conversant with the pronunciation of letters with and without vowels.

vi. The Rubutu “Writing” Stage. Here, the students no longer rely on the teachers but begin to write by themselves as they have been introduced to the basics. They have also begun to memorize and write moderately long chapters, unlike the short ones in the previous stages. Mastering the writing skills in addition to memorization and verbalization with precision are requirements at this stage.

vii. The Zurfi “Advanced” Stage. The students at this level have attained an advancement in the memorization and writing of the Qurʾān. They are allowed to look at a copy of the complete Qurʾān and rewrite it in its entirety. Once students have reached this stage, then they will be prepared for Sauka—graduation. The graduation is accompanied by some rituals performed on the Alarammomi, the graduates (Mashema, Idria and Musa 2018).



The above shows that the traditional Qurʾānic schools, popularly known as the Tsangaya or Almajiri schools, were well-organized, with various stages and pedagogies, thereby pointing to an alternative to the later introduced Western knowledge style.

It is crucial to understand that there are three phases of the Islamic education system typically used in Islamized communities, which suggests a distinctive epistemology from the Western knowledge system. These are rote memorization for pupils at an early age. At this phase, learning the meanings is less important. The second phase is the Tafsīr, or translational readings of the Qurʾān. This phase is usually at the advanced mid-level. The third phase is the peripatetic learning that involves knowledge production and its utilization for various specializations—therapeutic, history, spiritual, geography, and so on (Oseni 1996; Hoechner 2013; and Maigari 2017). Functional literacy is the basic knowledge that almost everyone acquires at the basilectal variety, enabling the person to read and write, notably in Ajami. Functional numeracy accompanies functional literacy, as people can acquire certain mathematical knowledge to run their daily activities. In essence, the traditional knowledge system that predated the Western-form in Nigeria had been relevant in the people’s lives (Ngom 2018). Additionally, the stages involved in Islamic education look very similar to Western education. But it is worthy to note that the differences emanate from the sources and contents of the knowledge (Islamic), the epistemologies, and the methodologies.

In the Islamic conception of knowledge sources, it is believed that proofs are established from revelation as against a conception of materialistic observance of existence or by conceiving a methodology of knowledge through the realities of the physical universe becoming known. The Prophet is believed to have received revelation—al-wahy, which is the first type of knowledge and is further divided into instinctive knowledge (revealed through Angel Gabriel) and the knowledge acquired from learning the Prophet’s traditions—Sunnah. The divine revelation explicates reflection—fikr and contemplation/remembrance—dhikr. The divine revelation is the quest for knowledge through Allah’s signs, and on the other hand, the contemplation/remembrance is a recollection of previously given knowledge (Azram 2011).

Chronology of Ranks and Titles in the Qurʾānic Education System

The chronology of ranks and titles in the Qurʾānic knowledge system in Nigeria is in line with the disciples’ mental, physical and educational growth. Yahya (2018) identifies seven distinctive ranks and titles:


1. Kolo. This is a title given to newly enrolled students. This stage is also associated with age since most students called “kolo” are between four and ten years.

2. Tittibiri. This title is given to an adolescent student who must have made some reasonable progress in learning the Qurʾān. An adolescent pupil falls under this rank and title.

3. Gardi. This is an academic title referring to a young, mature adult responsible and conscious of the value of learning the Qurʾān. A Gardi must have learned a substantial portion of the Qurʾān and be able to recite it and teach it to others.

4. Mallam. This is a purely academic rank given to a person who has learned the whole Qurʾān and can recite it fluently but with reference to the Qurʾān. A mallam can recite fluently from a copy of the Qurʾān, as opposed to an alaramma, who can recite from memory. Nowadays, the term Mallam becomes a generic title given to anyone that teaches. The term or title is used loosely and gets a new look and perhaps meaning.

5. Alaramma. Like Mallam, Alaramma is an academic title given to a person who has memorized the whole Qurʾān and can write all its chapters without looking at a hard copy. Most times, an Alaramma teaches only Tittibiri and Gardi but not the Kolo.

6. Gwani. This is a Qurʾānic expert with a high level of erudition. He is viewed as someone who, when he recites the Qurʾān, would not make mistakes due to the strength of memorization and writing skills.

7. Gangaran. The attainment of this rank and title means attaining the highest academic position in the traditional Qurʾānic knowledge system. It is the epitome of erudition and the dream of every student in the system. A group of learned clerics, usually the Imam, identifies such people and recommends them for the title. The emir or the chief Imam confers on those who attain the position.



The above ranks and titles in the Qurʾānic knowledge system are in successive stages. No one is to skip any of the stages. Additionally, no one claims an undeserving title. For instance, an Alaramma does not claim or bear the title of Gwani. Much the same way a Gwani does not claim the title of Gangaran. That speaks to reverence accorded to the system, the ranks, and the titles.

Classifications of Islamic Knowledge

Scholars have categorized Islamic knowledge into various themes (Bakar 1998). This is in part because Islam does not make a clear-cut separation between the sacred and the secular. Equally, Muslim scholars differ on what belongs where within the classification system of Islamic knowledge. The tensions governing compartmentalization of knowledge are also visible in the relationship between religion and other institutions like politics, family, etc. In a nutshell, religion is neither privatized nor reduced to the private realm. In fact, the realms of religion and politics impact one another, especially in Africa (Olupona 2003). In line with the above, Murtala (2015) provided the following delineation of Islamic knowledge systems:


i. Tafsīrul-Qur’ān al-Karīm, shortened as Tafsīr. Translational meaning or interpretation of the Qur’ān. This category of knowledge is strictly on the scripture, i.e., Qur’ān. It includes learning the wordings, recitation, memorization, interpretation, or exegesis of the Glorious Qur’ān.

ii. ʾIlm-al-Qirā’āt. Knowledge on the readings/recitations of the Qur’ān. There are many variants of the recitation of the holy book, all traced to the Prophet.

iii. Al-matnu al-Ḥadīth. Knowledge about contents of the Ḥadīth. It verifies the worthiness of the people transmitting the Ḥadīth.

iv. Musṭalah al-Ḥadīth. Knowledge surrounding the terminology in Islam, which specifies the acceptability or otherwise of Ḥadīth.

v. ʾIlm-at-Tawḥīd. Knowledge about belief in the oneness of Allāh. It deals with God’s uniqueness.

vi. ʾIlm-al-Fiqh. Knowledge of Islamic jurisprudence.

vii. Usool al-Fiqh wa Qawā’id-al-Fiqhiyyah. The foundations of Islamic jurisprudence and the principles of jurisprudence.

viii. An-Naḥwu wa As-Ṣarf. Body of knowledge about syntax and morphology.

ix. Funoon al-Lugha. Language knowledge. It entails the science about a language, its alphabets, parlance, idioms, speech, and explanations.

x. ʾIlm-al-Aroodh. Poetry, especially Arabic poetry. This category of knowledge examines the semantics, etymology, and linguistic features of the language.

xi. ʾIlm-al-Manṭiq. Science of logic, reasoning, dialectics, and rationalization.

xii. As-Sīrah an-Nabawiyyah. History of prophethood and especially the history of the Prophet of Islam, Muhammad.

xiii. At-Taṣawwuf. Islamic mysticism.

xiv. ʾUloom-al-Ḥisāb wa Al-Aufāq wa An-Nujoom. Body of knowledge on astronomy, astrology, and numerology.

xv. ʾIlm-Ta’bīr-al-Ru’yah. Knowledge on the interpretation of dreams.

xvi. ʾIlm-al-Thaqāfiyyah. Knowledge on entertainment.



The above categories of Islamic knowledge systems are predominantly learned in Arabic. At times, commentaries are provided in Arabic as well. But in most West African societies, such knowledge is effectively transmitted in Arabic alongside translations in the targeted local languages of the recipients or disciples. This is the case in Nigeria among the Kanuri (Borno/Barebari), the Hausa, the Fulfulde (Fulani), the Yoruba, and the Nupe peoples.

Governance and Administration

The history of Qurʾānic and Islamic knowledge in Nigeria is seen as synonymous with the arrival of Islam in the country. Fafunwa (1974) and Balogun (1980) stated that Islam came to Northern Nigeria in the ninth century through the Kanem–Borno Empire during the reign of Shehu Umme Jilmi. The Shehu was introduced to Islam by Sheikh Hamed Muhammad Mani, an Arab Muslim preacher. The reign of Mai Idris Aloma of Bornu witnessed the Golden Age of Islam in Kanem–Borno. He established Islamic courts and abolished customary courts and built mosques and Qurʾānic schools, thereby strengthening the foothold of Qur’ānic education in the Kanem–Borno axis. Like in Borno Empire, the administration of Qurʾānic and Islamic knowledge in the Hausalands of Kano, Katsina, and Zaria were by the Emirates (Abdullahi 1977). Later, the Jihad of Usman Ibn Fodiyo championed Islam’s spread through the founding of the Sokoto Caliphate. Thus, the existence and spread of Qurʾānic education in Nigeria is directly related to the arrival of Islam, and its governance was mainly by the emirate and supported by the community.

In Adeyemi (2016), Davidson opined that the history of the teaching and learning of Qurʾān and Arabic language throughout the Islamic world, especially in the non-Arab countries, has been the history of the spread of Islam. Education to the Muslim from the initial stage was learning the Holy Qurʾān and its language: Arabic. This is why the Islamic elementary schools in Nigeria were initially called Qurʾānic schools, and both Arabic and Islam were taught simultaneously. The Qurʾānic education was established in what is now Northern Nigeria hundreds of years before the arrival of British colonial forces in the late nineteenth century (Oladosu 2012).

Equally worthy to note as a historical fact is that the Islamic and Qurʾānic knowledge system’s administration was a public, not a private affair. The Kanem–Borno Empire was responsible for providing the logistics to run the schools. The state would test, screen, and recruit the teachers, approve of any of them to teach in the schools that the emirate established. It catered to all the needs of the clerics, who would mentor the disciples under their mentorship. The same applied to the emirates in the Sokoto Caliphate. The Islamic knowledge system flourished and reached its epitome up until the British came and significantly altered the state’s funding from the state (Yahya 2018).

 Ajami as a Complementary Source of Islamic Knowledge

Historically, Islam’s study largely ignored sub-Saharan Africa and African sources, even though the continent has been a big part of the Islamic world. Nevertheless, as we settle into the twenty-first century, Islam’s study has expanded to include Ajami sources from the African continent (Kane 2016). The scholarship on sub-Saharan Africa has suffered from prejudice for a long time, ignoring local sources of scholarship (Ajami literature) and treating sub-Saharan Africa’s Islamization as superficial, periphery, and mimicry (Seesemann 2006; Kai 2009; Zehnle 2020). But Ajami sources have proven to be an important means for understanding Africa’s Islamization (Ngom 2016). Evidence shows that the Ajami materials have been a powerful tool for the spread of Islam and Christianity in Nigeria and beyond (Mumin and Versteegh 2014; Dobronravin 2014; Banafunzi and Vianello 2014).

Most of the Islamized societies in sub-Saharan Africa, including Nigeria, became Muslims by choice and not by forceful conversion or conquest (Sanneh 2007). The introduction and expansion of Islam in Nigeria, and to a great extent in West Africa, is largely due to Muslim clerics’ missionary activities that propagated Islamic knowledge. The social interaction between the clerics and the local people influenced the locals to accept Islam, acquire Islamic knowledge, and become Muslims (Trimingham 1962). These local Muslims then improvised by utilizing their local resources to expand the Islamic knowledge that they had acquired. Ajami is the result of this local ingenuity. In Nigeria, there are Ajami traditions in Kanuri, Hausa, Fulfulde, Yoruba and Nupe languages.

The root of the term Ajami can be traced to the Arabic word ʿAjamī which means an “other” (non-Arab) language that is foreign or unclear. Sometimes written as ’Ajami, Ajamī, or Ajam but for the purpose of this work, Ajami is used. In its original use, it referred to Persians, being the first known neighbors to the Arabs, and later extended to entail a host of others, including societies in al-Andalus and Africa. In its modern use, Ajami refers to writing non-Arabic languages by using a modified Arabic script. It is, therefore, a writing system using modified Arabic script. Abdulmumin (2009) conceives Ajami as basically an innovation of the use of Arabic letters or precisely Arabic alphabets to convey, for example, the Yoruba language in written form. It is essentially a non-Arabic Yoruba language written in a kind of Arabic letters. It is borne out of the creativity of the early Muslim scholars in their efforts to express their indigenous language in a written form for education and communication (Hunwick 1997).

But Arabic, being the language of Islam, could not replace the local languages spoken among the Muslim communities. Besides, as the Muslims became knowledgeable in Arabic, they realized the need to complement knowledge production in both Arabic and their local languages. But there was a challenge. There are only three vowels in Arabic: fat-ha (a), kasrah (i) and ruf’ah or dhomma (u). But these vowels are not comprehensive enough to cater to the tones while writing in African languages using the Arabic script, thereby necessitating the need to improvise what would represent the sounds in these languages. As a result, Muslim scholars in some African languages (such as Kanuri, Fulfulde, Hausa, Wolof, Mandinka, Swahili, Yoruba, Nupe, and so on) invented vowels that would capture their local tones, which became an enrichment of Islamic knowledge production, dissemination, and expansion. This is what Ngom and Kurfi call “Ajamization of Islam” (2017, 1).

Ajamization is conceptualized to refer to the various enrichment processes of Islamic practices that result from the co-articulation between the faith and local traditions (Ngom & Kurfi 2017). The concept highlights the ingenuity of West African Muslims within the larger global Islamic culture. The case refutes the widely held view that West African Islam is peripheral to the centers of Islamic culture in North Africa and Arabia the Arab world (Robinson 2000; Launay 2006; Seesemann 2006; and Soares 2000). In other words, the Ajamization framework fosters new approaches to the study of Islam in ways that transcend the common dichotomies of “center/periphery,” “esoteric/rational episteme,” “Islam Noir/Islam Blanc,” “orthodoxy/heterodoxy,” and so forth. The existing corpus of Arabic and Ajami texts and the diversity of Muslim practices that developed since the early days of Islam bear testimony to the multiple dimensions of Ajamization and the various ways in which the Arabic script and other Islamic traditions have been appropriated, enriched, and effectively localized in different communities (Adamu 2000a).

 Qurʾānic/Islamic Knowledge System during the Colonial Period

The British colonial military sorties against the Northern Nigerian emirates concluded by 1903 with Kano’s capture (Adamu 2004). To defuse the possibility of an uprising as had occurred in other parts of the colonial empires with strong Islamic culture, the British adopted a tactical policy of pledging non-intervention in religious affairs of the Northern peoples, especially the Muslims, upon their arrival and subsequent subjugation of Northern emirates in 1903 (Graham 1966). The pledge involved preventing Christian missionaries from establishing schools in Muslim areas of the North, unlike the free access to “pagan” areas of the North and Southern Nigeria they enjoyed. Nevertheless, in cohort with the missionary agents, the colonial administration conspired to destroy the scriptural basis of Muslim literacy. Also, they relegated the use of Ajami and replaced it with Latin script by imposing the Latin script to be used as official script. On this, Adamu posits, in Northern Nigeria, “the onslaught of the British colonial interregnum from 1902, coupled with aggressive Christian missionary assault on the intellectual activities of the indigenous scholars and intellectuals led to the enforcement of the Latin alphabet in place of the more commonly used Hausa ajami in the Hausa-speaking areas” (2004, 13). The above points to the extent to which the colonial educational policies and the aggressive Christian missionaries’ activities undermined the Islamic knowledge system. That action has immense negative impacts on the entire knowledge system with attendant consequences, including resulting in fewer people being able to read Ajami.

The British colonial administration’s interference into the political system equally negatively affected the Qurʾānic and Islamic education. For instance, the British changed the funding system from the emirates/native authorities (public) to private. The colonial masters saw the Qurʾānic and Islamic knowledge system and the Muslim clerics as a threat and were determined to destroy them. Therefore, the authorities’ traditional responsibilities to test, screen, and recruit Qurʾānic/Islamic teachers, cater to their needs, and supervise their activities were relieved. The system was left to stand alone: everybody could establish a school with no higher authorities supervising, coordinating, or regulating the schools’ affairs. Because the schools were defunded by the Native Administrations, the Muslim clerics took it upon themselves to teach even if not paid; the clerics had a conviction that Allah would reward them. The education system became loose, vulnerable and due to lack of funds, the students started roaming on the streets begging for alms to feed—Bara (Shehu 2002; Shehu 2003; Yusha’u et al. 2013). This is against the provision of the previous comprehensive Qurʾānic and Islamic knowledge system, which catered to all the teachers and the students’ needs.

The Western form of education was to replace the existing established Islamic knowledge system (Philips 2004). But the colonial masters had tactfully and strategically planned by training some young, able-bodied people to become middle-class employees (Hiskett 1973; Ibraheem 1987; Umar 2006). Furthermore, the relegation of the traditional knowledge system also meant altering the system’s epistemology, structure, functions, ranking, and titles, and most importantly, its relevance.

Qurʾānic and Islamic Education during the Postcolonial Period

Because Nigeria’s contemporary country is an amalgam of various empires and peoples, there have been widespread political and socioeconomic tensions since its incorporation in 1914. During political decolonization in the 1950s, each geopolitical zone promoted its own sociocultural, including religious, interests. Soon after independence in 1960, the Premier of Northern Nigeria, Sir Ahmadu Bello, established the firstly, as a board for the Northern part of Nigeria only with few Schools and Colleges under its care. Later, when the nation returned to a federation, the National Board for Arabic and Islamic Studies (NBAIS) did not receive the much-needed attention, funding, and spread necessary to achieve its objectives. The NBAIS has gone through thick and thin. It was founded by Alhaji Sir Ahmadu Bello, the Sardauna of Sokoto in 1960. Subsequently, it was transferred to Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, in 1969. The Board has undergone series of positive transformations. Firstly, as a Board for the Northern part of Nigeria only with few Schools and Colleges under its tutelage. With the National Council on Education (NCE)’s recognition and approval at its fifty-seventh meeting held at Sokoto in February 2011, the Board, as a National Examination and Regulatory Body, covers the whole nation with over 900 recognized schools and colleges (https://nbais.com.ng/). The Board did not gain full recognition and become a nationally recognized board until most recently in 2011.

Currently, with the recognition and approval of the NCE at its 57th meeting held at Sokoto in February 2011, the National Board for Arabic and Islamic Studies (NBAIS) has been fully accredited and recognized to cater to the Islamic knowledge system (including the Tsangaya or Almajiri education). The Vision of the NBAIS is to be at the front line in realizing the Federal Government of Nigeria’s ambition in its program for the full integration of Western and Islamic Education, the promotion of Qurʾānic schools and the madrasah system of education in the country.

Colonial policies coupled with the Christian missionaries’ aggressive missionary activities together negatively affected the Islamic knowledge system’s scriptural basis and the indigenous Ajami literacies. That had instilled skepticism and mistrust in the Muslims’ minds about Western education (Adamu 2004). From the outset, the Christian missionaries’ central requirement was conversion to Christianity before Muslims could be educated. Due to that, the Muslims trembled in fear of getting their children converted to Christianity when seeking formal education (Maigida 2018). That further affected some Muslims vis-à-vis how they embrace Western education. Furthermore, it had spill-over effects on the educational policies at the national level.

Tensions/Complications Surrounding the Pluralistic Nature of Knowledge and Education Systems in Contemporary Nigeria

There are certain issues, tensions, and complications surrounding the pluralistic nature of knowledge systems in contemporary Nigeria. These contradictions have further created more harm than good in developing realistic, meaningful knowledge that could transform into sustainable development.

First, there has been a major distinction between the Islamic knowledge epistemology versus Western epistemology. For instance, in Islam, knowledge is a continuous process that evolves all teaching and learning acts, while religion is making persistent efforts to keep both the body and soul developed (Abdul-Haqq 1990). In essence, Muslim education entails more than the study of Islamic sciences but widely deals with all activities of the intellectual development of man with no restriction to sciences, technology, religion, or culture (Abubakar and Abdullah 2017). Studying aspects of religion in Nigeria, including in knowledge systems, requires the researcher to appreciate the relationship between the sacred and the secular. As Western scholars have begun to comprehend this relationship, the literature on religion and development has emerged. Nevertheless, existing literature still fails to take religious ideas, especially those of the Muslim educational system in Africa, seriously (ter Haar 2011). This contradiction further creates tension in the pluralistic nature of knowledge and education systems in contemporary Nigeria.

The British colonial legacy of relegating traditional knowledge systems, especially Ajami, continued even after the political independence in 1960, as evident in Nigeria’s postcolonial educational policies. The postcolonial educational policies were not favorable to the indigenous method of education. Worst still, the contemporary governments’ lackadaisical attitudes towards education in general, and religious knowledge in particular, are not helping matters. This is evident in the annual budgetary allocations to the education sector, in addition to the closure of Nigerian universities and institutes of higher learning due to inadequate funding. More so, there had existed misconceptions about Ajami, which emanated from associating it with Arabic and Islam. This misconception is the assumption that anything Ajami is Arabic and anything Arabic is Islamic. But the fact is that Arabic is a language that has been used by world religions, including Christianity for evangelism, as it is evident in the Holy Bibles published in Arabic and in Ajami including The Book of Genesis in Fulfulde ʿAjamī (Deftere Futtorde n.d.); The Book of Genesis in Hausa Ajami (Littaafin Farawa 2004); and Warren‐Rothlin (2009).

In many African countries, Nigeria inclusive, Christian missionaries, especially Conversionary Protestants (CPs), typically translated texts into and educated in the vernacular so that everyone could read the Bible and interpret it competently (Woodberry 2012). There are many Bibles, newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets published in Nigerian languages, such as Yoruba, Hausa, and Igbo. Most of these publications were in Latin script, but some were transliterated into Ajami, using the modified Arabic script. Evidence shows that Christian missionaries utilized Ajami, especially Hausa and Fulfulde Ajami, for proselytizing (Decker and Injiiru 2012). In the Islamic religious domain, many books have been transliterated into Ajami. In addition to contributing to the expansion of Islam in sub-Saharan Africa, Ajami also played a crucial role in the spread of other religions and many domains of knowledge and social life, such as marriage, birth, burial, and inheritance.

Suffice it to say that the informal or non-curricular education system has played a very important role in knowledge production and grooming a category of Muslim scholar elites in West Africa and Nigeria especially (Baba 2011). Nevertheless, it is associated with many challenges (Yusha’u et al. 2013; Abbas 2001; Shehu 2003). First, there have been problems in their organization, structure, and funding (Taiwo 2013). Again, some of the schools’ philosophy is not defined, and the absence of an approved curriculum is yet another challenge. There are also many instances of the absence of a board or body that regulates the activities of the schools. At times, pupils sent to those schools (Almajiri) for peripatetic learning live in filthy environments, are vulnerable to the danger of insecurity, and, above all, are gullible and exposed to being indoctrinated with terrorist ideologies (Kurfi 2016).

Also, there has been a contradiction in defining what constitutes literacy. For instance, UNESCO (2021) defines a literate person as one who can, with understanding, both read and write a short, simple statement on his everyday life. In essence, a person is functionally literate if he can engage in all those activities in which literacy is required for his group and community’s effective functioning. Even though those literate in the Tsangaya education system can read, write, and record statements on their everyday lives, most people do not always regard the Tsangaya-educated as literates. This dichotomy emanates from the misconception that literacy refers only to the Western-form of education (school-based literacy) while relegating non-curricular literacy. In other words, we seem to capitalize on certificates obtained from the conventional schools while we ignore the traditional knowledge system. This is reflected in our recruitment exercise with emphasis on paper qualification. Again, during important exercises such as the National Peoples and Housing Census, when canvassing information from informants, optional responses for Western education are provided, ignoring the Islamic knowledge system.

One of the implications of privileging different definitions of literacy is that it marginalizes a category of literate people and makes them feel inferior. Because the Tsangaya graduates are literates but not considered qualified to perform the same tasks as people taught in the Western education system, even in religious spheres such as the ministry for religious affairs, then it means that the government, as well as other stakeholders such as the society and non-governmental organizations, have not meaningfully engaged with the Tsangaya system literates and the system in general. In other words, failure to consider this pool of resourceful literates in the Tsangaya education system could drift some of them into deviating from the norm of the society. Sykes and Matza (1957) posit that deviants/delinquents maintain a dichotomous attachment to mainstream society and the underground culture within which they operate. More so, they utilize preemptive self‐talk strategies of neutralization to temporarily suspend their attachment to society, thereby drifting into a mindset that mitigates the deterrent effects of anticipated guilt (Murray and Topalli 2014).

The Continuous Relevance of the Islamic and Qurʾānic Education in Nigeria
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FIGURE 3.1 Religious Demography: Affiliation

Source: The Future of World Religions: Population Growth Projections, 2010–2050



Qurʾānic and Islamic education in Nigeria has faced, and still faces, challenges. It has played very important roles during the precolonial period and continues to be relevant in the lives of the people. For instance, it facilitated Islam’s spread to become a global religion through non-violent means (Sanneh 2007). Also, it catalyzed the increase in Muslim population. Although Nigeria is ethnically and religiously diverse, Islam has an important role there (see Figure 3.1). The Muslims constitute over fifty-one percent of the country’s population, making it a Muslim majority country. Nigeria also has the largest Muslim population in West Africa, estimated at nearly 97 million (and 5.1 percent of the world’s Muslim population, according to The Pew Research Report 2020 estimates).

The traditional Qurʾānic schools played a significant role in the production and development of Islamic knowledge in Nigeria. It laid the foundation for literacy spread, especially through Ajami—a powerful multi-purpose vehicle for both sacred and secular purposes, including mobilizing and organizing the Sokoto jihad. Leaders of the Sokoto jihad had effectively utilized Ajami to communicate, mostly in Hausa and Fulfulde Ajami. Ngom (2016) reveals that Ajami literacy is primarily acquired as a by-product of acquiring literacy in Arabic script in Qurʾānic schools in Africa. Nevertheless, it is also acquired in Sufī communities, both through literacy instruction and through chanting. In some instances, such as among the Murīd scholars, materials were produced to teach Ajami and Arabic literacy, while others use Ajami as a vehicle to teach other subjects, including Qurʾānic lessons, as was the case with Nana Asma’u bnt Usman bn Fodio. The majority of her poems were originally in Ajami and addressed both public events and ritual matters (Mack and Boyd 2000; Mack 2004). This confirms and corroborates similar findings that Muslim women especially utilize Islamic knowledge (in this case Ajami as a vehicle for women’s rights and empowerment (Abu-Lughod 2015; Ask and Tjomsland 1998; Bodman and Tohidi 1998; Doorn-Harder 2006; Esposito 1997; Karam 2013; Mahmood 2005; Rinaldo 2013; Kurfi 2018).

Islam has built on its heritage of well-organized learning centers, specialized in Qurʾānic and Islamic education found in especially Bornu, Kano, Katsina, and parts of the Yoruba land, especially Ilorin. Some of these centers/schools have been transformed into the modern education curriculum. A combination of Arabic and Ajami sources provides a nuanced appreciation of Islam in Africa and Islam in general. This is because rather than perceiving and viewing Islam in Africa as periphery in the frontiers, it will be seen as diversification and enrichment to Islam as a global Abrahamic religion (Sanneh 2007; Ngom 2016; Kane 2016; Ngom and Kurfi 2017). The above speaks to how critical, valuable, and significant the traditional Islamic knowledge system is and why it deserves greater attention from authorities and stakeholders in Nigerian society and beyond.

Again, in fragile and weak countries like Nigeria, where the state fails to provide quality schools for all, faith-based schools continue to play a vital role (Baba 2011). The government’s neglect of the education sector is evident in its budgetary allocations and industrial actions by universities’ academic staff (Odekunle and Unaeze 2013). Faced with rather grim prospects for their children’s education, Muslim parents began to seek alternative ways of educating their children, which led to the prevalence of private schools and an increase in their patronage by substantial sections of Nigerian society from the mid-1980s onwards (Uzochukwu 2016; Umar 2001; Umar 2003). The proliferation of private universities began in 1999 to complement government efforts in addressing Nigeria’s educational problems. Such effort is championed in large part by religious organizations, which have established Islamic-based private universities. Al-Hikma University, Ilorin, Kwara State; Al-Qalam University, Katsina; Fountain University, Oshogbo, Osun State; Crescent University, Abeokuta, Ogun State; and Al-Istiqama University, Sumaila, Kano are examples. These universities’ presence reduces the huge demands of the Nigerian population for higher Islamic and Western forms of education. Religious universities are an essential tool for promoting peace and justice and producing future leaders and educators (Bature 2012).

In addition to religious-based universities in Nigeria, there is also a pool of young Muslims trained abroad, having studied in different fields of Islamic knowledge in Arab countries, notably Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Sudan, and most recently, Malaysia and Indonesia. When they return to Nigeria, some fresh graduates establish madrasas—Islamic schools that provide an integrated Islamic and Western education. Others have joined Nigerian universities to teach and contribute to the educational development of the nation. Again, the Islamic knowledge system had provided a pool of literates whose knowledge and expertise had been utilized by the native authorities. Such people literate in the Qurʾānic and Islamic knowledge had served as clerks, kadis, translators, and teachers. Some served as secretaries, diplomats, judges, and maintained correspondence between the native authorities and the colonial administrators (Hunwick 2006; Baba 2011; Akande 2020). That trend persisted, especially in the Northern part, where Islam is the dominant religion. But in recent times, there is a neglect of this crucial, valuable, and relevant knowledge system that deserves greater attention from authorities and Nigerian society generally.

Another critical, albeit overlooked, continuous relevance of Islamic education in Nigeria is in gender relations. Some Nigerian Muslim women who were products of the Qurʾānic and Islamic schools and, at the same time, educated in the Western form created a new breed of conscious, liberal, self-identified Muslim women—ʾUlamā, or elites. This group of elites actively creates new interpretations that reflect their circumstances and not only as passive receptors of learning. The self-identified Muslim is one who recaptures the meaning and practice of being a Muslim by choice; who intimately accesses, consciously understands, and rationally interprets the Qurʾānic texts using their rules (Barazangi 2006). This group joined various Muslim associations such as the Muslim Students’ Society (MSS) and later established Muslim Women’s professional bodies such as the Muslim Sisters’ Organization (MSO), and much later the Federation of Muslim Women’s Associations in Nigeria (FOMWAN). FOMWAN’s mission is to propagate Islam, educate Muslim women, and ensure that they live according to Islam’s tenets and make a positive impact on national matters, both religious and secular. FOMWAN serves as an umbrella to all Muslim women organizations in the nation (Kurfi 2018).

Through organizational engagement and religious piety, FOMWAN has become a stakeholder in the formulation of national education policy. It advocates and lobbies for educational reforms that allow for the exercise of citizen rights. By being part of the discourse on national policies on education, the association has further exerted its powerful, discernible public presence. This demonstrates how FOMWAN contributes to Nigeria by ensuring the provision of quality education, serving as a functional equivalent to that of the weak and fragile government (Debiel and Lambach 2010). In essence, the association uses this avenue to achieve its envisioned ideal society. Findings of Kurfi (2018) revealed that under the constraint of patriarchal oppression, Nigerian Muslim women utilize their Islamic and Qurʾānic knowledge to adopt various strategies of resistance against exploitation, illiteracy, and unemployment and, in turn, empower themselves and others adopting various forms of coping strategies. Kandiyoti defines those forms of strategies that women undertake when living within concrete constraints as “patriarchal bargains.” These are the set rules and scripts regulating gender relations, to which both genders acquiesce (1998, 275). Such strategizing varies over time, class, and ethnicity. Most importantly, these patriarchal bargains exert a powerful shaping influence on women’s gendered subjectivity and determine the nature of gender ideology in different contexts.

Being educated in the Qurʾān and Islamic knowledge has provided members the opportunity to equip themselves and gives them enormous ground to amass religious culture. Members authoritatively quote Qurʾānic verses and the Ḥadīth (traditions of the Prophet). Their religious knowledge becomes an identity and symbol that makes FOMWAN members revered, recognized, and trusted. Members utilize such knowledge, especially of the scripture, as a rhetorical resource, to address many problems, including hostility, hatred, and mistrust between religious (inter and intra) and secular associations as we shall see in their talk, speech, or utterances (Kurfi 2018).

Conclusion

This chapter has examined Qurʾānic and Islamic education in Nigeria (Tsangaya, Makarantar Allo, Almājirci), tracing its roots and describing its forms, structure, classifications, stages, ranks, supervision, and funding. It demonstrated that the traditional education system predated the Western form for centuries. The system was comprehensive and well-organized, with adequate funding by the emirates and support from the communities and philanthropists. Qurʾānic and Islamic education in Nigeria offers unique opportunities to understand the country’s rich Islamic heritage. It addresses the lingering misconceptions, misunderstandings, and misinterpretations (Ngom 2016). It speaks to some stereotypes and prejudices associated with Africa, sub-Saharan African Muslims, and Nigeria and challenges some of the lingering misconceptions and assumptions about the people’s cultural heritage and history (Kane 2016; Ngom and Kurfi 2017). Equally, the chapter highlighted the continuous relevance of Islamic education in Nigeria. That speaks to the multiple epistemologies and perspectives for understanding the past beyond Nigeria’s Western academic tradition.

To address some of the challenges bedeviling Islamic education in Nigeria, the federal government should increase its budgetary allocation to the education sector generally. Specifically, it should set aside certain funds from programs such as the Education Trust Fund (ETF) to support indigenous literary traditions such as Kanuri, Hausa, Fulfulde, Nupe Ajami, and Yoruba Anjemi. It will not be outrageous to come up with a special commission, just like the Niger Delta Commission, to be dedicated to reviving these domestic ways of knowing. Equally, stakeholders, including religious and secular organizations, and alumni associations are good avenues to give back to their schools by establishing and promoting libraries and studies centers for Islamic knowledge. This will go a long way to reviving the long historic cultural heritage, equally increasing literacy levels, and promoting indigenous means of teaching. The government also needs to develop a forum to make comprehensive provisions for these schools, their tutors, and the pupils and establish a regulatory body to oversee them. They should provide adequate funds and should be closely monitored.
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Chapter 4 

Colonial and Postcolonial Historiography of Nigeria

Sati U. Fwatshak

Colonial Historiography

Colonial Nigerian historiography evolved from the second half of the nineteenth century when Nigeria’s formal colonization started. However, it crystallized in the twentieth century with the formation of the modern Nigerian state. Various actors, including colonial administrators, Christian missionaries, ethnographers, linguists, and anthropologists, were involved in the colonial project and documented their activities (Falola 1981, 104–105). Thus, colonial historiography is extensive and includes intelligence reports; monthly, quarterly, yearly departmental reports; and memos, letters, anthropological notes, magazines,1 and books. Among the books are those by P. A. Talbot, C. L. Temple, C. K. Meek, and R. E. Dennett (Falola 1981, 105). Colonial historiography has been significantly appraised by historians, for example, Kapteijns (1977) and Falola (1981). Therefore, repetition is unnecessary. However, the samples must be extended. The works of F. D. Lugard, C. G. Ames, Margery Perham, which fit in, will be treated shortly.

Though generically Eurocentric in matters of detail, colonial historiography is marked by thematic diversity. Eurocentrism manifests in the use of the European frame to view Africans/Nigerians. Thus, unsavory terms such as “tribes,” “primitive,” “heathen,” or “pagan” are used to describe Nigerians. On the surface, these unpleasant representations were the “facts” on the ground, for Africa/Nigeria appeared far behind Europe in various aspects of human progress due in no small part to centuries of slave and legitimate trade imperialisms.

Thematic diversity reflected the variegated interests of colonial writers. Christian missionaries sought to convert Nigerians to Christianity, as shown in their documents. As extensively illustrated by Ajayi (1965), Ayandele (1966), and Boer (1984), a few of the best known Christian organizations like the Church Missionary Society (CMS), Sudan United Mission (SUM), and Methodists Missionary Society (MMS) documented their activities and archived them. The SUM, for instance, published the Light Bearer magazine. The Missionary documents contain missionaries’ beliefs about Africans, places they visited for evangelism, and their challenges and successes. The belief of the Christian missionaries is exemplified by a 1907 statement of Dr. Karl Kumm, who started the SUM in Wase (in today’s Plateau state) in 1904. Kumm wrote that in Africa, “dark are the bodies of the people who live there, darker are their minds, and darker still souls” (Kum 1907, cited in Boer 1984, 35). Darkness in missionary perception meant lack of salvation, which they must fight: “White missionaries … will carry the glad tidings of salvation to the millions who now sit in darkness and the shadow of death.” (Hughes 1969, cited in Harlow and Carter 2003, 243).

Colonial officials’ specific interest was to effectively rule heterogeneous Nigeria (Lugard 1913–1918, cited in Harlow and Carter 2003, 431). This was the basis of indirect rule and the series of intelligence reports, ethnographic, and anthropological works on Nigerian colonial subjects. Among several ethnographical publications were the provincial Gazetteers of northern Nigeria, which deserve mention because of their historical contents. They comprise twelve volumes, one each on twelve of the provinces.2 The Gazetteers were based on anthropological work among the various peoples of the region. That of the Plateau Province was compiled by C. G. Ames in the 1930s. It situated the early history of the province in the Nok culture—using evidence from archaeological finds discovered during tin mining operations. According to Ames, “Neolithic implements may even be said to be common…. The Neolithic implements have obviously been in use in historical times and many of them are used as sacred objects by the pagans even now” (Ames 1934, 18–19). Chapter III of Ames’ work entirely comprises historical data, including theories on the origins of the people. Some historical content elements also appear in Part II, Chapters V to X, where additional comments on the origins of the different peoples are made. Concerning the origins of the Plateau peoples, Ames states: “The history of the Plateau Province begins at several distinct sources, all of which are outside the Province … It can be very briefly and yet comprehensively summed up as lines of migration of people … ” (Ames 1934, 20). Typical of other colonial writings, the Plateau Gazetteers are descriptive and contain all the common colonial historiographical unsavory descriptions. However, the historical contents of the Gazetteers have remained valuable reference materials for researchers and local communities. During the Plateau Peace Conference of 2004, various ethnic groups in Plateau state used the book to justify their claim to being indigenous peoples.

Economic anthropologists led systemic economic studies commissioned by colonial administrators seeking to understand local economies to exploit them better. In the 1940s, two publications appeared in this respect: The Native Economies of Nigeria and Mining, Commerce, and Finance in Nigeria, both edited by Margery Perham (1948). The Native Economies of Nigeria (Perham 1948a) was an in-depth study of food crop and peasant agriculture, crafts production, modern industries, and local and international trade by various anthropologists. The study’s rationale was framed as the desire to improve both the quality and quantity of food and cash crop production towards bettering Nigerian peasants’ living standards. Thus, recommendations such as introducing mixed farming and readjustment of customary land tenure were suggested (Forde 1948a, 170, 212). Mining, Commerce and Finance in Nigeria (Perham 1948b) is a detailed study of the non-agricultural economy. It describes the extraction of various minerals such as tin, coal, and gold; international trade in cash crops and minerals; and financial institutions’ rise. These two studies remain the most detailed, well-researched accounts of the Nigerian colonial economy up to the 1940s. However, typical of colonial historiography, Nigerian peasants are labeled as “primitive” and as custom bound (Forde 1948b, 29).

Sectoral studies appeared at different times. The Red Book of West Africa appeared in 1920. Its focus was the business sector in Lagos, Calabar, and Kano (Macmillan 1920). Helleiner’s (1966) Peasant Agriculture, Government and Economic Growth in Nigeria and Hogendorn’s (1978) Groundnut Exports of Nigeria both provide colonialist perspectives on colonial Nigeria’s cash crop economy.

In general, colonial historiography was largely descriptive, justified colonialism, and was laden with racial prejudices and false or incorrect representation of the African/Nigerian historical, cultural, political, and economic experience.3 Colonial writers on Nigeria made racist comments on the people, propagated the Hamitic hypothesis, and did not consult with local historians. They lacked the appropriate data collection methodologies and analysis for African studies (Falola 1981, 105–106). To be fair to them, many were not trained researchers. Regardless of their writings’ flaws, their materials remain essential reference points and are selectively cited to prove Nigerians’ achievements.

Postcolonial Nigerian Historiography

Postcolonial Nigerian historiography began in the 1950s—the twilight of colonialism—and has continued to grow in independent Nigeria. One of its primary features has been its embedded Africanist/nationalist posture and emphasis on history being used to serve the national interest (Falola 2018, 637). Thus, it has been largely countering Eurocentric misrepresentations of Nigerian peoples and demonstrating African/Nigerian achievements and agency. Another feature is that it is “constantly shifting focus and revising its approaches” (Kapteijns 1977, 123). The major trends/characteristics in postcolonial Nigerian historiography illustrate this. These include the emergence of two intellectual strands topicality and the elaboration of subfields amidst resilience of general history, quality decline, and contestations about the structure of, and policy recommendations in, historical scholarship. In elaborating the major trends, significant primary researches are used in the sections and subsections below as examples.

Two Intellectual Strands

Two intellectual strands emerged in the 1950s and 1970s, respectively—the heyday of the struggle for independence and the Cold War. These were the empiricist/liberal tradition, labeled the “Ibadan School,” and the Marxist tradition labeled the “ABU School.”4 From the 1970s, when the ABU School emerged in Nigeria until the collapse of the Soviet Union, which led to the decline in Marxism’s vitality globally, the two Schools were logged in an intellectual Cold War. However, commonality existed in methodological dexterity, scholarly rigor, depth, and breadth, among other stamps of quality.

The Ibadan School

The Ibadan school—named for its emphasis on research associated with the University of Ibadan—as analyzed by Kapteijns (1977), Falola (1981, 2018), Adeoye (1992), and Saulawa (1989)—has an impressive list of achievements. Its founders and contributors include pioneer Nigerian historians and non-Nigerian historians, who earned their PhDs between the 1950s and the 1970s. Among the best-known (who earned their PhDs in the 1950s) are K. O. Dike, author of Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta, 1830–1885; S. O. Biobaku, author of The Egba and their Neighbours, 1842–1872; and J. F. A. Ajayi, author of Christian Missions in Nigeria, 1841–1891: The Making of a Modern Elite. Others include J. C. Anene, The International Boundaries of Nigeria; T. N. Tamuno, The Evolution of the Nigerian State: The Southern Phase, 1898–1914; I. A. Akinjogbin, Dahomey and Its Neighbours, 1708–1818; E. A. Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria, 1842–1914: A Political and Social Analysis; Obaro Ikime, The Merchant Prince of the Niger Delta: The Rise and Fall of Nana Olomu, Last Governor of the Benin River; B. Oloruntimhehin, The Segu-Tukolor Empire, 1848–1893; R. A. Adeleye, Power and Diplomacy in Northern Nigeria, 1814–1906; F. K. Ekechi, Missionary Enterprise and Rivalry in Igboland, 1857–1914; J. A. Atanda, The New Oyo Empire: Indirect Rule in Southwestern Nigeria, 1894–1934; E. J. Alagoa, A History of the Niger Delta: An Historical Analysis of Ijo Oral Traditions; E. A. Afigbo, The Warrant Chiefs: Indirect Rule in Southeastern Nigeria, 1891–1921; M. D. Last, The Sokoto Caliphate; Mahdi Adamu, The Hausa Factor in West African History, and arguably, Yusufu Bala Usman, The Transformation of Katsina, 1400–1883.

Diversity is the hallmark of the Ibadan school. Thus, themes of imperialism, resistance, empire building, agency, and modernization, among others, feature prominently. These themes have been studied in the local, national, and sub-continental contexts and across the precolonial, colonial periods, and later, the postcolonial periods. The titles of pioneer works bear this. While Ajayi and Ayandele focused on Christian missions, Adeleye and Last focused on the Sokoto Caliphate; while Biobaku’s focus was the precolonial period, Afigbo’s was colonial history; and while Dike explored the external factor for change, Usman explored internal factors. The last two examples are elaborated upon below.

K. O. Dike’s Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta discusses the economy, politics, cultures, local intergroup relations, international relations, imperialism, African agency, and change. The change implication of his study is interesting. Dike explains change largely from the external, non-African factor by showing how Britain’s pursuit of its economic interest in the Niger Delta birthed Nigerian colonization (Dike [1956], 2011, 246). Dike underscores the appointment of John Beecroft as British Trade Consul in the process: “The period of his consulship, 1849–1854, saw the end of non-interference and the inauguration of empire building in Nigeria.” (Dike [1956], 2011, 145). Although Dike also implicates internal divisions among the Niger Delta communities, the power struggles between Oko Jumbo and Jaja (Dike [1956], 2011, 205–206) in Bonny Britain’s imperial ambition was overriding. The British exploited the internal rivalries and overthrew local kings such as Dappa Pepple, Jaja of Opobo, and Nana of Itsekiri and then signed treaties with kings that cooperated. However, treaties were “obtained in questionable manner. Native chiefs were coerced into signing agreements the provision of which they never understood.” (Dike [1956], 2011, 246). Flint (1960, 136–140) came to the same conclusion as Dike regarding the treaties’ invalidity. Dike’s Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta is an encyclopedia of Nigerian history. However, it is part of the “blame colonialism” scholarship.

Yusufu Bala Usman’s The Transformation of Katsina, 1400–1883, is the product of his PhD submitted to the University of London in 1974 and is being treated here in relation to the Ibadan School since its origins preceded Usman’s leadership of the Marxist inspired ABU School discussed below. This work of Usman’s underscores internal factors for change by showing Katsina’s transformation from autonomous towns and cities to a kingdom based on kingship (sarauta) system, and ultimate to the emirate system (Usman 1981, 4). The change process was tumultuous. Korau, who started the kingship system, emerged as a state builder in the wake of inter-town struggles for the control of commercial settlements, which ended in killing the Durbawa sectional leader. His successor, who firmed the sarauta system, was a family member who amassed power, incorporated, and controlled vast territory. The emirate system, which replaced the sarauta system, was established following the Islamic Jihad in which some kings were killed in succession, followed by deaths in the royal family (Usman 1981, 125, 138).

Although the PhD thesis was published in a book form in 1981, years after Usman converted to Marxism, class analysis is not central to his analysis. However, it was garbed in historical materialism. For example, the conclusion is embedded in economic determinism: “Clearly the roles of individuals and groups in both the sarauta and emirate systems were crucially determined by their relations to the various forms of economic activity … ” (Usman 1981, 215). Usman’s Marxism is more clearly demonstrated in his other works, which will be considered later.

Credible primary sources (including orality), corroboration, multidisciplinarity, and discursiveness were embedded in the Ibadan school. Dike pioneered the use of oral sources in the study of history.5 His precursors, such as Samuel Johnson, who wrote The History of the Yorubas in the 1890s (Johnson [1897] 1921) and colonial anthropologists, who authored the provincial Gazetteers, did not give oral sources the systematic treatment Dike did. Dike was the first to use oral sources in a transparent and methodologically rigorous manner. By transparency, he disclosed his informants. For example, footnote 68 in Chapter two reads: “I am indebted to Mr. Adadonye Fombo, of Custom House, Port Harcourt, for information with regard to the Bony oil markets of the nineteenth century. Mr. Fombo is a well-known local historian of Bonny.” He also took pains to cross-check and corroborate oral sources where possible: “ … the material collected from tribal or oral sources… These sources have been checked, where possible, with early Portuguese records as given in the footnotes” (Dike 1956, 2011 R, 252). Subsequently, the use of oral sources spread in African studies. History departments in Nigerian Universities, starting with Ibadan, formalized and entrenched it in their dissertation writings, and Murray Last and E. A. Afigbo were the first to be inducted into this tradition in the 1960s. Obaro Ikime and E. J. Alagoa diligently used it in their separate studies on various southern Nigerian communities (Falola 2018, 651).

At the University of Jos, located in Nigeria’s geographical center, Elizabeth Isichei and her colleagues boosted oral sources by producing the Jos Oral History and Literature Texts from the late 1970s.6 Generally, the JOHLTs contain oral accounts of communities on subjects such as traditions of origin, indigenous social, cultural, religious, economic, and political institutions, colonialism, and the introduction of Christianity and Islam. The purpose of the JOHLTs series “was to give scholars and researchers the opportunity to tap, with the barest minimum cost, from the rich oral history of Africa” (Ohadike and Shain 1988, i). Thus, they were produced as raw materials for researchers. The production of the JOHLTs was unable to continue for unknown reasons. However, the volumes produced are invaluable resources for the historical reconstruction of the beneficiary communities. Similarly, the use of oral sources in historical reconstruction in the Nigerian university system has been sustained.

The Ibadan School was liberal and non-revolutionary in orientation. It tended to raise historical facts to what Temu and Swai (1981, 111–152) refer to as a “cult” status in Africanist history. It laid the foundation for the glorification of the African past in postcolonial Nigerian historiography. However, embedded in its research tradition was the diversity of its subject, time, context scopes, primary sources, and analytical method.

The ABU School

The ABU School—named after Ahmadu Bello University’s dominant role in Zaria—was Marxist-oriented. Fatou traced Marxism’s evolution in Africa to the works of politicians and nationalists such as Amilcar Cabral (Janneh 2016, 1011–1012). In Nigerian universities, however, its origin is connected with the University of Dar-es-Salam (UDSM), Tanzania (Falola 2018, 665–667) and the spread of Marxist literature in Nigeria. For instance, in its ABU home-base, Dr. Yusufu Bala Usman recruited Marxists historians from UDSM, namely Bonaventure Swai and Arnold Temu, in the late 1970s. Similarly, when General Murtala Mohammed unbanned communist literature in 1975, large quantities of it were imported and widely read on campus. Marxism became entrenched in ABU through fortnightly seminars, public lectures, mentorship (supervision of postgraduate students and teaching), and publications (Lar and Nyam 2018, 16–19).

The founders and makers of Marxism in ABU included Dr. Yusufu Bala Usman, Abdullahi Mahdi, A. R. Augi, Monday Mangvwat, George Kwanashie, and Charles K. Gonyok.7 Outside ABU, Marxist scholarship was promoted in Ife by historian Segun Osoba and political scientist Bade Onimode, in Calabar by economist Eskor Toyo, and in Port Harcourt by political scientist Claude Ake (Lar and Nyam 2018, 16). At the University of Lagos, J. G. Nkem Onyekpe represents the younger generation of Marxist historians. The major legacy of the ABU School is its Marxist class analysis. It aimed to produce knowledge to change society for the benefit of the exploited, oppressed masses. Many of the PhD theses of the ABU school remain unpublished. But Saulawa has reviewed those of Mahdi and Augi (Saulawa 1989, 82).

Let us illustrate Marxism in Nigerian historiography using Yusufu Bala Usman, Monday Y. Mangvwat, and J. G. Nkem Onyekpe. Usman’s Marxism manifested more clearly in his postdoctoral writings and lecture series. In his collection of essays entitled, For the Liberation of Nigeria, Usman’s objective was “freeing the people of Nigeria from imperialist domination” (Usman 1979, 9). One of the most cited essays in this volume, which was later separately published as a book, deals with religious manipulation in the country by the “intermediary bourgeoisie” who “cover themselves with religious and ethnic disguises in order to further entrench division among our people” in their quest to dominate the Nigerian political economy (Usman 1979, 89). But have there not also been genuine Islamic agitations from below?

Among consistent Marxists is Monday Mangvwat, whose 1984 thesis on class formation in the Plateau region of Nigeria was published in 2013. It discusses colonial administrative structures, economy, and education, showing how these created social classes and how the “ruling” classes used religion and ethnicity in Plateau provincial politics. The book “employs the Marxist conception of history” in an “attempt to contribute … to an exposition of the fundamental and less fundamental contradictions of that society … ” (Mangvwat 2013, xvi).

This ideological commitment is demonstrated in all chapters of the work. In precolonial Jos Plateau societies, which Mangvwat describes as communal, he finds “insipient ruling classes” in household heads who were “the greatest beneficiaries of the household surpluses” (Mangvwat 2013, 14). But if we follow Marx’s definition of surplus as an excess after payment for labor and capital (Marx [1954] 1986, 288), was there really surplus in the precolonial Jos Plateau societies?

Mangvwat identified the classes that emerged in the colonial period as those of “traditional rulers,” “bureaucratic elite”, and the “educated elite” (Mangvwat 2013, 46, 66). He groups into two classes the working or oppressed classes and the petit-bourgeois or ruling classes (Mangvwat 2013, 95–136, 141). The question is, how firm or stable were these classes? Mangvwat’s thesis/book remains the essential reference point in the colonial history of the Jos Plateau. On the nature of Nigerian federalism, Mangvwat argues in a separate essay that the materialist conception of history best explains the problems with Nigerian federalism labeled as “a dependent capitalist social formation” in which the “ruling classes have been engaging in “primitive accumulation” since colonialism (Mangvwat 2008, 106–107).

At the University of Jos, some of Mangvwat’s PhD mentees, such as Iyela (1995) and Agber (1997), also adopted Marxism in their theses. At the University of Lagos, Marxist scholarship fertilized in the PhD and other works of J. G. Nkem Onyekpe,8 among others. Onyekpe blames capitalist practices in agriculture for the land conflicts within the West Niger Igbo (Onyekpe 2012, 208–209). The argument goes that Nigerian capitalist farmers engaged in land grabbing or large-scale acquisition of peasants’ lands between the 1920s and 1980s, leading to peasants’ loss of land and violent resistance (Onyekpe 2012, 191–197). These conclusions may be valid, but was capitalist agriculture the only cause of land conflicts? Like Onyekpe, Kwanashie studies the agrarian sector and argues that Nigerian peasants, like workers in the urban centers, are an exploited lot, being marginalized in the political and economic spheres of the country (Kwanashie 1989, 209).

Marxist analysis of Nigerian history has the tendency to discuss class categories in general, unspecific terms. The bourgeois or petit-bourgeois class is, for example, identified as the contractor, middleman, and so on, but the specific identities of such persons, in most cases, remain undisclosed, thus masking the identities of targets of revolution. Besides, in Nigeria, the oppressor and the oppressed are fluid, changing with various regimes’ rise and fall. Marxist historiography is reputed for its commitment to equity and freedom from oppression; however, it tends towards populism.

To sum up this section, the Ibadan and ABU historiographical traditions dominated postcolonial Nigerian historical scholarship until the twentieth century. Both were nationalist in orientation and helped decolonize Nigeria in several ways. While the Ibadan school decolonized Nigerian history and provided an intellectual base for nationalist struggles, the ABU School brought liberation messages. However, nationalist historiography of both strands is reactive, and in the process of refuting European false claims about Nigerians, political themes (Kapteijns 1977, 120) and over-glorification of the African past (Falola 2018, 652) became overbearing. Colonialism and imperialism, both foreign and domestic, are regarded as the culprits for Nigeria’s woes, and the so-called masses are innocent victims of these large structural forces.

The Success Story of the Elaboration of Subfields of History

Branches/subfields emerged in postcolonial Nigerian history due to historians’ entrenchment of diversity and topicality in the discipline. Eurocentrism was the topical issue for the founding nationalist historiographers. After independence, topicality has been dictated by the kaleidoscopic, mutually-reinforcing nation-building challenges, such as conflicts, lagged development, bad governance, and insecurity. Historians’ attempts to explain these issues have had implications for the elaboration subfields such as economic history and political economy, social history, and political history.

Economic History and Political Economy

Economists9 and the colonial economic anthropologists earlier mentioned pioneered researched studies on the Nigerian economy. Although Dike’s Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta was an introduction to Nigeria’s economic and political history, economic history as a subfield in Nigerian history emerged later, led by journal articles in the 1960s and 1970s.10 are ready examples. Ekundare (1973) and Hopkins (1973) were pioneers in the production of full-length texts. Ekundare was not a historian, and although Hopkins is, his scope was West Africa more broadly. In the decades that followed, Nigerian economic history elaborated in more full-length publications and theses. Major works of significant primary researches from the 1980s include those of Freund, Bashir, Shenton, Forrest, Falola, Odey, Fwatshak, and Ali, and the syntheses by Njoku, Akinwumi, Okeph, and Wuam, among others.11 While Freund’s work is popular, extensive reviews of the works of Bashir, Shenton, and Forrest have been done (Fwatshak 2011, 46–64), so these will be avoided here. The works of Ekundare, Njoku, Odey, Fwatshak, Ali, and Falola are used as examples here.

Using the philosophy of “competitive capitalism,” Ekundare argues that colonialism transformed the Nigerian economy from subsistence to self-sustaining growth characterized by structural changes, but that the growth did not benefit the Nigerian majority (Ekundare 1973, 383–384, 400). His thesis is largely a colonial apology. Njoku ([2001] 2014) succeeds Ekundare in the macro-level study of Nigeria’s Economic History. Njoku ([2001] 2014, xii) examines “the broad trend of the economy from its domestic and external stand-points, and as a historical, spatial, organizational and societal process.” Parts Two to Four treat the key economic sectors: agriculture, industry, trade, and services, and contextualizes the nature of the economy during each century, considering the nature of the state and its rulers. Njoku argues that “The economic history of Nigeria may be aptly summarized as a history of exploitation, foreign and indigenous” Njoku ([2001] 2014, x). Exploitation led to poverty, the solution of which is a visionary, committed, non-corrupt, and selfless leadership Njoku ([2001] 2014, xiii). Coming twenty-nine years after that of Ekundare’s, Njoku’s synthesis provides a holistic and updated reading to 2013. It includes recommendations and therefore departs from conventional historical writing.

Mike Odey’s Food Crop Production, Hunger, and Rural Poverty, his PhD turned a book, finds an ironic relationship between food crop production and hunger in the Benue valley, Nigeria’s acclaimed food store (Odey 2011, xvi). The complicating factors were colonialism, which emphasized cash crop production and withdrew young men from agricultural labor to the war fronts during the World Wars (Odey 2011, 115–117). Others included weather uncertainties, locust depredations, and the Benue state government’s failure to transform the rural sector (Odey 2011, 155, 214). Odey’s work is a sectoral analysis of public economic policy. It illustrates the humanitarian crises arising from the neglect of the food sector and resonates with Michael Watts’ (1983) Silent Violence. Written in the 1990s, when the agrarian crisis loomed in Nigerian academic and public discourses, Odey’s research was timely.

S. U. Fwatshak examines the business history of the Jos metropolis to show “the historic roles of Nigerians as entrepreneurs in the economic development of the Jos Plateau and Jos.” (Fwatshak 2011, 3). The book12 identifies and discusses the types, sizes, and proprietorship of enterprises on the Jos Plateau and Jos metropolis in the precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial periods. The study shows that market orientation has been a long-established tradition in Nigeria (Fwatshak 2011, 4), as the private sector has blossomed throughout the history of the Jos Plateau. It also shows that although the British and Levantines dominated colonial business in Jos, indigenous entrepreneurs, using local initiatives, were resilient (Fwatshak 2011, 99). Similarly, after colonialism, indigenous entrepreneurs improved their colonial standing because of local initiatives, oil-led national economic growth, and favorable federal and state government policies (Fwatshak 2011, 191). Fwatshak’s work extends that of Forrest on capitalist development in Nigeria.13 However, his definition and scope of entrepreneurship are limited by the exclusion of state-owned enterprises. Yet, in the empirical treatment of entrepreneurship, these categories were considered.

Ali’s (2012) Trade and Transport in the Lower Niger, 1830–201114 aims to help readers “understand the interlocking details which induced the changed fortune of the lower Niger in the area of trade and transportation … highlight the nature and impact of trade and water transport in the lower Niger region” (Ali 2012, xii). His study shows that colonialism was a double-edged sword. For example, while colonial roads and railways improved transportation and trade, they destroyed water transport and enhanced Nigeria’s resources (Ali 2012, 241, 100). Ali’s book is rooted in dependency theory. Its scope—the relationship between transportation and trade—is sectoral and leaves out many other historians’ economic history issues. It was submitted when the government of Yar’Adua was considering dredging the river Niger and thus resonated with the national policy direction at that time.

Toyin Falola (2004), in Economic Reforms and Modernization in Nigeria, examines the relationship between politics and the economy in Nigeria from late colonialism to early independence. His analysis shows the determinant role of politics in society. One example of political acts that shaped the economy was development planning (which began after World War II) (Falola 2004, 101). Another one was enacting a new constitution resulting in power devolution to the regions in the 1950s, which “put the country on different economic and political paths” (Falola 2004, 108). Furthermore, after independence, the Nigerian statesmen managed their regional economies by continuing with the colonial development paradigm. When the military took over power, politics remained dominant as the economy degenerated from prosperity in the 1970s into decline and poverty, with oil replacing agriculture as the linchpin of the country’s revenue drive. However, oil-based growth failed to generate economic development (Falola 2004, 200). The book provides a context for understanding how politics shaped the Nigerian colonial and postcolonial economy. In 2011, the Historical Society of Nigeria (HSN) attempted a discourse on the national economy but focused on the infrastructure sector.15 In a general sense, the significant primary researches in economic history comprise sectoral/microanalyses. Very few of the authors in economic history are specialists in the field; in fact, most are generalists.

Social History

Social history remains one of Nigerian history’s ever-dynamic areas of study. Its scope includes “intergroup relations” and related issues such as “the national question” or “nation-building.” Conflicts and cooperation/harmonious coexistence also come under its purview. Pioneers in this field include Biobaku and others in the Ibadan Historical School.16 Since its birth in Ibadan in the late 1950s, it has remained topical in Nigerian historical studies, reflecting the twists and turns in Nigerian history. The Nigerian Civil War (1967–1970) literature, which partly falls into this historiographical genre, is extensive and reveals an unsettled issue. Osuntokun (1989, 85–105) did an excellent “review of the literature on the civil war.” What needs to be added is that while some materials are accounts by the actors, such Obasanjo’s My Command, Ademoyega’s Why We Struck, and Amadi’s Sunset in Biafra, others are historical works such as Balogun’s, The Tragic Years, Adejo’s The Nigerian Civil War, Forty Years After, and Chinua Achebe’s There was a Country. Also, the Civil War study is entangled in controversies in relation to the correct label of the war, its causes, and the number of people killed. One example suffices. Following the labeling of the war as “The Nigeria–Biafra War” by Achebe (2012, 95), many Igbo historians have adopted that label. Conversely, many non-Igbo historians give it the “Nigerian Civil War”17 label.

After the Civil War and particularly since the 1980s, conflicts have plagued the country. Historians have actively participated in the analysis of these conflicts. Some examples include Toyin Falola’s Violence in Nigeria; Akinwumi, Fwatshak, and Okpeh’s edited volume, Historical Perspectives on Nigeria’s Post-colonial Conflicts; Falola and Okpeh’s edited volume, Population Movements, Conflicts and Displacements in Nigeria; Fwatshak and Ayuba’s, Amalgamation Discourses in the “Lugardian house”; and Ayuba’s Boko Haram and the Jihadi Tradition. These studies underscore the challenges of nation-building or national integration in independent Nigeria.

However, many studies focus on the more general patterns of relationships in which conflicts and cooperation between and among Nigerian peoples in the precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial periods are examined. This scholarly genre is generically termed intergroup relations studies. Among some of the best known are the works of John Nengel and those of his students at the University of Jos. His PhD dissertation18 turned a book, Precolonial African Intergroup Relations in Kauru and Pengana,19 is a precolonial study of the internal relations among the Kauru and Pengana polities and their external interactions with the Jihadists from Bauchi and Zazzau. Two of his students, Kudu (2001) and Lohor (2004), in their PhDs respectively, focused on the Rukuba and the Jos Plateau’s Chadic Speakers.

Similarly, Okpeh (2004), Mangvwat’s mentee, explored the field among the Idoma of the Benue valley. In 2012, Ogbogbo, Olaniyi, and Muojama published an edited volume, The Dynamics of Intergroup Relations in Nigeria, in honor of Obaro Ikime, the reputed founder of Intergroup Relations studies in Nigeria. Audu (2018) of the Nigeria Defence Academy also studied the Benue valley context, scoped in the precolonial era. Imbua (2012) in Calabar discusses Calabar–British relations also in the precolonial period. Uchendu (2011) examines the more contemporary form of Islamic religious proselytization among the Igbo of Eastern Nigeria, producing a different narrative from the dominant conflict tradition, as her study demonstrates peaceful penetration. Despite their variegated contexts and study periods, all the studies on intergroup relations underscore the point that African peoples had and have always interacted with one another and with outsiders and never lived in isolation. Their studies identify broad themes that demonstrate such interactions as economic, socio-cultural, religious, military, and political, within which exist the alternating cycles of war and peace or conflicts and cooperation.

The conflict model of interaction among Nigerian peoples has had implications for criminality and the state’s role in crime control through policing. Historians have engaged these related issues with their studies on policing. Tamuno, the pioneer in this area, authored The Police in Modern Nigeria, which appeared in 1970. It focuses on the evolution and functions of the Nigeria Police Force in a largely colonial context. Policing studies blossomed in the twenty-first century. Rotimi’s The Police in a Federal State appeared in 2001. To the extent that it discusses the evolution, structure, and functions of the Nigerian Police Force, it bears similarities with Tamuno’s study. However, it extends the knowledge of the police force by fixing the discourse in contemporary debates about the ownership and control of the police in the Nigerian Federation.

Adoyi Onoja’s contribution to policing studies is in a regional and colonial context. His dissertation-turned-book, Policing the Benue Valley Province, documents the establishment, duties, and operations of the Benue Province’s colonial police. It also discusses the precolonial policing landscape of the region. Lar’s Vigilantism, State, and Society in Plateau State is also a micro-level study of the policing in Nigeria but in the context of plurality. His work focuses on the evolution and functions of various security outfits, including the Nigeria Police and the community police, called Vigilantes, which engage in policing work.

The works on policing provide a framework for understanding, to various extents and contexts, the historical origins, growth and development, changes, and functions of the police force in Nigeria’s history since precolonial times. The four works cited, however, differ in certain respects. While Tamuno and Onoja’s studies belong to basic research, those of Rotimi and Lar have aspects of applied research, as they fix their studies in the national debates about which tier of government should control the police.

Political History

Political discourses interrogate a wide range of subjects and contexts. While the pioneers in the twentieth century focused on the colonial administration at the national and regional levels,20 twenty-first century scholars treat the subject in local contexts and consider postcolonial governance issues. In his book, Colonialism by Proxy, Ochonu (2014) examines the relationship between the Hausa and Fulani rulers and minority ethnic groups in the Nigerian Middle-Belt from the perspective of “subcolonialism,” a form of indirect rule based on the Emirate structure in Nigeria’s Middle Belt (Ochonu 2014, 209). He documents the oppressive nature of Hausa-Fulani rule in the Middle Belt and also the formal and violent resistance birthed by subcolonialism (Ochonu 2014, 121). Ochonu’s book is the most ferocious intellectual vocalization of Middle Belt nationalism in the twenty-first century. It extends the political scientist’s work, Logams (2004), who wrote on Middle Belt identity politics. It also aligns with the thought in the collection of essays entitled The Right to Be Different: Perspectives on Minority Rights, the Cultural Middle Belt and Constitutionalism in Nigeria (League for Human Rights 2011).

The leadership profile of Ahebi Ugbabe, “the only female warrant chief and king in colonial Nigeria … ” is examined by Achebe (2011, 2). Her study shows that Ahebi’s appointment as a Warrant chief was unprecedented in the Igbo patriarchal system. It also shows that Ahebi was efficient from the British point of view but that this was partly because she abused power and defiled patriarchal tradition resistance to colonialism, which led to the decline of her influence until she died (Achebe 2011, 172). The book contributes to feminist/gendered discourses of kingship and power politics in the colonial Enugu-Ezike context.

Since colonialism, Patrick Ukase (2014) studies the relationship between the executive and the legislature in Nigeria’s political history. He finds that contentious power struggles underlie their relationship in Nigeria’s democratic history (Ukase 2014, 262). Ukase’s book adds historical value to understanding the logjam in the principle of separation of powers in Nigeria’s democracy. Written during Obasanjo’s “imperial” presidency, the essay was, no doubt, topical. In a general sense, the political discourses provide a context for understanding abuse of power in colonial and postcolonial Nigeria.

Besides topical and subfield-based publications are some general history books. Among the several available are Michael Crowder’s The Story of Nigeria; Ikime’s edited volume, Groundwork of Nigerian History; Isichei’s A History of Nigeria, Osagie’s Crippled Giant: Nigeria since Independence; and Falola’s The History of Nigeria. Others include Falola and Heaton’s A History of Nigeria; Falola and Oyeniyi’s Africa: Nigeria in Focus; and Akinwumi, Adamu, and Ukase’s Nigeria at 50: The Challenges of Nation Building. These books provide a general outline of Nigerian history from the earliest to the most convenient stopping point. They are syntheses of existing materials. However, they provide useful teaching and learning texts and inform the general public.

The success of postcolonial Nigerian historiography, especially in the twenty-first century, owes much to many factors, including the roles of publishing houses, TETFund, Toyin Falola, and the Nigerian diaspora, among others. In publishing houses, some PhD theses written in Nigeria have been published in the United States, Europe, South Africa, and Nigeria. Outside Nigeria, the Carolina Academic Press (CAP) series and the Africa World Press are leading lights. In Germany, Peter Lang is a good example. Within Nigeria, Aboki Publishers (Makurdi) and BookKraft (Ibadan) are typical.

TETFund’s supportive role is extensive. For example, in 2010, TETfund allocated funds to the Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria (JHSN), along with other academic journals, to upgrade and publish regularly. Although the 2009 volume of the JHSN was poorly edited, all subsequent ones bear the stamp of quality and attracted contributions worldwide.21 Subsequent to its revival, all back issues and current volumes of the JHSN are uploaded on JSTOR following an agreement with the HSN and can be accessed worldwide. Also, HSN has resurged since the Ochefu presidency (2005–2009). Annual congresses of the Society became regular and treated topical issues.22 Good papers from such annual conferences and other fora have also been published locally.23 TETFund also supports academics’ local and overseas training to obtain higher degrees, gives conference travel grants to academics, and supports the local publication of PhD theses after being peer-reviewed.

Falola, who is now based at the University of Texas at Austin, like many Nigerian diasporic scholars, left Nigeria due to the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP). He has scores of publications on Nigerian history, some of which were cited in this essay. He has supported the publication of several PhDs written in Nigeria and the rest of Africa. The CAP series, Africa World Press, and Pan African University Press, which have played leading roles in this respect, derive from Falola’s efforts. Coquery-Vidrovitch (2013, 117–118) has acknowledged Falola’s role in the continuing production of knowledge about Africa through his annual conferences in Texas, from which many joint publications have emerged. Apart from Falola, other Nigerian historians in the diaspora have maintained intellectual links with Nigeria through their publications. Some whose works were cited in this essay are Moses Ochonu and Nwando Achebe. Others, though not cited in this essay, include Gloria Chukwu and Raphael Njoku. The diaspora literature exhibits the ideal scholarship in terms of rigor, methods, and discursive profiles.

Besides the Nigerian diaspora’s research and publication efforts, CODESRIA and the American Council for Learned Societies (ACLS) have been awarding competitive travel grants and fellowships to African scholars. ACLS offers travel grants to senior scholars and Postdoc and Dissertation Completion Fellowships to emerging scholars under the African Humanities Programme (AHP). A majority of the AHP Fellows are from Nigeria; among them are historians who have published their manuscripts courtesy of the AHP mentorship program.24

The Decline in the Quality of Scholarship

The successes recounted above tell a single story; on the flip side is the story of decline. The decline started in the 1980s. In 1983, History was replaced with Social Studies and Civic Education at the primary and junior secondary schools pursuant to the 6-3-3-4 system of education. After that, history had few students at the senior secondary school level, and by the 1990s, fewer people applied to study history in Nigerian tertiary institutions, especially the Universities. Thus, some Universities were unable to fill their history admission quotas. To survive, many History departments changed their nomenclatures. The implication was that methodologies and citation styles were affected in some of those departments, with further consequences for the younger generation of Nigerian historians (Ogbogbo 2015, 6–9).

The nadir came with the adoption of the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) in 1986. The SAP caused general poverty in Nigeria and affected scholarship in several ways: poor funding of education, poor quality of publications, and the irregularity of the journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria from the 1980s, among others (Olukoju 2002, 3–6). Coquery-Vidrovitch (2013, 111) notes that, although between 1980 and 2000, African researchers produced many masters and doctoral dissertations, most remained unpublished. In the Nigerian context, Olukoju has noted that while some of the publications in the period of economic stress were qualitative, others were market or promotion-motivated “slap-dash contraptions,” suggesting that peer-review and editing processes were compromised (Olukoju 2002, 7). Uchendu (2012, 9–15) bemoans plagiarism, false citations, poverty of quality and style, and typographical and grammatical errors in Nigerian historiography. Although editorial errors rarely derogate these works’ substance, they demonstrate the need for resources devoted to proper copy-editing services because most Nigerians are not native English speakers.

Contestations about the Structure of, and Policy Recommendations in, Historical Writing

The structure and content of conclusions of historical writing are recently contested subjects in postcolonial Nigerian history. From the mid-1990s, some universities’ postgraduate schools imposed the theses structures of the sciences/social sciences and education on all PhD theses university-wide and thus made either or both literature review and methodology separate chapters, contrary to known tradition. The University of Jos25 is an example. In its 1996–1997 academic session prospectus, the school of postgraduate studies issued guidelines for thesis preparation, the relevant parts of which are reproduced below verbatim.


A. Content of thesis



The thesis shall consist of the following parts arranged in the following order:


1. Preliminary pages


(a) The fly leaf … (j) abstract



2. Main body


(a) Introduction …

(b) Up-to-date review of relevant literature

(c) Materials and methods

(d) Results

(e) Discussion …

(f) Summary of findings

(g) Contribution to knowledge….




The main body of the thesis (i.e., introduction, review of relevant literature, materials and methods/methodology, results, discussion) shall be designated as chapters (University of Jos 1997, xxxii).

The Faculty of Arts protested in writing, citing disciplinary peculiarities and was given a concession except in literature review, which it was forced to make an independent chapter. In the 2010–2014 prospectus, another imposition came: methodology was made a separate chapter (Chapter Three). This was retained in subsequent thesis’ preparation guidelines.26

Although making methodology a separate chapter may be peculiar to history writing in the University of Jos, literature review as a separate chapter is common to some other universities like Benue state university, Makurdi, and the Federal University in Lafia. Theses written in the University of Jos’ format and of these other universities usually require substantial revisions to be publishable. The universities of Ibadan, Abuja, ABU, and others have not been part of this change.

The contest about the responsibility of historians to offer policy recommendations and solutions to the country’s dilemmas exists in Nigerian historiography. While some historians believe that policy recommendations should be implied in historical writings, others believe they should be expressly stated in a separate section. Up to the 1990s, the former position held sway. However, by the new millennium, solutions/recommendations feature in some historical texts and dissertations. Examples can be found in the materials of Njoku ([2001] 2014, 424–425), Abubakar (2008, 56–60), Ade-Ajayi (2008, 72–73), Ali (2012, 250), and Ukase (2014, 274–289). Some post-graduate schools make recommendations a mandatory part of their PhD thesis structure (the University of Jos, for example), but some history departments have resisted the pressure to include solutions/recommendations in their dissertations or writings, regarding it as social science intrusion. They prefer solutions to remain in their implied forms. One example is the University of Ibadan, the Ibadan school’s home-base, which does not admit recommendations in its dissertations. As good as the recommendations read in all the extant texts, they lack implementation strategies. Ultimately, historians make no implicit problem making recommendations, but they may not be germane to every topic.

Conclusion

Nigerian historiography has developed from a colonial to a postcolonial status with commonalities and contrasting features. Elements of diversity include thematic diversity. By way of contrast: colonial historiography is Eurocentric while postcolonial historiography is Africanist/nationalist; while non-historians dominated colonial historiography, historians dominated postcolonial historiography; colonial historiography is a bit static while postcolonial historiography is dynamic—it is marked by methodological flexibility, a new interpretation, and topicality: a shift in focus from refuting false claims in colonial historiography to a focus on people-oriented, social, cultural, economic, and political history. Postcolonial historiography experienced a quality decline due to the legacy of the national economic crisis caused by public education policy and the SAP. However, this is counterbalanced by the Nigerian diaspora’s activities, foreign and local institutions, and organizations supporting scholarship.

Given current trends, it is impossible to either get Nigerian historiography fully back to its 1950s–1970s profile or completely lose it. Funding, by way of scholarships, fellowships, and grants, is insufficient for the teeming number of historians but is not dry. The near killing of history by government educational and economic policy since the 1980s has been reversed by the government in the twenty-first century with the return of history to basic education levels and little improvements in academics’ wages. Disruption of academic calendars in public universities is counterbalanced by stability in private ones and foreign institutions where some Nigerians study. The brain drain caused by the SAP has created an opportunity for Nigerian historiography to blossom outside the country. However, a sore point is the rather fragmented or regionalized and localized nature of historical scholarship in the twenty-first century in terms of knowledge production and circulation.

Notes

1.Most of the unpublished materials are in archives in Enugu, Kaduna, and Ibadan in Nigeria and in London in the United Kingdom.

2.The twelve northern provinces were Bauchi, Borno, Ilorin, Kano, Kontagora, Muri, Nasarawa, Nupe, Plateau, Sokoto, Yola, and Zaria.

3.The continental outlook is represented by the works of Bethwel A. Ogot, “African Historiography: From Colonial Historiography to UNESCO’s General History of Africa” and J. Ki-Zerbo, ed., UNESCO General History of Africa, Vol. 1; Methodology and African Pre-History (Abridged edition) (Ibadan: Heinemann, 1990). Toyin Falola’s “Trends in Nigerian Historiography” represents the Nigerian context.

4.ABU is the acronym for Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, in Nigeria.

5.See Gareth Austin’s Forward to K. O. Dike’s, Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta [1956] (Ibadan: Bookcraft, 2011), viii–xiv.

6.The JOHLTS series were compilations of oral sources printed and published by Department of History, University of Jos. Final year undergraduate students collected the data; lecturers copy edited and printed them. Some of the volumes in the series include Jos Oral History and Literature Texts: Mwaghavul, Ngas, Njak and Mupun Texts (edited by Peter J. Yearwood), Selected Oral Traditional Texts in Idoma and English (edited by S. O. O. Amali), and Indigenous Trade and Market Places in Ghana, 1962–64, Western Igbo (edited by Don Ohadike and P. N. Shain).

7.These scholars and the titles of their PhD dissertations are as follows: Abdullahi Mahdi, “The State and Economy: The Sarauta System and its Roles in Shaping the Society and Economy of Kano with Particular Reference to the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries” (submitted in 1982); A. R. Augi, “The Gobir Factor in the Social and Political History of the Rima Basin, c.1650–1808 A.D” (submitted in 1984); Charles K. Gonyok, “A History of Labour in the Tin Mining Industry on the Jos Plateau, 1903–1960” (submitted in 1986).

8.His PhD work is entitled “The Agrarian Crisis and Land Question in West Niger Igbo Area C. 1886–1987”. It was submitted to Department of History, University of Lagos in 1997.

9.See among others, Gerald K. Helleiner, Peasant Agriculture, Government and Economic Growth in Nigeria (Illinois: Homewood, 1966); Peter Kilby, Industrialization in an Open Economy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969); G. Eicher and C. Leidholm, ed., Growth and Development of the Nigerian Economy (Michigan University Press, 1970).

10.See among others, A. B. Aderigbe, “Trade and the Expansion in the Lagos Area in the 19th Century.” The Nigerian Journal Of Economic and Social Studies IV, no. 2 (July 1962); E. A. Afigbo, “Sir Ralph Moore and the Economic Development of Southern Nigeria, 1896–1903.” JHSN V, no. 3 (Dec. 1970); E. A. Afigbo, “Trade and Trade Routes in 19th Century Nsukka.” JHSN VII, no. 1 (Dec. 1973); A. I. Akingjogbin, “The Economic Background to the Ekitiparapo, 1878–1893.” ODU 4, no. 2 (Jan 1968); E. J. Alagoa, “Long Distance Trade and States in the Niger-Delta.” JAH XI, no. 3 (1970); B. Awe, “Militarism and Economic Development in the 19th Century Yoruba Country: The Ibadan example.” JAH XIV, no. 1 (1973).

11.The list is extensive and among the some of the best known are: Bill Freund, Capital and Labour in the Nigerian Tin Mines (London: Longman, 1981); I. L. Bahir, “The Politics of Industrialization in Kano: Industries, Incentives and Indigenous Entrepreneurs.” PhD. diss., Boston University, 1983; Robert W. Shenton, The Development of Capitalism in Northern Nigeria (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986); Tom Forrest, The Making and Makers of Nigerian Private Enterprise (Ibadan: Spectrum, 1995); Toyin Falola, Development Planning and Decolonization in Nigeria (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1996); Toyin Falola, Economic Reforms and Modernization in Nigeria, 1945–1965 (Kent and London: The Kent State University Press, 2004); Mike O. Odey, Food Crop Production, Hunger, and Rural Poverty in Nigeria’s Benue Area, 1920–1995 (Durham: CAP, 2011); S. U. Fwatshak, African Entrepreneurship in Jos, Central Nigeria, 1902–1985 (Durham: CAP, 2011). Among the several publications in the synthesis category, see Toyin Falola and Ann O’ Hear, eds, Studies in Nineteenth Century Economic History of Nigeria (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1998); Onwuka Njoku, Economic History of Nigeria in the 19th and 20th Centuries (Enugu: Magnet Business Enterprise, 2014); Olayemi Akinwumi, Okpeh O. Okpeh Jnr., and Terhemba Wuam, eds, Studies in the Economic History of Nigeria Since the Nineteenth Century: A Festschrift in Honour of Professor Yakubu Aboki Ochefu (Ibadan: Historical Society of Nigeria, 2017).

12.This is a revised version of his PhD thesis submitted to the university of Jos in 2003 with the title, “A History of Private Indigenous Entrepreneurship in Jos, Metropolis, 1902–1985.”

13.Tom Forrest, The Advance of African Capital (Ibadan: Spectrum, 1995).

14.Anthony Danladi Ali, Trade and Transport in the Lower Niger, 1830–2011 (Lagos: Adenuga Concepts, 2012). This is a revised version of his PhD thesis entitled, “Nature and Impact of Trade and Inland Water Transport in the Lower Niger Region, 1897–1997.” PhD dissertation, Department of History and Strategic Studies, University of Lagos, 2010.

15.The theme of the 56th Annual Congress of the HSN held at Oshogbo, Osun State in 2011, was “Economy and Society in Nigeria: The Challenges of Infrastructure Development in Nigeria.”

16.For some of the pioneering works in this subfield, see among others, S. O. Biobaku, The Egba and their Neighbours, 1842–1872 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957); J. F. A. Ajayi and K. Smith, Yoruba Warfare in the 19th Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964).

17.I chaired a session during the Historical Society of Nigeria annual Conference in Asaba, 2019 and the appropriate label for the war was hotly debated along the lines I stated.

18.Submitted to the University of Jos in 1989 with the title “Intergroup Relations in the Precolonial Polities of Kauru and Pengana Highlands, Central Nigeria.”

19.Published by Peter Lang in 1999.

20.A good example is the collection of essays in the Groundwork of Nigerian History, which appeared in 1980, edited by Obaro Ikime. Part IV of the book devotes four chapters to the colonial administration of Nigeria with three of the chapters focusing on the Eastern, Northern, and Western Provinces.

21.The following volumes, among others, have articles from outside Nigeria: Volume 19 (2010) and Volume 24 (2015).

22.Since 2006, the themes of the Annual Congresses of the HSN, with a few exceptions, have always focused on trending issues in the country. At the 2006 Jos Congress, the theme was on Conflicts; in 2007, Federalism was the theme. In 2009 the focus was on security, while Infrastructure was the theme for 2011. The Amalgamation was the theme for 2014, Nigeria’s centenary, while for the Historical Society at 60 was the theme for 2015. In 2016, the focus was on national rebirth, while in 2018, the Military was in focus. For 2019, nation building was the theme, while for 2020 (postponed due to COVID-19 but would be held in 2021) the thematic focus was a reflection on Nigeria’s sixty years of independence.

23.These include, Historical Perspectives on Nigeria’s Postcolonial Conflicts, edited by Olayemi Akinwumi, Sati U. Fwatshak, and Okpeh O. Okpeh (Lagos: Unimark, 2007); Nigeria at 50: The Challenges of Nation Building, edited by Olayemi Akinwumi, Mamman Musa Adamu, and Patrick Ukase (Zaria: Ahmadu Bello University Press, 2012); Federalism in Historical Perspective, edited by Okpeh O. Okpeh and Christopher B. N. Ogbogbo (Makurdi: Aboki Publishers, 2013); Historical Consciousness, Social Engineering and Nation-Building in Nigeria, edited by Yakubu A. Ochefu, Okpeh O. Okpeh, and Wilfred T. Uji (Makurdi: Aboki Publishers, 2013); The House that Lugard Built: Perspectives on Nigeria’s First Centenary: The Gains, the Pains, and the Road Ahead, edited by Sati U. Fwatshak and Olayemi Akinwumi (Jos: University of Jos Press, 2014).

24.I have been a mentor on the AHP programme and did successfully mentor one Nigerian Historian who got his manuscript published in the United Kingdom.

25.Four successive Deans of the Postgraduate of the University since the mid-1990s came from the Sciences, Social Sciences, Education, and Management Sciences respectively.

26.The Faculty of Arts had ignored its implementation after a written protest and the PG school did not enforce it. But on August 5, 2016, the Dean of Postgraduate School issued a memo to all supervisors directing them to comply. For the disciplines of history and religions, among others, the implication is that a PhD thesis will have a maximum of two substantive chapters only—the postgraduate regulations allow for a maximum of six chapters for all PhD theses. The Faculty of Arts protested in writing, citing disciplinary peculiarities and traditions, and although the Dean did not budge, he conceded by allowing theses to contain up to seven chapters, instead of the six in the prospectus and theses preparation guidelines. The Department of History and those affected started submitting seven-chapter theses in 2019. Not very satisfied, the faculty appealed to the Vice-chancellor who brought the issue for the decentralization of the Postgraduate School to Senate. Senate endorsed and a committee was set up to deal with the issue. The Faculty of Arts submitted a proposal for program specific thesis writing structure, which has been adopted by the committee and awaiting Senate approval. Within the Faculty’s submission, the History department is relocating methodology back to chapter one.
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Part II

States and Societies to the Nineteenth Century


Chapter 5 

Prehistoric Developments in Nigeria

Peter Breunig

Introduction

From its northern to its southern borders, Nigeria spans a succession of extremely varied ecological zones. In the north lies the Sahel, similar in places to the rainless Sahara. The Sahel is bordered to the south by the grasslands and savannas of the Sudan and Guinea zones, which eventually give way to the tropical rain forest along the Gulf of Guinea. These zones differ widely in the natural resources they offer for human subsistence and in the conditions for crop cultivation and animal domestication. Despite these differences, state formation appears to begin almost simultaneously across all of Nigeria’s ecological zones at the first to the second millennium CE. During this period, the early states appearing are the Kanem–Borno Empire in the Sahara-Sahel north; the Kingdom of Ile-Ife in the Sudan-Guinea grasslands; and in the tropical south, an empire known only through the royal grave of Igbo-Ukwu. How and why did these kingdoms arise with such sudden simultaneity? There can be no doubt that the reasons lie in developments that precede their appearance. State formation is not an instantaneous and spontaneous occurrence but rather the result of economic and social developments with prehistory roots.

How far back these roots should be tracked depends on the chosen theoretical framework. Apart from the fact that all the empires mentioned above can, in principle, be traced back to Pleistocene and Early/Middle Holocene hunter-gatherer communities of Homo sapiens, there is no apparent plausible connection between distant Palaeolithic developments and the historical empires. It is only in the last period of sub-Saharan Africa’s Stone Age development—commonly termed the Later Stone Age and spanning from approximately 10,000 BCE into the first millennium BCE—that various developments and innovations come together, which will prove significant in the transition from prehistory to early statehood (Alabi 2005). However, these developments and innovations are so wide-ranging and diverse that scholars today are critical of drawing them together in a single period and increasingly avoid using the term “Later Stone Age.” The changes can be roughly described as follows: At first, there are hunter-gatherer communities with inventories of microlithic stone tools, of which the Iwo Eleru site in southern Nigeria is the best-known example (Shaw and Daniels 1984). Groups with similar inventories were spread throughout all of Africa at this time. Then, approximately 6,000 years ago, the first pottery appears. Although ceramic vessels function as distinct markers of certain prehistoric epochs, their beginnings in this period seem tentative and without any apparent significant consequences. Only from the second millennium BCE is pottery produced in large quantities, becoming a fixed part of the material culture. Its appearance is closely linked with food production, a significant economic revolution.

An Economic Revolution

Food production makes up one of human history’s most consequential turning points, observed from a global perspective. The cultivation of crops and domestication of animals represents an economic change with social consequences that proved the first step towards complex political and social systems, including highly advanced civilizations. Today, however, Africanist archaeologists agree that hunter-gatherers’ dualist conception during one stage and agricultural production during the next runs counter to empirical observation. A linear evolutionary framework does not do justice to the simultaneity and variety of existing lifestyles and oversimplifies the complexity of processes at the transition between foraging, herding, and farming subsistence strategies. For example, there is considerable evidence that crop cultivation’s major innovation did not lead to the disappearance of hunting and gathering or pastoralism. As a result of this diversity, scholars prefer to use economic changes and archaeological traditions when chronologically dividing later prehistory in time and space (see, e.g., McIntosh 2006, 12).

In its terminology, too, the archaeology of Africa stands somewhat apart. The rise of food production in Europe and the Near East is generally termed the “Neolithic Revolution,” and the following period—up until the manufacture and use of metals—is described as the Neolithic period. Originating from its primary center in the Near East, the Neolithic innovations spread across Europe as a “bundle” of new technologies consisting of crop cultivation, animal domestication, sedentism, and ceramics. However, these easily determinable core elements of the European Neolithic appear in Africa at varying times and in varying combinations. Consequently, Africanist archaeologists differ on which of these elements define the beginning of the African “Neolithic.” Given the resulting terminological confusion, scholars have long since cautioned against using the term “Neolithic” in an African context (Bishop and Clark 1967, 898; Shaw 1977, 83; Sinclair et al. 1993, 3–8). Nevertheless, there is no clear alternative even today to refer to the period of pre-metallurgy food production in Africa.

The Saharan Roots of Food Production

Since the end of the last ice age, the Sahara has seen significant climatic changes, and these play a decisive role in determining the roots of food production in West Africa. During the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM; spanning from approximately 23,000 to 18,000 years bp), the desert was even drier than today and extended further south. After that, the rains returned and opened up the previously uninhabitable desert to human living. Close to 10,000 years bp, the desert saw its least arid period, with historically high rainfalls leading to the Holocene’s highest lake water levels and the furthest northern expansion of plants of West African origin (Hoelzmann et al. 2004). The rain forest in the south thrived, and the savanna’s grasslands expanded northward, creating an environment of rivers and permanent lakes at the southern border of today’s Sahara. The prehistorical water levels of Lake Chad make clear how different the area was from its current state. During the LGM, Lake Chad was completely dry, but during the early Holocene, its water level rose a full forty meters higher than its current level, making it Africa’s largest freshwater reservoir of the time, known sometimes as “Mega-Chad” (Leblanc et al. 2006; Schuster et al. 2005). These climatic developments are attributed to shifts in the Intertropical Convergence Zone, where humid air from the south of Africa meets drier air from the north, precipitating monsoon rains. During the LGM, the Intertropical Convergence Zone is considered to have been further south.

The rains’ return allowed people to return to the Sahara—in this case, hunter-gatherers from the south who were most likely following the northward expansion of the savanna landscape. It is to them that Africa owes two significant innovations. One is the invention of manufacturing vessels from fired clay. Ceramic vessels enabled new means of food production, perhaps even what may be termed a culinary revolution. The oldest pottery comes from the central Sahara (Close 1995; Jesse 2010); finds from Mali’s Bandiagara Plateau have yielded similar dates going back to the tenth millennium BCE (Huysecom et al. 2009), as have excavations at the Bosumpra Cave in Ghana (Watson 2017). This places the North and West African ceramics among the world’s oldest, further bolstering the theory that ceramic vessels should not universally be considered a by-product of food-producing economies, as seems to have been the case in most European and Southwest Asian traditions. Rather, the earliest pottery was produced by hunter-gatherers. It is conceivable that the innovation was motivated by the rich food resources presented by the Panicoidea of the Sahara’s early Holocene grasslands. However, these resources necessitated cooking, and in turn, the production of vessels to reliably cook the food (Neumann et al. 2009).

The second innovation with roots in the Sahara desert is pastoralism. A pastoral economy places the care and keeping of animals—particularly cattle, but often also some proportion of sheep and goats—at the center of human life. In Africa, domesticated animals’ appearance is the first step in the transition from hunter-gatherer subsistence to human-controlled food production, and thus one of the most significant economic innovations in Africa’s Holocene prehistory. African pastoralism, originating in the middle Holocene around at least 5000 BCE (and perhaps even in the early Holocene), is among the world’s earliest such subsistence forms. From a pan-African perspective, pastoralism appears several millennia before crop cultivation by sedentary farmers, as summarized in the pithy phrase “cattle before crops” (Marshall & Hildebrand 2002).

Links between the Sahara and Nigeria’s Chad Basin

As the Sahara once again became drier from about 5,000 years ago, pastoralism spread from its Saharan origins towards western Africa along a northeast–southwest axis (Jousse 2004), reaching the Sahel in northern Nigeria in the early second millennium BCE. Around the same time, other West African regions, too, see pastoral and agricultural food-producing economies and associated social changes. Among the examples which have been well documented and studied are the Dhar Tichitt complex in Mauritania (Amblard 1984, 1996; Amblard and Pernès 1989; Holl 1985, 1986; MacDonald et al. 2009; Munson 1971, 1976), Ghana’s Kintampo Culture (Anquandah 1993; Carter and Flight 1972; Casey 2000; D’Andrea and Casey 2002; Davies 1962; Stahl 1986, 1993; Watson 2005), the Inland Niger Delta (MacDonald 1994, 1996a; Raimbault 1996), and Mali’s Tilemsi Valley, with the thus far earliest evidence of the aforementioned economic innovations (Manning et al. 2011) (Fig. 5.1). These areas are the few widely known key areas in West Africa where the socioeconomic transition between hunter-gatherer lifestyles and pastoralist and agrarian communities can be most clearly observed.

Due to the high water levels in Lake Chad in the early and middle Holocene, large portions of north-eastern Nigeria’s Chad Basin were underwater, and consequently uninhabitable, during that period. However, hunters, gatherers, and fishers lived around the shores of the lake. Their presence is attested by the find of a dugout canoe, eight meters long, near the village of Dufuna (Fig. 5.2). Dated approximately 8,000 years ago, it represents Africa’s oldest known watercraft (Breunig 1996). The invention of water travel brought human beings a variety of advantages. It enabled the use of lacustrine resources through more efficient fishing, increased mobility, and allowed the transport of objects more effectively than had been possible on land. Given such advantages, boats are certain to have been a fixture of communities living near water, even though the next archaeological evidence of their use in Nigeria occurs only 5,000 years later, during the Nok culture (Männel and Breunig 2016, Fig 7).

Palynological and sedimentary data, in addition to climate simulations and archaeological sequencing, have established that the Holocene climate of the Sahara moved from high humidity in the early Holocene to arid conditions in the late Holocene (see, e. g., Hély et al. 2009; Hoelzmann et al. 2004; Kuper and Kröpelin 2006; Lezine 2009). Around 3000 BCE accordingly, the southern Sahara lakes began to dry up, and even enormous Lake Chad decreased. By 2000 BCE at the latest, this late Holocene aridity pushed the pastoralists living the southern Sahara into the Sahel zone of West Africa, where they initiated the beginning of a new epoch with deep socioeconomic changes.
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FIGURE 5.1 Map of West Africa with important archaeological complexes of the last two millennia BCE.
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FIGURE 5.2 Map of Nigeria with archaeological sites mentioned in the text.



Though diffusionist explanatory models are met with more skepticism today than they were in the twentieth century, population movements cannot be dismissed out of hand. In the case of migration from the Sahara to the Sahel, the evidence is provided not only by the plausibility of climatic arguments but also by various finds and find contexts. Strong evidence is also given by the origins of cattle and caprines, such as sheep and goats. None of these have wild ancestors south of the Sahara, but only in northern Africa and the Near East, where their domestication is attested long before their appearance in the Sahel zone. Their origins must therefore lie in the north, and because domesticated animals do not migrate alone, their owners must have migrated with them. Temporal–spatial models of the spread of cattle and sheep/goats throughout Africa as based on C14 dates of the earliest finds all show a similar pattern into which new finds have so far been easy to integrate—the earliest finds of domesticated cattle stem from the central and eastern Sahara and decrease in age as they move south through the sub-Saharan regions of Africa (Gautier 1987; Jousse 2004; Krzyzaniak 1992; Shaw 1981a, 224).

Comparison between finds in the Sahara Desert and the Chad Basin provides archaeological arguments for a Saharan origin of the first Chad Basin settlers after reducing Lake Chad water levels. Pottery finds are particularly compelling: While ceramic finds in the Sahara are remarkably old, pottery appears in north-eastern Nigeria only from the second millennium BCE onwards; that is, beginning in the period in which pastoralists would have drifted south. Occasional older finds date back as early as 5000 BCE (Breunig 1995; Breunig et al. 1996; Wotzka and Goedicke 2001), and based on stylistic similarities, these suggest contact between the Sahara and the Sahelian Chad Basin. Such finds, however, were exceptions and did not mark a profound innovation in the life of the hunter-gatherer groups. It is only in the early second millennium BCE that a significant change in pottery occurrence can be determined, likely indicating the immigration of Saharan pastoralists. Only from this period onwards do ceramic finds predominate numerically and can therefore be considered a find category characteristic of the time. The resulting conclusion that the popularity of ceramic technology is linked with the arrival of Saharan migrants is bolstered by the fact that the ceramics of the southern Sahara and north-eastern Nigeria’s Sahel during this time exhibit a marked similarity of production technique and decorative patterns (see, e. g., MacDonald 1996b; Wendt 2007, 87). However, large-scale studies systematically examine both ecological zones as to how cultural similarities arising from shared roots have yet to be attempted.

The same is true for a different find category: bifacially retouched arrowheads, most often with a concave base and edges, made from various fine-grained or amorphous flint variants. Such finds occur in large numbers in the Sahara (Hugot 1957) but appear more rarely in the more humid regions south of the Sahara, and they’re only in the context of hypothesized immigration of Saharan populations (Rupp 2005, 175–185). This suggests that the tradition of bifacially retouched arrowheads was imported southwards into the Sahel zone by migrating Saharan pastoralists. In one case, finds of this type even appear as far south as the wetter Guinea savanna, which spread has been advanced as an argument for linking Ghana’s earliest food-producing complex, the Kintampo Culture, to the migration of Saharan-Sahel populations southward (Watson 2005, 26). Although arrowheads suggest hunting, the archaeozoological examination of fauna remains from Chad Basin sites at which bifacial arrowheads occur show that hunting wild mammals, reptiles, and birds did not play a significant role during the time of the early agropastoralist communities (Linseele 2007). Either the arrowheads were used for hunting animals that are not represented in the archaeozoological record or bows and arrows served other purposes such as the hunting of predators to protect the livestock.

Northern Nigeria’s first food producers

In his 1978 overview of Nigeria’s archaeology and early history, Thurstan Shaw, then the undisputed doyen of those subjects in the country, inevitably had to resort to generalities and broad notions when discussing the earliest food producers, their plant cultivation, and the domestication of animals (Shaw 1978). Simultaneously, few concrete facts regarding the origins of food production were available, save evidence from Graham Connah’s 1960s excavations of the large settlement mound of Daima on the border between Nigeria and Cameroon (Connah 1976, 1981). Even Daima did not offer much information because the earliest layers of the eleven-meter stratigraphy dated back only to the middle of the first millennium BCE, now known to be over 1,000 years after the beginning of food production Nigeria.

Today, the situation is fundamentally different. Especially in northern Nigeria, years-long research has gradually revealed a relatively precise account of the development of early food-producing cultures (Breunig 2004, 2005; Breunig and Neumann 2002b; Breunig et al. 1996; Kahlheber and Neumann 2007; Klee and Zach 1999). Pushed southward by the Sahara’s increasing aridity in the early second millennium BCE, pastoral groups found ample unclaimed grazing lands only recently opened up by the drop in Lake Chad’s water levels. These colonists initiated developments which—especially thanks to the unbroken continuity of ceramic development—can be tracked into the middle of the first millennium BCE. The continuity is also attested by similarities in economic and settlement patterns, burial practices, and the lithic inventory, characterized by the drive to overcome a lack of sufficient resources. The archaeological complex is called “Gajiganna” after the village where, in 1990, the first finds were made.

Phase I of the Gajiganna complex, spanning 1800 to 1500 BCE, is characterized by pottery-producing pastoralists of Saharan origins. Phase I sites are small and offer small quantities of finds, suggesting that they lived highly mobile lives. Geographically, sites are concentrated around the western border of a geomorphological formation known as the Bama Deltaic Complex, consisting of seasonally flooded clay plains and slightly raised sand areas (Fig. 5.3). Individual groups of pastoralists appear to have ventured further to the East but were stopped by the still perennially flooded clay plains of the Chad Lagoonal Complex (known locally as “firgi”). The southern border of Phase I sites is the Bama Ridge, Lake Chad’s shoreline during the early and middle Holocene.
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FIGURE 5.3 Spread of the earliest pastoral campsites (ca. 1800 BCE–1500 BCE) (Gajiganna phase I) in the Chad Basin of Northeast Nigeria. Bama Ridge: sand ridge indicating the high-water levels of Early and Mid-Holocene Mega-Chad Lake. Bama Deltaic Complex: geomorphologic unit of seasonally flooded clay depressions and elevated sandy areas. Chad Lagoonal Complex: clay plains, extensively flooded during the rainy season.



Around 1500 BCE, the pastoral groups became sedentary, living as agropastoralists in small villages or hamlets, likely organized along family lines (Phase IIa/b). Evidence of sedentism is provided by the appearance of settlement mounds with occupation layers up to four meters deep. The economic foundation of village life was the cultivation of pearl millet, the keeping of cattle, sheep, and goats, and the use of wild resources (Klee et al. 2004; Linseele 2007, 157–158). The communities grew and spread, as shown by the map of site distribution for this period (Fig. 5.4). One local offshoot, known as the Walasa group, thrived on the Chad Lagoonal Complex’s edge, as attested by the high density of sites there.

A profound change set in at the beginning of the first millennium BCE (Gajiganna Phase IIc). The dense network of village-like settlements collapsed, replaced by far smaller settlement sites with smaller find quantities and little formation of mounds. While this suggests a return to a more mobile way of life, the plant remains show evidence of the continued cultivation of pearl millet. The change is also notable in the ceramic vessels, which lose their rich decorations and are now tempered with large organic matter. The site distribution from the first millennium BCE shows an expansion eastward towards the Chad Lagoonal Complex, which during this point must have dried up at least seasonally (Fig. 5.5). The finds of the complex known as the Firgi Later Stone Age differ from that of contemporary groups further to the south and west, suggesting influence from other regions.
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FIGURE 5.4 Spread of agropastoral sites of the Gajiganna complex (ca. 1500 BCE–1000 BCE) (Gajiganna phase II a/b & Walasa group) in the Chad Basin of Northeast Nigeria.



The developments occurring here in the first millennium BCE are an interregional phenomenon and, therefore, likely linked to climate changes and the environment (Breunig and Neumann 2002a). The other aforementioned early food-producing communities in West Africa, such as Dhar Tichitt, Kintampo, and the Inland Niger Delta, end in the first millennium BCE and leave behind a period without any clearly recognizable developments. Outside of the key regions, as well, such as in Burkina Faso’s Sahel zone, the first millennium BCE presents a mysterious lacuna in the transition from Later Stone Age complexes marked by food production and a dense network of Iron Age settlements after the beginning of the Common Era (Breunig and Neumann 2002b, 125–132; Vogelsang et al. 1999).
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FIGURE 5.5 Spread of sites dated to the first millennium BCE in the Chad Basin of Northeast Nigeria (Gajiganna phases IIc & III, Firgi Later Stone Age & Magaba group).



The First Large-scale Settlements and Socioeconomic Changes

Significant changes occur in north-eastern Nigeria’s Chad Basin around 500 BCE towards the end of the Gajiganna complex (Phase III). These changes can be interpreted as an early prelude to the social and economic developments towards the early empires’ complexity. One of the most conspicuous developments concerns settlement size and consequent social implications. During the earlier phases of the Gajiganna complex, settlements rarely extended over more than two to three hectares of space, suggesting small social communities most likely organized along family lines. However, around 500 BCE, settlements grow to a size of ten hectares and, in some cases, even up to thirty hectares, appearing almost urban compared with earlier times. In the well-studied site at Zilum, the size of the settlement, the number of household items and structures, and the number of ceramic finds, in particular, indicate a population of over 1,000 (Magnavita 2004, 87). Apart from the even larger settlements built during the second millennium BCE at Dhar Tichitt in Mauritania (Holl 1985), very few cases of such a large number of people living in one place simultaneously are known in sub-Saharan Africa prior to state formation.

The large number of inhabitants ensured a large supply of laborers for large-scale collaborative projects. In many settlements of the time, one such project was digging a trench of several meters’ depth and width, fully encircling the settlement. Some features have indicated that settlements were also surrounded by walls or ramparts in addition to the trenches. The only convincing explanation for the function of such constructions is fortification. In the middle of the first century BCE, then, during the final stage of the Later Stone Age, farmers in the Nigerian Chad Basin first constructed fortified settlements (Magnavita et al. 2006).

The reason for this considerable expense of labor is linked to economic advances. The settlements contain numerous underground storage pits and large vessels of up to a meter in height, occurring in the region for the first time and likely used for storage. Storage pits and storage vessels suggest a successful economic system. Evidently, the inhabitants of the large settlements produced substantial surplus in their cultivation of pearl millet (Pennisetum glaucum) and cowpea (Vigna unguiculata), with the cowpea representing a new extension of subsistence agriculture and therefore potentially contributing to the surplus (Kahlheber and Neumann 2007). The concentration of large numbers of people and food storage in a fortified place is not a sign of peaceful times. Instead, it should be assumed that attacks and conflicts were constant threats.

Another significant development concerns social differentiation. It is difficult to imagine the construction of fortifications without leadership to plan construction as a necessary reaction to the uncertain times and oversee the completion of work. Division of labor and specialization also seems to have been in place, as the large quantities of finds, particularly ceramics, cannot be explained without reference to professional craftsmen. This insight comes from the Maibe site on the Nigeria–Cameroon border. The site measures approximately ten hectares and is dated like Zilum to 500 BCE. Suppose the number of excavated ceramic finds is extrapolated to encompass the entire settlement. In that case, the resultant figure is above 1 million pots produced in not much more than a century. Such mass production indicates at least partial specialization in the production of ceramic vessels for a larger market.

It is equally likely that specialists ensured a sufficient supply of stone tools, particularly grinding stones and stone axes. Ever since the pastoral beginnings of settlement in north-eastern Nigeria’s Chad Basin in the early second century BCE, the settlers had been faced with the absence of stone (Rupp 2005). Depending on the region, deposits of suitable lithic raw materials are 80–200 kilometers from the settlements. In the early phases, people simply procured stone from the nearest available deposit, possibly by journeying to the deposits themselves as needed. However, around 500 BCE, a reorganization of this system occurs. Raw materials now come from various different deposits, not merely the nearest one, and stone tools of unprecedented numbers begin to appear in the settlements. Such apparently efficient supply of the market with a rare material might have been solved by a carefully organized system of exchange, perhaps even managed by full-time experts. It is even conceivable that these experts were the early forerunners of professional merchants, for only a few centuries later, West African merchants were running a fully developed trans-Saharan trade network.

The large-scale settlements in the middle of the first century BCE led to profound changes affecting nearly all aspects of human life at the time. These changes include developments that would later become characteristic of the various larger empires and states: a productive economy, population growth, and the co-habitation of a large number of people in one place, as well as social changes comprising the development of a hierarchical system and craft specialization. Craft specialization includes the somewhat later occurrence of iron metallurgy, which has been established for the large settlement of Malankari, slightly younger than the others discussed here (Franke 2007). The same period sees the creation of fired clay sculptures primarily representing animals. While similar sculptures had existed since the beginning of the Gajiganna complex, they now take on more elaborate forms (Breunig et al. 2008).

Such a large number of roughly contemporary developments might be considered to indicate outside influence, but the material culture of the large settlements in which these innovations occurred stands in the preceding phases’ tradition. The changes cannot, therefore, be explained by the immigration of new populations. Rather, the continuity in almost all finds categories provides evidence that the inhabitants of the large settlements were descendants of those living in the earlier phases of the Gajiganna complex. Although the settlements appear as a transition into a new era, they represent the Gajiganna complex’s end in north-eastern Nigeria. The last centuries before the Common Era turn are characterized by an almost total absence of archaeological finds. The mysterious dearth of data for this period is a supra-regional phenomenon (Breunig 2015).

The First Farmers and the Roots of Art in Central Nigeria

During roughly the same period that saw sedentism and pearl millet cultivation arise among Chad Basin pastoralists of the early phase of the Gajiganna complex, similar developments were occurring in central Nigeria. In a region between the cities of Abuja, Jos, and Kaduna, an archaeological complex developed whose origins can be tracked into the second half of the first millennium BCE; like its counterpart in the Chad Basin, it ended abruptly without apparent descendants in the late first millennium BCE. It is characterized by anthropomorphic and, in some cases, zoomorphic sculptures of fired clay (terracotta). The complex was named the Nok culture after the village near which the first finds were made (Fagg 1977). The artistic sculptures are the oldest finds of this kind in sub-Saharan Africa, and as such, they have attracted attention far beyond archaeological circles. Indeed, as the Nok culture has become one of Africa’s most interesting archaeological complexes before state formation, the sculptures have been greatly in demand in the international art market, leading to years of devastating destruction and looting of Nok culture sites by illicit digging (Hambolu 2014).

Originally, the Nok culture was deemed an early Iron Age complex and dated from 500 BCE to 200 CE, due to the co-occurrence of iron-smelting furnaces and terracotta fragments at the Taruga site (Fagg 1968; Tylecote 1975, see also Fagg Rackham et al. 2017). However, more recent research has revised this view of the Nok culture (Breunig and Rupp 2016). Numerous radiocarbon dating of charred plant remains, as well as a detailed chronology of ceramic styles, indicate a radically different timeline than originally proposed (Franke 2016, 2017). The Nok culture is now revealed to have begun around 1500 BCE, a full millennium earlier than initially estimated and long before the advent of iron metallurgy. Nor is the Nok culture any longer defined by its terracotta sculptures but rather by the pottery with its characteristic decoration of incisions and impressions. Such pottery finds span from the beginning of the Nok culture to its disappearance in the late first millennium BCE (Franke and Beck 2017). The Nok culture, therefore, lasted one-and-a-half millennia—more than twice as long as initially suggested. It is no longer the uniform complex marked by terracotta sculpture and iron metallurgy, but a rather gradual development with successively occurring innovations that span the Later Stone Age and the Iron Age, to use the traditional periodic system.

The origins of the Nok culture are unclear. Throughout its distribution area, no evidence of autochthonous development has yet come to light. The only finds before the beginning of the Nok culture consist of an undated inventory of microlithic tools, attributable to hunter-gatherers. The earliest Nok culture people must therefore have immigrated to this central Nigerian region. While it may be far-fetched to posit a Saharan origin for Nok settlers, akin to the Gajiganna complex, it is at least probable that the Nok culture had its roots in the Sahel to the north, given that pearl millet, which was cultivated throughout the Nok culture’s time, is native to the Sahel (Kahlheber et al. 2009; Neumann 2018). It is unknown whether the people of the Nok culture kept animals, immigrated with cattle like the Chad Basin pastoralists, or hunted to meet their dietary need for meat. The reason for this lack of knowledge is the acidic tropical soil, in which bones are not preserved. Among the animals occasionally depicted by a terracotta sculpture, not one is domesticated; instead, the sculptures portray snakes, birds, monkeys, or quadrupeds without distinguishing characteristics.

The Early Nok phase lasted between 500 and 600 years and was followed by the Middle Nok phase lasting into the fourth century BCE, during which the Nok culture reached the zenith of its development. Settlement density reaches its highest point during this phase; in the core research area near Janjala village, there is hardly a square kilometer without a Middle Nok site. It is difficult to determine whether the sites were settlements or had different functions. This is because, except for waste pits, the sites themselves contain very few features and provide little data about settlement structure and housing. There is no evidence of houses constructed to last over long periods, and as dwellings were constructed not of stone but of degradable organic materials, no significant evidence remains except for some remnants of daub with wattle imprints. The interpretation of Nok sites is made additionally difficult by the intermixture of material of different ages. In-depth analysis of individual sites has revealed that the sites were used repeatedly and possibly for different purposes. For example, at the site of Pangwari, people of the Middle Nok phase seem to have returned to an abandoned Early Nok settlement to perform funeral rites and bury terracotta sculptures in the ground (Franke et al. 2020).

The sites extend only over small areas and nowhere have occupation layers of more than thirty to forty centimeters formed. Find quantities are small and consist largely of potsherds, fragments of terracotta, and occasional stone artifacts, and find quantities are comparatively small. Small find loads, small find areas, few features, and rare groundwork signs indicate a relatively small degree of human activity. It is likely that the number of inhabitants of each site was small and that only a few huts or houses stood on each site. Rather than remaining in one place for generations, Nok settlers remained only briefly, possibly due to rapidly depleted soil and consequent shifting cultivation. All these suggest a settlement system with small individual farmsteads and scattered settlements. The settlements were probably occupied by largely autonomous family groups. They were surrounded by their own fields, which bordered on those of their neighbors. They shared a common identity through cultural traditions, which included the use of terracotta sculptures.

The earliest terracotta sculptures appear in the early ninth century BCE, in the early Middle Nok phase (Franke 2016). They show no recognizable development out of more simple forerunners but appear fully formed in their typical style. Their further development cannot be tracked due to the so-called Hallstatt Plateau of the 14C calibration curve. The plateau results are that organic material from between 800 BCE and 400 BCE cannot be more precisely radiocarbon dated. After the Hallstatt Plateau, in the Late Nok Phase after 400 BCE, terracotta sculptures’ tradition appears already in decline. Only a few terracotta finds can be securely dated to that period.

Two points indicate that the time window in which the terracotta sculptures were manufactured was brief, perhaps even less than the theoretical maximum of 500 years. Both points concern the uniformity of the sculptures. The first point is the lack of stylistic development (T. Männel, personal communication). Whenever an object affords great creative or decorative freedom (as unquestionably the case for the terracotta sculptures), it will undergo stylistic changes if produced over several centuries—no matter how conservative its manufacture guidelines. The Nok sculptures, however, show no such development. Indeed, the many sculptures thus far recovered from ascertained find contexts (Breunig 2014) comprise a small set of recurring motifs and have a homogeneous appearance. No conventional life cycle with phases of development, flowering, and decline can be identified. One possible explanation would be to consider the sculptures as a suddenly appearing phenomenon that served a particular purpose for some few generations and then fell from fashion.

The second point concerning the sculptures’ uniformity concerns the technical aspects of their manufacture. Thin section analysis and X-ray fluorescence analysis have revealed that clay from different sculptures has a strikingly uniform geochemical composition (Beck 2017). This observation was initially explained by positing central workshops, but no archaeological evidence of such workshops has been found. Instead, the existence of wandering craftsmen is now considered more probable (Beck 2017). Specialist craftsmen would have known the land through their travels, knowing where the necessary clay deposits might be found and using their expertise and experience to manufacture terracotta sculptures as needed for those living in the dispersed settlements. Evidently, the manufacturers needed to fulfill rigid stylistic norms and rules governing the use of particular clay. Here too, it is difficult to imagine how such norms could have been strictly maintained over a long period, given that—as evidenced by the large market in modern Nok forgeries—clays of vastly different geochemical composition are just as suitable for the technical manufacture of terracotta sculptures. Several arguments then suggest that the Nok sculptures were a brief phenomenon during the early first millennium BCE. This does not alter the fact that the terracotta figures still represent the oldest large-size sculptures in West Africa. Whether this makes them the origins of a flourishing variety of sculptural artistic traditions, how these traditions developed and how they are linked remain central themes in African art history (see e. g., Vansina 1993, 177–193; Visona et al. 2003; Willett 2002).

How the first large-size sculptures in sub-Saharan Africa were used has always been a central aspect of Nok research (see Shaw 1981b for a summary). One supposition was of shrines standing in the farmers’ fields and in which the sculptures were meant to ensure a rich harvest. Others accorded the sculptures an architectural function as decoration and capstone of the round straw roofs of huts. Terracotta sculptures found in settlements with iron-smelting furnaces inspired ideas of religio-magical rites during the smelting process. Smaller sculptures were seen as amulets or pendants, and the representation of sick people invoked in healing rituals. Snakes, the animal most commonly represented on the sculptures, have been interpreted as signs of a snake cult, and other animals as signs of hunting rituals. The speculations go as far as temple decorations or commissions from rulers who had gained their economic position through iron production control (De Grunne 1999; Ehret 2002, 234).

All these ideas were of necessity speculative. Hardly any of the suppositions rested on find contexts at actual excavated sites. Today, the situation is different. In the course of excavations performed on Nok sites since 2005, two features attained a key role in searching for an interpretation of the terracotta sculptures. One feature involves deposits of terracotta in the form of several large fragments of different sculptures purposely buried underground. The individual fragments cannot be reconstructed into complete sculptures; evidently, only parts of the figures were deposited in the ground. It is not known what happened to the remaining fragments. In some cases, the sculptures had been placed on a bed of stones, while in others, stones had been placed between individual fragments of terracotta, making it look as though the stones had been used to break the sculptures and then discarded along with the terracotta. On occasion, large amounts of charcoal lay among the sculptures, providing evidence that fire played some role in their disposal.

The other feature leading to a better understanding of the function of the terracotta sculptures has been graves. Because no bones of the buried persons have been preserved in the acidic soil, graves can be identified only by grave goods and arrangements of larger stones, including grinding stones, most often placed upright. The grave goods consist of finely worked ceramic vessels, appearing either alone or in pairs. In some cases, burial pits differing in color from the surrounding soil and necklaces of many stone beads bolster the interpretation of such finds as graves. Another proof of the hypothesis, interpreting the sites as graves, was furnished by X-ray fluorescence analysis of the features’ soil. The analysis established that the soil contained remnants of decayed organic matter (Schmidt 2019).

Large-scale excavations of Nok sites have revealed spatial proximity between graves and deposits of terracotta sculptures. This link first became apparent at the Pangwari site, where graves of the type described above were identified only a few meters from a particularly rich trove of terracotta sculptures (Männel and Breunig 2016). The excavation in a different location yielded the same spatial proximity of the two features (Schmidt 2016). The link between grave sites and sculpture deposits proved particularly clear at the Ifana site. A smaller excavation there in 2011 yielded a deposit of seven large terracotta fragments. Further excavation in the immediate surroundings in 2016 unearthed twenty-two graves with three further deposits of, in some cases, large numbers of terracotta finds.

A link between graves and Nok sculptures had been suggested based on ethnographic analogies (Wotzka 2017). The unearthed finds leave no further doubts—the terracotta sculptures were part of complex funeral rituals. It is possible that the large anthropomorphic figures functioned as representations of the deceased at funeral gatherings. Though many questions remain unanswered—including how the sculptures were fragmented and why the fragments are omnipresent at nearly all sites—it can now be taken as certain that complex funeral rites involving large sculptures first appeared in Nigeria in the first millennium BCE.

After approximately 1,000 years, the early farming communities in northern and central Nigeria experienced another innovation—iron metallurgy—introducing the last phase of the prehistoric developments before state formation. Iron metallurgy has been linked with the Nok culture ever since its discovery by Bernard Fagg in the 1960s.

Iron: The Origins of a Technological Innovation

After food production, metal as a material is the next great turning point in human prehistory. It has long been debated to what degree metallurgy has contributed to the development of early complex societies with all its attendant economic and social implications. However, that metallurgy represents a technological revolution does not preclude the possibility that the initial appearance of iron among the people of Nigeria changed little about their lives at first. It is likely that significant changes in every-day life set in only with the diffusion of iron-smelting technology and the more common availability of iron objects (Shaw 1978, 69). Just as there are significant differences in the first appearance of food production in Africa compared with neighboring Europe and Near East, the first metals in human use also differed widely. In the Near East and in Europe, the production and use of copper, bronze, and iron form a progression comprising several millennia. In Africa, by contrast, smiths in the first millennium BCE began to smelt iron apparently spontaneously and without the experience of other metals. Except for a few local cases, iron saw no copper or bronze forerunners. In Africa, rather, iron metallurgy in its many varieties developed directly out of the epoch traditionally categorized as the Stone Age (Chirikure 2015, 17–33).

Such a trajectory raises the question of the new technology’s origins. Was it imported to Africa by foreigners, or was it independently invented by Africans (Alpern 2005)? So far, the question remains unresolved due to the comparative dearth of solidly established data surrounding the beginnings of iron production in Africa (Killick 2004). Individual finds are dating Africa’s iron metallurgy back as early as the third millennium BCE, thus suggesting autochthonous development, given that such datings would be the earliest worldwide (Zangato and Holl 2010). Finds from the Nigerian site of Lejja can be dated to a similarly early period (Eze-Usomaka 2013). However, most other evidence from various areas of Africa is clustered in the first millennium BCE (MacEachern 2019). From a chronological point of view, these sites do not answer the question of origins, but they produce a consistent picture of the progression of and links between social and economic developments. Food-producing communities were well established by the first millennium BCE, and the gradual development of craft specialization during this period can be considered advantageous to new skills such as smithing. By contrast, it is difficult to conceive how iron metallurgy could arise before establishing sedentary, food-producing farmers. The above datings of 2000 BCE and earlier would, according to current knowledge, necessitate iron production among hunter-gatherers.

In studies of iron metallurgy beginnings in Africa, the Nok culture is regularly cited as among the earliest reliable evidence of iron production (Chirikure et al. 2019, Fig 8.1). Today, Nok iron, particularly slag and furnaces, has been thoroughly studied, and a large number of charcoal samples associated with the iron finds have been radiocarbon dated (Fagg Rackham et al. 2017; Junius 2016a, 2016b). As with the terracotta sculptures, many of these dating samples fall within the Hallstatt Plateau of the 14C calibration curve between 800 and 400 BCE, making more precise dating impossible. However, the samples’ most likely ages tend towards the younger end of the plateau, a fact that accords with a perceived link between iron/slag finds and pottery styles with a similar range of probable dates (Franke 2016, 273). Therefore, there seems reason to suppose that the Nok culture’s iron smelting and the consequent period of momentous technological innovation did not occur much before the seventh century BCE. Following this, it is clear that the production of Nok sculptures was not shaped by iron-smelting. If one influenced the other, then the sculptures affected iron production, not the other way around.

Iron, however, was not enough to save the Nok culture from its decline. In the second half of the first millennium BCE, only a short time after the advent of metallurgy, signs of the Nok culture begin to become rarer, disappearing fully by the end of the millennium at the latest. One potential reason may be the climatic and consequent environmental changes to which the Nok culture people could not adapt (Höhn and Neumann 2016).

The Last Centuries Before the Rise of the Empires

There is a break in the archaeological record between the Nok culture and the subsequent period. Before the first empires arose, sites in the early first millennium CE show many changes that stand in no connection with the Nok culture. There are, for example, no immediate successors to the Nok culture’s terracotta sculptures. The ceramic vessels, now decorated with roulette patterns, seem a world away from the Nok culture’s incisions and impressions. The prevailing diet changed as well, with previously unused plants such as oil palm and fonio representing a valuable complement. Fonio comprises two cultivated types of grass of the genus Digitaria and is still consumed in Nigeria today as a dish known as acha. It remains unclear whether this cultural and economic break occurred due to demographic shifts or the spread of a different cultural framework. Similarly, it is still an open question how the communities succeeding the Nok culture developed in detail. Then as now, the millennium from the end of the Nok culture to the beginnings of the earliest empires remains a largely unstudied period in the region’s prehistory (Willett 1986).

By contrast, the last centuries before the first empires’ onset in the Chad Basin have received far closer attention. Initially, the Daima settlement mound was interpreted as a reference point for nearly seamless development of Iron Age settlement from its beginnings in the early first millennium CE into the second millennium CE (Connah 1981). Today, almost all of Nigeria’s Chad Basin has been archaeologically surveyed (Breunig and Franke 2019). A comparison between the site distribution of Gajiganna settlements on the one hand (Fig. 5.5) and later sites on the other (Fig. 5.6) reveals that the region was completely and evenly settled during the Common Era. This may be interpreted as a sign of economic stability, in which the use of iron likely played a part. Iron finds are not very frequent but evenly spaced out across the region. Evidence for local iron production comes only from very young sites. This is probably—as in the case of the still-high demand for stone as a working material for axes and grinding stones—due to the absence of local ore deposits. Instead, iron and iron objects found their way to the Chad Basin through trade and commerce, and ironwork was limited to the re-smithing and alteration of these objects.

The period considered here is marked by both tradition and innovation. Just as in the Nok culture area, Chad Basin pottery of the first millennium CE is so distinct from its precedents that migration and a population shift cannot be ruled out. The region’s subsistence agriculture, too, has changed to include sorghum as an important cultivated plant (Magnavita 2002). The settlement patterns, however, seem unchanged even by a hiatus of several centuries. In the first millennium BCE tradition, we continue to see large settlements, now of up to almost 50 hectares, but still ringed by deep trenches and possibly fortified. While it remains an open question whether settlements of such size can be referred to as urban, the projected population size of 5,000 to 10,000 inhabitants indicates the profound economic, social, and possibly political changes of an increasingly complex world (Magnavita et al. 2009). These developments are not a regional peculiarity of the Chad Basin, however. Rather, the first millennium CE sees similar developments across many West Africa regions, in some cases with astounding simultaneity (McIntosh 1995; McIntosh 2006, 28–31). This may be because the expanse of West Africa’s savannas represented, in Graham Connah’s words, “an optimal zone” for the rise of early African civilizations and their immediate precedents (Connah 2001, 108–143).



[image: image]

FIGURE 5.6 Spread of Iron Age sites dated to the first and second millennium CE in the Chad Basin of Northeast Nigeria.



In summary, a significant cultural change can be identified in the Chad Basin over the first millennium CE course. Two millennia of agropastoral land use provide a solid foundation for an intensive, productive agricultural economy that transforms the natural environment into a cultivated landscape shaped by human influence. This development was undoubtedly aided by iron metallurgy and its consequent new tools, likewise rooted in the previous millennium. Trade and commerce continued to provide the region with the necessary associated resources, including stone. Large, probably fortified, settlements with a high population density formed the apex of a hierarchical settlement system likewise rooted in the first millennium BCE and represented a social innovation with consequent new communal life forms. The rise of civic and state societies appears a logical continuation of these early developments, although the actual process of state development is difficult to reconstruct by archaeological means.

Conclusion

From the second millennium BCE to the first millennium CE, a wide variety of developments occured in modern-day Nigeria. These developments first began as the results of migration and are viewed as fundamental preconditions for state formation. The developments include:


• Productive agriculture, first relying on the cultivation of pearl millet and cowpea beside animal husbandry and hunting before being eventually supplemented by sorghum, fonio, and oil palm in the later period;

• Sedentism and the development of village-like settlement patterns, which in individual regional cases grew into proto-urban large-scale settlements;

• An increase in population, and corresponding social changes, including hierarchical structures and craft specialization;

• The technological revolution of manufacturing iron and iron products;

• The development of exchange systems or trade to supply certain resources and/or cover regional shortfalls;

• And the rise of complex rites likely linked to burial and ancestor worship, as evidenced by the creation of artistic terracotta objects.



These developments are evident in the two described and well-studied examples given above (Gajiganna and Nok). It is quite likely that similar processes occurred in parallel in other regions of Nigeria. The study of these remains a task for future scholarship.
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Chapter 6 

The Origins of Kingdoms and Empires in Precolonial Nigeria

Vincent Hiribarren

With its very large number of city-states, kingdoms, empires, and even a caliphate, Nigeria has always been fertile ground for scholars willing to study state formation. Many modern-day Nigerian regions—but not all of them—can claim to have been a part, at some point in time, of a larger precolonial institution. It would be, however, meaningless to represent them all together on a map. How could we conflate hundreds of years of history within the national borders of a twenty-first-century state? This chapter does not claim to be exhaustive but tries to summarize the different debates on the creation of the most enduring or politically significant Nigerian precolonial kingdoms.

In the north of the country, this chapter will focus on the empire of Kanem–Borno created in the eighth century on the shores of Lake Chad. It will also examine the creation of the Hausa city-states at the end of the first millennium. (See Chapter 12 for more on the creation of the Sokoto Caliphate during the nineteenth century). In the Middle Belt, the chapter will analyze the myth of the creation of Borgu, a kingdom founded around the eighteenth century, which successfully managed to repel invasions from its northern and southern neighbors. It will examine and compare the creation of the kingdoms of Benin and Oyo during the twelfth century in the south of the country. The aim is not to give details about each myth, as they have been published elsewhere (Hodgkin 1975; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966). This chapter aims to show that it is impossible to understand the myths of creating Nigerian kingdoms and empires without analyzing political regimes and scholarly paradigms since the nineteenth century. In other terms, the myths of creation in Nigeria have their own history.

Discussing the origins of statehood has always been an elusive concept. Political scientists, in particular, have theorized the ways the early kingdoms of modern Nigeria were created. If “state formation” in Africa was a rather fashionable topic among archaeologists, anthropologists, and historians until the 1980s, it seems that this concept has become under-researched in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. Whether in Nigeria or abroad, precolonial Nigerian kingdoms and empires have seldom been researched in the last thirty years. Clearly, the discipline of African history is currently marked by a form of presentism, and the number of historians specializing in precolonial history has plummeted (Reid 2011).

On the other hand, archaeologists have focused on the creation of these early states but undertaking archaeological research in Nigeria has been difficult due to the government cuts of the 1980s and the current security situation, especially in the northern part of the country. Even if anthropologists have always devoted attention to the myths surrounding this political, social, and cultural process, state creation has not been recently studied per se. Quite tellingly, the academic literature on “state formation” in Nigeria has not dramatically changed since Bawuro Barkindo and John Lavers gave a paper on this very topic in 1986 at the “Workshop on the Teaching of Nigerian History from a National Perspective” (Barkindo and Lavers 1986).

The very concept of state formation was once based on the assumption that precolonial states present in the territory of modern-day Nigeria were “born” at a particular moment in time or at least during a specific period. During the colonial period (from the end of the nineteenth century to 1960), these scholars studied myths of origins which tend to give us specific events or even birth dates for precolonial states. Of course, they never provided an accurate date of the creation of these polities, but their interest has changed in the last sixty years. Instead of asking “when” states were created, many scholars asked “how.” This simple question led to the creation of different theories for state creation in Africa. This chapter does not seek to summarize all these theories, but it is worth noting that several disciplines became involved in the study of “state formation.” Anthropologists Jack Goody (1971), Aidan Southall (1974), and Jonathan Haas (1982), to name a few, each proposed different theories to explain the creation of states. Political scientist Jeffrey Herbst (2015) also tried to conceptualize state creation for the whole of precolonial Africa.

Classically, statehood was supposed to be created if a list of conditions was fulfilled. The very idea that a checklist is necessary for statehood to exist has been present in the political science literature for a few decades now. Indeed, precise conditions need to be met before one can safely label a polity, a state, kingdom, or empire. Nigeria was no exception. Those regions which did not tick all the boxes, as for example in the Middle Belt, were for a long time considered to be stateless. Born during the colonial period, the strict division between a “Nigeria of kingdoms” and a “Nigeria of tribes” created a “mental map,” which somehow has survived until today (Sharpe 1986). This arbitrary division largely influenced the academic literature on the topic.

As in many other parts of Africa and the non-Western world, ironwork, horses, foreign leaders, and trade were the usual suspects and early statehood markers. However, this checklist was artificial and only helped create more debates on what actually constituted a “state.” Specialists of the history of nationalism will remember the 1882 lecture given by Ernest Renan when he asked: “What is a nation?” (Renan 1882). Scholars can hardly agree on a nation’s definition because they tend to disagree on the moment nations came to be (Connor 1990). Urban archaeologists will also recognize the long debates surrounding the definition of what constitutes a “city.” Not surprisingly, no definition is easily available for “states,” “nations,” or “cities.”

Another issue that many scholars face today is that there has been academic inflation in the number of “kingdoms” and “empires.” Academics attached to their study subject have sometimes been keen on detecting traces of early statehood with scant evidence. The earlier, the more prestigious. The quest for origins always tends to be teleological, as one needs to understand the golden age of one polity by examining the seeds of what would become one day a kingdom or an empire. After so many years of African history being denied the right to exist, many scholars were inclined to look for the first political organizations which could be more or less safely labeled “states,” “kingdoms,” or “empires” as a means of proving the antiquity of African history.

Historians were not the only ones to magnify the origins of certain polities. In the political and social environment of postcolonial Nigeria, a new “parahistorical” (Blench 2011, 382) literature was useful for certain Nigerian leaders who did not hesitate to promote a self-aggrandizing history of their own communities, which resulted in the multiplication of titles (Vaughan 2006, 176–177) and inflation in the number of Nigerian kingdoms and empires. The terminology did not seem to matter anymore, and polities of different sizes easily became “kingdoms” or even “empires” in writings willing to promote the long history of different places. This evolution had little to do with the discovery of new historical evidence. No doubt, the precolonial history of loosely defined kingdoms or empires would shine in turn on their postcolonial successors.

Education also played a very important role in propagating vague ideas on the history of kingdoms and empires in Nigeria. It did not matter that the history of these kingdoms was rewritten in conjunction with the British colonial administration, as in Borno (Hiribarren 2013). Even in 2020, the West African Secondary School Certification of Education’s History syllabus tends to repeat conclusions drawn during the colonial or early postcolonial periods. The postcolonial Nigerian school curriculum entrenched the names of “kingdoms” and “empires” in the national psyche, and, as a result, names could no longer be changed. The syllabi content has rarely been updated since the 1960s, but this is not the only problem with history education in the country. The analysis of the syllabus is only feasible if history is actually taught in secondary schools. It was not the case between 2014 and 2018, as the subject was subsumed under the larger heading “social studies.” Even if taught, many schools are underfunded, and literacy rates are rather low in some parts of the country. This means that precise knowledge of states’ origin in precolonial Nigeria cannot be achieved and that certain myths can easily survive and thrive in the country.

Ironically, many Nigerian scholars studying state formation used terms such as “kingdoms” or “empires,” which were used to analyze Western medieval history. This epistemological issue which has been studied in the Great Lakes region (Chrétien 1980) or Northern Nigeria (Hiribarren 2017, 26), has never been solved adequately because of a dilemma: if researchers want to use a comparative methodology, they adopt a universal terminology because they want to underline the fact that African history is no different from European history. In this case, they can be accused of adopting a Western lens to understand African history. If they employ African names, on the other hand, they can take an essentialist point of view, which has the merit of stressing the singularity of specific African polities but, as a result, tends to exoticize African polities and separate African history from the rest of the world. The problem remains: Africa has never been separated from the rest of the world.

This intellectual contradiction is even visible in the words we use to analyze these polities. For example, Benin’s kingdom has been led since the thirteenth century by a dynasty that supposedly came from the Yoruba-speaking world: hence his title, “oba” which means “ruler” in Yoruba. Historians have continued to use the term “oba” to designate the ruler of Benin but have used the English term “kingdom” and not its Yoruba or Edo equivalent to describe the political organization and the territory dominated by Benin. In other words, semantics matter, but the words used in academic works have their own history.

As often happens, academic conventions determine the way researchers call certain polities. Twenty-first-century usage, especially in academic works, can be far removed from how contemporaries conceived their own history. The nineteenth-century inhabitants of the Caliphate of Sokoto would not have recognized the name “Caliphate of Sokoto,” as the term was coined by Murray Last in the 1960s (Last 1967). The term “Kanem–Borno” is actually an amalgamation of two different regions dominated by the Sayfawa dynasty who ruled either over Kanem (modern-day Chad) or Borno (modern-day Nigeria) but rarely over both Kanem and Borno at the same time. For the sake of clarity, this chapter uses the terms “kingdoms” and “empires” commonly used in English while recognizing the fictions implicit in doing so.

Technologies of Statehood

Of all the usual suspects for the development of statehood analyzed by scholars, ironwork might be the oldest. Appearing in West Africa “no later than the middle of the first millennium BC” (Connah 2001, 133), ironwork was arguably often analyzed in an evolutionary and deterministic manner as a technology of statehood. Iron was used to reveal how certain societies had developed over different stages from the stone to the iron age. Socially, the apparition of blacksmiths determined the way societies were able to develop tools and weapons which improved agricultural and war techniques.

In the south of Nigeria, many archaeologists focused on the creation of urban centers. Could it be a reminiscence of the scholarly focus on city-states of the Middle East or ancient Greece? Ile-Ife seems to be a perfect example of this trend. Supposedly the origin of most cities in the Yoruba and Edo region, archaeologists trying to prove its anteriority to other cities studied Ile-Ife. In a move similar to nineteenth-century historians and archaeologists who tried to find if some parts of the Bible were historically accurate, many of them have tried to follow the steps of Leo Frobenius, who famously developed an interest in the Ile-Ife bronzes at the beginning of the twentieth century. The focus thus does not seem to be on statehood per se but on urbanity and art.

Anthropologist Murray Last, who personally visited some of the possible sites for the early Hausa cities in the 1960s and 1970s, developed different hypotheses on their origin throughout the years (Last 1985a). It would be too long to summarize all his conclusions here, but the case of Kano is quite revealing. Early statehood was achieved during the first millennium with control of ironwork and trade in the Santolo–Fangwai hill systems (Last 1979, 17). Still, according to Last, modern-day Zaria is the successor of a “federation called Kankuma or Kagoma [later known as Zegzeg] heir to the Nok culture” (Last 1981, 10). In his writings, the link between state formation and ironwork is clear again.

However, the direct relationship between ironwork and statehood is no longer easily accepted; nor is the differentiation between each political stage. Thus, the transition between the band, tribe, chiefdom, and state developed by Elman Service in 1962 is no longer accepted by archaeologists (Service 1962). Most archaeologists talk about social complexity when they evoke the evolution of the communities they are studying (McIntosh 1999). Mastering ironwork might signify that a society was complex, but it does not automatically mean that it was a state. Archaeologist Peter Breunig carefully used the term “Nok culture” to designate the settlements in central Nigeria. Despite the Nok settlements using iron tools, Breunig did not use the term “state” to qualify them (Breunig 2014) (see Chapter 5).

Another technology of statehood or centralized statehood was present in the historical literature of the 1960s. If used for war with the stirrup, horses were considered to have presaged the rise of “feudalism” in Europe (White 1962). In the same vein, anthropologist Jack Goody published a book in 1971 which tried to find an analogy between Western Europe and Africa. In Technology, Tradition and the State in Africa, he linked the advent of states in the West African savanna with the usage of horses for war purposes. Horses were an essential part of a military organization which reflected the stratification of these states. For Goody, they were an essential tool for creating centralized states (Goody 1971, 48–51).

A few years later, Humphrey Fisher tried to show that most savanna kingdoms in Northern Nigeria used their cavalry for hunting down fugitives at the end of a battle. Horses were not the ultimate weapon that turned simple polities into centralized states, as Goody assumed (Fisher 1972; Fisher 1973). In the same vein, Robin Law argued that Oyo was a “cavalry state” due to horses’ centrality in the political and military life of the kingdom. The kingdom of Oyo (as well as the kingdom of Benin) was supposedly created by Oranmiyan, a man who was given or had a horse. Cavalry was systematically used in the sixteenth century but was not responsible for creating Oyo a few centuries before. In the Southern regions of modern-day Nigeria, where trypanosomiasis was more prevalent than in the north, it would have been difficult to breed horses. In a later publication dealing with the whole of West Africa, Law refined his argument to indicate that horses were mainly used for slave-hunting and ceremonial purposes (Law 1980). State creation and horsemanship were not as linked as previously thought, even if the connection was not totally dismissed by the most recent scholarship on the subject (Obikili 2018).

Hyper-Diffusionism: The Role of the Outsiders

Technology, it seems, was not the sole facilitator for the rise of statehood. If horses were seen as so important for state formation, it was because they were brought by outsiders. In Nigeria, like in most parts of the non-Western world, numerous leaders argued that their families and/or dynasties found their origins in other parts of the world. Before European colonization, many Yorubas believed that they came from the Middle East and did not wait for European administrators to tell them that they migrated from outside of Africa. Olaudah Equiano, an enslaved Igbo man from the late eighteenth century, did not hesitate to stress the similarities between the Igbo and Jewish cultures (Equiano 1789). In the north of modern-day Nigeria, Islam’s influence was essential as stories of Arabic origins were frequent in what was often called Sudan—an Arabic word—by academics (Zachernuk 1994; Law 2009).

The Hausa example is quite revealing. According to the myth of the foundation of the Hausa cities, a man called Bayajidda came from Baghdad to rule over the city of Daura and establish a family which would eventually rule the Hausa Bakwai, the seven original Hausa cities (Daura, Kano, Katsina, Zaria, Gobir, Rano, and Biram). As it happens with most myths of origin, different versions of the story co-exist with the main one. In other versions of the same story, Bayajidda also married an enslaved woman. Their descendants founded the Banza Bakwai or the seven fake Hausa cities (Zamfara, Kebbi, Yauri, Gwari, Kwararafa, Nupe, and Ilorin). The fact that Bayajidda came from Baghdad did not remain unnoticed for scholars trying to find the first traces of statehood in Nigeria. Not surprisingly, the question of early migrations was always central for Nigerian and colonial scholars as migrations from North Africa or the Middle East could have explained different ethnic groups’ presence.

Many colonial administrators-turned-scholars believed in the Hamitic hypothesis, which theorized the origins of precolonial Nigeria statehood in the Middle East. This theory could explain the diversity of populations in Africa and that some of them appeared more advanced than others. Thus, anything of importance, such as horses or forms of statehood, was believed to have been imported to Africa by non-African immigrants (Sanders 1969). Herbert Richmond Palmer, a colonial administrator with a flair for academic studies, tried to connect the origins of Borno to the Middle East (Palmer 1936). This scholarly phenomenon affected both Northern and Southern Nigeria and kingdoms and stateless societies (Horton 1985; Hawthorne 2013).1 Following Igbo myths of origin, colonial scholars tried to find the Middle Eastern origins of Igbo populations, who never created a centralized state (Harneit-Sievers 2006, 22).

Texts describing foundation myths or prestigious genealogies such as the girgam of Borno (Palmer 1912; Dewière 2017) or Kano’s chronicle became emblematic (Last 1980; Lovejoy 2018). As they provided names and details about certain monarchs from the Arabian peninsula, they became the key to our understanding of state formation. As these documents were the last remnants of a distant past, scholars even had the tendency to fetishize them. As a result, these texts became considered the birth certificates of the savanna states and were glossed by generations of scholars.

These birth certificates did not need to be written, as some of them could be oral. The Kisra myth present in many regions of Nigeria, such as Borgu or the Benue River valley, confirmed a strong scholarly interest in myths’ history (Adekunle 1994). The first recordings of the myths of Kisra, a man who supposedly came from the Arabian peninsula in the seventh century, depicted him as a leader who had a religious dispute with Muhammad. After fleeing from Mecca, he migrated with his followers and founded various kingdoms in Africa. The first generation of scholars attempted to find the traces of migration from the Middle East in this legend (Temple 1967, 495; Akinwumi 1998, 3). Depending on the scholar, “Kisra” might have been a Persian king, an Abyssinian from Yemen, or a word derived from “Christ.” The Kisra legend was so flexible for African populations that anthropologist Phillips Stevens talked about a “Kisra effect” when he talked about how oral traditions could be consciously distorted for political gains. One thing is certain: Kisra was opposed to Islam, and this form of identification was used by different populations in the history of West Africa. For example, during the Sokoto jihad at the beginning of the nineteenth century, a small non-Muslim community in Adamawa introduced the until-then unknown concept of Kisra to explain its resistance against the jihad (Stevens 1975).

New traditions even appeared during the colonial period. The different cities that were part of British-dominated Borgu conveniently tried to argue that they were founded before Kisra himself. The consequence was that the chief of each city claimed to be paramount within the colonial administrative framework. Oral histories recorded during the colonial period reflected the pattern of administrative reform. Thus, the quest for immediate political gains was responsible for a constant reimagining of tradition (Akinwumi 1998). One would easily recognize the deconstructivist approach developed by Benedict Anderson for his imagined communities (Anderson 1983).

Just Diffusionism: An Arab Stimulus

Even if the Middle Eastern origins of precolonial Nigeria communities seemed too far-fetched for many authors, a slight variation of the Hamitic hypothesis could be found in the idea of the “Arab stimulus.” According to that concept, Arab traders from North Africa would have introduced goods, religious ideas, and statecraft to Sub-Saharan Africa (McIntosh and McIntosh 1988). This theory was all the more plausible because most of the information we know about early states came from written Arabic sources. For example, Abdullahi Smith tried to understand the origins of the Hausa states in his oft-quoted essay in the History of West Africa (Smith 1971).

In a classical way often adopted by medieval historians of Africa, Smith focused on texts written by foreign travelers and Arab geographers. Authors such as al-Yaqubi and al-Muhallabi are invoked and analyzed to reveal a methodology still used by medieval historians of Africa. Yusuf Bala Usman used this methodology and did not hesitate to add oral and archaeological sources to understand the early history of Katsina (Usman 1981). In the same vein, Murray Last also used the same texts and toponymy to understand the origin of Za’i, an earlier urban center located in the region of modern-day Katsina (Last 1983; Last 1985b).

Even if the model of state-building could not be entirely built on massive migrations across the Sahara, illustrious foreigners could be the founders of the largest states of precolonial Nigeria. This phenomenon was not specific to West Africa, and anthropologists have examined this phenomenon around the world, as Marshall Sahlins famously did in the Pacific Islands (Sahlins 2008). Sahlins’s concept of the “stranger-king” might not be applicable to colonial Nigeria’s situation and cannot really explain how the British came to dominate the whole region. It can show nonetheless how foreign cultures could be disseminated so easily in what would become Nigeria.

The external stimulus of foreign invasions and leaders was also important because it showed how precolonial kingdoms were connected to other parts of Africa or the Muslim world. However, because of its racist undertones, this type of diffusionist theory was no longer deemed acceptable to analyze “state formation” after the Second World War. These theories also contradicted a nationalist vision of independent Nigeria where outside influence was no longer considered a possible factor in the creation of states. Postcolonial Nigerians wanted to have local and not foreign origins. Archaeologists and historians were asked to demonstrate kingdoms’ indigenous roots to find the presumed “Nigerian” origins of each kingdom or empire. African states were the result of individuals’ agency from the region and not the consequence of contact with the outside world (Monroe 2013).

Trade, Wealth-in-Men, and Slavery

If an external stimulus from migrations was deemed too unrealistic, another long-distance connection was considered plausible and more acceptable. Trade—in all its forms—might have brought the idea of statehood to many African polities. Of course, no author has categorically argued that “statehood” could be imported in the same way many polities imported kola nuts. However, the idea that statehood could be part of a package imported from other parts of the world has been somehow present in the academic literature. The interaction between local populations and traders was central to this idea. The myth of powerful outsiders founding states in Yorubaland or being the ancestors of the first dynasties of Kanem–Borno could be thus reconciled through an emphasis on trade. It might not have been one single famous ancestor who founded a kingdom, but it was contact with the outside world via trade which was behind statehood (Lange 1984).

Central to this idea was the idea that wealth accumulation would enable polities to turn into states. Modern-day Nigeria and Africa were no different from other parts of the world, and wealth-in-men was fundamental to most societies. Scholars who studied slavery have thus developed theories about statehood as acquiring and selling slaves was perceived as a central activity of most precolonial kingdoms. Joseph Miller developed the idea that statehood and slavery were intrinsically linked in Angola (Miller 1988). Wealth-in-men was a considerable factor for the development of polities in Central Africa, according to Jan Vansina (1990). However, no author categorically linked the advent of statehood with the institution of slavery in precolonial Nigerian kingdoms.

In the extremely vast literature on transatlantic slavery, one argument formulated by Martin Klein in 1992 became common. For him, the transatlantic slave trade was “the way the state reproduced itself” (Klein 1992). The trade was responsible for the creation of “predatory states” with strong rulers at their heads. The question was not about “state formation” but about “state reproduction.” If other scholars engaged with this question, they tried to talk about how these states were structurally weak and could not last (Roberts 1996; Nunn 2008; Lovejoy 2011). Even though the transatlantic slave trade has been studied at length in Southern Nigeria, not many authors have actually engaged with the relationship between slave trade and state formation.

One exception is Calabar. Located by the sea, its rulers used their position to build what the historical literature calls a “city-state,” for want of a better word. The city and its leaders played the role of middlemen during the Atlantic period (Lovejoy 2017). The role of the African elite has already been studied in other parts of Africa (Thornton 1992), but the same kind of historical work has not been undertaken with Yoruba cities that simultaneously suffered and benefited from the transatlantic slave trade. Of course, the European demand for slaves could be considered an external stimulus for the development of state institutions, but slavery existed in many, if not most, precolonial African societies (Green 2019, 265–270). The nature of slavery was without a doubt radically different, but to what extent was it an essential ingredient in the formation of states? Paul Lovejoy analyzed slavery and its abolition in Northern Nigeria and showed how the economy of these polities relied heavily on the slave trade (Lovejoy and Hogendorn 1993; Lovejoy 2011). Suppose we understand the relationship between slavery and statehood when these kingdoms reached their apogee. In that case, we know far less about the link between slavery and the advent of statehood.

Archaeologists

As in the rest of the world, post-Second-World-War technologies, such as radiocarbon and thermoluminescence dating, have been incredibly important to determine when some of the first settlements of modern-day Nigeria were inhabited (Calvocoressi and David 1979). Of course, this does not mean that these settlements could be labeled states, but it showed that the quest for origins could have a scientific basis (Sule 2014). Graham Connah, who studied Benin and the Lake Chad basin, was the first archaeologist to study this historical period in Nigeria. It meant that the data gathered in excavation sites could be contextualized and compared to other types of sources commonly used by historians. For example, his Archaeology of Benin provided a large amount of data that historians can still use today to understand Benin’s origins (Connah 1975).

Archaeologists have been careful not to talk about state formation and prefer to talk about the emergence of social complexity in certain places. Anne Haour has been working throughout central Sudan and has mainly focused in her previous articles on the Hausa-speaking zone (Haour 2010). Her book, Outsiders and Strangers, makes an interesting case for the history of state formation in modern Northern Nigeria and illustrates what archaeology can bring to our understanding of state formation in modern-day Nigeria. As she has focused on material culture, she shows that outsiders—whether they be rulers, traders, or craftspeople—can answer very important questions on migrations. Of course, it is still important to remain cautious with the way material culture can be analyzed, as states could be culturally heterogeneous (Haour 2013). Once again, the concept of “state formation” leads to “migrations” and shows that we need a clearer understanding of information and movement flows in precolonial Africa.

Despite the excavations of Igbo-Ukwu in the 1960s (Shaw 1970), archaeological studies seem to be less developed in the south of Nigeria. Gérard Chouin stressed that archaeology in the forest zone has never received the same amount of attention as Northern Nigeria (Chouin 2013). Graham Connah’s monograph on cities’ development in the zone seems to be one of the only summaries published on the region (Connah 2001). This might change in the near future. Despite the economic and political situation in Nigeria, the country still trains archaeologists. Gérard Chouin himself has been studying the way cities such as Benin City could build large earthworks. Benin City does not seem to be an isolated case, though. City walls at Old Oyo, Sungbo Eredo, and less famous sites could give more answers to state formation in Nigeria’s southwestern corner (Chouin 2013).

Conclusion

More could be done to understand state formation in Nigeria. Historians need to re-read the Arabic texts in the light of the new archaeological research. Historical archaeology might hold the key to our understanding of the different phenomena, including early migrations, which led to the creation of some of the early states discussed in this chapter. Obviously, it is very unlikely that large migrations originated from the Middle East, but genetics might answer some questions asked by archaeologists. There is a strong caveat, though: genetics cannot tell us exactly where people came from centuries ago but who they are related to today.

We might never be able to understand how the very first instances of states emerged in precolonial Nigeria. However, we might learn how their successors came to exist. In other words, we could learn more about states’ re-formation than about their birth. Quite tellingly, our sources tend to tell us creation myths precisely when states are being recreated, as if traumatic or meaningful political events were responsible for a new quest of historical legitimacy. For example, environmental history explained how Borno became the center of gravity of the empire of Kanem–Borno in the fifteenth century (Maley and Vernet 2013). This was possibly when the list of kings called the diwan was written down. Existing states could be impacted by diseases, as argued by Chouin, and pandemics such as the black plague might have had a considerable effect on the way states collapsed (Chouin 2018). This might have led to state re-formation in the south-west of Nigerian and the creation of new myths. Multidisciplinary research could thus shed light on the way states were recreated.

There is also a very Nigerian issue. As mentioned in the introduction, many Nigerian title-holders want to prove that their kingdom was older than their neighbors’. Historical disputes between chiefs are not unheard of in Nigeria. For example, Benin’s former Oba claimed in his autobiography that Ife was founded by a prince from Benin and not the other way around (Erediauwa 2004). A controversy ensued online between the supporters of the Oba of Benin and the Ooni of Ife. A book summarizing their dispute was published a few years later. The subject has clear political consequences. More research needs to be undertaken to prevent the spreading of myths…about myths.

A problem of the availability of academic work remains. Arguably, this is not a recent problem. On the one hand, most non-Nigerian scholars publish in books and journals which are not accessible or affordable in Nigeria. On the other hand, many BA dissertations are still on the shelves of university libraries in Nigeria. These works contain precious information that many non-Nigerian researchers cannot access. There is no easy solution to this conundrum; however, sharing research at conferences and online might be one way to prevent the propagation of origin myths in the country.

Finally, we need to re-think the way we study the history of migrations and state formation. The historiography of Europe has considerably evolved since the end of the Second World War. So has the literature on Africa, but not to the same extent. We need to draw hypotheses that consider the work of specialists of other parts of the world (Heather 2012). World History might be able to offer a solution. Another way of stimulating research would be to write a large account of the research undertaken in the domain. In his work Against the Grain, James Scott tried to reconstruct the history of the first states in Mesopotamia (Scott 2017). Similar deep history of Africa would, without a doubt, trigger a new wave of research or debates on the question.
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Note

1.For lack of a better word, I will use the term “stateless” instead of “acephalous.”
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Chapter 7 

State Management and Political Institutions in Nigeria before 1800

Osarhieme Benson Osadolor

Introduction

The understanding of the concept of authority and governance in the study of societies and states in Nigeria before 1800 is dependent, to a large extent, on the type of authority and level of governance that evolved in a geographical area. But the exercise of authority or how power was exercised in the management of the state in the precolonial period also depended to a reasonable degree on the rules of the political system. Within the distinct location occupied by an ethnic group, the wielding of authority and the act or function of governing was closely related to the emergence of the state, its management, and political structures’ evolution. However, the state system was founded on a territorial basis as the political organization of each society with its authority and governance structure. There were many trajectories of state formation and a wide variety of state structures. Its study opens the vista for the interpretation of human history in the area and relies on knowledge of its geography to provide valuable insights about the land and the climate, the peoples and their cultures, and the distribution and movements of population.

In the discourse on state formation before 1800, there are comparative convergences and divergences in the conversations on the emergence of authority and governance in state management and the evolution of political institutions. The conversations attempt to evaluate the evolution of political culture as a reflection of the state formation process. A wide range of diverse power structures, organizational structures, and socio-cultural superstructures existed, and these give us an insight into the diversity of the political history of the various peoples (Osadolor and Otoide 2005, 59). However, Jacob Ade Ajayi has argued that political culture encompasses the set of attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments that give order and meaning to a political process and provide the underlying assumptions and rules that govern behavior in the political system (Ajayi 1985, 3). According to him, “it encompasses both the political ideals and the operating norms of a polity” (Ajayi 1985, 3). The issues and processes involved in the development of politics and government and the factors that facilitated the evolution of political culture have been identified in different studies (Monroe and Ogundiran 2012; Falola 1999; Ikime 1980; Ajayi and Iraka 1985; Service 1975; Carneiro 1970; Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940).

In the Nigerian region’s history before 1800, the most common of the politically organized community was the kingdom, which was a territorial unit with a monarchical form of government headed by a king. Within the territorial unit, the king held a pre-eminent position. For example, the Great Benin Empire, the Niger Delta kingdoms, the Yoruba kingdoms, the Hausa states, Kanem and Borno, and the Niger–Benue states’ confluence belong to this category. Great Benin, Oyo, and the Kanuri engaged in empire-building to enlarge their territories’ size and the influence of their power and authority. Thus, the Great Benin Empire, the Oyo Empire, and the Kanem–Borno Empire became major political units having territories of great extent under each sovereign authority and power. The territory and population of each empire became the vassals of the king. The purpose of the domination and control through empire-building was primarily to boost their economy through tributes and other forms of taxation and control trade and trade routes to either enhance their power and influence or obtain greater power and authority in a wider geographical area.

The argument advanced in this study is that the emergence of precolonial political structures in the geographical space now known as Nigeria derived from the origins of social complexity, which led to the evolution of indigenous political institutions and inter-group relations had a substantial impact. The evolution of political structures of authority and governance for state management were responses to local geographical factors. To understand the key processes in the emergence of political structures as reflected in authority and governance before 1800, this chapter discusses the current state of research, then focuses on the intellectual discourse on state management and political institutions, and finally examines the nineteenth-century political transformation up to British invasion and conquest.

The Current State of Research

The empirical evidence reported in the literature on state formation in precolonial Nigeria by historians, anthropologists, and archaeologists explains the processes of state formation. The scholarship on state formation can be grouped into five categories: first is the early scholarship on state system in the precolonial period; second is the body of knowledge that has been classed into two historiographic debates on whether the emergence of the state was the result of indigenous developments or the consequences of external influences; third is historical writings on indigenous political organizations included in the study of Nigerian history from the early times up to 1800; fourth are the writings on the classification of states and stateless societies or mega- and mini-states arising from the problem of the concept of state and stateless societies as found in the early colonial anthropological classification of African societies; and fifth are writings which have generated debate on the factors of change in the integration and disintegration of some states in the nineteenth-century political transformation.

On the first category of scholarship on the state system in precolonial Africa, writers have pointed out that the understanding of the concept of the state usually refers to the modern state, which originated in Europe in the fifteenth century, and by the end of the eighteenth had evolved into a nation-state, and which diffused all over the world in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However, there are various theories of the state, which also attempt to identify the common characteristics of the state as an organized form of decision-making and governance, sovereign or supreme authority, clearly defined boundaries, clearly defined population, and the provision of security as the reason for the state (Haas 1982; Cohen and Service 1978; Service 1975; Carneiro 1970; Fried 1967).

The Fourth International African seminar in Dakar, Senegal, in 1961defined the criteria for a state system. Careful distinctions were made between state systems in general, divine kingship, and kingship by divine right. The Dakar Seminar defined state system “as a political structure in which there is differentiated status between rulers and the ruled” (Vansina, Maury, and Thomas 1964, 87.) It was pointed out that the state system is founded not only on relations of kinship but also on territorial basis, and the most important index is the presence of political offices; that is, of persons invested with roles which include secular authority over others in given territorial aggregations for which there are effective sanctions for disobedience (Vansina, Maury, and Thomas 1964). Such political offices must furthermore be coordinated hierarchically.

Although the state in precolonial Africa may have emerged through a process of internal development whereby one of its corporate groups had succeeded in imposing itself on others, scholars are still interested in asking questions about the formation and development of Africa’s state. At a conference held in Nairobi, Kenya in September 1979 on the theme “State Formation in Eastern Africa in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries,” the scholars were confronted with the problem of defining the term “state” because a uniformly acceptable definition of the state could not be arrived at. They were all aware of the on-going interest in the theoretical side of the “state” and the “state formation” debate.

A decade later, what appears to be a working definition of the state regarding authority and governance was given by William Zartman. According to Zartman, “a state is the authoritative political institution that is sovereign over a recognized territory” (Zartman 1995, 5). This definition focuses on three functions: first, the state as the sovereign authority—that is, the acceptable source of identity and the arena of politics; second, the state as an institution—and therefore, a tangible organization of decision-making and an intangible symbol of identity; and thirdly, the state as the security guarantor for a populated territory (Zartman 1995, 5). The argument advanced here is simply demonstrating that because these functions are so intertwined, it becomes difficult to perform them separately. f

The second and third categories revolve around the debate on whether the emergence of the state resulted from indigenous developments or the consequence of external influences. In response to this debate, historians have also discussed the states’ indigenous political organization as included in the study of precolonial Nigerian history. This seems to demonstrate how well they understand and attempt to explain the state formation process as a response to local environmental factors. Some of the studies show a strong effect of the internal evolution of states, and others show the influence of trade and religion in the consolidation or the strengthening of authority and governance (Smith 1970; Adeleye 1976; Lavers 1980; Ikime, ed. 1980) (see Chapter 6).

However, colonial historiography first denied Africans, especially south of the Sahara, the indigenous capacity for state formation (Osadolor 2003). The imperial writers claimed that the indigenous peoples were not able to develop political institutions until the arrival of non-Black immigrants, and some other writers went to the extent of attributing the origins of state and socio-political innovations to external influences from Egypt, Carthage, Arabia, and the Middle East. A more problematic issue in the debate was the influence of imperial historiography on local historiography during the colonial period. Local historians began to claim that oral traditions of their people attribute the founders of states to migrations from Egypt, Arabia, and the Middle East, such as the Oduduwa legend among the Yoruba and the Bayajida legend among the Hausa.

One of the most critical comparative problems in this debate is the study of the military’s role and place in the emergence of the state. In Benin, Oyo, and Kanem–Borno, which had the capacity for empire building, the military’s roles were for defense, security, and the enhancement of state power through other states’ control. Perhaps most fundamental of all was the military’s role in the state’s drive to assure its revenue base, particularly the payment of tribute, taxes, collection of tolls, and war booty. Scholarship on this debate recognizes the state as essentially an organization of legitimate force, in which the military establishment became a function of state power (Osadolor 2001; Roberts 1987; Smaldone 1977; Ogot 1972).

Adiele Afigbo has pointed out that “Benin’s imperial history, especially in its military dimensions and external relations should, if properly handled, throw some light on aspects of the history of the petty chiefdoms to the north, east and south of the kingdom after about 1400” (Afigbo 1981). In south-central Nigeria, that is, southern Nigeria east of Yorubaland and west of the Orlu-Nsukka uplands, the rise and expansion of the Benin Empire was one of the factors, though not necessarily the only factor, in explaining the development of states in the area. In Yorubaland, the dimension of inter-group relations with Benin presents some difficulties for the historian of precolonial Nigeria in the historical interpretations of common traits in the eastern Yoruba states’ social structure and political institutions. “The examination of such traits,” argues P. C. Lloyd, “provides an almost endless source of data for the historian but few easy solutions to his questions” (Lloyd 1987, 206).

There were several states or kingdoms in Yorubaland. Some were centered on major towns, namely, Ife, Oyo, Ijebu, Ijesha, Ondo, Akoko, Owo, Egbado, Egba, and Ekiti. Of all the states in Yorubaland, Oyo was the largest and most populous as it broadened its scope of influence and power over other kingdoms by exercising some forms of control. By the end of the fifteenth century, Oyo had emerged as a formidable state, and at its peak in the eighteenth century, Oyo extended as far as Dahomey to the west, as far north into Nupe, south to the Atlantic and shared its eastern border with the Benin Empire. Historians investigating the emergence of Oyo often trace its history to the founding of Ile-Ife, the primary dispersal center of the Yoruba people (Falola 1997; Adepegba 1986; Atanda 1984; Law 1984; Biobaku 1956).

Akinjogbin and Ayandele have argued that most of the kingdoms’ historical developments after the dispersal from Ife are not yet clear, for most of the well-known traditions tend to skip the events after the foundation and dwell on the relatively recent period (Akinjobgin and Ayandele 1980). Robert Collins and James Burns have noted that “by the seventeenth century, the Yoruba were joined in a confederation of the rulers from the big towns under the spiritual and political leadership of the senior Yoruba ruler, the Ooni of Ife” (Collins and Burns 2007, 132). Each ruler was autonomous in his state, but he bound in his relations with neighboring states by elaborate arrangements between the ruling families under the Ooni of Ife (Collins and Burns 2007, 132).

In the Edo-speaking culture, Benin, Esan, Etsako, Owan, and Akoko-Edo established political communities that have been well described by Robert Bradbury and P. C. Lloyd (1957). Benin was the land of one of the most powerful political systems in precolonial Africa. It is one of the most mentioned in contemporary European literature of all the states and societies in West Africa. By the time the Europeans first visited Benin at the end of the fifteenth century, the structure was already complete. So well-founded, it survived essentially unchanged through many upheavals until the British conquest in 1897. However, most writers studying the origins of Benin confuse the origin of the people with the origins of the monarchy, and many others confuse the beginning of the Eweka dynasty with the origins of the people (Osadolor 2001, 50–64).

At the height of its power, the influence of the Great Benin Empire is recorded to have extended westwards along the coast to Lagos (Eko) and beyond; north-westwards through the Ekiti area of the Yoruba up to Otun, which formed the boundary between Benin and the Oyo Empire; eastward to the River Niger and the Igbo areas and southwards to the Atlantic Ocean. The Niger Delta proved a difficult area of penetration for Benin armies, but the reputation of the Oba of Benin extended very far into the delta. As Alagoa points out, “Urhobo, Isoko, as well as Ijo groups voluntarily submitted disputes over leadership for arbitration,” and “successful contestants brought home Benin regalia” (Alagoa 1976, 31). In fact, the Benin Kingdom was remarkable for its influence over the forest and delta regions of southern Nigeria before the nineteenth century. Benin did not live by plunder with its military power but by effective political control of the Empire. The central political system of Benin was one that was firmly based on Edo social structures and ideas such as primogeniture, the absence of widely based lineages as effective political units, the importance of the associational principle as a mechanism for distributing authority, and the typical village pattern of society (Bradbury 1973, 15).

In the Cross River Valley, scholars have focused on the emergence and development of states with particular emphasis on Ibibio origin and migration. Existing literature provides the background to the main areas of interest in Efik political history: first, Old Calabar’s domestic political history, and second, the history of Anglo–Efik relations (Latham 1973, 113–145). The Efik State of Calabar had four major settlements, namely, Ikoritungko or Obio Oko (Creek Town), Obutong (Old Town), Atakpa (Duke Town) and Nsidung (Henshaw Town). The Efik are stated to have moved from Ibom to Uruan in Ibibio country, to Ikpa Ene, and finally to Creek Town on the Cross River (Alagoa 1976, 367).

The eastern delta states developed from an Ijo baseline (Alagoa 1976, 372). The four main city-states of Bonny, Elem Kalabari, Okrika, and Nembe developed institutions appropriate to the changes that occurred over time from internal dynamics of state formation and the international economy’s impact upon the traditional societies. According to Alagoa, “the city-states were best equipped to keep the peace,” and both the city-states and the smaller communities, then, aimed above all to prevent attacks by preparing for war (Alagoa 1976, 362). The types of local security structures were such that traditional rulers in the eastern delta understood that they were rivals and partners in their common interest to avoid the consequences of an accidental war in the creeks. For this reason, they had conventions for the arbitration of disputes by a neutral neighboring community. The Ke (Kalabari) served as peacemakers, invoking religious sanctions to bind warring parties to observe peace conditions mutually accepted. These conventions predisposed the states to accept the British consul in the nineteenth century as arbitrator and treaty maker (Alagoa 1976, 352).

The western delta is home to the Ijo, the Itsekiri, the Aboh, Isoko, Urhobo, and Ukwuani. Obaro Ikime argues that in the western delta, the heterogeneity of the ethnic composition of the province, together with each ethnic group’s fragmented nature, has created the condition in which each group has tended to regard itself as a separate entity (Ikime 1980, 89–90). The kingships of the Itsekiri and the Aboh reveal many of the key issues relating to the rulers’ functions, their accountability, value system and culture, finances, and matters of peace and security. Ikime points out that both kingships were obviously based on the Benin model, though the Aboh one was modified by prevailing Igbo socio-political arrangements, and among the Urhobo and Isoko (including even those Urhobo which claim Ijo influence) the institution of ovie and the various title societies have very strong Benin influence (Ikime 1980, 95). He argues that the Ijo clan of Mein had the institution of Pere, the equivalent of the ovie of the Urhobo and Isoko, which was a title that required the Oba of Benin’s investiture.

However, the village structure was the basis of the social and political organization of the other clans’ fragmented societies. At that level, a council of elders was responsible for the governance and welfare of the people. These elders have been identified in various ethnographic and historical studies as the Ekpako in Urhobo and Isoko, Ndokwa in Ukwuani, and Okosuowei in Ijo. However, among the Urhobo and Isoko, some clans possess the office of ovie, such as the Orodje of Okpe, and the Ovie of Agbon, Ughelli, and Ewu. They combined in themselves executive and priestly functions, which were vital for the clan’s well-being and survival. Ikime argues that “the ovie could never be ignored,” and “he was always in close touch with the elders but did not always sit in council with them except when very grave issues which called for his specialized knowledge had to be discussed” (Ikime 1980, 97). In addition to this structure of government, the institution of age sets, which placed the elders at the upper level, concerned its members with the duty to maintain discipline and matters related to the peace and security of the community.

Other writers agree with Obaro Ikime that to describe the government of these fragmented societies as a gerontocracy is to oversimplify and overgeneralize the state formation process. Ikime, for example, does not consider it necessary to seek a label for the type of government which the people possessed. Rather, he argues that it is necessary to stress that in some ways this was more of a government of the people, by the people, and for the people than modern democracies (Ikime 1980, 98). Therefore, the legal system and the use of customary structures in governance were based on clan perception of judicial and legislative matters. This was due to the diversity of practice of customary law by the western delta’s fragmented societies. Nonetheless, there was an impressive level of security and public order that the communities provided for them.

The western Igbo had, through the process of internal dynamics, developed their social and political institutions as there were groups that possessed certain centralized political institutions (Ohadike 1994) Adiele Afigbo points out that even among the other groups, some of their administrative and judicial institutions, like the village assembly and the council of elders, can be said to be some kind of centralized institutions (Afigbo 1973, 14). On the question of the stimulus to political developments coming from the Benin Empire, Afigbo argues that Benin’s political dominion in the western Igbo area may be a matter for dispute but not the impact of its social and political culture (Afigbo 1980, 84). This is because, in the region, microcosmic versions of Benin Kingdom, court ceremonies and institutions, title systems, and even political terminology were adopted or imposed.

Thus, Lambert Ejiofor argues that though they are Igbo, they are attached to Benin’s political culture (Ejiofor 1982, 9). According to him, their capacity to fuse the Benin monarchical system and the Igbo participatory traits, which is demonstrated in the persistence of their traditional systems and institutions, is remarkable enough to restrict them as a special area for study. One of the early scholars who worked on Igbo history is Elizabeth Isichei, who states Western Igbo’s claim that they are of Benin origin, although such claims are being investigated in research (Ohadike 1994; Afigbo 1973; Ejiofor 1982). The sources and legitimacy of power make the political system an interesting area of study. Where the kingship institution existed, as in Ezechima clan, kingship was hereditary succession in some communities and rotational succession in some others. But the Obi, who is a product of the system, exercised his powers in his council in such a way that he appeared in his true light as rule maker, one who applies rules, and rule adjudicator only when the roles of his functionaries in the system are spelled out (Ejiofor 1982, 210). In practice, the constraints of those roles on his powers are strong and often decisive, but as an institution, the Obi’s powers are immense and extensive.

In the fourth category of literature are writers debating on state or stateless societies. Robin Horton first defined stateless societies as comprising the following characteristics: first, there is little concentration of authority, making it difficult to point to any individual or limited group of men as the ruler or the rulers of the society; second, such authority roles as existed affect a rather limited sector of the lives of those subject to them; third, the wielding of authority as a specialized, full-time occupation is virtually unknown; and fourth, the unit within which people feel an obligation to settle their disputes according to agreed rules and without resort to force, tends to be relatively small (Horton 1976, 72). He labeled the Tiv in the Middle Belt region and the societies in Igboland (excluding western Igbo) as stateless.

Ade Obayemi disagrees with Robin Horton, arguing that the so-called stateless societies were in fact “mini states,” which he defined as “settlements or groups of settlements without powerful royal dynasties or highly centralized governments, lacking urban capitals, and much smaller both in territory and in population” (Obayemi 1976, 202). Toyin Falola supports Obayemi’s point of view. According to him, “there were no people without a state, if we define a state to mean a sovereign government with defined boundaries” and as a result, “a government could have a small jurisdiction, no more than a village or clan since no people lived without a recognized authority which protected land, performed rituals, negotiated peace and resolved conflicts” (Falola 1996, 4). From the historical research on the histories of the Tiv and Igbo, the state of knowledge has progressed beyond explaining state and stateless societies to the understanding of government’s nature in those societies. The lack of conventional records for early Tiv and Igbo history may be the source of the argument.

In his study of precolonial Igbo society, Afigbo has presented arguments that are sufficient to prove that Igboland was not a stateless society. The Igbo-Ukwu culture and the Nri civilization, which spread to other parts of Igboland before 1600, suggests some influences which led to the coalition of previously scattered and autonomous but neighboring kin groups to the formation of villages and village-groups, and then, in most cases, clans (Afigbo 1980, 80). He explains that the most important factor which brought about these amalgamations was probably the expansion of population, which forced hitherto widely separated groups into one another and created the need to regulate the use of farming land to avoid mutually destructive conflicts (Afigbo 1980, 80).

The fifth category of writings revolves around the debate and different viewpoints on the factors of change that brought about political transformation and its impact on state management and political institutions in the nineteenth century. Attempts have been made by historians to provide an understanding and explanation for the political transformation. The studies have focused on the rise of the Sokoto Caliphate in Hausaland; the crisis and reconstruction in Borno; the struggle for the balance of power in Yorubaland following the fall of Oyo Empire; the trade and politics in the Niger Delta; the Benin Empire and tides of change; the Aro hegemony in Igboland; and the British conquest and emergence of modern Nigeria (Falola 1988; Ajayi 1985; Ikime, ed. 1980, 249–392; Ikime 1977; Akintoye 1971; Adeleye 1971; Igbafe 1970; Awe 1964).

The Intellectual Discourse on State Management and Political Institutions

The intellectual discourse on state management and political institutions provides an understanding of the key processes in the emergence of political structures from their social complexities, and in some cases, intercultural contact with other groups. In studying the different epochs in the evolution of political culture, Osadolor and Otoide have noted that the questions that have received little attention in the historiography are: why did many political systems not develop into centralized states, and what are the comparative convergences and divergences in the emergence and development of states (Osadolor and Otoide 2005, 159)? Attempts have been made here to provide an understanding of how the differences in the structures of the states reflect local peculiarities.

In the forest region, the Great Benin Empire was the hub of one of the most powerful political systems and had the reputation of being one of the most important examples of a king-oriented state formation. Its political pattern was a large-scale organization of extraordinary development founded on a monarchical system. The monarchy was both the mainspring in the state’s functioning and the chief creator of the government apparatus. The functioning of the state depended on an elaborate and finely balanced political organization. The monarchy was the nucleus of its great civilization. Alan Ryder argues that Benin’s kingdom owed its existence over centuries to something more than the authority and power of a semi-divine monarchy. According to him, the state’s functioning depended as much, and probably more, upon an elaborate and finely balanced political organization that channeled ambition and ability into its service while it neutralized conflicts by institutionalizing them (Ryder 1967, 31). The essential feature was the association or group of titleholders and aspirants to titles, and there were several of the associations, each with a corporate existence and special function within the state (Eweka 1992).

The earliest known form of government in Benin before the emergence of the first dynasty of kings (known as the Ogiso dynasty) was the rule of elders with the Odionwere or Okaevbo (headman or political leader) as the highest political authority in the village. This pre-dynastic development was a gerontocracy. The village headman or political leader was assisted by four elders known as edion-nene, who were ranked in seniority. Relative seniority between those at the highest level in the age-grade was thus, at any particular time, rigidly defined. The Benin village was the highest political unit. Each village was independent of the other, and the village community became the expression of sovereignty; that is, each village’s right to be free from any outside control of their political life (Osadolor 2001; Bradbury 1973).

The features of the monarchy were based on the traditions of the Ogiso dynasty. These included the extensive palace and its organization, the items of the king’s regalia, the royal stool, the order of Uzama kingmakers, the chieftaincy hierarchy, an economic organization based on the guild system, the class of royal recorders of the achievements of kings, political centralization and the monarchical tradition, and the crystallization of the basic religious ideas and beliefs of the Benin people. By the middle of the fifteenth century, Benin set out on a path of conquest and expansion. Ryder explains that Benin owed its extraordinary development to three factors: its monarchical traditions, the creation of a complex political and social hierarchy, and, arising from these two, the growth of an imperial tradition (Ryder 1967, 29).

The Benin political system consisted of the central political institutions and the district and village administration. The central political institutions were the Oba (the king), the Uzama n’Ihinron (nobles and kingmakers), the Eghaevbo (Town and Palace Chiefs), and the Iyoba (Queen mother). The sacredness of the institution of kingship, the idea of divine kingship, and the political culture that made the Oba a political king all combined to make him the pivot around which the social, political, and economic activities revolved. All chieftaincy titles in Benin were the Oba’s property, and it was he alone who could confer a title. Honorary titles were not created in the Benin chieftaincy system. The Oba made appointments to vacant titles, created new ones, transferred individuals from one order to another, and redistributed administrative competencies in such a manner as to maintain a balance between competing groups and individuals.

The distribution of authority was to prevent any one group from obtaining too much power in a particular administrative sphere (Bradbury 1973, 70). However, the Oba was not an autocrat as he had to operate within the conventions of Benin traditions and rituals. Once a title had been granted to a man, it could not be revoked, nor would the man be removed. More importantly, a new Oba had no right to sack the chiefs appointed by his predecessor or hereditary titles transferred from father to son. But the king was free to reallocate duties and privileges by a judicious devolution of power. As a divine king, the Oba conveyed the traditions, values, and culture that had ensured the vitality and continuity of the society. His principal sacred functions were: first, to maintain the bonds of ritual communion between himself and his predecessors, on the one hand, and his people and their dead, on the other; and, second, to foster his own magical powers and to deploy them for the good of his people (Bradbury 1973, 74). As it were, the continuity of the state and the sanctity of its institutions were reiterated in rituals by linking each significant office and institution with the king.

The Uzama, the palace, and town chiefs formed a state council that frequently met with the Oba. The council was responsible for decision-making, the trial of capital charges, and the hearing of appealed disputes. The members of this council were the king’s advisers and had much influence over him, for the Oba himself was largely dependent upon them for the exercise of his authority. However, in the district and village administration, the predominance of the community over kin-group interests was maintained through a three-tier age-grade organization where the eldest man was village head, and together with the other elders, made policy, maintained law and order, settled disputes, and mediated with the central authority.

In the Cross River Valley were the Efik, whose social and political institutions differed considerably from the Benin Kingdom. The Efik social and political life was inextricably tied to the history of Old Calabar. The Ekpe society was built by the Efik to surpass prestige and an effective instrument of government. It was graded into eight levels of power and authority. The uniqueness of each grade was the ritual, its dances and dress, and to the novice, successive mysteries are shown, proper to the grade of entry into the society (Parkinson 1907, 264). The first four grades were distinguished by wearing cocks’ and peacocks’ feathers, distinct from the fifth to eighth grade conferred with the ostrich feather. The origin of the different grades in Ekpe society’s structure is known to its members, who were required to exercise power and authority according to the rule or customs.

Alagoa points out that slaves were not integrated into the lineage and political system in the Efik society. According to him, the Ekpe society of Calabar barred slaves from ever rising to the top and argues that “the heads of Efik lineages and those who came to assume the title of king (obong) apparently exercised their authority through their membership of the highest grades of Ekpe” (Alagoa 1976, 367–368). Ekpe, an Efik word for leopard, was organized as a special association which had its origins in social change. The process led to the adjustment of the traditional practice of gerontocracy for new forms of government. The Ekpe institution became the effective government in applying sanctions for the maintenance of law and order and the needs of their commerce. The traditional mechanism was such that Ekpe “could administer laws and apply punishments, settle disputes, organize business agreements and act as an effective civil power” (Davidson 1974, 216). Its hierarchy of authority was a flexible system designed to meet the needs of a new type of society, for which it became an intelligent and effective means of government. For this reason, it became widespread in the region and beyond it to the Igbo regions to the northwest (Alagoa 2004, 17).

State management and political institutions in the eastern delta states have also been of research interest to scholars. In terms of their origin and development, the institution of a monarchy seems quite ancient, but the House (wari) lineage institution appears to have emerged later. The earliest known House in Nembe, for example, is that of King Peresuo, which has been dated to about 1660. But the period 1600 to 1800 was a significant one during which the states developed their socio-political institutions. Kenneth Onwuka Dike was impressed by their territorial organization that he called them city-states (Dike 1956, 30–31). On the other hand, G. I. Jones was impressed by the important economic aspect of the eastern delta states that he described them as trading states (Jones 1973, 34).

Among the western delta states, the Itsekiri Kingdom was very compact, with its capital at Ode-Itsekiri and a few settlements scattered along the Forcados, Escravos, and Benin Rivers. The king took the hereditary title of Olu, which is the highest political institution in the kingdom, and next was the Ojoye, a council of seventy chiefs who were titleholders, the most prominent being the Ologbotsere (prime minister and chief adviser to the Olu), the Iyasere (war chief), the Uwangue (custodian of the Olu’s regalia and chief spokesman in council). The structure of governance was such that everything was done to avoid conflict. Where the Olu disagreed with his council in what appeared like major issues, conflict was often avoided by referring the matter to an oracle, the pronouncement of which was regarded as final (Ikime 1980).

Studies in Aboh political history in the western delta throw some light on how the kingdom was organized, in particular, the variation of authority and governance, and their selection process. The title of the Obi of Aboh was not hereditary, and when an Obi died, anyone from the Umude section could aspire to the throne. The Umude section represented Benin’s descendants, and the other section was represented by the non-Benin, known as the Ndiche. An interesting dynamics of the state formation process was the appointment of the chief counselor and commander-in-chief known as the Iyasere. He had to be of mixed parentage; that is, one of his parents had to be Umude and the other Ndiche.

Interestingly, the titled men sat on both sides of the Obi, the Umude to the left and the Ndiche on the right. In the state’s management through the political institutions of the Obi and his council, the exercise of authority and governance functioned to promote internal harmony by balancing the two groups. The political effects of the institutions and authorities manifested themselves in different ways. First, there were the norms and traditions in the selection of the Obi; second, both groups in the kingdom had access to decision making in the administration of justice; and third, the order of state-society relations was in favor of the state, which was held accountable to the people and government, and concerned itself also with the procedures in which local security systems were based.

In Igboland, which is east of the Lower Niger River, the communities have generally been described as acephalous or segmentary political formations, and early European writers who could not describe the nature of authority and governance in state management classified them as stateless. Robert Collins and James Burns have pointed out that “many Igbo communities lacked powerful chiefs or hereditary rulers” and “while the vast Igbo-speaking region includes an array of political traditions, many lived in stateless communities at the beginning of the twentieth century” (Collins and Burns 2007, 137). In their study, however, they observed that “all the Igbo regulate their community affairs through age-sets to which all men and women belong, and many have political associations whose leaders would take responsibility for the governance of the community,” adding that “these communities were composed of many individual villages, each of which had its separate local government that decided the affairs of everyday life” (Collins and Burns 2007, 137). They interpreted the type of authority and how power was exercised as “popular government” in which the entire male—and occasionally the female—members of the village had a say in the local assembly where matters of common interests were decided (Collins and Burns 2007, 137).

Scholars who have focused on politics and government in Igboland before 1800 always begin by reconstructing the Igbo communities’ early history from the Igbo Ukwu and Nri civilizations. Adiele Afigbo argues that “to reconstruct how Igbo villages, village-groups and clans came into being as coherent socio-cultural and, at times, political units will have to concern itself with the critical analysis of what social anthropologists have, probably aptly, described as the ‘ideological charters’ validating existing unities and relationships” (Afigbo 1980, 79). One of the early scholars of Igbo Studies has argued that government at the village level was direct participation that involved all the lineages and which required the political participation of all the male adults, and that the general assembly, the title-making societies, the priestly class, the secret societies, and the age-grade associations were some of the institutions which evolved in the mini-state formation process (Uchendu 1966, 41).

In their study of the Igbo civilization, Ikechukwu Okpoko and Maduabuchi Ibeanu have posited that contrary to the predominant references in the literature that the Igbo were organized into acephalous or segmentary socio-political systems, a few states with kingship system did exist in parts of Igboland, and these include the Nri, Onitsha, Oguta, Osomari, and Aro kingdoms to the east of the Niger and the Aboh and Umuezechima kingdoms to the west (Okpoko and Ibeanu 2005, 193). In their contribution to the debate on the state system in Aro, they argue that the Aro produced a well-defined state organization with a judicial system and an organized army, a state whose economic basis was the control and domination of long-distance trade in Igbo hinterlands (Okpoko and Ibeanu 2005, 193; Stevenson 1968, 188–227). Nevertheless, the Igbo communities had not evolved centralized political systems and, for this reason, power structures that existed were, to a great extent, symbolic because power was actually diffused through a complex system of lineage, village, and village-group representations.

For the Yoruba people of southwestern Nigeria, their history links them together with Ile-Ife regarded as the Yoruba culture’s cradle. There is consensus among scholars of Yoruba history and culture that Ile-Ife represents the formative stage in the Yoruba people’s cultural development (Usman and Falola 2019; Smith 1969; Forde 1951; Johnson 1937). However, Ade Ajayi and Smith have noted that “the Yoruba people have a common language and a common culture but they did not evolve a common political state” (Ajayi and Smith 1971, 1). The Oyo Empire, which was the largest and most populous of the states, came nearest to bringing all the Yoruba people under one political influence. Oyo was one of the Yoruba sub-cultural divisions that included other polities such as Ife, Egba, Egbado, Ijesha, Ijebu, Ekiti, Ondo, and Akoko. The rise to power of Oyo from its foundation towards the end of the fourteenth century up to its apogee in the eighteenth century has continued to attract scholarly debates. So has the prominence of Ife in scholarly research.

Ile-Ife as a “father-kingdom” and Yoruba “national” headquarters had a unique type of constitutional and historical growth, and took seriously its duties as ritual “father-kingdom” from which an elaborate chieftaincy system was developed to look after all the known national gods, create and worship more of such gods, bury the remains of the kings brought back from their distant domains, and dispense the various symbols to validate the choice of new kings (Akinjogbin and Ayandele 1980, 125–126). This constitutional arrangement of a confederation brought other Yoruba states under the spiritual and political leadership of the Ooni of Ife. Robert Collins and James Burns have pointed out that “each ruler was autonomous in his state, but he was bond in his relations with neighbouring states by elaborate arrangements between the ruling families under the watchful eye of the Oni of Ife” (Collins and Burns 2007, 132).

The type of authority and level of governance in the Yoruba kingdoms shows that the government was dominated by the king, the oba, assisted by a council of chiefs known as the iwarefa, which consisted of the heads, agba ile, of the extended families. The council made important political decisions, even choosing the oba, but the oba was responsible for the carrying out the decisions of the state by his own officials (Collins and Burns 2007, 132). The palace was the king’s domain and it was the nucleus of administration, including judicial functions because legal protocols, judicial processes, and ideas of the law were important characteristics of the Yoruba political system (Olaoba 2005, 241). Though Ife was the oldest and most senior Yoruba state, it was surpassed in political importance by the Oyo Empire, situated in the savannah woodland north of the tropical rainforest.

Funso Afolayan has noted that “a major source of strength for the Oyo Empire was its system of government” (Afolayan 2000, 173). According to him, at the center of this empire was the alaafin, regarded as a sacred ruler and saluted as “Kabiyesi, Oba alaase, Ekeji Orisa,” meaning “The One whose authority cannot be questioned, the king with authority, the companion of the Gods” (Afolayan 2000, 173). The alaafin was carefully selected and commanded enormous respect, and no man could be considered for elevation to the imperial throne unless he was directly descended from Oranyan, the founder of Old Oyo (Stride and Ifeka 1971, 298). The institution of the alaafin and other political institutions of the Oyo Empire served to check and balance power and authority in its state management. The alaafin was the head of the empire and supreme overlord of all his peoples, whose duties also included the responsibility to protect tributary states from external attack; he was the supreme judge of the empire, his court, the final court of appeal. But Afolayan argues that “while the extent of the power exercised by the alaafin depended to a great extent on his personality, unlike the more authoritarian monarchies of Benin and Dahomey, ignore the wishes and advice of his chiefs without imperiling his survival” (Afolayan 2000, 173).

The Oyomesi, made up of seven kingmakers, was the supreme council of state and the most important political institution after the institution of the alaafin. The head of the Oyomesi was the Bashorun, and all members held their positions by hereditary rights as representatives of major lineages, and this gave them considerable independence and the initiative to influence, restrain, and even remove the monarch (Afolayan 2000, 173). The Bashorun was a kind of prime minister who possessed great power and wealth and was able to influence the political decisions of both the Oyomesi and the Ogboni. The Ogboni was a powerful society of freemen who were highly respected for their age, wisdom, and importance in religious and political affairs. Its leader had unhindered access to the alaafin. The most important decisions of the Oyomesi could not be carried out without the approval of the Ogboni. Constitutionally, the Oyomesi and Ogboni provided checks on the power and authority of the alaafin. The council of warriors known as the Eso, was an important institution in the state’s management. They were individually appointed for their military skill and valor, and their rank was not hereditary. At the head of the Eso was the Are-Ona-Kakanfo, supreme commander of the imperial army (Stride and Ifeka 1971, 300).

In the northern region of Nigeria, particularly, the area referred to as central Sudan, the Kanem–Borno Empire, and Hausa states emerged. In the northeast of Lake Chad of central Sudan, the people are credited to have established the empire of Kanem in c. 900 AD with the integration of several clans under the Sayfawa dynasty. By the eleventh century, the state of Kanem had become a powerful force to the northeast of Lake Chad and “reached the height of its power during the reign of Mai Dunama Dibalami who ruled from 1210 to 1248” (Shillington 2012, 190). By the end of the thirteenth century, Kanem established a tributary state in Bornu, southwest of Lake Chad. The Sayfawa dynasty lasted in an unbroken line from about 800 AD to 1846, and at the head of the central government was the Mai, that is, the king who ruled with the advice of a council. The official organ of government was the Council of Twelve which was composed of the royal family and dignitaries descended from slaves. Other important influences on royal authority and governance were women, who held key positions namely the Magira (Queen Mother), the Magara (Mai’s Elder sister), and the Gumsu (Mai’s first wife) and had a practical influence on state politics.

For administrative purposes, the Kanem–Borno Empire was divided into four great geographical subdivisions: the Kaigama was the governor of the south; the Yerima controlled the north; the Mestrema ruled the east; and the west was the responsibility of the Galadima (Stride and Ifeka 1971, 129). They were the four leading members of the Council of Twelve members, and whose functions were both administrative and military (Stride and Ifeka 1971, 129). Throughout its history, Kanem–Borno maintained its independence with an imperial government based on the commercial wealth of trade.

Across the northern grasslands was the formation of state institutions in Hausaland, west of Kanem–Borno. The evolutionary process began with the compact walled villages that served as basic political units that transformed into towns, which emerged into city-states between 1000 and 1200 AD. This development followed increased population and villages grouping into walled cities that developed as capitals of the seven states, namely, Biram, Daura, Katsina, Zaria, Kano, Rano, and Gobir—collectively known as the Hausa Bakwai. Their traditions of origin link them to Bayajida, a prince from the Middle East who settled first in Kanem and then Daura, where he became the ruler. Other Hausa states such as Zamfara, Kebbi, Gwari, and Yauri are linked to this tradition, but as the Banza Bakwai or impure Hausa states.

In explaining the state formation process in Hausaland, Osadolor and Otoide have pointed out that the long process of the emergence and expansion of the Hausa gari (town) appears to be the crucial factor in the formation of political institutions in Hausaland rather than the explanation given by the Bayajida legends (Osadolor and Otoide 2005, 164). They concluded based on the studies of Abdullahi Smith and Roland Adeleye that the Bayajida legends offer no real explanation of the process of state formation in Hausaland (Smith 1970; Adeleye 1976). Administratively, each Hausa state was headed by a king known as the sarki, and under him was a retinue of fief-holders and officials. Throughout its history, the Hausa people were conscious of their common ancestry but could not establish a strong, unified empire. Each city-state was strongly fortified to dominate the countryside and to offer resistance to external attacks. However, the Hausa states lost their independence to the Fulani jihadists after the jihad of 1804 led by Usman dan Fodio, who established the Sokoto Caliphate.

Between the north and south of Nigeria, there lies a middle belt of land and peoples that established the Jukun state of Kwararafa, the Kingdoms of Igala and Nupe, and other mini-states. The Jukun state became significantly powerful among contemporary states and empires from the second half of the sixteenth century. As a formidable military power, the Jukun conquered and pillaged Hausaland and presented a major threat to Kanem–Borno. In terms of authority and governance, the Jukun political structure was a monarchical state and their ruler, the Aku, was a divine king who was held to represent the gods and the link between them and the people. As both religious and political head of his people, he enjoyed enormous prestige, but in the actual work of government, his authority was limited by state structure (Stride and Ifeka 1971, 105).

For checks and balances in state management, the Jukun king had several Councilors and the priests of the Jukun cult who had access to varied and effective sanctions. The leader or head of the Councilors was the Abo, whose position was that of a prime minister with several constitutional weapons to coerce the Aku. Equally, the priests of the Jukun cult who guarded the sacred relics left by the former kings could threaten to reveal their sacred objects that may destroy the mystery and divinity of any particular ruler. Thus, there were influential people and pressure groups that the Aku had to placate. The extent of his influence on government depended on his personality and political ability (Stride and Ifeka 1971, 47).

The Igala and Nupe states which emerged in the Niger–Benue confluence of the middle belt were prominent among other states in the area. But Ade Obayemi has drawn attention to the ethnographic mapping of the region’s present-day societies, showing evidence of royal dynasties, highly centralized political systems, and large urban capitals (Obayemi 1976, 202). The political institutions of the Igala kingdom had strong monarchical traditions of a centralized government with the Atta as the king and his capital at Idah. In another study, Obayemi points out that in the Igala state system, “supreme authority rested with the Igala Mela each of whom, like the Uzama Nihinron, Oyo-Mesi had territories to administer” (Obayemi 1980, 153). The inhabitants of Nupeland acknowledged the political overlordship of the Igala kingdom and the Atta as the sovereign (Abubakar 1985, 67). In its early political history, Nupeland lacked an all-embracing political system under a single leader until the fifteenth century when Nupe vassalage to the Igala kingdom came to an end. The Nupe had a confederacy of twelve or more related though separate groups united by Tsoede, under his rule in the late fifteenth century and won independence from Igala (Stride and Ifeka 1971, 99). Sa’ad Abubakar has pointed out that the Nupe mega-state that emerged had evolved from the village level organization, and Tsoede was the catalyst in that process of political evolution and played a significant role in the establishment and development of the Nupe kingdom (Abubakar 1985, 69).

Following the political transformation of the Nupe-speaking confederate groups into a kingdom in the late fifteenth century, “a single ruler had emerged and his authority extended over all the various Nupe sub-groups … which was in all respects an independent sovereign state” that no longer acknowledged the over-lordship of the Atta of Igala (Abubakar 1985, 69). The king who took the title of Etsu Nupe was both political and religious head of the state. In state management and the evolution of political institutions, the central government had four categories of officials. First, the palace officials who attended to the royal family and their security needs; second, the civil officials whose duties affected the day to day affairs of the state; third, the military officials concerned with the defense of the kingdom against external aggression and the prosecution of war; fourth, the religious officials who were priests of the major cults (Abubakar 1985, 70).

Conclusion

The historiography of societies and states in Nigeria before 1800 focuses on how the memories and interpretations of the political history of that past have been presented in scholarly research. The significant patterns in the variation of authority and governance in state management and political institutions derived from the origins of social complexity and evolution of political structures, and which were responses to local geographical, environmental factors, not least of which were contacts with other cultures or their influences. The institutional adaptation to change was either stimulated by internal evolutions or external influences. From this study, historians have thrown some light on several key issues in establishing the political structures of the mega-states and mini-states in a given geographical area. A wide range of diverse power structures, authority, and organizational structures existed, albeit, within various peoples’ social complexity.
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Chapter 8 

Economic Production and Exchange of States and Societies in Precolonial Nigeria

Aribidesi Usman

Introduction

Compared to the high scholarly interest in the politics, art, and material culture of states and societies in precolonial Nigeria, there has been less attention to these societies’ economic organization. In the precolonial period, people engaged in hunting and gathering, agriculture, mining, and manufacturing. Also, many trading activities took place between different societies and states that later became known as Nigeria. Because it is difficult to capture all aspects of the economic activities in the precolonial period, which goes back several thousand years, this chapter is limited to between 10,000 BCE to about the late nineteenth century CE, immediately before the onset of British colonialism. It is also important to stress here that “pre-European” and “precolonial” Nigeria are not the same. Most African societies made contact with Europeans at different periods long before colonialism took place. In West Africa, the earliest contact with Europeans also varies from place to place. Some groups had direct contact with Europeans as early as the fifteenth century, others not until the nineteenth century. Hence, the nature of their economic production and exchange may reflect such contact.

This chapter contributes to understanding the economic production and exchanges in states and societies in precolonial Nigeria. The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section looks at the prehistoric period in modern-day Nigeria’s territories, from the earliest archaeological findings in the Late Stone Age (LSA) to Iron Age. During this time, the economy of the people was hunting and gathering and, later, domestication of animals. From the year 1000 CE, significant socio-political complexity, cultural, and economic changes took place in various territories that later became modern-day Nigeria. Iron tools had begun to replace stone tools, and trade routes were beginning to link various societies. These developments had important impacts on production systems in precolonial Nigeria. The second section discusses the different types of economic productions and trade, parameters for exchange, organization of trade, and changes from the late eighteenth century to the eve of the colonial conquest in the late nineteenth century.

Prehistory

Archaeological works suggest that people have been living in all parts of Nigeria for several thousand years. The Late Stone Age (LSA), which spanned between 10,000 BCE and 2000 BCE, was a remarkable cultural development. There is evidence of human remains from the Iwo Eleru rock shelter in southwestern Nigeria, dated to around 9000 BCE (Falola and Heaton 2008). Similar evidence of early societies has been found in other places in Nigeria, such as Apa I, Ifetedo, and Ita-Ogbolu in the southern forested region; Itaakpa in the middle belt region; Mejiro cave, Afikpo, and Rop in the savanna zone; and Daima and other sites in the Chad Basin area of the Sahel (Alabi 2005; Oyelaran 1998).

The Iwo Eleru site indicates two distinct cultural phases: the aceramic phase represented by stone tools from 10,000 to 5000 BCE, and the ceramic phase with stone axes and pottery, suggesting a progression towards agriculture between 5000 BCE and 1500 BCE. In southeastern Nigeria, the Afikpo site has three cultural phases: microlithic phase dating to before 3000 BCE, flaked axes and pottery phase dating between 3000 and 500 BCE, and the ceramic phase from about 100 BCE. The cultural changes indicated above were probably evidence of sedentism associated with domestication and the need to store grains or wild seed (Alabi 2005). There was evidence of animal domestication at the Daima and Kursakata sites in the Lake Chad region—particularly sheep, goats, and cattle—from the second millennium BCE. Animal husbandry probably arrived here from across the Sahara from the east and north between 3000 and 2000 BCE (Breunig et al. 1996). In the Sahel and savanna regions, the cultivation of cereals such as African rice and millet probably started in the second millennium BCE. In the forest and middle belt regions of precolonial Nigeria, farmers cultivated yam and oil palm products (Alabi 2005).

The Iron Age was a period of significant technological and social development. Iron’s advantage over stone, wood, and bone tools led to an increased capacity to exploit the environment. Iron transformed settlement and land use patterns, preparing land for agriculture, increasing food production and enabling a rise in population (Shaw 1978). With iron technology, humans could vacate rock shelters and caves for open settlements by clearing the forest and establishing hamlets and villages. The preference for open settlements has been linked with population movement toward the savanna and rainforest belts (Eyo 1974; Oyelaran 1998; Ozanne 1969).

The earliest iron-using Nigerian society is the Nok culture in central Nigeria. Iron-working dates to the seventh century BCE at Taruga, near Abuja, in the middle belt region (Aremu 2005). Taruga sites also contain terracotta sculptures found within a 500-kilometer radius of the site. Other iron-working sites in the middle belt include Tudun Wada, Kuchamfa, Jemaa Maitumbi, Kawu, and Kagara, dating between 900 BCE and 200 CE (Aremu 2005). At Uffe Ijumu, in northern Yoruba, iron smelting dates to 160 CE (Oyelaran 1998), while at Opi, in the southeast, iron smelting dates to the fifth century BCE (Okafor 1993) (see Chapter 5).

The earliest polities were small-scale, decentralized societies, focusing on small villages or village-groups. In these societies, political structures were “decentralized” in that political hierarchy was rarely higher than the village or village-group level. The changes from decentralized to centralized polities did not take place all over the Nigerian region at the same time and never happened in some areas. Some societies, particularly those in the southeastern and middle belt regions of modern-day Nigeria, maintained decentralized political structures until European colonialism. Examples of these are the Igbo, Efik-Ibibio, Ijo, Idoma, and the Tiv. The Igbo has varieties of political structures but are generally organized on an age-based hierarchy at the village level, where elders were in-charge of decision-making (Falola and Heaton 2008). Multiple villages formed around a market, with the market also functioning as a place for village-group meetings. At the village level, community members could voice their opinions about village matters, while members of secret societies represented their villages at the village-group level (Falola and Heaton 2008).

By the end of the first millennium CE, centralized states had grown out of these decentralized polities. In the forested region, some of the large states that emerged are Ile-Ife, Benin, Oyo, Ijebu, and Ilesa (See Chapter 7). In the Sahel and savanna regions in the north, there are states like Kanem, Bornu, Jukun, and the Hausa city-states such as Daura, Kano, Katsina, Zaria, and Gobir (See Chapter 6). In the Niger–Benue region’s middle-belt zone are polities such as the Igala, Nupe, Igu, Opanda, and the Gbagyi, among others. The nineteenth-century jihad of Usman dan Fodio led to the Sokoto Caliphate’s creation, an Islamic state encompassing most of what is now northern Nigeria (Filaba 2005) (see Chapter 12). In eastern Nigeria along the Niger Delta, small city-states developed probably beginning in the fifteenth century with the Portuguese arrival, growing through the nineteenth century with the Atlantic slave trade. The most important and probably the biggest of these states in the Delta was Bonny (Davidson 1998).

Economic Production

The economy in both the centralized and decentralized societies in precolonial Nigeria relied on agriculture, hunting, fishing, trade, craft specialization, and domestic animals’ keeping. The geographical location of many societies and states influenced traditional production. The forest and fertile grassland environment of Yoruba, Edo, and Igbo communities encouraged agriculture and enabled communication, trade, and social and political interactions. The city of Kanem, on the northeast of Lake Chad, became wealthy as a result of agriculture and location on the trans-Saharan trade route (Falola and Heaton 2008:26). The Hausa states, located in the savanna environment, were very fertile for farming. For example, Kano is within the Sudanic vegetation zone south of the Sahara Desert’s edge, and the Guinea vegetation to the south (Olaniyi 2005). The Igala, Nupe, and other societies in the middle belt zone lie in northern and southern rainfall zones (Abdulkadir 2011). The Niger and Benue rivers inundated the environment that produced rich alluvial soil that farmers used to grow various crops.

Farming was for family needs, trade, and tribute. People cultivated different crops, such as yam, maize, cassava, groundnut, beans, rice, sweet potato, cocoyam, melon, sorghum, and millet, some of which came after the European contact on the coast. The savanna region in the north was suitable for herding, while the tsetse-fly prevented this in much of southwestern and southeastern Nigeria. Some Yoruba hired Hausa and Fulani from the north to tend cattle for them (Johnson 1921). The immigrant Fulani pastoralists made cattle products, such as milk, butter, and cheese, available in the area (Clapperton 1829; Lander and Lander 1832).

Farmers employed simple tools in agriculture. Machetes or cutlasses for cutting down trees and brush clearing, while short-handled or long-handled hoes, depending on the area, are used for making ridges or mounds for growing crops. Generally, women took little part in agriculture but were very active in producing pots, cotton, local soap, and other commodities. Agricultural households included an adult male, one or more females, children, and possibly dependent relations. For labor on the farm, a farmer depended first on himself, his wives, and adult children. If the household included strangers or domestic slaves, the farmer also made use of their labor. A man could also rely on his in-laws, friends, or age-grade members to help on the farm. A lineage head could ask for the work of members of the lineage on certain days of the week to assist on his farm (Abdulkadir 2011). Because of respect, the members usually honor such requests.

Hunting of game was carried out both by individuals and in groups to supplement livestock meat. The traditional hunting weapons were guns, spears, bows and arrows, machetes, hunting dogs, traps, and snares. Hunting occurred typically during the dry season, although traps for catching games were set throughout the year. In the Yoruba and Edo areas of southwestern Nigeria and the Igala in north-central Nigeria, there were commissions and other professional hunters who worked for the royal elites and other groups (Filaba 2005; Usuanlele 2005). In the southeast, hunting had ceased to be a rewarding economic pursuit due to the scarcity of games caused by excessive exploitation of the forests in the past (Afigbo 1976).

People who lived close to rivers engaged in fishing. Fish and shrimp were caught in large rivers, lagoons, and the ocean. Fishermen were known to dig canals during the rainy season to trap some fish, and in the hinterland, shallow waters were drained during the dry season to increase catch (Usman and Falola 2019). The Ijo and Itsekiri fishermen explored the rivers and streams for fish and exported them to the hinterlands. Dried fish came from the Delta and the Cross River, the Niger, and Anambra rivers (Afigbo 1976). Fishermen caught fish with split branches of palm trees, nets, hooks, traps made from plant roots, and poison (Ojo 1966). In some hinterland communities, where streams and rivers were the abode of gods and goddesses and fish regarded as children of those supernatural beings, people would not exploit the fish their streams and ponds provided (Afigbo 1976).

Craft production is related to agriculture and trade. The village crafts continued to be relevant even up to the early part of the twentieth century (Afigbo 1976, 452). However, craftwork faced a challenge when the British imposed colonial rule over modern-day Nigeria. It is impossible to identify all the various works of art and crafts of the Nigerian people in the precolonial period. I will only discuss some of them here. Generally, craftwork took place both in the home and outside. Craft production included palm oil extracting, cotton spinning, weaving (cloth, baskets, and mats), salt making, brewing and food processing, metalwork, dyeing, pottery, canoe making, tanning, leather making, and wood carving. These crafts were carried out by specialists and non-specialists, as well as full-time and part-time labor.

Textile production involved cotton growing, spinning, weaving, sewing, dyeing, and embroidery. The indigo plant (Indigofera SPP) first grew naturally but then began to be cultivated by the early twentieth century. Cloth manufacturing was common in Igboland, Nupeland, Yorubaland, Benin, and the Hausa states. Many nineteenth-century travelers recorded information about woven textiles and dyeing pots or pits found on their journey. For example, Landers observed on their trip through Nupeland in 1830:


The cloth which they (the Nupe of Zagoshi) manufactured in common with their countrymen, and the robes and trousers which they wove are most excellent and would not disgrace an European manufacturer; they are worn and valued by kings, chiefs, and great men, and are the admiration of the neighbouring nation (Lander and Lander 1832, 197).



Oyo produced high-quality cloth. In the eighteenth century, the European trader Adams wrote, “The cloth manufactured in Hio is superior, both for a variety of pattern, color, and dimensions, to any made in the neighboring countries” (Adams 1823, 89). It is also claimed that Oyo-Ile’s cloth was produced mostly by Muslim male weavers (Bray 1968; Law 1977). According to oral and written accounts, precolonial Kano was a large trading and cloth production center (Olaniyi 2005).

Bronze and brass casting were ancient crafts practiced for over a thousand years in the Nigerian region and reached a high artistic achievement level. The well-known casting centers in Nigeria were Igbo-Ukwu, Ife, and Benin. Ile-Ife began making sculptural arts in terracotta and brass from the eleventh century AD (Usman and Falola 2019). Excavations of bronze sculptures at Igbo-Ukwu suggest a date of the ninth century CE. Bead-making was another local craft found among the Yoruba, Igbo, and Nupe. Ile-Ife made blue dichroic glass beads, referred to as segi, and a red tubular type called iyun (Drewal and Mason 1998). There is evidence of re-melted, imported glass in some of the Ife beads, mainly the soda-lime glass. However, substantial archaeological and compositional evidence points to local glass bead-making in Ife (Babalola 2015; Lankton et al. 2006).

Pot-making is a vital craft industry of considerable antiquity in Nigeria. It was a prevalent craft because of the relevance of its product with domestic use. Broken pots or potsherds are common artifacts at Iron Age archaeological sites. Pottery materials have been discovered virtually in all parts of Nigeria. Leatherwork was common among the Nupes; Yorubas; the Hausas of Kano, Katsina, Gobir; and the Kanuri of Bornu. They produced both for local use and for export. Writing in 1850, Barth noted that “no place in the whole negroland is so famous for excellent leather and the art of tanning as Katsina” (Barth 1965, 529). Woodcarvers made vessels, dishes-stools, mortars and pestles, trays, bowls, spoons, bottles, jars and lids, combs, musical instruments; and ax handles, machetes, and hoes for agricultural use; weapons for warfare, canoes for fishing and transportation; and religious statues. The Kede in Nupeland, the Igala on the Niger–Benue confluence, and the Ijaw in the Niger Delta were prodigious carvers of canoes paddled by as many as forty men at a time (Lander and Lander 1832, 261). Mention should also be made of oil palm production. Oil palm supported a wide range of village crafts and industries. Palm oil was an essential product in the trade of peoples from southeastern and southwestern Nigeria for centuries. Because they grow naturally in the forest, oil palm trees were communal property, and their use was controlled by the village community (Afigbo 1976).

During the precolonial period, some families or kin-groups within the community achieved specialization and standardization in some products. For example, in Benin, the Usen area is known for mat weaving; the Use area in the mortar and pestle carving; the Ego, Use, and Utekon areas in earthenware pottery; and the Uwelu and Okemue areas in local snacks, akasan, and uloka, respectively (Usuanlele 2005, 272). Also, every Yoruba town and village had compounds or wards named to reflect specialized occupations common to their inhabitants or practiced by their ancestral figures (Usman and Falola 2019). Similarly, according to the Kano Chronicle, by 1000 CE there were eleven chiefs in Kano, each the head of a kinship group specializing in different occupations like smelting, blacksmithing, brewing, salt-digging, and medicine (Fuglestad 1978; Palmer 1967, 511; Smith 1964).

Parameters for Exchange

Before discussing exchange systems during the precolonial period, it is pertinent to discuss the essential parameters necessary for trade to occur, regardless of the market type. For any economy, whether simple or complex, there must be an understanding of the types of conditions or parameters that must be in place for such economic activity to manifest. These include the means of transport that serve it, the trade routes, and the medium of exchange of goods.

Transport was needed to move goods from one place to another. In precolonial Nigeria, land and water are the two primary forms of transport. Transportation by land was by head porterage and pack animals. In the forest, traders either carried the goods themselves or employed porters, slaves, or family labor. A person can carry up to 120 pounds of the load over a distance of about three kilometers an hour (Falola 1996). Because of its reasonably open landscape, the inhabitants of the savanna frequently used pack animals. Camel, donkey, mule, bullock, and oxen were the popular animals used. They could carry more loads than humans and travel long distances with ease. The scarcity of pasture and the prevalence of tsetse fly with trypanosomiasis that could kill the animals prevented pack animals from being used in the forest region.

Water transport was useful where there were rivers, streams, lagoons, and oceans. Water transport was cheaper than transport by land and suitable for transporting large items. However, many rivers lacked water during the dry seasons, while others flooded in the wet seasons. Transport by canoes was the best method of river transportation. The canoe could carry bulkier loads than human beings or animals. The canoe was also convenient, as traders could sit down with their goods. The canoe was standard in the estuaries and lagoons along the coast, on the Niger and the Benue rivers, and on Lake Chad (Ogunremi 1996).

A complex network of trade routes crisscrossed Nigeria. According to Ogunremi (1996), these trade routes are in three categories. First, the local routes linking the villages and towns in the same area together; second, the regional or inter-state routes connecting two or more states; and third, the international highways that linked many states and different ecological regions together. A critical characteristic of the trade routes was the toll-collection centers. The purpose of toll collection was to maintain routes and procure revenue for the local authorities (Ogunremi 1996). In the Old Oyo period, an Oyo ajele was placed in every critical town to collect tributes and taxes for the alaafin and ensure that local rulers maintained and secured the trade routes (Akintoye 2010). Also, in civil wars or unrest, and during the slave trade, large caravans used the routes (Ogunremi 1996). Besides, highway robbers shared the routes, molesting traders and stealing their wares. To prevent these problems, traders often traveled together on their journeys in large caravans. Local chiefs were required to offer protection against bandits and oversee the flow of goods through their settlements. In return, the local rulers obtained income in taxes and tolls (Usman and Falola 2019).

One other parameter of trade was the availability of a medium of exchange. The introduction of commodity currencies, such as salt, gold, and cowries, was vital for trade between states and societies in precolonial Nigeria. However, cowry currency became the most prominent, particularly for a business transaction (Olaniyi 2005). The cowries came from the Indian Ocean and arrived in West Africa via the trans-Saharan trade routes before the eleventh century AD (Hopkins 1980, 68). Even though people were already using cowry shells as currency in Western Sudan by at least the thirteenth century, it was in the early sixteenth century that it became popular in Nigeria’s major trading cities (Olaniyi 2005). Cowries were supplied to Hausaland via the trans-Saharan trading routes through Sijilmasa in a limited amount before the eighteenth century (Johnson 1970, 33). In Benin city, cowry currency was so popular during the period of ogiso rulers in the eleventh and twelfth centuries that it caused inflation and forced the nationalization of its supply to the kingdom by Ogiso Obioye (Usuanlele 2005, 263).

Local (Internal) Trade

Local (internal) and regional (long-distance) trade were an essential part of precolonial economies. There was no division between the two commercial systems but a continuous sequence. However, despite the vital roles of internal trade in societies’ livelihoods, scholars of long-distance trade have often ignored internal trade. Local producers traded goods for those they did not produce themselves and those made cheaper and better by other people. Both men and women engaged in trade. Men were more in wholesale and regional trading, exporting produce, providing security, organizing, and financing trading on a large scale (Abdulkadir 2011). Women were common in local trade but sometimes embarked on long journeys to trade. Clapperton encountered women from Oyo territory trading at Kulfo in the north of Nupe territory (Clapperton 1829, 136). Most of the petty trade and trade in foodstuffs were in women’s hands. Farmers’ wives took the family harvested crops to the market to sell. Women also dominated the collecting, processing, and marketing of palm produce.

There were periodic markets that followed the traditional patterns of four, five, or eight days. In the Igala area of the Niger–Benue confluence, the most important market was Ejule, held at night and every eight days (Abdulkadir 2011, 54). According to Usuanlele (2005, 373), about sixty major markets belonged to the four-day market week recognized in the Benin kingdom. The market transactions were controlled by state market officials known as eghaeki (Usuanlele 2005). These chiefs allocated market sheds, settled disputes, ensured peace in the markets, enforced regulations, and fixed prices on goods like ivory, pepper, and palm kernel reserved for the oba (Usuanlele 2005). In most societies in Nigeria in the precolonial period, markets grew around the house of the head or founder of the settlement or were strategically located close to the ruler’s palace or residence (Banwo and Danmole 2004).

Markets developed to provide an avenue for exchanging food crops, livestock, household, and agricultural equipment within subsistence economies and neighboring settlements (Delancey 2013). The hinterland producers with surplus products took advantage of the profitable trade by supplying large amounts of foodstuffs to the local markets. In southeastern Nigeria, communities in the hinterland still relied on fellow hinterland peoples to secure what essential items they lacked. Some of these goods came through the same routes and men in control of long-distance trade, like the Aro, the Awka, the Abiriba, the Nkwerre, and the Aku (Afigbo 1976).

Regional (Long-distance) Trade

Precolonial economies were interdependent and based on long-distance trade before contact with the Europeans (Davidson 1972, 84). Trade took place over very great distances connecting different communities. Gold, salt, ivory, textiles, slaves, and many other products passed along the trans-Saharan trade routes that connected western Africa with the north. Forest products, such as kola nuts, were carried northward into Western Sudan and across the Sahara to North Africa, and the forest peoples obtained the North African goods through Hausaland (Davidson 1998, 73).

There were two groups of professional traders in Yorubaland—the alarobo and the alajapa (Banwo and Danmole 2004). The alarobo were traders at the local markets and between small settlements in the interior, while the alajapa engaged in long distance trading between Yoruba territories and beyond (Banwo and Danmole 2004). Yoruba communities established trade links with the Akan to the west, the Benin kingdom to the southeast, Borgu and Dahomey to the northwest and southwest, the Nupe and the Igala in the Niger, and the Hausa and Kanuri beyond the Niger. The two major routes for long-distance trade were north–south and east–west, trading products such as swords, potash, salt, slaves, copper, stone beads, and horses (Obayemi 1976). Salt was obtained through the east–west trade route of the Niger–Benue system, while ori (shea butter), whose fat was used for cooking, lighting, and traditional medicine—came from Nupeland (Obayemi 1976, 1980).

Oyo’s strategic location south of the Niger River and on the main trade route from the Niger, connecting Yorubaland to societies in the north, created an opportunity to trade with people of the forest to the south and the savanna to the north. Oyo trade with the north was conducted through the towns of Ogodo, or Raka with the Nupe (Law 1977), and Oyo trade with the Bariba (Borgu) to the northwest made Bussa the primary market (Robertson 1819). In the nineteenth century, trade routes from Oyo via Nupe and Borgu were connected at the market of Kulfo, north of Nupe (Clapperton 1829). From Kulfo, trade routes continued to Hausaland and Bornu (Law 1977).

Some of Benin’s early military aggression was for controlling trade routes. According to Usuanlele (2005), the Benin–Udo conflicts may have been an attempt by Benin to have direct access to trade routes to Yorubaland (Usuanlele 2005). Udo lies between Benin city and Ile-Ife (a Yoruba town) and a terminus of the north’s trade. Udo’s removal from its middleman position gave Benin direct access to the Yoruba trade (Usuanlele 2005, 262). Archaeological and oral historical sources indicate that commercial relations existed between Benin and Ile-Ife and that artisans and diviners conducted their business freely in both places. Archaeologists have found some items produced at Ile-Ife and dating to the Ogiso period in an archaeological context in Benin (Fagg 1963, 32).

Benin started to engage in trade with Europeans on the coast from the end of the fifteenth century. The access to European goods gave Benin its early monopoly over firearms necessary to pursue its territorial expansion and control of trade routes and markets (Usuanlele 2005). Benin established three significant trading associations to meet the European demand to search for the needs of the tributary polities. These trading associations were the Ekhen Egbo (to northeast Yoruba and Ilorin markets), Ekhen Oria (to the River Niger port of Ozigono through Esan), and Ekhen Ikhuen (from the Niger–Benue confluence area through Etsako land) (Usuanlele 2005). These coastal trade networks were later joined by independent brokers, dealing with Itsekiri, Ijo, and Ijebu-Yoruba traders who lived in areas with navigable waterways suitable for European ships (Usuanlele 2005).

As early as the fifteenth century, the Niger–Benue Confluence was one of the busiest commercial centers in the African hinterland (Laird and Oldfield 1837, 167). The Niger and Benue rivers are linked to inland trade routes. The trade routes from Hausaland in the north were connected to trade routes in the south through the Niger–Benue confluence, then went westwards through Nupeland and crossed southeast through the Afo, Agatu, and Bassa territories (Filaba 2005). The Niger–Benue Rivers and their tributaries played essential roles in the lives of the Nupe, Igala, and Jukun kingdoms and smaller polities who are traders, farmers, fishermen, and political elites (Boston 1968; Kirk-Greene 1958).

There were three separate but inter-related trading areas in the Niger–Benue confluence. The northern area centered on the Niger–Benue confluence, the southern region in Igboland and south along the lower Niger, and the eastern trading area on the Benue valley and Idomaland. In the early nineteenth century, commercial activities below the Niger confluence were controlled by the Igala kingdom, the Aboh Igbo, and the Delta state (Abdulkadir 2011). The Igala established trade contacts with Igbo, Hausa, Kanuri, Yoruba, Ebirra, Afenmai, Edo, Idoma, and Nupe, and the Arabs and the Europeans (Abdulkadir 2011; Dike 1982). The main items of trade among the Igala were horses, slaves, ivory, salt, beads, palm oil which were re-exported, and foodstuffs and clay vessels. Evidence from the archaeological excavations at Igbo-Ukwu suggests horses were traded between the Igala and the Igbo as early as the ninth century CE (Afigbo 1977, 128). The Igala obtained horses from Hausa merchants at the Igala markets at Oguma and Ejule, then took the horses to Igbo markets, including Nsukka (Afigbo 1977). Some of the horses also came from the Nupe. Lander (1830) credited the Igala and the Nupe with excellent horses. Oral traditions from Nsukka in Igboland also claimed that the Nupe first introduced horses to the area (Oguagha and Okpoko 1984).

The Igala obtained some of their slaves through raids and tribute from regional markets such as Panda, Ikiri, Gbobe, Aboh and Asaba, and Nupe and Kakanda (Abdulkadir 2011). In the early nineteenth century, an estimated 11,400 slaves, mainly from Nupe and Kakanda, were sold yearly at Ikiri market (Abdulkadir 2011). Oldfield was taken aback by the large trading in Ikiri market, which he compared to the Rhine… “there appeared to be twice as much traffic going forward here as in the upper parts of the Rhine” (Laird and Oldfield 1837, 133). The Igala also traded in ivory, some of which were obtained locally by specialist Igala hunters and Adamagu and Hausa traders in the Niger area (Abdulkadir 2011). The ivory was sold to Aboh in Igboland, who made it into women’s bangles (a status symbol for wealthy women) and regalia for Igbo titled men. Beads were also luxury goods which the Igala obtained from the Nupe and other groups in the north and traded to the Igbo (Abdulkadir 2011). Most palm oil was purchased from Onitsha and other markets in the lower Niger and then taken to the confluence, where it was sold for cowries and ivory (Abdulkadir 2011, 52).

For long-distance trade, southeastern Nigeria was divided into two main zones: the coastal (middlemen) zone occupied by the Ijo and the Efik, and the hinterland (primary producers) zone occupied by the Igbo, the Ibibio, and the Ogoja peoples (Afigbo 1976, 456). Trade between the zones was necessary as no one zone was self-sufficient. Goods lacking in one zone could be found in the other zone. For example, the Ijo had salt and smoke-dried fish in abundance but lacked enough food produce (e.g., yams, cocoyams, bananas, palm oil, vegetables, and so on) to feed. All these were traded from the interior. Besides supplying food materials to the coastal zone, the hinterland also provided the area with labor, both free and slave (Afigbo 1976).

European contact increased the variety of goods the Ijo and the Efik supplied into the interior. European wares such as ironmongery, textiles, spirituous drinks, and others were now added (Afigbo 1976). In the nineteenth century, the hinterland people supplied the Ijo and the Efik goods needed locally and met the Europeans’ demands at the coast. These items included slaves and farm produce required to feed the slaves during their journey to the New World, ivory, and other items (Afigbo 1976). By the 1850s, when the trans-Atlantic slave trade ended, both the coastal and the hinterland traders embraced the “legitimate trade” or trade in natural resources (see Chapter 11). At this time, because the coastal middlemen requested palm oil, palm kernel, cotton, ivory, rubber, and the like, the hinterland producers had no other choice than to meet their demand (Afigbo 1976).

In southeastern Nigeria, the interior communities had developed a well-organized distribution network. The Aro were a major supplier of slaves (see Chapters 10 and 32). Due to their popularity and respect as agents of the Ibiniukpabi oracle (the long Juju), the Aro established several slave collecting centers in the interior, particularly in heavily populated areas (Afigbo 1976). Through this, they were able to exploit many communities of the Benue valley. Because the Aro controlled the main export commodity, which was slaves, they also had almost a monopoly access to the European goods provided by the coastal traders in exchange for slaves (Afigbo 1976, 457). Besides the Aro, there were other trading groups in slaves and imported wares in the region. For example, the Omunneoha of Owerri operated under their famous Igwe-ka-ala oracle and able to control a portion of the trade; also, the Awka was well-known for their oracle, Agbala, and their reputation as expert smiths (Afigbo 1976). With these different groups, the commercial activities expanded throughout the entire region and in the western Delta, Igala, and Idoma (Afigbo 1976).

The decline of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and the introduction of “legitimate commerce” after 1850 saw many trading groups emerge. However, the mode of operation also changed during this time. Unlike the slave trade, no one group could dominate the trade in agricultural produce (Afigbo 1977). The Aro were expected to dominate the legitimate trade as they did in trade in slaves and European goods, but they were either not fast enough or unsuccessful in adapting to the new business (Afigbo 1976). Hence, the Aro had to collaborate with local middlemen like the Mbala of Isuochi, the Aku of Nsukka, and the Nike of Nkanu (Afigbo 1976).

The Hausa city-states (e.g., Daura, Gobir, Katsina, Kano, and Zaria) were in close and constant touch, sometimes through war but more often through commercial interaction (Davidson 1998). By the fourteenth century, long-distance trade had developed significantly, and Hausaland had been integrated into the trans-Saharan trade networks. Kano and other Hausa centers’ economic importance made the region a population destination for two major migrations—the Bagauda migration(s) from Bornu and the Wangara traders from the Mali Empire (Olaniyi 2005).

Kano produced agricultural goods, particularly grains and livestock; the mining of iron ore, tin, and salt; and the manufacture of textiles, leather, and iron goods, among other things (Lovejoy 1974, 1979). Ostrich feathers, hides, cotton, thread, and indigo came from eastern Zamfara and other Kano sites (Olaniyi 2005). Trade routes linked Kano with markets and goods in the savanna, the rainforest, the Sahel, and the Sahara zones. Kano products, such as local-made woven cloths, sandals, and tanned hides, were exported to North African trading centers like Timbuktu, Morocco, Ghat, Tripoli, and Fezzan (Olaniyi 2005).

Kano expanded its external markets for its products and consolidated its middleman position in long-distance commerce after the fourteenth century. For instance, Kano secured a trade agreement with Nupe to export horses to Nupe in exchange for slaves. The Kano Chronicle indicates that during the reign of Abdullahi Burja (1452–1463), Kano sent ten horses to the king of Nupeland and received twelve eunuchs in return (Olaniyi 2005). The practice of horse breeding in Kano during this time, a knowledge that came from Borno, led to Kano’s economic and political expansion. According to John Hunwick, by the end of the fourteenth century, Kano traded its large domesticated horses in exchange for slaves in the Benue valley and Nupeland (Hunwick 1976).

State Influence and Control

Both regional and long-distance trade brought great wealth to the states, especially their ruling elites and trading groups. In the Benin kingdom, the oba used his royal power to monopolize the trade in certain items, notably ivory, pepper, coral beads, and, in the nineteenth century, palm kernel (Usuanlele 2005). In addition to the oba’s monopoly in certain commodities, trade with Europeans and long-distance trade were also tightly controlled by state agents or palace officials, licensed agents, trading associations, and independent brokers (Usuanlele 2005). The Benin oba was usually the first to negotiate trade with any visiting European trader on his terms before any other person or group (Ryder 1977). European records document that in 1550 the king conducted trade with European merchants in person, and, in 1590, the king’s agents were negotiating for trade on behalf of the king, though the king still had the final word on the issue (Usuanlele 2005).

The state institution directly contributed to Kano’s emergence as a major commercial center on the caravan trade’s southern terminus. For example, Sarki Kanajiji (ca. 1390–1410) established trade with the Kwararafa region southeast of Kano, which allowed Kano to import horses in exchange for human cargo (Naniya 2001, 90). Also, under Sarki Abdullahi Burja (1438–1452), Kano gained a more comprehensive trade network and the establishment of direct commercial links with Bornu and Gonja (Olaniyi 2005). Sarki Muhammed Rumfa (1463–1499) further developed Kano’s potential for local manufacturing and agriculture (Olaniyi 2005). Of Rumfa’s several achievements, establishing the Kurmi market as a commercial center for both local and long-distance trade created a major commercial transformation in the region that increased trade volume (Naniya 2001).

In the Niger–Benue Confluence, the Igala state controlled the river trade, over-land trade, tribute system, market, and production. In the hinterland, state control was conducted through the Amonu-Aja “market chiefs” who organized and supervised trade, settled disputes, and traded for the attah (king) and themselves (Abdulkadir 2011). The clan heads were in charge of the river trade. The most important of these clan heads are abokko and agaidoko. They monitored the movement of goods, levied duties on traders and goods, reported back to the attah on the trade situation, and secured for him choice items like ivory, horses, and slaves (Abdulkadir 2011). These clan chiefs were required to live in Idah, close to the palace, so that the government could monitor them and for them to perform their political functions as sub-chiefs (Abdulkadir 2011). In a centralized and hierarchical state like the Igala, the trade was organized so that titled holders traded for the attah. After any trading negotiation, these clan chiefs took their commission, about half, and sent the rest to the attah.

The Igala state control over river trade and over-land trade maintained the royal elite’s economic and political power. Restricting the distribution of items like firearms and gunpowder needed by the state to preserve its integrity assured the officials’ power and exalted position. The duties and tolls imposed in the markets on trade routes were to compensate for the Igala state’s security. Unlike in the non-centralized Igbo, where the Igbo traders organized for their own traveling themselves, in the Igala state, the government provided a public force to protect travelers, and market chiefs safeguarded the markets (Abdulkadir 2011).

Later Commercial Developments

The late eighteenth and early nineteenth century was a period of significant development in the Nigerian region’s economic history. The trans-Saharan and regional trading networks that linked the various states and societies now competed with the new trade systems centered on the Atlantic coast. This period brought drastic population changes, slave mode of production at the household level, state expansion, rivalries among royal elites, new alliances and conflicts, and new commercial centers (Filaba 2005, 491). The Islamic jihad in Hausaland and the expansion of the Sokoto Empire occupied the first half of the nineteenth century. The middle of the century saw other issues relating to European interest in colonizing Nigeria.

Kano maintained direct control of trans-Saharan trade before the rise of the Atlantic trade. But now, Kano was indirectly connected to the Atlantic economy through the forest zone’s kingdoms and states (Olaniyi 2005). Kano goods and other Hausa products appeared on the Atlantic and in Kumasi and Lagos by the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Flint and McDougall 1976). Old Oyo was the main middleman between Central Sudan and the coast, making the economy of Hausaland and Yoruba more integrated than before the eighteenth century. According to Paul Lovejoy, “The Oyo (Yoruba) profited from both the sale of slaves to Europeans and the re-export of (cowry) shell to Nupe and Hausa states … ” (Lovejoy 1974, 566). In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, two major trade routes came from Kano. The western route ran through Sokoto and Birni Kebbi to end in Salaga and Kumasi. The southward route branched into three directions in Zaria: the southwest route via Bussa and Nikki to Salaga; the central route through the Old Oyo capital in Yoruba territory, which ended in Whydah and Lagos; and the route through Bida in Nupeland and connected to the Niger River at Lokoja in the Niger–Benue Confluence (Olaniyi 2005). From Kano, goods such as salt, glass, beads, silk, leather goods, livestock and horses, and slaves went southwards to Old Oyo and Ilorin, while kola nut, pepper, and other spices were supplied to the north by traders from the area of Old Oyo. The main export of Kano through Old Oyo to the coastal market was human cargo. Other items supplied to the coast included textiles, dyestuffs, and ivory in return for European, Asian, and Mediterranean goods (e.g., textiles and beads, cowry shells, brass, iron, and firearms) (Law 1980).

Hausaland was thrown into chaos in the early nineteenth century by the jihadist wars between 1804 and mid-nineteenth century (Adeleye 1971; Waterman 1975). The success of the jihad led to the creation of the Sokoto Caliphate (Lovejoy 1979). The political institutions that emerged in 1820, following the conquest of many non-Hausa polities by the jihadists, were formed into autonomous emirates, each with its ruler or emir and government (Abubakar 1980). The Caliphate was governed by Islamic principles, while its economic structure, which also borrowed from Islamic practices, was based on a slave system (Filaba 2005). All areas subjugated under the caliphate were subjected to slave raiding and slavery mode of production. The non-Hausa societies conquered by the caliphate became slavery plantations in Hausaland and the outlying areas owned by the Hausa-Fulani allies. Enslaved people were also engaged in mining, household slaves, and the military (Filaba 2005).

The rise of the Sokoto Caliphate and its introduction of slavery mode of production affected the Niger–Benue confluence societies. The Hausa-Fulani and their Nupe allies in the region conducted several slave raids (Lovejoy 1979). Oral traditions from the Gbagyi claim that the kings of Kurape carried out slave raids in the area and sold captives to the Hausa, Nupe, and the Ebira traders (Filaba 2005). After the conquest of Nupe by the Fulani jihadists, the now Muslim Nupe kings began to raid their non-Muslim neighbors, including the Igala and other Niger–Benue Confluence groups. Between 1830 and 1833, the whole northern bank of the lower Niger was conquered and subjugated under the Fulani regime from Nupe and Nassarawa emirates, while military campaign into Tiv, Idoma, and Igala territories continued for several years (Abdulkadir 2011).

The purpose of the military incursions of Igala territory by the Fulani jihadist and their Muslim Nupe allies was to dislodge the Igala of their control of the north-south trade to generate more revenue, acquire firearms and slaves. The danger of firearms falling into the enemies’ hands was a significant concern. For example, the Panda’s successful resistance to the jihadists’ attacks in 1824 was due to its possession of firearms (Adamu 1978, 47). As a result, the control of firearms was central to Nupe policies. The Nupe also needed slaves as tribute payments to Sokoto, Gwandu, and Zaria. Slaves were also essential to the economy of Nupe state based on plantation agriculture—the major source for Nupe exports and the wealth of the ruling elites (Adeleye 1971, 118; Mason 1970, 1973). Between 1857 and 1901, when the British conquered the Igala, there were an estimated 1601 slave villages in the region (Mason 1973, 6). The need to have specialists or skilled people from the well-developed trade and crafts of the south was also a reason for Nupe raids. The Nupe king, Masaba, imported Yoruba slaves because of their skills in weaving and dyeing (Nadel 1965).

The southwestern part of Nigeria experienced changes in the nineteenth century. The Oyo empire—the major polity in the area and a big supplier of slaves to Porto Novo and Lagos’ coastal ports—was beset with an internal political crisis. By the 1750s, the crisis between the alaafin and the Oyo mesi had led to the usurpation of alaafin’s power by Basorun Gaha. The nineteenth century was a period of wars in the region, as different Yoruba polities were engaged in battle with one another for supremacy. By the 1780s, Oyo suffered defeats from Borgu and Nupe, its closest neighbors in the savanna region. Also, Dahomey’s resistance to Oyo’s control of trade routes to the coast continued, and by 1807 Dahomey successfully blocked Oyo’s access to Porto Novo, forcing Oyo to move its slaves further east to Lagos (Falola and Heaton 2008). By the 1820s, Oyo had lost control of its routes to the sea, used for trade in slaves and other European merchants’ items.

Meanwhile, Oyo was still dealing with the external military threat from its northern neighbors, with Oyo Ile city under constant attack from the Fulani based in Ilorin. By 1836 the Ilorin-Fulani had sacked Oyo Ile and took over most other Yoruba towns in its vicinity. The movement of refugees and the reorientation of political and military power after Oyo’s fall led to a series of protracted wars between Yoruba polities. The Yoruba warfare lasted for sixteen years and only ended with British intervention in 1886, who used the opportunity to gain a foothold in Yorubaland (Falola and Heaton 2008).

At the same time, the wars in Yorubaland were ongoing, changes in the economic structure of both the southwest and the southeast were also taking place. The British abolished the slave trade in 1807. While the abolition did not affect the slave trade in the Bight of Benin and Bight of Biafra immediately, the British naval squadron was sent to secure the coast and arrest European ships engaged in the slave trade. With the decline in the demand for slaves in the Americas, the transatlantic slave trade was reduced to a very low level by 1850. The British promoted “legitimate commerce,” that is, trade in natural products (e.g., gold, palm oil, palm kernel) to replace human cargo (See Chapter 11).

The southern, forested region of southern Nigeria is known as the natural home of oil palm in the world (Falola and Heaton 2008). Palm oil had been a staple food item in the region for many centuries and formed part of internal trade within the Nigerian region long before the nineteenth century. The level of palm oil exports had increased even before the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade. In the late eighteenth century, British traders purchased large amounts of palm oil in West Africa to sustain slaves on the middle passage and as direct export to the United Kingdom, where palm oil was needed to make candles and soap, and as lubricants for industrial machines. As provided by Falola and Heaton (2008), by the 1780s, Liverpool (England) had imported an average of forty tons of palm oil annually, mostly from West Africa. In 1815, shortly after abolishing the slave trade, Britain imported over 2000 tons of palm oil from West Africa, out of which 1200 tons came from Old Calabar on the Bight of Benin. For the remainder of the nineteenth century, palm products exported to the United Kingdom came mostly from the Bight of Biafra. By the 1840s, Bonny had dislodged Old Calabar as the largest exporter of palm oil (Falola and Heaton 2008). These two ports, Bonny and Old Calabar, exported over 12,000 tons of palm oil in a year in the 1840s, and by the 1850s, it had increased to 20,000 tons, representing two-thirds of all the palm oil exported to Britain from West Africa during this period (Falola and Heaton 2008).

The high labor requirement in palm oil-producing activities brought important changes to the Nigerian people’s socio-economic structure. Two systems of labor were involved in palm oil production. These are slave labor and family labor—particularly with the individual, small-scale production. In both cases, women, free or enslaved, were responsible for most of the oil production work (Falola and Heaton 2008). Large-scale plantations for palm oil production were more common in the Bight of Benin’s hinterland than in the interior of the Bight of Biafra. As the transatlantic slave trade was abolished and the trade declined, slaves were increasingly used for domestic activities, agricultural labor, porters for long-distance trade goods, or military work (see Chapter 15). Thus, the introduction of “legitimate trade” did not end the slave trade but instead promoted the value of slaves within the local economy (Falola and Heaton 2008).

Conclusion

Economic production and exchanges have been a long-standing feature of the states and societies in precolonial Nigeria. The differences in the nature of agricultural specialization and crops in Nigeria’s various regions served as a significant stimulus to trade. Trade was further enhanced by the craft and manufacturing industries of societies and states. Hence, agricultural and craft production laid the foundation for external trade and regional commercial activities during the precolonial period. Local and regional trade provided outlets for the exchange of surplus agricultural products and craft items. Regional trade also encouraged a wide range of interactions between neighboring polities and peoples during the precolonial period. The adoption of cowries as a medium of exchange was a significant economic development. The relationship between the use of cowry as currency and for state financing (e.g., taxes, tributes, payment of services) and assurance of its continuous supply from the coast helped to unite the economy of Sudan and the savanna/rainforest/coastal areas (Olaniyi 2005). The direct involvement of state officials in the commercial network brought enormous revenue to the state and contributed to the economic transformation of many states like Kano, Benin, Igala, Old Oyo, and others. In many of these situations, the early accumulation of a considerable surplus gradually helped build a complex society. The surplus enabled some populations to free themselves from essential food production and focus on other occupations: this created division of labor, occupational specialization, and a hierarchical political system.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, long-distance trade was challenged when Europeans began to intrude into the area of modern-day Nigeria. After 1850, European influence increased considerably, leading to an increase in overseas trade. The requirements of overseas trade, particularly in palm oil, led to increased production and the number of traders. The arrival of European traders, missionaries, and explorers began with the signing of a treaty with the Europeans. The treaty made a symbolic remark about the abolition of the slave trade. Some of the provisions included the cession of land and the guarantee of protection of British men and goods (Abdulkadir 2011). Some of the rulers signed the treaty in an attempt to prevent a further decline of their power. It has been suggested that Attah probably ceded his territory to create a powerful ally between the expanding Nupe kingdom and his own subjects on the right bank of the Niger below the confluence (Abdulkadir 2011, 81).

There is no doubt that European trade brought wealth to the states, mainly ruling elites and trading groups, but it did not constitute the basis of their livelihood (Ikime 1977, 147). The Europeans’ commercial activity was possible because of the surplus goods produced locally in the states and the well-organized trading groups to supply the goods needed. The technology involved in crafts production did not change much with the arrival of Europeans. For example, blacksmiths merely changed from forging smelted bloom to forging imported metal scraps. Similarly, the Nupe glass bead makers adopted imported bottles instead of traditional glossy glass; potters still make their pots by hand and fire them in open-firing furnaces rather than adopting the potters’ wheel. It would appear that these changes did not take place because there was no necessity for them. Technological developments, after all, have always been based on the need of the people.

With the Europeans’ coming, the states became dependent on external trade and the control of firearms. At first, European companies depended on states and traders for palm oil and made little effort to obtain direct access to the producing regions. But gradually, this relationship was to change. The Europeans were no longer pleased with the limited area allowed them and began penetrating the interior. For the effective exploitation of resources in the late 1870s, the United African Company (UAC) established trading stations in various areas in southern and north-central Nigeria. The richness of these areas in palm products, ivory, cotton, and rubber, and as river ports were factors for establishing European trading posts. The European presence ultimately displaced the old commerce pattern, got rid of the ruler’s economic prerogatives, and undermined the foundation of traditional political structure.

References

Abdulkadir, M. S. 2011. A Political and Economic History of Igalaland, Central Nigeria. Saarbrucken, Germany: LAP Lambert Academic Publishing.

Abubakar, S. 1980. “The Established Caliphate: Sokoto, the Emirates and Their Neighbors.” In Groundwork of Nigerian History, edited by Obaro Ikime, 303–326. Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books.

Adams, J. [1823] 1966. Remarks on the Country Extending from Cape Palmas to the River Congo. London: Frank Cass.

Adamu, M. 1978. The Hausa Factor in West African History. Zaria: University Press Limited.

Adeleye, R. A. 1971. Power and Diplomacy in Northern Nigeria, 1804–1906. London: Longmans Group Limited.

Afigbo, E. A. 1976. “Southeastern Nigeria in the Nineteenth Century.” In History of West Africa, vol. 2, Second edition, edited by J.F.A. Ajayi and Michael Crowder, 429–484. London: Longman.

Afigbo, E. A. 1977. “Pre-Colonial Trade Links between South-Eastern Nigeria and the Benue Valley.” Journal of African Studies 4, no. 2: 119–139.

Akintoye, S. A. 2010. A History of the Yoruba People. Dakar: Amalion Publishing.

Alabi, Raphael. 2005. “Early Agricultural Societies: Innovations in Technology and Economy before AD 100.” In Precolonial Nigeria, edited by Akinwumi Ogundiran, 87–104. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

Aremu, David. 2005. “Change and Continuity in Metallurgical Traditions: Origins, Technology, and Social Implications.” In Precolonial Nigeria, edited by Akinwumi Ogundiran, 133–155. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

Babalola, A. B. 2015. “Archaeological Investigations of Early Glass Production at Igbo-Olokun, Ile-Ife, Nigeria.” PhD dissertation., Rice University.

Banwo, A. O., and Danmole, H. O. 2004. “The Traditional Economy.” In Understanding Yoruba Life & Culture, edited by N. S. Lawal, N. O. Sadiku, and P. A. Dopamu, 299–312. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

Barth, H. 1965. Travels and Discoveries in North and Central Africa: Being a Journal of an Expedition Undertaken Under the Auspices of H.B.M.’s Government in the Years 1849–1855, vol. 1. London: Frank Cass.

Boston, J. S. 1968. The Igala Kingdom. London: Oxford University Press.

Bray, J. M. 1968. “The Organization of Traditional Weaving in Iseyin, Nigeria.” Africa 38, no. 3: 270–280.

Breunig, P., Neumann, K., and Neer. W. V. 1996. “New Research on the Holocene Settlement and Environment of the Chad Basin in Nigeria.” African Archaeological Review 13, no. 2: 111–145.

Clapperton, H. 1829. Journal of a Second Expedition into the Interior of Africa, from the Bight of Benin to Soccatoo. London: Frank Cass.

Davidson, B. 1972. Africa: History of a Continent. New York: Macmillan.

Davidson, B. 1998. West Africa before the Colonial Era. New York: Longman

Delancey, V. 2013. “The Economies of Africa.” In Understanding Contemporary Africa, Fifth edition, edited by April Gordon and Donald Gordon, 115–165. Boulder, CO: Lynne Riener Publishers.

Dike, P.C. 1982. “Origin of Pre-Colonial State in Africa: The Case of Igala.” African Notes: Bulletin of the Institute of African Studies, University of Ibadan 9, no. 1: 15–26.

Drewal, H. J., and Mason, J. 1998. Beads, Body, and Soul: Art and Light in the Yoruba Universe. Los Angeles: UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History.

Eyo, E. 1974. “Excavations at Odo Ogbe street and Lafogido, Ife, Nigeria.” West African Journal of Archaeology 4: 99–109.

Fagg, W. 1963. Nigerian Images. Lagos: National Commission for Museums and Monuments.

Falola, T. 1996. “Trade and Markets in Pre-Colonial Economy.” In Economic History of West Africa, edited by G. O. Ogunremi and Faluyi, E. K., 61–71. Ibadan: Rex Charles Publication.

Falola, T., and Heaton, M. 2008. A History of Nigeria. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Filaba, M. A. 2005. “Transformations in the Niger–Benue Confluence during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries.” In Precolonial Nigeria, edited by Akinwumi Ogundiran, 491–508. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

Flint, J. E., and McDougall, E. A. 1976. “Economic Change in West Africa in the Nineteenth Century.” In History of West Africa, vol. 2, second edition, edited by J. F. A. Ajayi and Michael Crowder, 379–402. London: Longman.

Fuglestad, Finn. 1978. “A Reconsideration of Hausa History before the Jihad.” Journal of African History 19, no. 3: 319–339.

Hopkins, A. G. 1980. An Economic History of West Africa. London: Longman.

Hunwick, J. O. 1976. “Songhay, Bornu and Hausaland in the Sixteenth Century.” In History of West Africa, vol. 1, Second edition, edited by J. F. A. Ajayi and Michael Crowder, 264–301. London: Longman.

Ikime, Obaro. 1977. The Fall of Nigeria: The British Conquest. London: Heinemann Educational Books, Ltd.

Johnson, Marion. 1970. “The Cowry Currencies of West Africa, Part 1.” Journal of African History 11, no. 1: 17–49.

Johnson, Samuel. 1921. History of the Yoruba from the Earliest Times to the Beginning of the British Protectorate. London: G. Routledge

Kirk-Greene, A. H. M. 1958. Adamawa Past and Present. London: Frank Cass

Laird, M., and Oldfield, R. A. K. 1837. Narrative of an Expedition into the Interior of Africa by the River Niger in 1832, 1833 & 1834, vol. 1. London: Bentley.

Lander, Richard. 1830. Records of Captain Clapperton’s Last Expedition to Africa, 2 vols. London: Colburn & Bentley.

Lander, Richard, and J. Lander. 1832. Journal of an Expedition to Explore the Course and Termination of the Niger, 3 vols. London: J. Murray.

Lankton, J. W., Ige, O. A., and Rehren, T. 2006. “Early Primary Glass Production in Southern Nigeria.” Journal of African Archaeology 4, no. 1: 111–138.

Law, Robin. 1977. The Oyo Empire c.1600–c. 1836: A West African Imperialism in the Era of the Atlantic Slave Trade. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Law, Robin. 1980. The Horse in West Africa History. London: Oxford University Press.

Lovejoy, Paul. 1974. “Interregional Monetary Flows in the Pre-colonial Trade of Nigeria.” Journal of African History 15, no. 4: 563–585.

Lovejoy, Paul. 1979. “The Characteristics of Plantations in the Nineteenth-Century Sokoto Caliphate.” The American Historical Review 84, no. 5: 1274–1275.

Mason, M. 1970. “The Jihad in the South: An Outline of the Nineteenth Century Nupe Hegemony in North-Eastern Yorubaland and Afenmai.” Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria 5, no. 2: 197–210.

Mason, M. 1973. “Captive and Client Labor and the Economy of the Bida Emirate, 1857–1901.” Journal of African History 14, no. 3: 453–471.

Nadel, S. F. 1965. A Black Byzantium: The Kingdom of Nupe in Nigeria. London: Oxford University Press.

Naniya, T. M. 2001. “A History of Kurmi market, Kano, 1463–1999.” FAIS Journal of Humanities 1, no. 3: 90

Obayemi, A. M. 1976. “The Yoruba and Edo-Speaking Peoples and Their Neighbors Before 1600 AD.” In History of West Africa, vol. 1, edited by J. F. A. Ajayi and Michael Crowder, 196–263. New York: Columbia University Press.

Obayemi, A. M. 1980. “States and Peoples of the Niger-Benue Confluence Area.” In Groundwork of Nigerian History, edited by Obaro Ikime, 144–164. Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books.

Oguagha, P.A., and Okpoko, A. I. 1984. History and Ethnoarchaeology in Eastern Nigeria: A Study of Igbo–Igala Relations with Particular Reference to the Anambra Valley. London: Cambridge Monograph in African Archaeology.

Ogunremi, G. O. 1996. “Pre-Colonial Transport.” In Economic History of West Africa, edited by G. O. Ogunremi and Faluyi, E. K., 42–48. Ibadan: Rex Charles Publication.

Ojo, Afolabi. 1966. Yoruba Culture: A Geographical Analysis. London: University of London Press.

Okafor, E. E. 1993. “New Evidence on Early Iron-Smelting from Southeastern Nigeria.” In The Archaeology of Africa, Food, Metals and Towns, edited by T. Shaw, P. Sinclair, B. Andah, and A. Okpoko, 432–448. London: Routledge.

Olaniyi, Rasheed. 2005. “Kano: The Development of a Trading City in Central Sudan.” In Precolonial Nigeria, edited by Akinwumi Ogundiran, 301–318. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

Oyelaran, P. A. 1998. “Early Settlement and Archaeological Sequence of the Northeast Yorubaland.” African Archaeological Review 15, no. 1: 65–79.

Ozanne, Paul. 1969. “Excavations at Ladoku: A Preliminary Report.” West African Archaeological Newsletter 1: 8–10.

Palmer, Y. R. 1967. Sudanese Memoirs. London: Frank Cass & Co.

Robertson, G. A. 1819. Notes on Africa, Particularly Those Parts Which Are Situated Between Cape Verde and the River Congo. London: Sherwood, Neely and Jones.

Ryder, A. F. C. 1977. Benin and the Europeans, 1485–1897. London: Longmans Group, Ltd.

Shaw, Thurstan. 1978. Nigeria: Its Archaeology and Early History. London: Thames and Hudson.

Smith, M. G. 1964. “The Beginnings of Hausa Society.” In The Historian in Tropical Africa, edited by J. Vansina, R. Mauny, and L.V. Thomas, 339–357. London: Oxford University Press.

Usman, A., and Falola, T. 2019. The Yoruba from Prehistory to the Present. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Usuanlele, Uyilawa. 2005. “Precolonial Benin: A Political Economy Perspective.” In Precolonial Nigeria, edited by Akinwumi Ogundiran, 259–280. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

Waterman, Peter. 1975. “The Jihad in Hausaland as an Episode in African History.” Kroniek von Afrika 2, no. 5: 141–152.


Chapter 9 

Religion in Precolonial Nigeria

Shobana Shankar

Introduction

A striking aspect of the history of Nigerian religion is the wealth of sources that exist for the centuries before 1900. Nigerian Perspectives: An Anthology, collected by socialist historian Thomas Hodgkin and published by Oxford University Press in 1960, provides a remarkable illustration of this. It includes more than one hundred annotated extracts of accounts dating from the ninth to the nineteenth centuries, organized by states from Kanem–Borno in the Lake Chad region to the Oyo Empire, the Delta, and Igbo hinterland (Hodgkin 1960). The range in types of sources is also rich: mahram (documents outlining privileges and exemptions with which the state rewards individuals and groups) from Borno, chronicles of Arab geographers and African court recorders, and Yoruba oral traditions. Religion was neither Hodgkin’s primary concern nor that of many of the documents’ authors; his goal was to reject the preoccupation with studying European colonial power in African societies and to reckon with “African nationalism” (Kirk-Greene 1962). Yet, the documents have aided scholars writing on topics such as Islam in some Nigerian communities and the processes of the entwinement of indigenous religions, Islam, and Christianity in Yorubaland, to name just a few (See, for instance, Sanni 1995; Aminu 1981; Peel 1967).

Despite its immediate impact, the book had not been used enough, argued historian E. A. Ayandele in 1979, who more than a decade earlier had published his monumental book tracing Christian mission history in the aftermath of the British abolition of the slave trade up to the colonial amalgamation of Southern and Northern Protectorates and colonies in 1914. He took his historian colleagues to task for their failures in not educating Nigerians enough in their rich past, leading to low numbers of indigenous historians, history staff needing to be drawn from non-Nigerian scholars, and a governmental view “upon man as primarily an economic animal, a Naira chaser” (Ayandele 1979). He offered advice on how Nigerian historians could better fulfill their “patriotic obligations.” Among his prescriptions, one emphasis stands out: focusing on evidence that “there was a Nigeria before British Nigeria” and “ferreting out cultural and linguistic links, apart from theories of origin, of the diverse peoples of our country” (Ayandele 1979). In other words, Ayandele called upon Nigerian historians to use their craft to challenge the disintegrative force that history or other disciplines could be, indeed, often were, in a country where national unity had been elusive. He acknowledged the importance of local histories but also encouraged the investigation of interconnectivity.

His prescience has been confirmed as divisions persist and are even growing, with religious conflicts in Nigeria taking center stage in local, regional, national, and international affairs in recent years. Toyin Falola, in the preface to his book Violence in Nigeria, the first to connect the historiography of religion clearly to hostilities on the ground, traces his own interest in religion to the 1970s, a time when precolonial history was flourishing, showing how “religion was integral to the state; it was part of identity construction, a means for power legitimation, and a determiner of economic might” (Falola 1998, 1–2). These revelations helped correct the Marxist bias in the historical scholarship of the time, which saw religion as nothing more than epiphenomenological. Yet, at the same time, the defensiveness and desire to correct the hostility towards indigenous religions as “pagan” often occluded more objective scholarship that might have recognized disagreements over doctrine, the complicated relationship between state and religion, and political uses of religion, Falola argues (Falola 1998: 5–6). The connections of religion to ethnicity have since the 1970s been considered urgent topics, given that the overlapping of these identities has made conflicts in Nigeria multicausal, layered, and significant in tying precolonial history to contemporary political culture. Among many scholars who have examined contemporary usages of precolonial religious history, Insa Nolte, Moses Ochonu, and Haruna Wakili have focused on Islamic history and politics, while Niels Kastfelt and Shai Afsai have examined how indigenous religions among the Bachama and Igbo have intersected with Christian and Jewish identification respectively (Nolte, in Green and Rossi 2018; Ochonu 2014; Wakili 2019; Kasfelt 2007; Afsai 2016). Andrew Walls and I have examined how Christian missionaries in Muslim areas of Northern Nigeria sought to penetrate into local modes of religious dialogue and debate (Walls 1999; Shankar 2014).

The ongoing relevance of precolonial religions is beyond question, but Ayandele, Falola, and others make a more pointed challenge to historians to apply their specific skills in locating these religions in time, place, social relations, and other contexts more directly and deeply. Such history is ever more urgent, given its ongoing politicization in ethnic nationalisms, contemporary media, and other spheres (see Chapter 23). Nigeria’s rich historical sources revealing complexities of precolonial religion raise all kinds of new possibilities. John Peel has suggested that we consider the interplay of religion and narrativization, leading us to consider how the abundance of sources we find in Nigerian perspectives, as Hodgkin’s book demonstrated, works hand-in-hand with the religious diversity that is characteristic of the country (Peel 2000). Playing with this idea, even turning it on its head, Wale Adebanwi gives us a way to think about how the malleable and unstable line between tradition and modernity is a feature of indigenous religion and ritual, thereby providing “customs” that allow spontaneous absorption and expression of new ideas (Adebanwi 2005). Indigenous religions remain a crucial starting point for understanding Nigerian history before the colonial era and an invitation to examine patterns of thought and practice on which modern Nigerian cultural dynamics have been built.

Therefore, this essay historicizes precolonial religions in Nigeria with a focus on their connection to wider critical transformations of the nineteenth century; as Ghanaian historian Adu Boahen argues, this period saw major developments initiated from within African societies. One development that this survey of Nigerian religions highlights is cultural feedback between religious communities that makes the search for an “original” or “pure” tradition difficult, if not impossible, to discern. Indeed, religious interactions were formative, lasting, and also regenerative. Consequently, many Nigerian religions contended with the management of diversity and difference well before the politicization of religious differences in the colonial and postcolonial periods. This essay also draws attention to how religions became the basis for men and women to undertake radical social change, which upended relations of class, labor, and the domestic realm. These social actors created a repertoire of practices and discourses out of the interplay of indigenous religions, Christianity, and Islam. The idiom of reform became a particularly potent symbol in the nineteenth century. This rationality of religious reform has, of course, lived on to this day but its roots lie in the precolonial politics of non-elite actors, including slaves, women, and others who did not wield much institutional power.

Indigenous Religions: Problems of Terminology, Hidden Pluralities

Even as the diversity of indigenous religions in Nigeria is acknowledged, Nigerian and Western scholars have devoted the most attention to the Yoruba religion. As Jacob Olupona notes, the Yoruba, numbering more than 30 million people whose ancestral homeland is southwestern Nigeria, Togo, and Benin and who constitute a major diaspora in the Atlantic world (see Chapter 32), “are the most studied ethnic group in Africa” (Olupona 1993). That Yoruba religion has been studied from many different disciplines—religious studies, art, history, anthropology, sociology, and politics—shows that it is a comprehensive and intricate way of life. Even an incomplete overview of its different facets reveals Yoruba religion to be a system of interconnected thought, practice, and preservation, as in the ongoing transmission of its core attributes onto future generations (Idowu 1966). This is not to say that the Yoruba religion has lived on unchanged but rather that its structures have maintained continuities amid adaptations and amendment.

Yoruba cosmology features a Supreme God, Olódùmarè, “the owner of heaven,” who is paramount; at times in the historical record, his analogous relationship to God in monotheism has been overstated, most often to make sensible Yoruba monotheism in Islam and Christianity as in conformity with “tradition” (Olupona 1993). His offspring are numerous deities (òrìsà) through whom the universe is governed (Emeagwali 1999). The deities’ physical domains and actions have specificity and applicability in everyday life. For instance, Ogun òrìsà of war, iron, and the hunt, empowered connectivity between the emerging states of Yoruba kingdoms, Edo in Benin, and Fon of Dahomey, between 1400 and 1700, as the Atlantic slave trade reached its high point, and, between these regions, across the ocean in the Caribbean and South America (Barnes 1997). Sandra Barnes and Paula Girschick Ben-Amos describe how Ogun embodied the cultural logic of West African empire-building and military expansion in an international system:

Basically, the Ogun concept encapsulated the progression from hunting to agriculture and the mastery of metallurgy, to urbanization and, ultimately, in these peoples’ own view, the development of empire. In one symbolic complex there existed a recapitulation of each kingdom’s stages of growth and a statement about its basic nature (Barnes and Ben-Amos 1997, 39).

Supporting this symbolic complex are myths, legends, proverbs, and words that traveled and implanted Ogun where his power was believed to reside (Coker and Coker 2008; Lawuwvi 1988). This kind of complex process can be traced for other Yoruba deities. Another example is Sopona or Sakpata, the god of smallpox, whose priests were medical personnel and ritual experts. Elisée Soumonni argues that the ritual cult functions often overshadowed the medical knowledge of these priests, an association that European colonial officials cultivated as a form of “primitivity” to portray the priests as “resistant” to medical interventions (Soumonni 2012). This is a good example of how biases embedded into sources, based on the language and methods used by witnesses, can distort the meaning and practice of “religion.”

It is important to mention here that the Yoruba religion included a varied array of priestly figures. The babaláwo, or high priest diviners of the god of wisdom, Ifá (residing in the sacred center of Ilé-Ifè) and Èsù, the god of directing sacrifices (energies), are perhaps the best well-known, but there are other male priests, female priestesses, and devotees who are not recognized as priests who perform ritual functions, particularly divination, to communicate with the òrìsà. Divination is a complex system involving objects, like shells and revelations, which the interlocutors can see and interpret for seekers (Karade 1994). The power of these practitioners and their activities was also tied very much to an orientation towards the center of the universe, Ilé-Ifè, which has held an unshakeable significance even as Yoruba religions came to include Islam and Christianity (Olupona 2011).

Like Yoruba religion, the Igbo indigenous belief system, another of Nigeria’s largest ethnic groups, appeared to have a supreme deity, Chukwu or Chineke (Shaw 1990). Yet just as Olupona outlines a historiographical evolution in what divinity and other facets meant in Yoruba religion, Igbo religion has undergone similar critical engagement, leading Chukwoma Azuonye to contest the singularity of any supreme deity but instead identify eight distinct phases in the Igbo conceptualization of the highest god (Azuonye 1987). Myths reveal conflicts between sky and earth and between the human cults that worshipped them. Azuonye, using the work of Michael Echeruo and others, reveals fascinating contests for control over agricultural technologies and trade, which eventually came under the itinerant Aro traders who controlled the “Long Juju” oracle at Arochukwu and brought into being their own confederacy through the era of the slave trade. It was such a process that eventually helped bring paramount status to Chukwu in regional cosmology (McIntosh 1999, 30).

As scholars have historicized indigenous religions with meticulous care, their work has often involved deconstructing European witnesses’ assumptions and stereotypes about African religions as well as those of African Christians and, in some cases, Muslims who undertook their own efforts to describe and dissect beliefs and practices that prefigured Christianity and Islam in Nigerian communities. The creation of images of African traditional religion has involved the unearthing of concepts like divinity from Christian lenses, a point that Rosalind Shaw underscores by exploring how scholars like C.N. Ubah and Donatus Ibe Nwoga demonstrated the recentness of Chukwu’s predominance over other supreme deities (Shaw 1990, 347–349). Indeed, M.C. Onukawa, like Shaw, argues that feedback occurred between changing Igbo power dynamics and beliefs and Christian missionaries who took up Chukwu as Supreme God into their translations and preaching; the naming practices also reveal gender practices in Igbo society being intimately connected to cosmology (Onukawa, 2000).

These scholars’ use of historical linguistics to trace naming practices spells out an innovative methodology that underscores how religious plurality, which is the actual number of supreme deities, became narrowed into a singular power through social practices. Such methods arguably also move away from decentering European sources and Christianity to documenting dynamic transitions within African societies, a historical approach of the sort Ayandele was proposing in the late 1970s.

The issue of names and the power of naming has a different but no less important resonance in considering the history of the indigenous religion of the Hausa, the largest ethnic group in the north of Nigeria whose presence extends into neighboring countries, North Africa and eastern Sudan via trans-Saharan slave trade and Islamic pilgrimage routes, and the enslaved communities of the New World (Lovejoy 2005; Reis 1993). Maguzawa, a Hausa term used for non-Muslim Hausa assumed to be the “original” indigenes, seemed to convey the Hausa pre-Islamic cultural apparatus, described in texts like the Kano Chronicle, which was “discovered” by British colonial officers and much debated by scholars (Shankar 2005). The elements of Maguzawa religion, described in the 1940s by anthropologist Joseph Greenberg and others, did not involve a system like Yoruba religion or a central shrine or several as described in Igbo cosmology, but rather iskoki or spirits, which, like Yoruba òrìsà, were likened to Islamic jinns and seen to be absorbable that way into monotheistic Islam (Greenberg 1941). Indeed, Greenberg compared various Hausa spirits to those found in other West African, particularly Nigerian, religions:


Examples of such resemblances include the Hausa Gajimari, conceived as a rainbow serpent, who thus resembles the Yoruban Osumare [sic], and the Dahomean Aido Hwedo. Ra, the thunder deity, embodies a conception related to Shango, the Yoruba thunder god, to Xevioso in Dahomey, ‘Nyame in Ashanti, and Kenjo among the Jukun [a Nigerian ethnic group]. The group of Hausa spirits known as ’Yan Dawa, “children of the forest,” have their counterpart in the Dahomey azizā, the Bambara kokolo, and the Yoruba divinity Aroni. To the Hausa trickster Nakada, corresponds Legba, the Dahomean god known as Eshu or Elegbara among the neighboring Yoruba, and Aku Maga of the Jukun. (Greenberg 1941, 56)



The Maguzawa compound head could act as a priest and offer animal sacrifices to the spirits or individuals could perform these for their own households. Greenberg described the bori spirit possession performance as “the most dramatic aspect” of iskoki worship. Bori adepts, male or female, were typically initiated through the inheritance of spirits or illness. They donned special dress appropriate to their spirits (for example, symbols of hunters or royalty), which would be summoned with drumming.

The slippage between what seemed to be the religious practices of the so-called “pagans” and those of the Muslim Hausa—that is, their inextricability—led Greenberg himself and later scholars to question whether iskoki was not an “original” religion but rather a generalized, stereotyped explanation of indigenous religion labeled as such by Muslims. Murray Last proposed the Hausa term Maguzawa came from the ancient Magians, referring to the Magi of Near East, while other clans or social groups within Hausaland were given labels like Byzantines and Palestinians at a time when cultural geographical names were assigned because of particular priorities. He writes:


In short, the label ‘Maguzawa’ derives from specific historical circumstances when the pressures for legitimate Islamic trade and intellectual interest in middle eastern analogies made such identities a matter of common sense. It does not refer necessarily to any specific ‘tribe’ either now or at the time when the term was coined, nor even necessarily to people who were speaking a language like the one we now call Hausa. (Last 1993, 282)



It is safe to assume that Last did not see an ethnic dimension to the Maguzawa. Naming them by religious sect represented a means of organizing social and political power and location according to rural-urban dynamics (Shankar 2005).

The studies of the “larger” indigenous religions that is of the “larger” ethnic groups—Yoruba, Igbo, and Hausa—make clear they went through processes in which deities, sect names, and even practices may have become fewer or at least collapsed under the cultural dominance of more powerful peoples and cults over centuries. Multidisciplinary and detailed research is needed to peel back layers of more recent and present history to develop more nuanced understandings of Nigeria’s diverse communities’ cultural practices. When looking at the research on religion among communities of smaller population size but relative autonomy from these larger ethnic groups, a few points, besides the specific content of the practices and beliefs, come through. First, the primary research in these communities is undertaken largely by local students and scholars whose work most often does not reach wider audiences, sometimes even within Nigeria but rarely outside (Ogundiran 2005; Cooper et al. 2018; Alahira 2014). Second, these communities which often speak minority languages may have lost or be losing mother tongues as Christian missionaries—white and black—translate religious texts into dominant languages, taught at secular and religious schools, while Muslims prioritize the Arabic language in religious worship and, secondarily, Hausa for audio sermons disseminated through audiocassettes and radio. Indigenous religions need to be viewed contextually, through “its practitioners,” if possible (Olupona and Nyang 2013), but their interconnections with Christianity and Islam are deeply historical, complicated, and even adversarial.

Religious Interconnectivities: Islam and Christianity

Christianity and Islam in precolonial Nigeria cannot really be separated from indigenous religions, especially when considering the importance that indigenous religions played in many political, economic, and social institutions and structures, including those shaping world historical transformations such as the trans-Atlantic slave trade. The multi-religious cultural context also laid the groundwork for the British colonial and postcolonial periods. Olufemi Vaughan, whose book Religion and the Making of Nigeria accomplishes the difficult task of weaving together the separate literatures on different religious traditions and themes like ethnicity and conflict, argues that religious entanglement is foundational to the creation of the modern nation of Nigeria because indigenous religious structures conditioned how Christianity and Islam “settled” in (Vaughan 2016). His discussion mainly focuses on the issue of conversion from indigenous religions to Islam and Christianity, so-called “world religions,” drawing from scholars like Robin Horton and Terrence Ranger. Their theory that religious conversion from local to wider-scale belief systems tracking with transformations from microcosm to macrocosm—or rather, more importance ascribed to the latter in societies undergoing major upheavals—has remained a convincing explanatory framework for the growth of Islam and Christianity in Nigeria and Africa more broadly. The debates surrounding Horton’s thesis generated equally useful typologies, such as Humphrey Fisher’s tripartite model of religious growth, developed from Islam’s history in Africa: (1) quarantine, wherein the new religion remained within merchant, royal, and other segregated elite communities, (2) mixing between indigenous religions and Islam that allowed more to enter the newish faith and, finally (3) reform, involving movements to bring the faith closer to the original community of faith, in the case of Islam, meaning the Prophet’s umma (Rambo, in Carmody 2018). Taking into account indigenous concepts found in Christianity, for one, Rambo suggests that advocates of a religion, including missionaries, might go from mere respect to a more affirmative stance to incorporate indigenous concepts into these established world religions.

One point that has not received a lot of consideration but should, especially given Nigeria’s distinction compared with other parts of Africa and the world when the subject is the intersection of indigenous religions and the so-called world religions, is the issue of managing diversity. Given the diversity of indigenous precolonial religions among Nigeria’s diverse communities, many autonomous but also jostling for power, another useful model to think about the processes of Islam and Christianity coming into and coexisting these landscapes is the already inbuilt concern for managing, manipulating, and masking over multiplicity—of gods, interlocutors with the divine, sacred spaces, and so on. Dealing with different supreme beings or naming neighboring sects shaped the history of Christianity in Igboland and Islam in Hausaland, respectively, but far more examples of such processes can be found in the centuries of history of these world religions in Nigeria before the colonial period.

Islam is generally understood to have arrived in Nigeria by 1000 CE via the trans-Saharan trade routes. In the eastern reaches, the Kanembu Empire straddling Lake Chad was possibly the earliest location where Islam took root among settlers of different ethnic backgrounds and royalty. In the west, but even connecting to Kanembu and successor states, was the Wangara diaspora, as Muslim commercial migrants from the Ghana, Mali, and Songhay empires came to be known in Central Sudan (see, for example, Lovejoy 1978; Adekunle 1994). The Wangara’s settlement in the Hausa city-states helped the solidification of Islam as the culture of commerce in a region where long-distance trade was already an important factor in local economies. In places like Borgu, on the Niger River, the Wangara were, according to Adekunle, conformed to local religious norms in their own economic interest rather than invest in Islam’s spread. The Borgu rulers, who claimed their right to rule based on Kisra legend, which told of their migration from the east (Mecca) because of their refusal to accept Islam (for example, Akinwumi 1999), kept a strict separation from the Wangara, despite their mutual interest in maintaining commercial relations (Adekunle 1994).

Meanwhile, in the east, as the Kanembu empire underwent changes, the Kanem and Borno sultanates became known as centers of Islamic learning by the thirteenth century. Arabic documents from the fifteenth century onwards especially, when Borno became the main center of Qur’anic education and political power in the region, show that the political expansion of this state accompanied Islamization and the spread of the Kanuri language over a wide area, among speakers of Hausa, Nupe, and Yoruba, until the nineteenth century (Bondarev, in Mumin and Verstegh 2014). Cities and towns in the areas of these predominantly non-Kanuri speakers are locations where manuscripts with Old Kanembu have been found. Copies of the Qur’an (in Arabic) annotated in the Old Kanembu variety of the Kanuri language have been found in Hausa and Fulani towns, one possibly from the sixteenth century. Significantly, by that time, Old Kanembu was not the spoken language of the Kanem Sultanate but instead a specialized language of Qur’anic interpretation. Dmitry Bondarev suggests that Old Kanembu influenced several text forms, including the gargam genre that included oral texts, but, before a Kanuri literary standard emerged, the jihad led by Fulani sufi Usman ‘dan Fodio beginning in 1804 and the destruction of Gazargamu, the Borno capital, curtailed its growth. Arabic as the language of God’s revelation did not preclude the preservation of linguistic diversity in many parts of Sudanic and savanna Nigeria. What’s more, Islam allowed for indigenous languages, like Old Kanembu, to gain legitimacy for education and exegesis, suggesting refinements and reorganization of linguistic diversity rather than its outright destruction.

Christianity’s arrival occurred a few centuries after Islam’s, in the 1400s in the coastal Benin Kingdom with the first Portuguese missionaries, and, like Islam, became associated with the royalty through the conversion of one of the sons of the deceased Oba (king) Ozolua; however, the indigenous cults were not disempowered (Shankar, in Levan and Ukata 2018). Rather, new shrines arose around Portuguese church sites, and Christian converts were reckoned as ancestors of priests of the high god Osanuoba. Benin was a strong, centralized, and militaristic state led by institutions of sacred kingship, priestly classes, and enduring legal traditions encoded in myths and other texts (Kaplan, in Olupona 2004). Over five centuries, many obas allowed Catholic practice, and indigenous churches also were established. These religious institutions and others recognized the oba as the living symbol of Benin identity, while Islam, though present in Benin’s settler communities, disallowed recognition of the sacred king. The system worked to ensure both “cultural conservatism and acceptance of outside religious forms,” which may seem contradictory but rather makes sense of a wider urban cosmopolitanism and pride in the ability to balance tradition and modernity (Kaplan, in Olupona 2004). Benin City has remained a center of sacred power, like Ilé-Ifè, that religionists of different stripes have not dared to deny, even if all are not invested equally in this paramountcy.

Just Benin’s royal establishment dictated the terms by which Christianity and Islam could reside in its environs. The growth of Christianity and Islam in Yorubaland occurred within Yoruba religion and other institutions, not by destroying or denuding them. With Islam coming from the north, such as Yoruba’s northern neighbor Nupe under Muslim leadership by the eighteenth century, non-Yoruba traders were present in large numbers in the Oyo Empire, founded in the 1300s, although the first Yoruba Muslim conversions were not recorded until the later eighteenth century. J. Lorand Matory argues that Islam actually “helped to constitute Yoruba traditional religion” in new ways, citing how religious labors were reapportioned between òrìsà worship, Islam, and Christianity (Matory 1994). Christianity in Yorubaland, too, was positioned in new ways in relation to structures like identification based on town (‘ilu) and the priesthood, as J.D.Y. Peel’s research traces (Peel 2000). Christianity, he suggests, brought into being a Yoruba consciousness forged out of political challenges amid war and conflict, print culture in Yoruba Christian writings, and ongoing engagement with Muslims and òrìsà practitioners. A key figure in these processes was the Yoruba Christian clergy, including Reverend Samuel Crowther and Reverend Samuel Johnson.

Samuel Crowther was born around 1807 in Yorubaland and was captured in a slave raid around age 13 (Walls 1994). He was sold to Portuguese traders bound for the international market, which was going strong despite British abolition of the slave trade in 1807. His ship was captured by a British squadron, which transported him and others to the British colony of Sierra Leone, founded as a Christian free haven. Crowther became an exceptional student and then a teacher in the Anglican Church Missionary Society (CMS), demonstrating brilliance for languages, religious studies, and negotiation. His ordination in 1843 in England was the beginning of indigenous Christian missions on the Niger River; he was consecrated as Bishop of Western Africa Beyond the Limits of the Queen’s Domains in 1864. Before his death in 1891, when European missionaries took over the Niger Mission, many African clergies were ordained and Christianity an indigenous religion.

Like Crowther, Samuel Johnson was a Yoruba though he was born in Sierra Leone in 1846 to parents who came to the colony as “recaptives” of the British. His family moved to Ibadan in 1857, when they joined the CMS mission led by David Hinderer. Samuel was the third son, and, like some of his brothers, he taught and took ordination in the church. In addition to his important contributions to education, Johnson was a historian whose book History of the Yorubas from the Earliest Times to the Beginnings of the British Protectorate was recovered after its mysterious loss and published after his death in 1901; this publication took enormous effort on the part of his younger brother, Obadiah Johnson (Walls 1994). Like so many Nigerian historical narratives, decades of debates have surrounded Johnson’s work, an intellectual project encouraged by the pioneering historian J.F. Ade Ajayi, who recognized earlier than many the special significance of Johnson as a churchman-historian, for the entire project of Nigerian history (Ajayi, in Jenkins 2000).

These two biographies present important commonalities: both men represented part of a religious class who placed a high value on education, defined as a religious teaching and topics like language and history. Both had far greater roles than religious experts in their communities. While both Crowther and Johnson were ordained in the church, they were involved in wider social and political developments, notably as negotiators and peacemakers—between Muslims and Christians on the Niger, in Crowther’s case, and in the Yoruba wars, in Johnson’s.

Parallels can be found in biographies of Muslims to the north during the nineteenth century. While the Fulani leader Usman ‘dan Fodio initiated a jihad that lasted from 1804 to 1808 to purify the practice of Islam in the Hausa states and neighboring Muslim polities (see Chapter 12), how he came to this position of jihad; that is, how his own personal circumstances changed, suggest that religious specialists found new power in wider society. ‘dan Fodio received revelations from God as a rural ascetic. Fighting was not his “agenda yet,” notes Murray Last (Last, in Mustapha 2014, 25). Certain political exigencies and other factors led ‘dan Fodio to undertake a more violent jihad, but in the aftermath, religious personalities from among his followers undertook social roles as educators and mediators. A key example is his daughter Nana Asma’u (1793–1864), who wrote poetry, exegesis, and exhortations (Boyd and Mack 2000, 91; Boyd 2001; Boyd and Last 1985). Among the topics she covered were exhortations for women not to engage in spirit possession and to wear modest dresses to demonstrate their piety in public.

Along with these writings in Hausa, Fulfulde, and Arabic, she founded the women’s organization, ‘yan taru (associates or disciplines) that performed services for other women. The collective efforts were in some sense meant to replace older but “un-Islamic” like bori (spirit possession) that was largely women’s activity and entertainment, performed even within the Kano emir’s palace (Nast 2005). Her model of making Islamic respectability more achievable for more women in Northern Nigeria continued through education and philanthropy as valuable public activities and in women’s performance of pilgrimage to Arabia and possibilities for leadership (Hutson 1999; Hutson 2019).

The nature of the transformations that these individuals helped engender through their respective religions differed, of course, but they suggest nineteenth-century Nigeria was the scene of new actors, or revolutionaries, it might be said. Ajayi argued that two revolutions occurred in that precolonial century, “one Muslim, one Christian, each aiming at the re-organisation of the social, economic, and political life in the country” (Ajayi 1961, 197). He noted that the precolonial white missionaries encouraged a class of educated Nigerians to reconstruct their environment and thereby contributed greatly to the rise of “Nigerian nationalism” (Ajayi 1961, 199). Missionaries wanted this class to read the Bible, write, and preach from the good book. The Sokoto jihad’s nationalistic legacy is beyond question, evident through the colonial and postcolonial eras in theology, print, and practice (Falola and Aderinto 2010, 12). What makes these revolutions all the more significant is that the revolutionaries were not the elite of Nigerian societies but rather ostracized rural Muslims outside the wealth and urbanity of Hausa centers and the freed slave Christians who came to Nigeria by of Sierra Leone. The religious revolutions made respectability attainable across great social divides for women and men (Shankar forthcoming).

Nigeria was also the scene of another revolution, namely the empowerment of white Christian mission women like Mary Slessor, a poor Scotswoman inspired by David Livingstone, who set out for Calabar in southeastern Nigeria in 1876. Slessor arrived during the European scramble for Africa, and her fervor to “civilize” Kalabari peoples shaped her early intolerance for local “heathenism.” Her status as a white woman close to the British colonial authorities surely helped to establish the basis for her work with King Eyo VII to end the practice of killing twins. Ayandele suggests that the Presbyterian church supported the British military’s 1901 invasion of Arochukwu, the oracle site, but Slessor had the local people’s trust. Slessor’s memory among contemporary Nigerian Presbyterians is not tainted by the history of colonialism: women in the church wear uniforms with an image of the Scotswoman carrying twins in Nigeria, Togo, and Benin Republic. As Elijah Obinna describes:


The impoverished family background of Slessor is often highlighted with the aim of impressing on young people that they too can make a difference, despite their similarly poor family backgrounds. The life of Slessor remains a model for many PCN members irrespective of their gender. There is an imagined and symbolic link to her person, especially when songs about her are sung. For example, a popular song among the Igbo of Nigeria to celebrate Slessor is this:

Onye kam ga akpo mama! Nne, nne nne! Mary Slessor, onye muru ya? Nne, nne, nne! Nnem ihe dinma ka ngemere gi nneoma, nneoma! Onye ogadiri nma, nneoma.

[Who will I call, mother! My mother, my mother! Who gave birth to Mary Slessor? Mother, mother! My mother I will offer you my very best, my mother. It shall be well with you]. (Obinna 2011, 287)



What made religion the context for these nineteenth-century revolutions in Nigeria? Moreover, what did migrants, from Scotland to Sierra Leone, find in this country? One convincing explanation is that Nigeria was a lab for experiments in balancing diversity with the desire for reform and purification of religious ideals. A second was that strong institutions like slavery and monarchical states were crumbling and actively resisted by newly empowered social classes: former slaves, the poor, and the ostracized. The desire for respectability and honor was no doubt keen in these new religious agents, who each communicated their religious truth-claims through language and social action, arguing more forcefully against different interpretations and religious practices. John Iliffe argues that world religions in Africa stood in complex relation to African honor codes related to social rank, military prowess, family duty, and other attributes and behaviors (Iliffe 2005). Amid many of the upheavals Nigeria saw in the nineteenth century, including economic disruption due to the abolition of the slave trade, ever more insistent intrusion of European powers, and civil wars, revolutionary religions prioritized the security and sanctity of personhood.

Conclusion

Nigeria was gripped by religious revolutions before British colonial powers invaded. Ayandele and Ajayi, in some sense, both argued that the idea of Nigerian nationhood also prefigured colonialism. Thus, it is possible to understand religious nationalism as having arrived early and through a constellation of factors like the expanding use of languages such as Yoruba and Hausa and actors like youth with formal education. Those earlier Nigerian religious revolutions had to contend with respect for difference, a vexed issue that remains unresolved.

During a period of particularly acute religious unrest in Nigeria, political scientist Simeon Adesanmi noted that some observers, blaming Christians and Muslims, saw “the ecumenical and dialogic outlook of indigenous religions … [as] an antidote to the theological dogmatism and political conservatism associated with the so-called world religions” (Ilesanmi 2001, 530–531). He proposed that no religious groups should be excluded by moral imperialism, but that collective purpose be prioritized over political victory. In a sense, precolonial religions continue to represent the phoenix that still might endure and emerge from the ashes of conflict and corruption that still threaten Nigeria. Yet it is arguably the recognition of diversity in indigenous religions’ mantle, rather than their “coming before colonialism,” that makes them potentially pacifying in a culturally divided nation.
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McIntosh, Susan Keech. 1999. “Pathways to Complexity: An African Perspective,” in Beyond Chiefdoms: Pathways to Complexity in Africa, edited by Susan Keech McIntosh, 1–30. New York: Cambridge University, 1999.

Nast, Heidi J. 2005. “Cultural Geographies in Practice: Representing Possibilities: The DuSable Museum Meets the Kano Palace.” Cultural Geographies 12, no. 1: 89–101.

Nolte, Insa. 2018. “Imitation and Creativity in the Establishment of Islam in Oyo.” In Landscapes, Sources and Intellectual Projects of the West African Past, edited by Toby Green and Benedetta Rossi, 91–115. Leiden: Brill.

Obinna, Elijah. 2011. “Bridging the Divide: The Legacies of Mary Slessor, ‘Queen’ of Calabar, Nigeria.” Studies in World Christianity 17, no. 3: 275–293.

Ochonu, Moses E. 2014. Colonialism by Proxy: Hausa Imperial Agents and Middle Belt Consciousness in Nigeria. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Ogundiran, Akin. 2005. Precolonial Nigeria: Essays in Honor of Toyin Falola. Trenton and Asmara: Africa World Press.

Olupona, Jacob. 1993. “The Study of Yoruba Religious Tradition in Historical Perspective.” Numen 40, no. 3: 240–273.

Olupona, Jacob. 2011. City of 201 Gods: Ilé-Ifè in Time, Space, and the Imagination. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Olupona, Jacob K., and Sulayman S. Nyang, eds. 2013. Religious Plurality in Africa: Essays in Honour of John S. Mbiti. Vol. 32. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.

Ọnụkawa, Monday C. 2000. “The Chi Concept in Igbo Gender Naming.” Africa 70, no. 1: 107–117.

Peel, J. D. Y. 1967. “Religious Change in Yorubaland.” Africa 37, no. 3 (July): 292–306.

Peel, J. D. Y. Peel. 2000. Religious Encounter and the Making of the Yoruba. Bloomington: Indian University Press.

Rambo, Lewis. 2018. “Encounter between Advocate and Convert.” In Religious Conversion: An African Perspective, edited by Brendan Carmody, 257–270. Lusaka: Gadsden Publishers.

Reis, João José. 1993. Slave Rebellion in Brazil: The Muslim Uprising of 1835 in Bahia. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Sanni, Amidu. 1995. “Oriental Pearls from Southern Nigeria: African–Islamic Scholarship in Yorubaland: A Case Study in Acculturation.” Islamic Studies 34, no. 4 (Winter): 427–450.

Shankar, Shobana. 2005. “Religion, State, and Society in Hausaland: History and the Politics of Incorporation in the Kano Chronicle.” In Precolonial Nigeria: Essays in Honor of Toyin Falola, edited by Akinwumi Ogundiran, 281–300. Trenton and Asmara: Africa World Press.

Shankar, Shobana. 2014. Who Shall Enter Paradise? Christian Origins in Muslim Northern Nigeria, c.1890–1975. Athens: Ohio University Press.

Shankar, Shobana. 2018. “Precolonial Christianity and Missionary Legacies.” In Oxford Handbook of Nigerian Politics, edited by Carl Levan and Patrick Ukata, 47–59, New York: Oxford University Press.

Shankar, Shobana. Forthcoming. “Notes on Women’s Evangelical Revolutions in Northern Nigeria.” In Evangelical Christianity and the Transformation of Africa, edited by Jacob Olupona (in progress).

Shaw, Rosalind. 1990. “The Invention of ‘African Traditional Religion’.” Religion 20, no. 4: 339–353.

Soumonni, Elisée. 2012. “Disease, Religion and Medicine: Smallpox in Nineteenth-Century Benin.” História, Ciências, Saúde-Manguinhos 19: 35–45.

Vaughan, Olufemi. 2016. Religion and the Making of Nigeria. Durham: Duke University Press.

Wakili, Haruna. 2019. The Social and Political Thoughts of Malam Aminu Kano. Kano: Mambayya House.

Walls, Andrew F. 1994. “Samuel Ajayi Crowther.” International Bulletin of Missionary Research 16, no. 1: 15–21; https://dacb.org/stories/nigeria/legacy-crowther/.

Walls, Andrew E. 1999. “Africa as the Theatre of Christian Engagement with Islam in the Nineteenth Century.” Journal of Religion in Africa 29, no. 2: 155–174.


Chapter 10 

European Contact and the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade in the Gulf of Guinea

Matthew M. Heaton

Introduction

The trans-Atlantic slave trade is one of the most studied aspects of West African history for its significance to political, economic, social and cultural developments in the region and the wider Atlantic World. This chapter examines the growth and impacts of European contacts and the trade in slaves on peoples and places that make up Nigeria. The trade in human beings between indigenous groups and Europeans on the coast built on structures and markets that had existed for a long time in the continent’s interior, but with greater intensity. Areas where unfree labor had once been merely an aspect of social organization became centrally concerned with the procurement of slaves and the employment of slave labor throughout the seventeenth to mid-nineteenth centuries CE. Two main slave-trading regions developed in the region: the Bight of Benin in what is now southwestern Nigeria, and the Bight of Biafra in the east, which included the ports of the Niger Delta and Calabar. The dynamics of the slave trade differed in these regions, but the growth of the trans-Atlantic slave trade brought about significant changes to the political economies and cultures along the coasts, in the hinterlands, and even in the savannah regions that now make up northern Nigeria. Historians have debated important aspects of the slave trade, such as how much its dynamics were shaped by external or internal forces, as well as the long-term impacts and legacies of the trade in human beings on the region, even as our understanding of the demographic impact has sharpened significantly in recent decades.

Slavery and Slave Trading Pre-1500

Unfree labor of various forms is a common feature of most societies historically, and Nigeria’s peoples are no exception. However, unfree labor comes in various degrees and with significantly different implications for those so engaged in the lived experience and social status. Slavery is a dynamic term, characterized at its basic level as a system in which an individual’s body and labor are owned and controlled by another person. However, societies have rules about who is eligible to be enslaved, what constitutes appropriate employment of slave labor, and the relative rights and opportunities of enslaved individuals. As a result, slavery can look different in different places and at different times. The brutal conditions of dehumanization, backbreaking agricultural work, and hereditary slave status that characterized chattel slavery in much of the Americas is not how slavery generally operated in West African contexts. In most societies in the Nigerian region, forms of bondage were diverse and overlapping and generally focused on incorporating the labor of outsiders into small-scale kinship-based economies (Lovejoy 2011; Stilwell 2014). While plantation-type agriculture did exist in a few places, slaves in African societies mostly did the same work as free people. They tended to live amongst their owners’ families with possibilities of joining the kin group and/or earning their freedom over the long term. For this reason, young females were the most highly sought-after demographic in most places. As a result, slavery was not a self-reproducing system in most places in Africa (Lovejoy and Richardson 1995).

Beyond these generalizations, however, there were different slave systems even within the Nigerian region. In the northern savannahs, slavery was regulated by Islamic law in places that adopted Islam. Islamic law required that enslaved individuals be non-Muslim and that slave status could not be conferred hereditarily. Indeed, female slaves shed their slave status if they gave birth to a free man’s child. Manumission of slaves was considered an act of charity that conveyed spiritual benefits. (Fisher 2001, 40–97; Lovejoy 2011, 15–18). Of course, the existence of rules like this did not mean that they were universally enforced. Debates over who constituted a “real” Muslim in the savannahs were common, with Muslim rulers frequently complaining that their subjects were being taken as slaves by other Islamic states (Johnston 1967, 105–110; Lovejoy 2011, 30). In the south, slavery coexisted with other forms of bondage, such as pawnship, in which the labor of a child would be offered as collateral on a debt. Females were again the most prized pawns, as they could marry into the family to which they were pawned, thereby canceling the debt through kin groups’ joining (Falola and Lovejoy 2003). Most historians now argue that slavery existed as just one form of unfree labor among many in the region and did not constitute a social class in any meaningful way.

For this reason, some historians have even argued that slavery might not be an appropriate way to describe the use of unfree labor in some parts of the southern regions of West Africa before the advent of the Atlantic trade (Miers and Kopytoff 1977; Nwokeji 2010). The employment of slaves in the same endeavors as free people, accompanied by the tendency to incorporate slaves into local and familial social networks, allowed for the institution of slavery to exist alongside other labor categories without becoming a defining feature of the society. Slaves were a supplement to free labor, not a replacement for it (Lovejoy 2011).

One of the features that distinguished slaves from other forms of unfree labor is the ability of slaves to be literally bought and sold. Markets for slaves pre-dated the Atlantic slave trade in the southern forests and in the northern savannahs, with the trans-Saharan trade connecting the latter to markets in North Africa and the Middle East. The Hausa states of Kano, Katsina, Gobir, Zamfara, Kebbi, and others, as well as the Kanem–Borno Empire, participated heavily in the trade in slaves across the Sahara since at least the eleventh century CE, reaching a peak in the “golden age” of the trans-Saharan trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries CE. Hausa and Borno traders acquired slaves largely through raiding non-Muslim territories on their southern peripheries and frequently in skirmishes. Slaves became an increasingly important aspect of the economies of Bornu and some Hausa states in the 1500–1600s CE, both internally and as trade items. Kano, for example, grew significantly in the sixteenth century as slaves were increasingly employed in local agriculture and as porters, guards, and soldiers. They were also exported to North Africa in exchange for valuable goods, particularly horses. In Borno, the growth of the trans-Saharan trade in slaves fueled imperial expansion in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, particularly under Idris Aloma’s reign (1569/1570–1619) and his successors. By the early 1600s, Bornu had developed direct trade with Morocco, Cairo, Tripoli, and the Ottomans, trading slaves across the Sahara in exchange for luxury and military goods such as muskets and horses, which were, in turn, put to use expanding Bornu’s imperial authority and capturing more slaves from enemy territories (Adeleye 1972; Hunwick 1972).

The number of slaves traded across the Sahara rivals that of the Atlantic slave trade from West African ports, although over a much longer period. Paul Lovejoy has suggested that approximately 4,820,000 slaves were forcibly migrated across the Sahara in the period from 650–1600 CE, with the caveat that it could be as little as half this or much higher (Lovejoy 2011, 27). Estimates of numbers are reached by extrapolating patterns from the limited available evidence. Lovejoy estimates 800,000 slaves sold at the height of the trans-Saharan trade in the seventeenth century CE. These numbers, however, represent the entirety of the trans-Saharan trade, including many markets that fell outside of what is now Nigeria. The trans-Sarahan trade declined significantly in the eighteenth century as the Atlantic trade matured, drawing more captives to southern ports that previously would have traveled north to markets in Hausaland and Bornu. Hausa traders themselves began selling to the south in greater volumes by the early eighteenth century, some on their own accord, but mostly through middlemen traders from the forest region, such as Oyo, which rose to major prominence in the interior of the Bight of Benin in the sixteenth century (Adeleye 1972). It is to the growth of Atlantic commerce and its ultimate preoccupation with the slave trade that we now turn.

Structures of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade

The first Europeans to arrive on the West African coast were the Portuguese, who had established a trading post with the Benin kingdom at Gwarto (Ughoton) by 1480. Initially, trade between Europeans and African peoples centered on luxury goods such as textiles, pepper, and gold, with slaves making up only a small percentage of the overall trade. In exchange, Africans received various goods, such as cloth (often of Indian origin), metal bars, beads, cowry shells, liquor, and firearms. Slaves did not become a significant aspect of the Atlantic trade until European settlement in the Americas and the establishment of plantation agriculture there from the sixteenth century. The trade in slaves grew appreciably from about 1650 through the end of the 1700s, with the British and Dutch accounting for most of the trade from the coasts of West Africa, including ports in Nigeria, during this time (Crowder 1978, 48–58). The trans-Atlantic slave trade slowly declined over the first half of the nineteenth century, although this corresponded with an increase in slavery within many African societies in the interior, as the surplus of new captives was incorporated into local modes of production. European interaction with Africans in the Nigeria region throughout this period was almost exclusively commercial in nature, with European demand for African products driving that commerce. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the European presence in West Africa was primarily motivated by the desire to purchase slaves from coastal trading partners.

Slaves grew as a feature of the Atlantic trade over the course of the sixteenth century, becoming the dominant trade item in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Slaves were procured mostly in two regions in the Gulf of Guinea along the coast of Nigeria: the Bight of Benin in the west and the Bight of Biafra in the east. These were just two of several areas along the West-Central African coast where Europeans purchased slaves, and they accounted for varying proportions of the overall trade in slaves across the Atlantic over time. While slaves were procured in both regions throughout the period from early European contact through the end of the trans-Atlantic slave trade in the mid-1800s CE, the ports of the Bight of Benin were at their height from the mid-seventeenth to mid-eighteenth centuries, while the Bight of Biafra accounted for a plurality of the overall trans-Atlantic trade from West Africa in the second half of the eighteenth century (Lovejoy 2011). In general terms, the slave trade was structurally similar in both regions: slaves were procured in the hinterland through warring and raiding and then transported to the coasts, where they were sold to European slave traders at various ports. Major trading ports in the Bight of Benin included Grand Popo, Little Popo, Whydah (Ouidah), Offra, Jakin, Epe, Apa, Porto Novo, Badagry, and Lagos, only the latter two of which fall inside the current borders of Nigeria (Law 2004; Mann 2010). In the Bight of Biafra, the main trading ports were New Calabar, Bonny and Brass in the Niger Delta region, and (Old) Calabar furthest east on the Cross River (Latham 1978, Northrup 1978, Nwojkeji 2010). The volume of trade in coastal ports shifted over time, and traders in the ports competed vigorously for supplies of slaves and European clients. While the relationship between the Benin Kingdom and the Portuguese was the earliest developed, the oba of Benin restricted the sale of slaves in the mid-1500s, forcing European traders, who by this time included the Dutch and English, to find their human cargo in other places (Ryder 1969).

The slave trade in the Bight of Benin was characterized by rivalries between large, slave-producing states and their efforts to control access to port cities to maximize their own supply lines and disrupt those of their rivals. Historians have written extensively about the wildly shifting balance of power in the Bight of Benin, particularly in the eighteenth century as the kingdoms of Allada, Dahomey, and Oyo jockeyed for control of coastal cities and routes to them. For example, in the early eighteenth century, Whydah and Allada attempted to tighten their control of the slave trade by establishing coastal monopolies over access to European traders. The king of Whydah tried to required hinterland traders to sell all their captives to a royal agent in the city rather than directly to Europeans. The king of Allada did not forbid hinterland merchants to trade with Europeans but instead declared monopoly rights to the purchase of firearms and cowry shells, two of the most valuable items that hinterland merchants sought. This move infuriated Dahomey, one the largest inland procurer of slaves, whose king, Agaja, retaliated by attacking the port of Jakin in 1724 and Whydah in 1727, bringing them both into the Dahomey tribute network (Akinjogbin 1972; Law 1977; Lovejoy 2011).

Dahomeyan control of these coastal cities served two purposes. Firstly, it brought an end to the coastal monopoly of the slave trade, removing the middleman between Dahomeyan slave production and its ultimate market. At the same time, Dahomey could now restrict access to these ports to other slave-trading states, particularly its chief interior rival, the Oyo kingdom. The threat to Oyo’s market access provoked that kingdom to break Dahomeyan control of the coast. Oyo launched several wars against Dahomey between 1726 and 1730, ultimately forcing Dahomey into tributary status (Morton Williams 1964; Law 1977).

Dahomey continued to resist Oyo’s hegemony for much of the rest of the century (Law 1977). This created a context in which wars and slave raiding grew to a fever pitch in the interior, while instability along the coast shifted the center of trade eastward over time, as Oyo merchants sought to avoid conflict zones. After Dahomey had taken the ports previously under the control of Allada, Oyo merchants had moved east to Porto Novo and Badagry. Europeans then traveled to these ports to purchase slaves to avoid the high prices set by Dahomey in Jakin and Whydah. This, in turn, caused Dahomey to attempt to cut Oyo off from Porto Novo and Badagry, forcing merchants further east to Lagos by the 1760s (Morton Williams 1964, Law 1983, Mann 2010).

The constant instability in the Bight of Benin in the early eighteenth century contributed to the growth of the slave trade in the Bight of Biafra from the 1740s. Whereas the trade in slaves in the Bight of Benin had been fueled by competing state interests, in the Bight of Biafra, the slave trade operated on a much more decentralized level. The interior communities did not develop centralized states like Oyo and Dahomey, instead they operated more on a city-state or village group governance model. Such a structure was particularly the case amongst Igbo-speaking peoples of the Bight of Biafra’s interior, where most slaves were procured. The river networks of the Niger and its tributaries to the west and the Cross River to the east provided the primary transportation means for the hinterland movement of slaves, who were transported down these waterways to the coastal cities of Old Calabar, Elem Kalabari (New Calabar), and Bonny, which among them accounted for more than 90 percent of the slave trade to Europeans from the Bight of Biafra in the eighteenth century (Northrup 1978; Nwokeji 2010).

The lack of centralized slave-trading states meant that interstate warfare was not among the major ways slaves were acquired in the Bight of Biafra. Kidnappings and slave raiding were the most common ways individuals were captured, while judicial and oracular rulings played a lesser role (Isichei 1983; Oriji 1987). Without large states dictating the terms of trade, different forms of organization and regulation of the slave trade also emerged in this region. The most important of these was the development of the house system and the Ekpe secret society. Royal lineages participated in these processes but did not necessarily control them. Indeed, slaves themselves also participated in these organizations, sometimes achieving significant power and influence (Dike 1956; Latham 1978; Northrup 1978).

Most of the slave-trading with Europeans in the Niger Delta was conducted by commercial families known as canoe houses. Canoe houses were prominent lineages that were wealthy enough to outfit a war canoe that could be used to defend the city and the procurement of slaves. Those slaves incorporated into the house would help in the procurement of more slaves. Canoe houses often incorporated some of the slaves they captured into their organization, and over time slaves could distinguish themselves within the house, sometimes marrying into the lineage and becoming full-fledged members of the house (Dike 1956; Jones 1963; Alagoa 1972). The most famous example of a house slave rising through the ranks is King Jaja of Opobo in the 1800s. Jaja had been a slave before becoming the head of the Anna Pepple House in Bonny. House systems had emerged in both Bonny and Elem Kalabari by the end of the seventeenth century.

A similar system developed in Calabar, but with the added element of the secret society of Ekpe. The Ekpe Society was made up of elite community members, who established laws, resolved legal disputes, and generally regulated trade in the region. Membership in Ekpe was a good business move, as it greased the wheels of commerce. Those who did not participate in Ekpe or abide by its rules would often face economic sanctions such as boycotting, freezing assets, destroying property, and imposing fines. Ekpe could also arrest individuals and impose death sentences (Latham 1973). As with canoe houses, some slaves joined Ekpe and achieved influence within it. Ekpe became the regulator of trade in Calabar in the seventeenth century and spread into the hinterland by the early eighteenth century.

Slave procurement in the Bight of Biafra’s interior was controlled for most of the eighteenth century, and possibly before, by a loose-knit commercial network known as the Aro Confederacy. The Aro was a sub-group of Igbo speakers who became the leading commercial actors in the Bight of Biafra’s interior at least partly through their association with Arochukwu, the Aro’s ancestral homeland housing the Ibiniukpabi oracle. While it has been long recognized that the oracle itself played a relatively small role in procuring slaves that were sold in Calabar, the prestige accruing to the Aro as the custodians of the oracle contributed to the expansion of their commercial power amongst Igbo, Idoma, and Ibibio communities in the Cross River interior (Dike and Ekejiubu 1990; Afigbo 2006). The Aro branched out into western Igboland throughout the 1700s CE, establishing what Nwokeji has called a “trading diaspora.” Slaves procured in western Igboland in the second half of the eighteenth century tended to be traded south to the ports of the Niger Delta, reducing the volume in Calabar and contributing to the rise of Bonny and Elem Kalabari as slave-trading centers (Nwokeji 2010).

The conduct of the slave trade in the Bights of Benin and Biafra, therefore, demonstrates the complex interplay between Atlantic, coastal, and interior forces. In the Bight of Benin, strong centralized states in the hinterland battled each other for control of the routes to the coast, capturing slaves from each other and more vulnerable groups in the process. In the Bight of Biafra, decentralized structures emerged to regulate the trade in slaves, but the relation of coastal ports to interior markets was equally crucial to how the slave trade functioned. Amid these constantly fluctuating contexts, Europeans continued to search for the best places to acquire the most slaves for the best price with the greatest security for themselves. In the process, millions of lives were destroyed, and the political, economic, and cultural landscapes of the region were transformed in profound ways.

Political, Economic, and Social Effects of the Slave Trade

There has been general consensus for a long time on the broad contours of the Atlantic slave trade as a set of networks by which slaves were captured in the interior and transported to the coasts to meet European demand for human cargo. However, even though many of the salient facts are agreed upon, debates have raged about how to interpret their significance in West Africa’s history. Historians have argued about what role the slave trade played in the major political, economic, social, and cultural transformation of the region as a whole. Simultaneously, a more refined understanding of the specific operation over time and in different places has allowed for a more sophisticated analysis of how the slave trade affected specific sub-regions such as the interiors of the Bights of Benin and Biafra.

One of the most enduring questions about the Atlantic slave trade is how centrally it should be understood as contributing to the rise and consolidation of states in the region. Early studies in the 1950s and 1960s tended to argue that the trade in slaves was critical to political transformations in the Bights of Benin and Biafra. J.D. Fage (1962) linked the growth of the Atlantic slave trade directly to the rise (and fall) of the Oyo Empire, as well as to fluctuations in the political and economic influence of the Benin kingdom. K.O. Dike (1956) made a similar argument for the Niger Delta region, with the major difference being that whereas Fage had focused on the slave trade in major centralized states in the Bight of Benin, Dike argued that the trade with Europeans led to the migration of Igbo and Ibibio peoples to the coasts, where they developed city-state system of canoe houses by the seventeenth century. Michael Crowder (1978) also argued that the Atlantic trade fueled the political, military, and state formation activities that took place in the southern Nigeria region between 1500 and 1900 CE.

Part of this debate is the guns-for-slaves hypothesis, suggesting that African states and merchants traded slaves for European firearms, which were in turn used to conduct wars that produced more slaves that were then traded for more firearms in a vicious cycle that played out over the eighteenth century in particular. Some historians have argued for the validity of the guns-for-slaves hypothesis, particularly in the Bight of Benin (Inikori 1977), noting a correlation between the rise of weapon imports and the growth of the slave traffic. Taken in whole, the interpretation of this historiographical lineage is that the external demand for slaves brought by Europeans had a causative role to play in the development and consolidation of governing authorities in the Bights of Benin and Biafra.

However, many historians have critiqued this position, noting that emphasizing the role of the slave trade in state formation and growth overdetermines a single force to the neglect of other political, economic, and cultural processes indigenous to the region. For example, critics of the guns-for-slaves hypothesis have raised questions about the validity of this interpretation, or at the very least, how widely its impact can be attributed based on evidence. Some have argued that firearms were a much less significant trade item than more benign goods such as textiles (Manning 1990). Others have argued that even though firearms imports were significant, they were rarely used in slave procurement in the interior. In the Bight of Benin, Dahomey was the only state that used firearms extensively in warfare (Northrup 2002), while in the Bight of Biafra, although firearms were a major trade item in the eighteenth century, they do not appear to have been widely used in the kidnapping and raiding operations in the interior, but more by individuals for home protection, at least until the nineteenth century (Nwokeji 2010). The relationship between gun imports and increased slave-raiding is more coincidental than causal in these historians’ perspectives. Along these lines, some historians have critiqued the notion that the wars that hinterland states undertook were primarily to acquire slaves, noting that such jockeying for power and influence was as much if not more about establishing the balance of power for control of territory, trade routes, and markets, with the acquisition of slaves serving as little more than a profitable byproduct of these internally-motivated conflicts (Falola 1984; Thornton 1992; Salau 2005).

At the same time, many historians of Nigeria have taken issue with the interpretive framework that centers the slave trade as a causative force to the exclusion of other factors in recounting the region’s political economy in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. J. F. A. Ade Ajayi and R. S. Smith (1964) and Robin Law (1977), for example, have demonstrated that the rise of the Oyo empire significantly pre-dated the growth of the Atlantic trade and had more to do with connections to trans-Saharan networks and the internal development of large-scale agriculture beginning in the sixteenth century. Likewise, E. J. Alagoa (1970) and A. F. C. Ryder (1969) argued that state structures in Benin and the Niger Delta were well established before the rise of the Atlantic trade with Europeans. Nwokeji (2010) has also recently argued that the Aro Confederacy framework in the interior of the Bight of Biafra was likely laid long before the Aro became the main provider of slaves to the coasts in the eighteenth century.

And while it is recognized that the slave trade grew dramatically over the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, some historians have argued that it was an enclave economy, isolated from and dwarfed in comparison to the larger domestic economy of the region, at least until the nineteenth century (Hopkins 1973). Others have argued that even if the slave trade economy was isolated, the benefits that accrued to those engaged in it filtered out into the broader domestic economy and contributed to the centralization of state structures that provided protection for their subjects against the warfare and raiding that threatened them (Fage 1962; Curtin 1969; Eltis 2000).

Regardless of how we interpret the political and economic consequences of the slave trade, there is little doubt that it had profound social and cultural impacts. While there is some debate about the nature of domestic slavery in the coastal hinterlands of West Africa in the period before the Atlantic slave trade, there is no doubt that the growth of the export trade in slaves also contributed to greater availability and widespread use of domestic slavery among societies in the region. The exact scale of the domestic slave trade is difficult to determine precisely, but Patrick Manning has estimated that the number of slaves retained in the region (including those who died or were killed after capture but before potential export) might be comparable to the export trade in total numbers in the period between 1600–1800 for the Atlantic slave trade as a whole (Manning 1981). As Lovejoy has noted, some of the assumptions built into Manning’s model, such as that no mature slaves (over 30 years old) were exported, are demonstrably inaccurate, but nevertheless, the growth of demand for slaves for export clearly correlated with huge increases in the size of the enslaved population within Africa as well. (Lovejoy 2011, 64).

Slaves took on many roles in domestic political economies and cultures. The dynamics differed by region, however. In the Niger Delta region, some slaves were incorporated into slaving houses and worked in the slaving economy themselves (Dike 1956, Latham 1973, Northrup 1978). In Oyo, slaves became a large part of the labor force in agriculture and artisanal trades, particularly in the eighteenth century and the military. Robin Law has detailed how extensively slaves were incorporated into the governing structures of Oyo. The palace administration was effectively run by three of the alafin’s most trusted slaves. Known as the ona iwéfa (eunuch of the middle), otun iwéfa (eunuch of the right), and osi iwéfa (eunuch of the left), these slaves oversaw judicial, religious, and administrative matters within the kingdom. A larger class of palace slaves known as ilari, meaning “scar-heads,” a reference to the incisions made in their heads into which magical substances were rubbed that defined their rank, worked as tax collectors, messengers, and bodyguards. A group of slaves known as the ajele or asoju oba (eyes of the king) were stationed throughout the empire and reported directly to the alafin on matters of importance in their respective provinces (Law 1977, 67–69, 110–118). In the interior of the Bight of Biafra, slaves do not appear to have taken on a strong role in either statecraft or the conduct of the slave trade but were rather incorporated into familial economies much as they had before the rise of the Atlantic trade, just in larger numbers (Nwokeji 2010). Ultimately, the growth of domestic slavery was linked to the demands of the trade with Europeans, but the roles that slaves played within African societies continued to be determined primarily by local, indigenous dynamics, with slavery continuing to function more like an extension of existing labor structures and not as a class identity per se.

Historians have also noted that the transformations in slavery in West Africa had a significant impact on gender ratios and dynamics. Unlike the indigenous and trans-Saharan slave trades, in which young female slaves were the most abundant and valuable commodity, the Atlantic slave trade had a much higher demand for male slaves to undertake the plantation economies’ backbreaking labor in the Americas. As a result, more male slaves were exported from the West African region than females, who, while they may have been enslaved at similar rates, were more likely to be retained domestically (Manning 1990; Thornton 1992; Eltis 2000; Lovejoy 2011). This pattern bears out for almost all regions of West Africa, except for the ports of the Bight of Biafra, which appear to have exported more females than males, but only in the second half of the eighteenth century (Nwokeji 2010). The gender disparities that this created brought about significant changes in the gendered division of labor in some regions. It has been argued that agricultural labor that had traditionally been the preserve of men became much more dominated by women when male labor in the interior became scarce as a result of the Atlantic trade (Manning 1990). At the same time, some historians have argued that the capture and export of so many men in the prime of their lives, a time in which many of them would have married and started families, created new marriage dynamics in many places, with a rise in polygamy as more women married fewer men (Manning 1990; Lovejoy 2011).

The recognition of the increasing prominence of slavery within indigenous societies in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries has led historians to debate whether they should be considered “slave societies” at this time: in other words, did slavery become so entrenched in West African societies that the economic and governmental structures literally depended on the existence and labor of slaves (Stilwell 2014)? Some historians have argued that even at the height of the Atlantic trade, slavery remained a marginal feature of many groups in the interior of the Bights of Benin and Biafra, with Oyo potentially the anomaly (Rodney 1972; Lovejoy 2011). However, by the nineteenth century, slavery became deeply embedded in many parts of Nigeria’s coastal and hinterland regions. With the abolition of the Atlantic trade by the British in 1807, the external market for slaves began to decline (although it remained quite active until the 1860s). This threw more captured slaves into the domestic markets. Simultaneously, the growth in “legitimate” commerce, which was supposed to replace the trade in slaves with Europeans, focused extensively on agricultural products, particularly palm oil. The demand for palm oil redirected slaves away from the export market and into domestic economies, where they supplied much of the labor for this so-called “legitimate” trade (Law 1995; Lovejoy 2011). Some historians have argued that slavery took on more of a class dynamic at this time, exacerbating social inequalities as more people became dependents of a small cadre of elite rulers, warlords, and business owners (Mann 2010). Slavery as a functional internal institution persisted until well into the era of British colonialism in many parts of Nigeria.

Demographic Impacts

Calculating the total number of slaves exported in the trans-Atlantic slave trade has been one of the primary goals of historians of slavery in the Atlantic world for a long time. Philip Curtin’s comprehensive census from 1969 estimated the total number of slaves exported across the Atlantic from African ports to be 9,566,000 (Curtin 1969). That number has been revised upward in recent decades, with Patrick Manning estimating approximately 12 million slaves embarking from African ports, as many as 1.5 million of whom did not survive the voyage to the Americas (Manning 1990, 104). The Slave Voyages database, originally created as a CD-ROM by David Eltis and David Richardson, but now available online, is the most comprehensive and perpetually updated listing of all known individual voyages of slaving vessels and their cargo. It currently estimates 12,521,337 slaves disembarked from Atlantic African ports between 1450 and 1875 (slavevoyages.com).

The slave voyages database has been extremely useful in sharpening estimates of the slave trade in its entirety and helping to refine understandings about how the volume of trade differed between regions and shifted over time. Lovejoy estimates that between the years 1650 and 1800, the Bight of Benin ports shipped out 1,545,000 slaves, with over 1.2 million of these slaves being dispatched in the eighteenth century alone (Lovejoy 2011, 50). Between 1681 and 1730, the Bight of Benin shipped 670,000 slaves, more than a third of all the slaves taken from Africa and more than any other region during this period (Lovejoy 2011, 50). The Bight of Benin accounted for 20 percent of total slave exports from Africa. The Bight of Biafra eclipsed the Bight of Benin for total exports from about 1740 through the end of the eighteenth century. While approximately 1,054,000 slaves left from ports in the Bight of Biafra between 1650 and 1800, over 750,000 of those embarked between 1740 and 1800 (Lovejoy 2011, 50). Ouidah was the most prominent port in the Bight of Benin, with over 1 million slaves exported, while Bonny was the most prolific slave-trading port in the Bight of Biafra with approximately 672,000 (Lovejoy 2011, 19).

As valuable as the slave voyages data is, there is much that it does not tell us. Most notably, while we have general ideas about the ethnic origins of slave populations, tracing origins more precisely within the African interior is complicated by various factors. While it is widely believed that a significant majority of slaves transported to ports in the Bight of Biafra were from Igbo-speaking communities, for example, we also know that many slaves sold at these ports also came from other cultural backgrounds, such as the many ethnic groups of the Middle Belt region to the north of Igboland. In the Bight of Benin, slaves came from many different cultural backgrounds of the interior. It is believed that Yoruba slaves became more prominent in the export trade in the nineteenth century, as the decline of the Oyo empire created a power vacuum that led to a great period of internecine warfare in what is now southwestern Nigeria. However, before that, Oyo procured slaves from many different sources on its margins, including the Nupe to its northeast and even Hausa slaves acquired from the northern savannahs. This kind of general understanding about the diversity of slave origins can be gleaned from critical readings of ethnic identifiers in slave purchase ledgers in the Americas, linguistic and cultural legacies throughout Africa and the African diaspora, and oral traditions. But it is difficult to trace individual origins more precisely than this for most slaves because of the lack of precise information about the conditions of their capture, or the length of their travel and detainment within Africa before departure, although some recent efforts to reconstruct dynamics of the internal slave trade have shown promise in mapping shifts in slave procurement zones in the early nineteenth-century hinterland of the Bight of Benin (Lovejoy 2019).

While we now have a more precise understanding than ever of the numbers of slaves exported from African ports over the entirety of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the total demographic impact of this removal of individuals is more difficult to assess. Some historians have linked the slave trade in West and Central Africa to the region’s depopulation and underdevelopment in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The most prominent proponent of this position is Walter Rodney, who argued in his seminal work How Europe Underdeveloped Africa that the slave trade retarded African economies by removing millions of young, healthy workers. The ensuing underdevelopment caused by the slave trade paved the way for European colonization and further subjugation of African societies in the twentieth century in Rodney’s analysis (Rodney 1972). Models of African population growth demonstrate that the Atlantic slave trade certainly reduced the population of West and Central Africa as a whole significantly over what it hypothetically would have been if no slave trade occurred (Inikori Manning 1990; Thornton 1992).

But how much the slave trade contributed to the depopulation of specific groups varies significantly geographically and temporally. Thornton (1992) has found that the total population of Angola actually declined during the eighteenth century. However, in the Bight of Benin and Biafra, things are more complicated. In the Bight of Benin, a large percentage of the slaves taken at the height of the trade in the eighteenth century came from Aja-speaking peoples of what is now southern Benin and Togo. This group certainly saw a significant demographic decline during this period relative to other groups in the region, particularly the Yoruba (Manning 1990). Simultaneously, Yoruba speakers probably did not experience population decline in this period but became a higher percentage of slaves traded in the nineteenth century, when the overall Atlantic trade was beginning to decline (Lovejoy 2011). How much this was a cause of demographic decline is questionable, however, as widespread warfare in the region in the nineteenth century also contributed to large numbers of premature deaths and the migration of large groups of people. However, as Mann has noted, there is sufficient reason to believe that the scale of the Atlantic slave trade in the Bight of Benin in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was “sufficient to cause serious population loss in the region as a whole, even if certain political and commercial centers increased in size” (Mann 2010, 8).

In the interior of the Bight of Biafra, the depopulation caused by intense slave raiding in the eighteenth century was likely mitigated by the influx of new migrants from the middle belt region to the north, who were fleeing political instability and drought by moving south (Nwokeji 2010). By the early nineteenth century, populations began to increase again, as fewer slave exports kept more people in the region, even if many remained enslaved. The presence of more women of childbearing age helped grow populations generationally, and the greater availability of male labor contributed to economic growth, although ongoing slave procurement practices still produced significant mortality (Manning 1990).

Such conclusions make linear narratives like Rodney’s linking the trans-Atlantic slave trade to twentieth-century under-development in West Africa and Nigeria specifically more complicated but still resonant in important ways. The slave trade clearly reoriented political economies in the Nigerian region, which transformed over time to capture and sell more slaves. By the nineteenth century, they would employ slaves as a much larger part of the labor force fueling agricultural economies. European relations with African merchants and rulers were predicated on the demand for slaves for over two centuries. In the nineteenth century, as the slave trade declined in the wake of its abolition by European and American governments, and with it the profits Europeans had enjoyed from the trade in human beings, Europeans sought to recoup those profits through “legitimate” commerce (Law 1995). The transition of African economies to legitimate commerce is now not thought of as the economic disruption that it was once considered, but it nevertheless demonstrated a growing dependence on the part of African economies on trade with Europeans. At the same time, to achieve profit margins comparable to the now-defunct slave trade, European merchants grew increasingly frustrated with coastal middlemen, who made their livings by buying goods from the interior and selling them to Europeans at a higher price. Under the banner of “free trade,” European companies began to push for the opening up of the African interior by the mid-nineteenth century, a process that ultimately set the stage for colonization of much of the continent by the late-nineteenth century. The Bight of Benin and Biafra’s hinterlands featured significantly in British plans for increased commerce in the African interior. These processes are the subject of later chapters (see Chapters 11 and 13), but it is worth pointing out the historical continuity they have with the era of the Atlantic slave trade.

Conclusion

The era of the trans-Atlantic slave trade was a pivotal period in African and Nigerian history for a variety of reasons. It redirected commerce from the savannah regions southward to the West African coast in ways that would have long-term historical implications. It formed the historical basis of African leaders’ and communities’ relationships with Europeans, particularly the British, which would continue to intensify in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Most importantly, however, it disrupted and destroyed the lives of millions of people over more than three hundred years, the profound effects and legacies of which historians are still working to better understand, even as much progress has been made in the last fifty years. It is possible to overstate the role of the slave trade in Nigerian history: by no means should it be treated as the only factor shaping states and societies in the region, nor as the only or even primary cause of contemporary political and economic problems facing Nigeria and other African countries. At the same time, the role that the Atlantic slave trade played in political, economic, social, and cultural transformations in Nigeria’s past cannot be ignored.
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Chapter 11 

Abolition, Legitimate Commerce, and Christianity in Nigeria

Ayodeji Olukoju

Introduction

The nineteenth century witnessed the fall of the Old Oyo Empire, the rise of the Sokoto Caliphate and the Ibadan Empire, the abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the transition to “legitimate” commerce in forest produce, and the advent of European Christian missions. This chapter examines three of these events that were conjoined in shaping Nigeria’s history during the nineteenth century and after. Abolition brought in its wake the institution of legitimate commerce and the spread of Christianity. This chapter adopts a broadly chronological approach and situates the discussion in local and regional contexts.

Abolition

The Yoruba-Aja coast, known as the Slave Coast, and the Niger Delta were major centers of slave exports from the Nigerian hinterland to the Americas (Ajayi and Uya 2010; Brown, Lovejoy, and Enechukwu 2011). However, slavery—the condition of ownership of one person by another—was not peculiar to Africa. In Africa, slaves were procured from various sources—wars, banditry, slave raids, kidnapping, judicial conviction for sorcery, murder, theft, or adultery—and were engaged in the social, economic, and political sectors of the society (Ajayi and Uya 2010) (see Chapter 10). Although most of Africa’s slave exports went across the Atlantic to the Americas, a sizeable number ended up in the Middle East, North Africa, and India. In this chapter, attention is focused on the abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade (TAST), which laid the foundation for the other themes examined in subsequent sections.

The movement for abolishing the TAST was initiated by Christian missionary bodies, humanitarian societies, and commercial interests for different reasons. Following the passage of the Abolition Acts of 1807 and 1830, Britain moved against the TAST, signing treaties with rulers of indigenous communities on the West African coast, deploying a preventive naval squadron to intercept and interdict slave ships, and promoting trade in forest produce in exchange for British manufactures (Ifemesia 1962, 291). A major development was the publication in 1837 of a narrative of an expedition on the River Niger by two British merchants, who reported the resurgence of the domestic slave trade despite British abolitionist efforts. This was followed by further expeditions in 1841 and 1854.

The Abolition and the promotion of legitimate commerce on the Nigerian coast took place in two phases during the nineteenth century (Oriji 1991). In the first phase, from the 1830s to the 1880s, the British established a Consular Office, based initially on the Spanish Island of Fernando Po, to police the Bight of Bonny (formerly, Biafra). John Beecroft was the first Britannic Majesty’s Consul for the region. The Consul undertook three tasks: (1) regulating trade in the coastal city-states, (2) protecting the interests of British traders, and (3) arbitrating disputes between British traders and their indigenous counterparts. Beecroft and his successors became more involved in the coastal states’ affairs, especially after the Consular Office was transferred from Fernando Po to Calabar in 1872.

The second phase was dominated by the Royal Niger Company from the 1880s to the century’s closing decade. The Company had acquired territories on the Niger River, which were later amalgamated with the Oil Rivers Protectorate acquired by the British through treaties. This was the beginning of administrative and territorial consolidation, which laid the foundation for Nigeria’s subsequent colonization. During the period, the Company exercised political authority and monopolized trade as empowered by its Charter. The Company’s Charter was revoked after the Akassa invasion of 1895. The British government subsequently consolidated its rule in Southern Nigeria.

Effective naval patrols and interdiction of slave ships increasingly brought the TAST to an end by the 1880s. But while the abolition of TAST was accomplished, ending domestic slavery proved far more intractable (Igbafe, 1975), as demonstrated in subsequent passages.

Abolition of Domestic Slavery in Western Nigeria

Domestic slavery was an integral part of the indigenous political economy but its character varied across Nigerian communities (Ajayi and Uya 2010). However, it was boosted, paradoxically, by the abolition of the TAST, and political upheavals in Northern and Western Nigeria during the nineteenth century. Yoruba inter-state wars and the rise and expansion of the Sokoto Caliphate produced a flood of refugees and war captives. Following the foreclosure of the TAST exports, the captives swelled the pool of domestic slaves to unprecedented levels. As warfare raged across Yorubaland up to 1886, each state maintained a standing army, replenished with recruits and provisions. Warfare and slavery were, therefore, mutually reinforcing, accounting for the resilience of domestic slavery in nineteenth-century Yorubaland. Generally, domestic slaves were more likely to be assimilated into their masters’ families than farm slaves, and there was hardly any distinction between slave and freeborn members in many households (Lovejoy 1995, 173–175). In the end, the abolition of domestic slavery in Yoruba proved long-drawn (Falola 1985, 1999).

With the abolition of TAST and the establishment of colonial rule in Lagos in 1861, the settlement became a haven for fugitive slaves from the hinterland. British administrators encouraged the flight to Lagos of fugitive slaves, especially males, to address the shortage of free labor in Lagos and man the police and military forces (Oroge 1975). The creation of the Armed Hausa Police Force in 1863 spurred Muslim Hausa slaves in Abeokuta and other Yoruba towns to flee to Lagos. Slaves also fled to Lagos to escape ill-treatment and retribution for misdeeds. Slave-owners demanded compensation from the special courts established in Lagos for adjudicating such cases. The courts either rejected the claims or granted measly sums that infuriated the claimants because the courts demanded rigorous evidence of possession, time of purchase, the amount paid, and time of flight (Oroge 1975).

The Slave Court system caused great disaffection in the slave-owning hinterland Yoruba communities, especially as female slaves deserted their owner-husbands and were given custody of their children. Aggrieved slave owners who had lost substantial material wealth and social prestige represented by runaway slaves and slave wives, resorted to reprisals against Lagos interests by kidnapping former slaves, including Hausa soldiers on duty in the hinterland (Oroge 1975, 80).

Pressure from the hinterland Yoruba communities and political expediency led to the replacement of the Slave Court with the Slave Commission Court in 1864. The short-lived policy of appeasement embodied in the new system was abandoned after the defeat of the Egba at Ikorodu in 1865. Hostilities between Lagos and Abeokuta were intensified as the Egba resumed the kidnapping of Lagos traders and travelers. The conflict culminated in the Ifole (literally “housebreaking,” or destruction of residences) incident of October 13, 1867, when the Egba drove out Europeans and Christians from Abeokuta. However, Ade Ajayi (1965, 201) has characterized the disturbances as “not a persecution of Christians, but a persecution of Europeans.”

The resilience of domestic slavery in Lagos was driven by the high demand for scarce labor. Lagos colonial officials also feared “grave disorder” if slavery was abolished immediately. They also claimed that West African slavery was mild and that it would die a natural death under the influence of legitimate commerce and “civilization.” Officials also promoted the narrative that slavery was a path to redemption and the civilizing of slaves brought to Lagos (Mann 2007, 319).

In the end, domestic slavery in Lagos died gradually as slave owners and slaves redefined and renegotiated their relationships. Most slaves attached themselves to their owners’ households in a subordinate capacity, including as retainers, wives, and concubines. Others sought new patrons in “a new relationship of dependence” leveraging their trade and transportation skills. They also had value as social capital by increasing the population and prestige of their patrons’ households. This category was typified by the arota, who were ultimately absorbed into their patrons’ families. Some were permitted to establish their own households and lineages (Mann 2007, 321–322). Yet, some patrons manipulated the colonial judicial system to trap ex-slaves in subservience under a “concept of ‘service [land] tenure’ … [which] was explicitly defined as including not only labor, but also deference and social support” (Mann 2007, 324).

The Resilience of Domestic Slavery in Eastern Nigeria

In Eastern Nigeria, the abolition of the TAST created a glut as the export outlets were closed after 1837. The consequent significant drop in the price of slaves had paradoxical consequences. One was an increase in human sacrifice at the burial of important persons as more people could now afford to do so (Afigbo 2006, 38–39). Former slave traders in the Lower Niger Delta valley switched to palm oil production and marketing in exchange for foreign manufactures and food crops production in the floodplains (Jones 1989).

Domestic slavery was particularly resilient for the following reasons. First, at Okrika, Bonny, New Calabar, Opobo, and Arochukwu, slaves were still needed for sacrifice at chiefs’ burials. Second, along the creeks of the Niger Delta, slave labor was required for pulling canoes and for catching, drying, and selling fish. Third, men at Obubra, a matrilineal society, procured young slaves for adoption as children who would inherit their property (Afigbo 2006, 93, 98, 100–113).

Fourth, young female slaves were acquired to be married as wives. Fifth, in certain instances, female slaves were procured and employed as prostitutes for personal gain. Sixth, in the northern Cross River region, ownership of slaves was a qualification for membership of certain secret societies. Seventh, poor families pledged their children as pawns, who became indistinguishable from slaves if not redeemed in time. Eighth, children born with certain social, physical, or mental disabilities who could have been killed outright in precolonial times were sold instead. Ninth, young women were also sold if they failed to attract husbands, thus becoming “frozen assets” in their parents’ custody. Finally, a wave of child kidnapping swept through Igboland during the 1930s and 1940s (Afigbo 2006, 125).

The campaign against domestic slavery took place in four phases. In the first phase (1849–1885), the British endeavored to redirect the coastal traders from the slave trade to legitimate commerce. In the second phase, between 1885 and 1900, two anti-slavery forces were mobilized, establishing a “protectorate” with rudimentary administrative structures in the hinterland, and working with coastal middlemen to promote legitimate trade in the hinterland. The next stage (1900–1927) witnessed military campaigns against resistance to the emerging colonial order and identified slave-trading institutions and centers. The post-1927 phase was devoted to consolidating the new administrative and colonial order (Afigbo 2006, 118–119; Brown, Lovejoy, and Enechukwu 2011).

However, measures against domestic slavery were thwarted by the following factors. First, police personnel were too few to secure the hinterland. Second, slavers operated under different names, were highly mobile and eluded apprehension. Third, no social stigma could be attached to slaveholding because it had roots in society, culture, and history. Fourth, there was a prevalence of kidnapping up to the 1930s, in part because many people did not actively assist the police investigation. Fifth, some Warrant Chiefs who previously engaged in slave trafficking were allegedly sympathetic to the perpetrators (Afigbo 2006, 108, 110). The domestic slave trade finally “fizzl[ed] out … in the late 1940s or early 1950s” (Afigbo 2006, 129).

The Abolition of Domestic Slavery in Northern Nigeria

The abolition of domestic slavery in Northern Nigeria was similarly problematic (Ajayi and Uya 2010; Lovejoy and Hogendorn, 1993). On April 1, 1901, High Commissioner Frederick Lugard issued the Slavery Proclamation, which abolished the legal status of slaves, prohibited enslavement and the recapture of freed slaves, and declared children born after the proclamation free. As slavery, especially of children, was deeply entrenched, the proclamation made minimal difference. The government, unable to compensate slave owners, tacitly condoned the institution of domestic slavery. It also feared that wholesale emancipation might unleash fugitive slaves who could constitute a social nuisance through vagrancy, robbery, and prostitution in the absence of regular employment. It was conscious of the “interdependent relationship between domestic slavery and the traditional aristocracy.” Hence, “[b]anning domestic slavery … became a dilemma for the colonial state” (Jumare 1994, 307).

Even when slaves were liberated, it was difficult for them to return to their families because many were too young when captured to know where they came from. However, those who could still identify their places of origin were restored to their families. Initially, freed slaves were given as wards in families, but they were later found to have been mistreated. They were, therefore, apprenticed to the Public Works Department, engaged as maids, or given to the missionaries for training. Some others enlisted in the Northern Nigerian regiment. The women among them remained as concubines or domestic servants. Those who wished were allowed to marry under the guardianship of local authority officials or their former masters. It may be noted that the freed slaves were socially and economically disadvantaged by lack of access to land and capital. Most of them lacked skills with which to engage in craft manufacturing (Jumare 1994, 306).

Finally, the government established Freed Slaves Homes at Zungeru, Lokoja, and in Borno. But the scheme put a strain on government finances. In 1909, the Zungeru Home was abolished and the 164 children living there were handed over to the Lucy Memorial Freed Slaves Home under the guidance of the Sudan United Mission (SUM). By 1920, the school had become government-assisted and open to pupils from Southern Nigeria. Enrolment declined over the years as slave raiding petered out, and the Home ceased to exist in December 1925. The Freed Slaves Homes “provided a better future for most of the 5,000 children” that it sheltered (Olusanya 1966, 438). Their products also contributed to the pool of early western-educated Northern Nigerians.

Domestic slavery was finally outlawed by Ordinance 19 of 1936, which “specifically made illegal the use of concubines and other domestic servants” (Jumare 1994, 311). Supported by influential emirs, the colonial government implemented the abolition of domestic slavery guided by precolonial practices: ransom (fansa), manumission (murgu), deathbed grant, birth by slave women, and “restitution of fasting by freeing a slave” (Jumare 1994, 315). In cases of manumission and self-redemption, certificates of freedom (layan ’yanci) were issued by local courts once the slaves complied with the conditions (Jumare 1994, 318). However, domestic slavery in Northern Nigeria lingered beyond 1936.

Christianity in Nigeria

Major studies of Christianity in Nigeria focusing on broad themes or regions rather than denominations (Ajayi 1965; Ayandele 1966a; Ekechi 1972; Shankar 2014; Isichei 1983; Erivwo 1979; Tasie 1978; Crampton 1975) shed light on the introduction, expansion, challenges, and impact of Christianity, as elaborated in this section. Christianity had been introduced to Benin (between 1472 and 1707) and Warri (in 1574 and 1807) in the context of Portuguese commercial engagement with the African continent (Ryder 1969). However, the earliest ventures, limited to royal courts and winning only a few converts, were “futile, feeble and spasmodic” (Ayandele 1966a, 3).

A new wave of Christian evangelization, attributed to the “Protestant Awakening,” followed late eighteenth-century revivalism by the British clergyman, John Wesley. The Anglican Church launched the evangelization of Africa, spearheaded by the Church Missionary Society (CMS), its evangelical arm, founded in 1799. The abolition of the TAST provided the spur for the systematic Christian evangelization of Nigeria. A British MP and one of the CMS’s vice presidents, Thomas Fowell Buxton, articulated its mission in The African Slave Trade and Its Remedy (1839). He called for eradicating the trade at its African source and its replacement by trade in the resources of Africa, known as “legitimate commerce.” He clamored for the spread of Christianity, Commerce, and “Civilization” to replace the social and economic systems that underpinned the slave trade. He encapsulated the anti-slavery campaign in the slogan of “The Bible and the Plough” (Webster 1963). Industrial Britain would be rewarded with an inflow of cheap raw materials for her industries and the outflow of exports to African markets, both enhancing Britain’s prosperity and power. This led to the Niger Expeditions of 1841 and 1854, which comprised missionary and commercial interests. On the latter expedition, William Baikie represented Macgregor Laird and the commercial interests, while Samuel Ajayi Crowther represented the CMS.

The Christian missionary thrust into the Nigerian hinterland came through Badagry and Calabar’s coastal settlements in 1842 and 1846, respectively. Between 1841 and 1891, five missionary societies were active in various parts of Southern Nigeria. They were the CMS of the Anglican Church, the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society of the English Methodist Conference, the United Presbyterian Church of Scotland’s Foreign Mission Committee, the Foreign Mission Board of the American Southern Baptist Convention, and France’s Catholic Société des Missions Africaines (Society of African Missions [SMA]). Though the Methodists were the first to arrive, landing at Badagry in 1842, they had a short-lived presence on the Niger because they lacked sufficient resources to prosecute their mission. Moreover, their focus was on the Gold Coast and what became the French colony of Dahomey. The CMS was more successful in establishing stations on the Niger and its Delta.

The Presbyterians commenced their mission at Calabar in 1846 and limited their activities to the town and some outposts on the Cross River. The Baptists established their base at Ijaye in 1853 and gained a foothold in northern Yorubaland. However, the American Civil War disrupted their activities until 1875. The Catholics were latecomers, arriving in 1867, but their activities suffered from France’s domestic and foreign policy crises. It was only in 1884 that the Catholic Holy Ghost Fathers began a sustained mission in Eastern Nigeria. In effect, Christian missionary activity in Nigeria was largely concentrated in three regions of Nigeria up to the last decade of the nineteenth century. These were the coastal belt (Badagry and Lagos in the west and Calabar, Bonny and Brass in the east); the Yoruba hinterland, with focal points at Abeokuta, Ijaye, Ibadan, Oyo, Ogbomoso, and their outstations; and the Niger Valley northwards from Aboh through Onitsha to Lokoja, Idah, and Egga. Progress was uneven as missionary activities were disrupted by wars and civil strife among the Yoruba states, the American Civil War, and the Franco–Prussian War. However, steady progress was recorded in the last quarter of the century (Ajayi 1965, xiii–xv).

The Christian missions were “fired by the idealism of faith to which they ascribed, the enlightenment, progress and technological achievements of their countries” (Ayandele 1966a, 4). They were thus committed to the “civilizing mission” to replace the “pagan” religions and “barbarous” cultures of their host communities. This meant that Christian missions were bent on effecting social changes in the Nigerian communities in which they operated. The missionaries envisioned a new society characterized by “peace and stability, the abolition of the slave trade, the evolution of money economy,” one that was “industrial and ‘civilized,’ similar to that of contemporary Europe” (Ayandele 1966a, 8). They formed an unholy alliance with the government and expatriate traders in pursuit of their mission. However, they were often at loggerheads with the traders and colonial officials.

While pursuing the abolition of the slave trade, the institution of legitimate trade and the “civilizing mission,” the Christian missions took advantage of political dynamics in their host communities in Southern Nigeria. In due course, host communities were polarized into pro- and anti-missionary factions, the division often turning ostensibly on the question of slavery. In Western Nigeria, dynastic infighting pitted the so-called anti-slavery faction, led by Akitoye (Lagos), Sodeke and Ogunbona (Abeokuta), and Wawu (Badagry) against their rivals, who were framed as pro-slavers. Such a distinction was facile: consular reports stated that the pro-British and pro-missionary chiefs in Badagry continued to engage in clandestine slave-dealing. In effect, as demonstrated by several scholars (Ajayi 1965; Ayandele 1966a; Tasie 1978; Erivwo 1979; Isichei 1983; Kalu 2003), local conditions dictated the progress of missionary activity across Southern Nigeria during the nineteenth century.

At Badagry, Wawu, the fourth-ranked chief, sought to exploit an alliance with the British and the missionaries to attain first-class status. The Egba chiefs needed British military support to fend off the Dahomean military threat. Sodeke, leader of the Egba, welcomed the Methodist missionary, Thomas Birch Freeman, in December 1842 and Henry Townsend in January 1843, encouraging them to settle in Abeokuta. He courted British support against Ado and Dahomey by formally inviting their missionaries and traders as allies against the slave trade. The Egba lobby was strengthened by the presence of the Saro, the Europeanized former slaves and their descendants, who had returned to their ancestral land from Freetown, Sierra Leone. In the end, it was a marriage of convenience based upon a mutual misunderstanding of motives. Each side sought to use the other for its own purpose—the missionaries rode on the back of the local rulers and the consular authorities: the local rulers in Abeokuta and Calabar harnessed foreign assistance against their local adversaries, and the British government ultimately took advantage of the vulnerability of warring states and the desire of missionaries for protection to establish colonial rule. Nonetheless, the Saro and many indigenous Nigerians embraced Christianity out of conviction.

Meanwhile, British military support had aided the Egba to repel the Dahomean invasion of Abeokuta in 1851. This spurred other Yoruba kingdoms, which did not contain Saro émigrés, to welcome Christian missions “as a matter of political prestige” (Ayandele 1966a, 10). Christian missionaries consequently established stations at Ibadan, Ijaye, Oyo, Ogbomoso, and Ilesa between 1852 and 1857. However, the presence of missionaries in those communities did not have as much impact as in Abeokuta because it was the only other Yoruba community (apart from Lagos) that contained a substantial number of liberated Africans. In addition, the Christian missionaries were not as concentrated in one community as in Abeokuta. Hence, they had limited influence in the host communities, where they were “submissive and gave sentimental loyalty and approval to the policies” of their host states. This produced an awkward situation where missionaries in warring communities were obliged to support their hosts in inter-state wars. But they were also willing to mediate, such as between the Egba and Ibadan, Ijaye and Ibadan, and, much later, Ibadan and the Ekiti Parapo Confederacy.

The declaration of the Lagos Colony in 1861 altered relations between Yoruba kingdoms and the Christian missionaries. It highlighted missionaries’ role and the abolition of the slave trade as a pretext for meddling in the dynastic dispute in Lagos. This was compounded by the hostility of the Lagos colonial administration, especially under John Glover, towards Abeokuta on the issue of fugitive slaves, discussed later in this essay. The Ifole of 1867, which expelled Europeans from Abeokuta, betrayed growing resentment towards Christian missionaries as harbingers of British colonialism.

Meanwhile, unlike the Egba, the Efik warmly welcomed the Christian missions for other than security considerations. Centuries of relations with European supercargoes had made them receptive to Christianity and the campaign to replace the TAST with legitimate commerce (Latham 1973). Hence, the Efik offered the missionaries land and protection in anticipation of the fruits of the “civilizing mission,” especially secular education (Ayandele 1966a, 17–18). However, the spread of Christianity in Calabar between the 1840s and 1850s was driven by the contest for supremacy between Eyo Honesty II, King of Creek Town and John Young, Eyamba V of Duke Town. As in Abeokuta, Eyo Honesty “sought to use missionaries for a political purpose—to extend his sovereignty to Duke Town, Old Town, and beyond and thus occupy a position which no one before him had occupied” (Ayandele 1966a, 19). Unlike Eyamba V, Eyo Honesty wholly embraced the missionaries and practically turned his state into a Christian theocracy. Though he abolished the immolation of slaves, the Efik Egbo society remained powerful, and his legislation against the killing of slaves was passed through it. Unfortunately, he empowered the missionaries and even slave converts, who became disrespectful of customs. The increasing overbearing attitude of the missionaries and converts posed a challenge to royal authority, but it was impossible to carry out an Ifole in Calabar because, unlike Abeokuta, the city was within reach of British gunboats. This was displayed in the destruction of Old Town in 1855. With consular support, the missionaries recorded a steady increase in converts from 200 in 1851 to 1,671 in 1875. Calabar thus became a bastion of Christian missionary enterprise in eastern Nigeria.

Meanwhile, the CMS had established Fourah Bay College in Freetown, Sierra Leone, in 1827 to produce Western-educated African clergymen (initially freed African slaves), known as the Native Pastorate, to facilitate missionary work in Africa. One of the African clergies, a Yoruba freed slave, Samuel Ajayi Crowther, later became the CMS mission leader on the Lower Niger and the first African Bishop in Sub-Saharan Africa. The Native Pastorate gave the Anglican Church an edge in its missionary drive into Africa. Thus, Obi Ossai, king of Aboh, welcomed the missionary and commercial overtures of the British because he was impressed by an Igbo convert, Simon Jonas, who preached the gospel in Igbo and displayed the reading and writing skills of the “white man” (Oriji 1991, 153). In other places, local politics aided the spread of Christianity. In Onitsha, the Obi had welcomed the British purveyors of Christianity and commerce as potential allies in his ongoing war with neighboring Obosi. This was the background to establishing commercial and missionary outposts at Onitsha by 1857. Following the expeditions of William Baikie in Igboland, the CMS held sway from the 1850s to the 1880s, largely because of its close association with the commercial arm of British imperialism. The CMS established its first outpost in Igboland at Onitsha in 1857. This became the headquarters of the Niger Mission, from where churches were planted at Ossomari, Asaba, Aboh, and Obosi between 1873 and 1883.

The lead taken by the Anglican Church through the CMS was followed by other Christian missionary missions—the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society, the Presbyterians of Scotland, the Baptists from the United States, and the Roman Catholics. The Catholic Holy Ghost Fathers established a church at Onitsha in 1885, and its counterpart, the SMA, commenced its mission at Asaba in 1888. The consequent intense competition was akin to rivalry for spheres of influence among European countries during the partition of Africa (Ekechi 1972; Kalu 2003).

Christian missionary thrust into Northern Nigeria was founded on great optimism (Ayandele 1966b, 503). However, despite initial goodwill from the Muslim rulers of the Sokoto Caliphate, the missionary efforts yielded no fruits. This was essentially because Islam had been entrenched in the Caliphate and Borno for centuries. Moreover, the Muslim rulers feared that the missionaries were heralds of British imperialism (Ubah 1976). Furthermore, competition among the missionaries, which reflected the inter-imperial rivalry among Britain, France, and Germany undermined the new faith’s appeal. British colonial officials’ attitude in the Muslim areas of Northern Nigeria, especially after 1906, was decidedly against Christian proselytization in the emirates. This attitude became hardened into policy under Percy Girouard, who succeeded Lugard as High Commissioner of the Northern Nigerian Protectorate. Indeed, the administration’s policy “became more reactionary than that of Eastern Sudan” (Ayandele 1966b, 518). British officials feared that the missions’ egalitarian message could incite a revolt of the masses, causing upheaval, as would any confrontation between an entrenched Islam and a new religion perceived to be a handmaiden of foreign rule (Ayandele 1966b, 517, 519).

Moreover, it appeared that the officials did not want an alternative center of power or a tribune of the people, which the missionaries often appeared to be when checking the officials’ excesses in their dealings with the subject peoples (Ayandele 1966b, 516). Christianity made no headway in the Muslim areas of Northern Nigeria. “Compared with Southern Nigeria,” it has been noted, “missionary activity in the North was very feeble and was on a small scale” (Ayandele 1966b, 519).

Impact of Christianity

The missionary endeavors of these Christian missions had far-reaching consequences for the Nigerian state and its peoples. Christianity affected the social, economic, religious, and political aspects of Nigerian life (Ajayi 1965; Ayandele 1966a; Olukoju 1997).

A major social impact of the Christian missions was the institution of formal education and the establishment of primary, secondary, and teacher training schools. The missions “saw in schools ‘the nursery of the infant Church,’ the principal hope for the success of their work” (Ajayi 1965, 134). The initial reluctance of parents and prospective pupils was overcome with incentives and inducements: “The schools were free; the children received gifts from Europe—clothes, copy-books, slates, pencils and so on” (Ajayi 1965, 135). Another incentive was the lure of letters, the power that literacy conferred on its recipients. “English was the language of commerce and civilization; the vernacular (sic) was the language of religious instruction” (Ajayi 1965, 140). Boarding was also an inducement that enabled the missions to keep their wards in school. The Christian missions also established secondary grammar schools to absorb products of primary schools, whose number increased steadily (Ajayi 1963). The earliest secondary schools established in Lagos by the Missions were C.M.S. Grammar School (1859), Methodist Boys’ High School (1879), and the Catholic St. Gregory’s College (1881). It may be noted that the Churches also pioneered adult education as their focus was getting male adults converted so that they could draw their families to the new faith. However, the emphasis was on reading the Scriptures in the indigenous languages to establish converts’ convictions in the Bible.

The various Mission schools became a new elite armed with literacy and grounded in European modernity, different from the old elite of titled persons, warlords, and merchants. In relative terms, Christianity’s social impact in promoting formal education surpassed its primary, purely religious impact. Far more Nigerians were affected by formal education than were converted to Christianity. Significantly, it was the new elite—lawyers, teachers, medical doctors, and journalists—fostered directly or indirectly by Christianity that took over from the British colonial government, especially in Southern Nigeria. All the Legislative Council members elected between 1923 and 1946 were “professed Christians, including many ministers of religion and journalists who fanned the embers of national awakening” (Ayandele 1966a, 342). They were also the pioneers of anti-racial cultural nationalism that catalyzed political consciousness in Lagos during the late nineteenth century (Ajayi 1961; Ayandele 1966a, 242–280).

While the foregoing was true of the non-Muslim parts of Nigeria, the reverse was the case in Muslim-majority Northern Nigeria. This contributed to widening “the cultural, political and social gap” between Nigeria’s two main regions. In terms of access to formal education, by 1918, there were already, in Southern Nigeria at least, two generations of lawyers, teachers, medical practitioners, surveyors, and journalists. These were products of eighteen secondary schools and teacher training colleges, mainly Christian mission-owned, in the region. In contrast, there was no single post-primary education of any sort in the entire Northern Nigeria.

Christian missions also promoted industrial training of African converts primarily to ensure that missions were self-supporting. Industrial training by the Christian missions produced skilled artisans who changed the physical and social landscape of Nigeria. Carpenters constructed magnificent church edifices and private houses in Lagos, roofs of buildings, school and household furniture, and coffins. Printers were engaged in producing Church literature, including the Iwe Irohin, Nigeria’s first newspaper, published at Abeokuta in 1859. The first secular newspaper, the Anglo-African, published in Lagos in 1862, was produced by printers sent by the CMS in Abeokuta. The transfer of artisanal skills was accomplished by formal apprenticeship. As noted by Ajayi, “the village carpenters of today … as distinct from the ‘cabinet makers’ of the towns, are direct descendants of the apprentices of the 1850s” (1965, 157).

A related impact was the agricultural change that the Christian missions fostered in Nigeria. Although the idea of the Bible and the Plough was invented by Buxton, it was developed and popularized by Henry Venn, Secretary of the CMS (details in Ajayi 1959; Webster 1963, 420–422). This was exemplified by introducing new crops (cocoa and the nitida species of kolanut), modern agricultural methods (at Ijon, Agege, and Agbowa), and crop processing, especially in Western Nigeria. The Roman Catholic SMA established coconut plantations at Topo, near Badagry, and this remains an import agricultural crop in that locality. A Christian convert, Mojola Agbebi (originally named D. B. Vincent) also established cocoa and coffee plantations at Agbowa, east of Lagos, for which he recruited a Jamaican specialist, John Ricketts, to manage. Agbebi “incessantly preached the Bible and the plough or as he expressed it, ‘the gospel of coffee, cocoa, cotton and work as well as the scripture’ ” (cited in Webster 1963, 426).

A generation passed before a more enduring impact was recorded by returnee Africans based in Lagos, such as J.P.L. Davies and J.K. Coker, who became big cocoa planters in the suburbs of Lagos. Coker, in particular, epitomized the idea of “The Bible and the Plough.” Described as “the genius behind the developments at Agege between 1893 and 1930” (Webster 1963, 429), he trained men in the cultivation of cocoa and sent them as teachers and evangelists of the breakaway African Church established in 1901. Coker’s popularization of cocoa while also spreading Christianity laid the foundation for the economic prosperity of large parts of southern Yorubaland during the twentieth century (Webster 1963; Berry 1968). Christian converts also played a major role in the spread of nitida species of kolanut across southern Yorubaland (Agiri 1977).

The development of Nigerian languages and literature was another social contribution of the Christian missions. The Bible was translated into indigenous languages to make the Scriptures accessible to the indigenous peoples of Nigeria. While this primary aim was achieved, it also triggered the promotion of the study of Yoruba, Igbo, Efik, Hausa, and Kanuri languages and literature. As early as 1843, Ajayi Crowther had translated four books of the New Testament into English and published Grammar and Vocabulary of the Yoruba Language. In 1852, he published Vocabulary of the Yoruba Language and translated the entire Bible into Yoruba in 1891. The Bible was also translated into other Nigerian languages (Ajayi 1965, 127–132). In 1874, the following texts by Hugh Goldie on Efik were published: Efik Dictionary, Efik Grammar in Efik, and Efik Grammar in English. However, as the motive behind these literary efforts was reaching an adult population, “the emphasis was on simplicity of orthography rather than academic perfection” (Ajayi 1965, 131). Christian ministers also studied indigenous religious and cultural beliefs as an aid to their evangelization. Thus, Revd. E. M. Lijadu and James Johnson published Yoruba Mythology and Yoruba Heathenism, respectively, in their attempt to understand indigenous religion and culture on their own terms. J. A. Otonba Payne published his first annual Lagos and West African Almanack in 1874 and Table of Principal Events in Yoruba History in 1894, both reference texts for Lagos judges and lawyers of the era. The most remarkable feat was Samuel Johnson’s History of the Yorubas, completed in 1897 but published only in 1921, which remains a classic and reference book of Yoruba history.

Christian missions also influenced cultural practices and beliefs in Nigerian communities, by the abolition of human sacrifice and killing of twins. They also introduced the adoption of monogamy and surnames, and, as epitomized by Hubert Ogunde, facilitated the rise of the theatre business in Nigeria (Adedeji 1971, 1973; Olukoju 1997).

The missions contributed significantly to the improvement of social welfare and healthcare in the face of the indigenous peoples’ skepticism about the efficacy of modern medicine. However, by 1914, they had established the CMS Iyi Enu Hospital near Onitsha, the Society of African Missions Sacred Heart Hospital, Abeokuta, the Baptist Hospital in Ogbomosho and the Methodist Wesley Guild Hospital, Ilesha (Ayandele 1966a, 343). The missions also trained personnel as medical auxiliaries and, later, as medical doctors.

In all, Christian missions rode on the wave of the anti-slavery campaign and the establishment of British rule. Intense rivalry among the missions ensued, fueled by doctrinal or theological differences, and national and imperial competition by their home countries (Ekechi 1972; Kalu 2003). In Eastern Nigeria, competition between the Roman Catholic and CMS worked to the advantage of the host communities in which they established schools and medical facilities. The CMS had only six schools in 1849 compared to two by the RCM in 1893. The respective figures were 150 in 1909 and 127 in 1922. The Wesleyan Mission had three schools in 1861, but the number rose to 138 by 1921. School enrolment rose accordingly (Bassey 1991, 45). As a corollary, the resources available to the different missions determined the success of their enterprise. Northeast Igboland fell within the sphere of the Presbyterians, who were not as materially endowed as the CMS and the RCM. As Ogbu Kalu noted, “the missionary factor, especially the predominance of the Presbyterians, partially explains the underdevelopment of this culture area compared to North-Western Igboland” (Kalu 1979, 16).

Legitimate Commerce

As indicated in a previous section, the Abolition de-legitimized the slave trade. In its place the British promoted “legitimate commerce,” an alternative export trade in forest produce—palm oil, kernels, and rubber. Legitimate commerce in Southern Nigeria operated in a relay system. Peasant producers sold their merchandise to indigenous (“middlemen”) traders, who exchanged imported goods for their palm oil and kernels. Palm produce was then conveyed on the rivers to expatriate traders stationed at the coastal ports (Oriji 1991, 148). The expatriate traders, the self-styled “Palm Oil Ruffians,” mainly from Liverpool, traded out of trade hulks, ships moored along the coast. They began as subordinate partners who courted the friendship of the rulers of coastal communities, who charged them custom duties, known as “comey.” With the onset of formal imperialism from the 1880s, the European traders relocated from the hulks to permanent “factories” on land, from where they traded with indigenous traders.

Legitimate commerce also rested on the “trust system,” as in the heyday of the TAST. However, Ikime has argued that legitimate commerce required “infinitely greater organisation and resource” than the slave trade, as the trust system “became a more general feature of trade than it had been earlier” (Ikime 1968, 5). The trust system operated in a relay fashion: expatriate merchants advanced credit to the “middleman” trader, who in turn passed it on to the hinterland producer. The middleman was pivotal to the system as the fulcrum around which it turned. Hence, he was obliged to prove his credit worthiness by living an ostentatious life befitting of his status as a “big man.” In addition, he required a large fleet of armed canoes for collecting produce from the hinterland production centres. As the canoes were manned by slaves, the middleman trader had a considerable number of them, even after the abolition of the TAST.

In time, the trade in palm produce grew following the demand for raw materials for manufacturing candles, soap, and margarine (Northrup 1976, 359). Supplies were guaranteed by the abundant oil palm trees in the immediate hinterland behind the coast. Indigenous technological developments also played a key role in extracting oil from palm fruit and constructing the “largest canoes known in West Africa.” Also important was the domestic, commercial organization of “local and regional markets, trade routes, and trading currencies, the existence of a proclivity for commerce, and the growth of regular trade between the coast and the inland portions of the region” (Northrup 1976, 364).

A major consequence of the shift to legitimate commerce was the emergence of a new class of entrepreneurs who combined political and economic power (Latham 1973). The “revolution” had begun, at least in the Ijo States of the Eastern Delta, well before the abolition of the overseas slave trade. A major change took place in the succession system of the “House” or “Canoe” system. By the 1820s, the oduwari system, in which succession to leadership of the “House” or trading corporation was vested in the lineage of the founders, was replaced by the opuwari system which entitled anyone, including men of slave origin, to leadership by election. The emphasis in leadership selection had shifted from birth to capability. Increasing wealth from the oil trade and the rise of able men consequently led to intense competition in the region. The new heads of Houses combined the roles of “commercial manager, a father, a war canoe captain, a judge, an arbitrator, a father of the house and king’s counsellor” (Njoku 2008, 30). Given the “enormous power and privileges” vested in the office of House Head, the history of the eastern Niger Delta between the 1830s and 1860s was dominated by the struggle for mastery between the traditional aristocrats and the upstarts.

The convulsions created by the rise of a new class of entrepreneurs in the transition from the slave to legitimate commerce were largely limited to the coastal states. The long-established kingdoms in the immediate hinterland did not experience the aforementioned “revolution.” Yet, new actors emerged there too in the shape of producers of palm oil, who were newcomers to external trade. There were no political barriers to entry into the palm produce trade. Access to the palm oil trade, even as small producers, created “the material base for a greater share in political power” by the new actors (Njoku 2008, 33). Either way, the transition to commodity exports introduced changes with varying intensity across space and time in nineteenth-century Nigeria.

Yet there was continuity in the identity of the new class of big merchants produced by legitimate trade. These were men of non-servile or even privileged origins. In this category were Nana of Itsekiri and Igwebe Odum of Arondizuogu. The latter typified the adaptation of the Aro slaving oligarchy “to the ending of the Atlantic slave trade without a long-term attenuation of their wealth and power” (Njoku 2008, 33). However, as Njoku argued, the “emergent merchant class” in the Igbo hinterland, unlike their Niger Delta counterparts, only succeeded in acquiring an “informal kind of power … because there was no clearly established hegemonic or centralized political structure for them to hijack.” It was only under British colonial rule that such men gained political power in “a more formal and well-defined system” as Warrant Chiefs (Njoku 2008, 45).

The Western Niger Delta was different in some respects from the eastern part. Although a substantial palm oil trade was conducted in the Benin River area in the 1820s, concurrently with the slave trade, palm oil attracted lower prices than Bonny (Ikime 1968, 4). The absence of major expatriate traders and competition in the Benin River area until the 1840s contrasted the intense competition in the Eastern Delta. Again, unlike in the Eastern Delta, persons of noble birth, such as Nana, emerged as key players in the area’s political economy during the nineteenth century. Ikime noted about Itsekiri society during the post-1850 interregnum that “wealth derived from trade increasingly became the surest qualification for the acquisition of power and influence.” Men with “drive and organising ability” assumed “positions of great power and authority” (Ikime 1968, 9).

However, the Western Delta shared the trust-based commercial structure prevalent in the east. Itsekiri traders resorted to an opulent lifestyle to justify their creditworthiness as commercial competition intensified. They also maintained fleets of armed canoes to ensure control of the oil trade and access to the Urhobo producers. The issue of trust soured relations between the Itsekiri middleman traders and the Urhobo palm oil producers and occasioned the practice of “chopping” (originally employed by European supercargoes against defaulting African middlemen) by which the Itsekiri creditors loosed their war “boys” on the defaulting villages. The leading traders steadily stockpiled arms, which made them formidable foes, even of the British, as Nana proved during the battle of Ebrohimi in 1894. The trade in firearms was, therefore, an accompaniment of the commercial transition in the nineteenth century.

The second half of the nineteenth century in the western Delta was turbulent because of the interplay of trade and politics (Dike, 1956). The period was characterized by “ ‘[c]hopping,’ high-handed and rough and ready justice (often injustice)” (Ikime 1968, 15). Both British and African traders were caught in the crossfire, as happened to the firm of Horsfall, which was attacked and looted in 1851. From the reprisal naval bombardment of Bobi in 1851, a pattern was set for consular intervention in trade disputes on British traders’ behalf. In the end, the warring factions failed to reach a consensus on filling the Itsekiri stool but agreed to appoint a “Governor of the Benin River,” an officer that had hitherto overseen the commercial interests of the Olu of Itsekiri and collected money on his behalf from foreign traders. The office of Governor became increasingly important during the interregnum. It was rotated between the royal group and the aristocratic Ologbotsere group. Accordingly, Idiare of the Ologbotsere group was elected the first Governor of the interregnum in 1851. He was followed by Tsanomi from the royal group in 1870. Olomu of the Ologbotsere group took over in 1879 but, contrary to the rotation, Olomu’s son, Nana, succeeded him in 1884. The disruption bred resentment, but Nana was too wealthy and influential to be passed over for a weaker candidate that he might defy with impunity. However, the unending rivalry between the two factions played into British hands and culminated in the military defeat and exile of Nana in 1894.

Further west, Lagos, the leading center of the TAST, now faced the challenge of transition to legitimate commerce. Trade intermixed with politics in Lagos, culminating in Lagos’ annexation in 1861, after a decade of British naval bombardment and interference in dynastic politics framed in anti-slavery policies (Mann 2007). As elsewhere, the former slave traders switched to the new trade because they had been trading in both slaves and palm oil before the Abolition. “The picture that emerges,” argues Kristin Mann, “is neither of a social revolution nor of a smooth, continuous transition, but rather of a slow, messy, and contested process of change, at the heart of which lay a struggle over labor” (Mann 2007, 13). The demise of domestic slavery was a slow and long-drawn process “shaped as much by the needs and interests of the owners and slaves who struggled to renegotiate the terms of their relationship as it was by colonial policy” (Mann 2007, 325).

The switch to legitimate commerce in Lagos was peculiar for some reasons. First, Lagos was never a source of slaves or palm oil exports. Second, it passed through political, social, and demographic changes—the imposition of British rule; the influx of migrants from Sierra Leone, Brazil, and the African hinterland; the spread of both Christianity and Islam; and protracted dynastic crises.

Conclusion

The abolition of the TAST and domestic slavery, the institution of legitimate commerce, and the introduction and spread of Christianity in Nigeria were overlapping and somewhat mutually reinforcing developments during the long nineteenth century. Abolition created the conditions for the other dynamics to operate, but the three taken together significantly shaped Nigerian history. Yet, the process, pace, and impact of these forces varied even within particular communities. Consequently, the three elements aligned with local actors and institutions in producing changes and developments in regional and local settings.

Yet, some generalizations can be made. First, the abolition of TAST gave a fillip to domestic slavery in the face of labor scarcity and the absence of wage labor. Second, the British condoned domestic slavery, which survived into the middle of the twentieth century in many parts of Nigeria. Third, the abolition of TAST and the institution of legitimate commerce provided the pretext for the British colonization of Nigeria. Finally, Christianity, with its handmaiden, formal education, played a key role in the evolution of the Nigerian state by its heavy presence in non-Muslim communities and its concomitant exclusion from Muslim majority areas, mainly in Northern Nigeria. Both the expatriate and indigenous actors—political leaders, the educated elite, and the business community—acting separately and in concert contributed to the developments highlighted in this chapter.
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Chapter 12 

Political Revolutions in Nineteenth-Century Nigeria

Toyin Falola

Introduction

From the dense mangrove swamps of the Niger Delta region and the thick forest features that dot other parts of the southern region with a mixture of mountains and hills, to the savanna and plain fields, hills and plateaus mostly found in the area known today as the central northern region (the middle belt), and the Sahel and plain savanna fields that spread across the rest of the northern region, Nigeria is made of many geographical features with peoples and cultures heavily shaped by their peculiar environments. This reality has made self-isolation and self-sufficiency impossible for any of these peoples, hence the level of historic interactions in social and intergroup relations that existed among them (Otite 2009).1 Before the reordering of the states and societies in all of these areas due to the political eruption in the nineteenth century, all these cultures and societies had emerged within the modern Nigerian state by the eighteenth century. This period marked the final precolonial migration in a series of migration and settlements in the Late Stone Age, around 9000 BCE.

As the final waves of migration in the search for habitable lands had reduced by this period (Ajayi 1995),2 what remained was the consolidation of territorial holds and expansion of lands for the purpose of sociopolitical and/or economic security. Tellingly, the quest for territorial expansion and consolidation did not just emerge in the nineteenth century; this had rather been the recurrent feature in the area in the past centuries leading to the emergence of kingdoms, empires, and larger states in the first millennium of the common era and the creation of wealth for the aristocrats through the slave trade, tributes, domestic slavery, and the rest (Ogot 2000). What is unique about the nineteenth century was the scale at which this was carried out and its consequences which still reverberate in the modern state. Until recent times, these societies were primarily agricultural. They survived on lands as farmers and/or breeders of livestock and water as fishermen, depending on where they belonged in the aforementioned geography. Aside from the Fulani, who entered the area around the fifteenth century, all these societies, regardless of where they were located, were engaged in farming. Fishermen, hunters, craftsmen and women, traders, blacksmiths, traditional doctors, and other skilled workers combined their expertise with farming. With environmental advantage, they produced and exchanged goods like yam, millet, palm oil, kola nut, leather, cassava, sweet potato, coco-yam, guinea corn, beans, maize, salt, cotton, textiles, and more, through the use of currencies like copper, cowrie shells, and others. The use of slaves was common in these economic activities.

Historians often portray land as collectively owned, but that should not imply that all society members had equal rights to this essential resource. Those with supreme authority over land knew themselves and wielded this power accordingly (Falola and Genova 2009).3 Ancestral worship and belief in many gods were common features of many of these groups, aside from the Fulani migrants and other groups who had come into contact with Islam before they migrated to Nigeria. By the eighteenth century, the centralized and the decentralized states had already taken their shape and morphology. The relationship among these cultures, like every other human society, was characterized by peace and war. The latter, in most cases, was caused by mutual suspicion and the desire for territorial expansion. Peaceful relations were exhibited through intermarriage and trade, in the main. Cultural mixtures that at some point could give birth to mutually intelligible languages, similar social forms and other close affinities that later gave rise to the idea of ethnicity were channeled through various means (Akinwunmi, Okpeh, and Gwamma 2006).

Social Changes and New Leadership

The nineteenth-century served as the culmination of the events and threats of the previous centuries. As early as the eleventh and fourteenth centuries, Islam had made a subtle penetration into the northern part of Nigeria’s emerging centralized states. Through trade, military, and diplomatic advantage, Islam became the elites’ religion, including royalty. Islam provided a “political cult for Kanuri, Bornoan, and Hausa leaders, linking their states to the wealth of the greater Islamic world through commercial and scholarly relationships” (Falola and Heaton 2008). These kingdoms and empires—notably among which were the Kanem–Borno Empire; the kingdom of Gobir; and the states of Kano, Katsina, Daura, and Zaria—nonetheless continued with their indigenous religious beliefs without any notable steps to spread this new religion to the ordinary people and convert their domains to Islamic states. To them, Islam was as good as the mysticism it provided to their subjects and the access it guaranteed for the market across the Sahara through the states of the Mediterranean. Through their strategic location along the path of the trans-Saharan trade and the incorporation of Islam into their elite lifestyle, these states became very powerful as they controlled the trade from other parts of the modern Nigerian state meant for this route.

This spawned their relationship with the Oyo empire, which had also emerged as a powerful force in the forest and savanna areas of the southern region. Leatherworks, horses, weapons, textiles, salt, slaves, kola nut, and other food and agricultural items were exchanged by trading parties, many of which found their way across the Saharan trade routes through the efforts of the Hausa and Kanuri merchants (Law 2001). By the late fifteenth century, Europeans, led by the Portuguese, joined this booming market from the coastal areas. Consequently, the market was divided between two foreign forces with increasing demand for the goods that served their purposes at different times. Competition for the advantage of controlling the trade route intensified from this period. In the northern part, states competed for the control of the trans-Saharan routes, while in the southern region, states struggled to control the coastal communities, which served as terminals for all the goods coming from the hinterlands to meet the demands of European merchants.4 Achieving this often resulted in increased wealth for conquistadors. Not only did they collect taxes, tribute, and tolls from communities conquered along this route and on goods passing through their territories, such trades were in most cases monopolized as they positioned themselves as the middlemen between the foreign buyers and the local merchants.

In addition to being the sole determinant of the prices of goods sold to the foreign merchants with huge profits, they had the further advantage of enslaving and selling many people initially to the Arabs and later the Europeans, who had “discovered” the New World. In the instance of the Oyo empire, through its direct link to the northern market, it had acquired a strong cavalry army that by circa 1800, had helped it attain the status of the most important single power in the mono-Niger region, controlling many lands and peoples (Asiwaju 1989). By the time the second half of the eighteenth century rolled in, Oyo had conquered lands in Ketu, Sabe, the eastern part of Borgu and the southwestern parts of Nupe, Ekiti, Ijesa, Dahomey, and Igbomina to varying degrees, and it had secured the port city of Porto Novo and communities along the route like Egba and Egbado for its slave trade. Simultaneously, the influence and power of the Oyo empire were limited in the forest region due to the geographical composition of the area, which was not favorable to its cavalry strength. Farther into this forest region was the Benin empire.

The Empire of Benin held sway with influence on such areas like Ekiti, Ondo, Owo, Akoko, and hosts of others, including the Itsekiri, Ijo, and other peoples of the Niger Delta area, reaching Lagos. This way, it was a dominant power holding many small states and large settlements under its control, allowing it to control the major trading ports and achieve the monopolization of trade along the Bight of Benin.

On the other side of the Niger River, the Tiv in the Benue-Plateau area were also undergoing territorial expansion due to population growth/pressure and economic necessities (Ahire 1993). The Tiv were primarily cultivators of yam and cassava, a practice responsible for their aggressive shifting cultivation practices. Until the nineteenth century, they were consistent victims of their neighbors, the atotievs, the Jukun, Hausa, Chamba, and others. However, late into the eighteenth century, the situation had begun to change, and by the first half of the nineteenth century, the Tiv were becoming more powerful with the development of innovative weapons and, most especially, in the area of political structure. Significant and unique among the weapons developed were the poisonous arrows that became a threat not only to their neighbors but even to the European explorers, merchants, and missionaries that attempted to go into the hinterlands in the latter part of that century. In addition to this, as a decentralized society, they developed a political system that prioritized their leaders’ military skill and economic stability rather than the age consideration of the past. This way, there was a clean departure from the Council of Elders’ role as the supreme decision-making body to the constitution of the drum chiefs, which consisted of men with military might and financial strength to prosecute wars and expand the economy.

The drum chiefs, traditionally known as the tor agbande, acted as the real rulers as they were responsible for maintaining law and order in the society, declaration of war and peace, among other responsibilities and privileges like the collection of tributes from vassal states. They also acted as the spiritual leaders of the people with the belief that they possessed magical powers. This system ensured that the people had a standing army and other material and spiritual support needed to fight wars and expand their reach in the Benue-Plateau area. By modifying the guerilla tactics of their adversaries, especially the Chambers, the Tiv were able to dominate the political and economic reigns of this area in the nineteenth century until the coming of the British colonial government, which capitulated on the internal rivalry and visible weaknesses of the system, such as succession disputes and rivalry among the drum chief (Makar 1994).

But while the attempt at changing the reign of government among the Tiv was somewhat subtle and amounting to internal political recalibration, that of the north’s Hausa states was not that subtle. If anything, the political changes were aggressive and violent. These areas were already witnessing the influx of the nomadic Fulani from other parts of West Africa, and among them was a charismatic Islamic scholar, Usman dan Fodio, who believed that Islam, as practiced in these areas, was adulterated. dan Fodio believed in the reconstitution of these societies towards the fundamentals of the core teachings of Islam. This way, from Gobir, Katsina, Kano, and to other places in this region, dan Fodio preached against such practices as demand for bribes by the political elites to offer political favors, the enslavement of Muslims, immodest dressing, taxation principles contrary to the Islamic injunction of taxation, deity and ancestral worship, and other practices he noted to be incompatible with Islamic tenets. Through his missionary works, he became popular among the ordinary folks, ostensibly owing to his teachings’ liberating tone, which promised to offer them a better economic and political situation rather than its strictly religious undercurrent.

Many of the marginalized communities found hope in dan Fodio’s movement. Perceiving the rising profile of dan Fodio among these people and considering the need for the Hausa rulers to hold on to their powers, some of these rulers consented to some of his demands. Yet it was one thing to consent; it was another to sustain such based on basic reforms. As seen in the case of the agreement between Bawa, the Sultan of Gobir, and dan Fodio, the former did not yield to the latter and the rulers after him, Bunu and Yunfa, reneged on the review of the tax regime operated by the state and other promises made by Bawa to sustain his influence and power. Yunfa found dan Fodio increasingly irritating and a threat to his reign. Therefore, to dismantle dan Fodio’s rising influence among the commoners, he made the declaration that Islam remained the religion of the elites, while those he considered his powerful enemies were hounded. He threatened dan Fodio with the same fate as his adversaries if he failed to leave Gobir. Hostility was apparently on the rise, and on February 21, 1804, dan Fodio, relating this to the flight of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Medina, obliged and called this his own hijra—meaning “migration”—from Gobir to Gudu. Meanwhile, dan Fodio’s movement was not an isolated case. Such calls for the religious purification of the society under Islamic tenets cut across many parts of Africa around this time (Hodgkin 1962).

On the western plain of the Sudan where the Hausa states were located, Islamic reformist movements had already made successful inroads into the Futa Jallon and Futa Toro regions around the Senegambia between 1728 and the 1770s (Falola and Heaton 2008). These were good propellants for dan Fodio’s movement in the Sahel region of Nigeria and beyond, informing his strategy and resolve. His hijra to Gudu was at best only symbolic in its similitude to that of the Prophet Muhammad, whose messages he claimed to be propagating and whose fight he was ostensibly fighting. If anything, moving to Gudu was his way of diverting the attention of Yunfa to make him believe that dan Fodio had conceded to his terms while he, in fact, re-strategized the execution of his jihad. Just a few months after he “fled” Gobir, dan Fodio returned to stage a takeover in all Hausa states, with an increasing appetite to capture more lands farther from the Sahel where he originally had his reservations. His popularity among the commoners and other marginalized people and the sheer number of Fulani already resident in this region helped his mission considerably. His army increased as they advanced across the region. The movement soon took on a life of its own as many fought in the name of the jihad without the presence of dan Fodio but rallied instead to the flag of jihad for its own sake. Those who could successfully lead an army with the flag could become rulers of such towns and villages they had invaded in the name of the jihad and by the authority of dan Fodio, which many had come to respect for different personal reasons.

The jihad was taking place at different fronts in the Sahel, pushing the Hausa rulers further to the north from 1808. Although not as strong as in the past, the Kanem–Borno empire was able to resist the movement’s incursion into its capital, while some of its outlying towns were incorporated into the new order. Nevertheless, with the jihad’s success, the Sokoto Caliphate was created as the new power bloc in the region, bringing about a larger centralized state under what was supposed to be a common-law and tradition facing the Middle East. When the caliphate emerged, the war continued as more lands were conquered and incorporated into it. The extent to which this was achieved in the practical sense is another matter, though, as some of the new rulers joined the caliphate only because it legitimized their power. Stepping aside to concentrate on his teachings and Islamic scholarship but still wielding a caliph’s authority—a title which he retained—dan Fodio divided the caliphate into two parts. These formed the eastern and the western flanks, with the largest being the eastern side, headquartered in Sokoto, and the latter’s capital in Gwandu. dan Fodio placed his two sons as the rulers of these two regions. The eldest, Muhammadu Bello, headed the eastern flank and his brother, Abdullahi, helmed the affairs of the western side. It is apparent from different accounts that the jihad failed to achieve its purpose, as evident, inter alia, in the steady deterioration of the caliphate’s influence on the emirates with the death of dan Fodio and his sons. Nonetheless, the states’ political leadership had shifted to another set of people with different criteria, the prime of supporting the jihad and Islamic identity.

As mentioned earlier, the jihad became a strategy through which new leadership took place in many states. Old practices upon which the jihad was staged persisted unabated as the new leadership used these media to enrich themselves (Hodgkin 1962).5 Like during the Kanem–Borno and the Hausa rulers’ reign, Islam was understood as a springboard to power. Most importantly, power shifted from the Hausa to their “visitors,” the nomadic Fulani, in the name of Islam. Because reform took more importance in political power, it continued until the late nineteenth century when British colonial powers took an interest in the internal politics of the peoples of the Niger region. Before this time, the jihad had crossed the Niger into Yorubaland on the invitation of Alimi, an itinerant Islamic scholar believed to have a good standing army and magical powers, led by Afonja, the then Generalissimo of the Oyo military forces and head of the garrison town of Ilorin, around 1817 (Smith 2011). Ilorin served as a deterrent force against the Nupe and other likely invasions from the Niger area, particularly given the historic rivalry between Oyo and Nupe. However, given the internal struggle in Oyo stemming from various contesting interests that later merged with the external pressures to collapse the empire’s structure, Ilorin no longer served this purpose by the time Afonja called on Alimi. The Afonja–Alimi alliance provided the jihad with another litmus test and stimulus. Afonja was neither a Muslim nor ready for the Islamization of Oyo, which he planned to takeover with the help of Alimi; what he wanted was political power at any cost.

Afonja had attempted this on his own around 1796 when he invaded Oyo to remove Alaafin Awole, hoping that he would be made the next Alaafin. He succeeded with the former but was foiled in his attempt at leadership. These steps taken by Afonja only represented a microcosm of the general weakness of Oyo and the various ways in which these were made manifest. From the late eighteenth century, the Oyo empire had begun to see its power and influence whittling-down due to its chiefs’ internal shenanigans in the capital and the antics of the heads of its outlying towns and kingdoms. The most powerful of its chiefs, the Oyomesi, who acted, among other things, as the kingmakers, had grown more powerful than the Alaafin through the ambition of Basorun Gaha, the leader of the chiefs, who believed they were not getting enough share of the wealth of the empire. To reverse this trend, the Oyomesi, through his leadership, reduced the Alaafin, the seat of power of the Oyo empire and the title of the king of Oyo, to a subordinate of the Oyomesi. Singlehandedly, Gaha saw to the removal and death of about four successive Alaafin of Oyo from the 1750s to 1774 when Alaafin Abiodun was enthroned and saw to the death of Gaha himself (Johnson 2009). But Abiodun remained the last of the Oyo kings to bring order to Oyo and rekindle its old glory, albeit in the relative sense. Awole, who took over after Abiodun’s demise in 1789, was considered weak, and his reign was mired in the further deterioration of Oyo and the condition of its people, so much so that a popular saying was coined to this effect (Johnson 2009).6

It was this situation that led Afonja to invade Oyo-Ile in 1796. The refusal of the Oyomesi to install him as the Alaafin as he had hoped was premised on their experience with Oyo despotic rulers, which ended with Alaafin Onisile and immediately followed with Basorun Gaha’s reign. With the installation of Adebo to the Alaafin’s throne, Afonja returned to Ilorin to proclaim the independence of the town from Oyo. The timing was militarily savvy because he knew Oyo could not muster an army to take this garrison town back from him. In any case, between around 1774 when Abiodun took over Oyo and 1791, during the reign of Awole, Oyo lost its control of Borgu, Dahomey, Nupe, and the Egba towns, among others. Because these towns and communities were forcefully incorporated under the Oyo empire to secure trading routes or to spread its tentacles to ensure there was no threat to its hegemony from its neighbors, the loss of control over these territories implies that the empire had not only lost its control of trade in this region, but there would be struggles among these newly independent states to fill the power vacuum created. Such was the incessant incursion of Dahomey forces into Yorubaland until its 1892 conquest by French colonial forces. The scramble for Oyo’s replacement did not really take much effect until its final fall in the 1830s and the creation of new powerful states in Yorubaland around this time (Ajayi 1971).

Although Ijebu and Ife had never been under the suzerainty of Oyo, they took advantage of its weakness from the late eighteenth century to position themselves as the dominant slave traders in Yorubaland (Biobaku 1952). Whereas Oyo got its slaves from its invasion and conquest of new lands and people and from its northern contacts from Hausaland, in the main, the Ijebu-Ife slave traders based the source of the slaves for the Atlantic slave trade on raids and kidnappings. This included the kidnapping of Oyo traders at the popular Apomu market, a development which was an aberration in the past when Oyo still commanded respect and fear. Infuriated by this development, Alaafin Abiodun, who was already losing territory to his vassal states’ independence, sent a message on the urgency of stemming this tide to his military chiefs. The same message was delivered to the Olowu of Owu, who shared boundaries with Apomu and other towns in Ife territory, including Ikire, Akinboto, Iwata, Itaakun, Jagan, and many others. The Olowu, in carrying out this order, sacked the whole of these towns and others, leading to their migration to Ife to seek refuge (Akinjogbin 1978). This led to the Owu War, which is dated differently by different accounts. However, going by the circumstances that led to the war, it probably took place between 1810 and 1817 (Akinjogbin 1978; Law 1977).7

The above date range is further strengthened in that all the communities sacked by Owu had returned to their various settlements after the fall of Owu and had reconstituted themselves politically and otherwise before the threat of the Fulani jihad from Oyo displaced them again in the 1830s. The long interval between their first and second evacuation gave towns like Ikire the time to recuperate and accommodate Oyo refugees fleeing the implosion of Oyo-Ile from the hands of Muslim elements in the town and neighboring communities like Ilorin, especially the people of northern origin who resided in the capital as a result of slavery, trade, or other factors.8 With the displacement of the Owu, which was aided in a quite ironic manner by some of the Oyo refugees who supported what seemed to them to be the winning side, the Egba who, under the leadership of Lisabi, had gained their independence from Oyo around 1774, were sacked from their homes. Many of them were taken as slaves by the Ife–Ijebu–Oyo forces who took over their lands, which first served them as a military camp and later turned to a settlement called Ibadan. Hence began the real process of new politics, new demography, new settlements, and new powers in Yorubaland’s nineteenth-century politics. Around this same period, the town of Abeokuta was populated by the Egba, Owu, some Egbado groups, and many others. Those who escaped Ibadan slavery joined their kinsmen in this location.

As all these events were developing, Afonja and his Fulani allies were scheming to conquer Oyo. The first step in doing this was the orchestration of the uprising that led to the steady influx of Oyo migrants to Yorubaland’s southern part. Before this could culminate into a proper invasion of Oyo and other Yoruba towns and kingdoms, the honeymoon between Afonja and his Fulani friends ended with disagreements that led to his death by his “visitors” around 1825. By this time, the Alimi faction was already controlling more men than Afonja as they gained more converts among the Yoruba people following Afonja and the northern elements already on the ground across the Oyo empire, including the capital and Ilorin. The rising profile of the migrants became a threat to Afonja, who felt he could lose his leadership role to them in no time. It remains debatable who died first between Afonja and Alimi, leading to the question of who engineered the death of Afonja between Alimi and his son, Abdulsalam. What is clear is that following the demise of Afonja, the question of leadership ended as Ilorin was finally placed under the leadership of the Fulani forces, with Abdulsalam recorded as the first Emir of Ilorin (Awe 1964). Ilorin then became the first Yoruba town to be seceded to the jihadist forces and consequently incorporated under the Sokoto Caliphate. Through the combined efforts of Ilorin and Nupe, the war was brought to the Yoruba nation’s backyard. From here, the jihad spread to Borgu, Sabe, Aja-speaking areas, Ekiti, as well as the north and northeastern part of the Benin empire.

Coinciding with the jihad was the eventual fall of the Old Oyo empire in the 1830s. This opened a power vacuum. Consequent to its collapse, a new capital was formed at a place called Ago-Oja, from where the new Oyo was constituted under the authority of Alaafin Atiba. Other notable towns formed around this time due to the predicaments of Oyo were Ibadan, Ijaiye, Modakeke, Sagamu, Oke-Odan, and Aiyede. Although Abeokuta is often added to this list, recent evidence suggests that some people accommodated the Egba and others who migrated to this location.9 Therefore, Abeokuta could be rightly added to the list of Yoruba towns that were expanded due to the influx of war refugees. All these emerging states, particularly Ibadan, Ijaye, and Abeokuta, together with the existing powers in the region like Ijebu, Ekiti, Iwo, and Ife, joined the Ilorin Fulani jihadists (now joined by former vassal states of the Old Oyo empire, the Nupe and Borgu, with support from Gwandu, the Sokoto Caliphate western division headquarters where Ilorin falls) as well as the Dahomey forces for the soul of Yorubaland. Wars were fought at different fronts in this regard by these forces. Both diplomatic and war tactics were employed by these contending forces to achieve their aims. As in contemporary state relations and local politics, there was no permanent friend or permanent enemy in this quest. Ibadan and Ilorin were the dominant contending powers in the post-Old Oyo empire era in Yorubaland, yet alliances and diplomatic relations were established by these two forces at various times. Ijaiye, Iwo, Ijesa, the Igbomina, Ekiti, and others allied with Ibadan at various times and in other times formed alliances with the jihadists to protect their interests (Danmole and Falola 1985).

Ibadan grew so powerful during this period that it became the only power to contend with in Yorubaland. From Abeokuta, Ijebu, Ife, Ijesa, and Ekiti, alliances were formed at different intervals to defeat the Ibadan forces. By the time Ibadan overran the jihad forces at Osogbo and pushed them back to Ilorin through Offa in 1840 among other war victories it was clear to all that a new power had emerged in Yorubaland (Awe 1964). Meanwhile, the earlier attempt by Oyo around 1836 to halt the advancement of the jihadists into Yorubaland and reclaim its outlying settlement taken over by the forces in the 1836 Eleduwe war had failed. On the Ogun Riverside, the Abeokuta fought against Dahomey’s incursion as they dealt a decisive blow on its Amazon army more than twice. Throughout the century until the 1893 British intervention, Yorubaland was in crisis (Akinjogbin 1998). As Ibadan had become a new imperial power through its military might, it was consistently in the midst of these crises (Akinjogbin 1998).

Meanwhile, the country’s whole situation was detrimental to the coastal trade, which was dominated by agricultural products, away from human cargo with the 1807 abolition of the slave trade by the British. As such, the situation that was always good for the European business was bad for investment. With pressure from its merchants, missionaries, and the returnee ex-slaves acting on behalf of their wearied kings, the British government, already established in Lagos in 1861, came to mediate between the fighting forces in Yorubaland. This led to the treaty of “Friendship and Commerce” signed in 1886 between the British government and some Yoruba monarchs, including the Alaafin, who was desperate for peace in the region all along and ready to assume its old role of a stabilizing authority in the region (Gailey 2013). This commenced the colonization process of Yorubaland.

Although the territories of Ekiti, like many other eastern parts of Yorubaland, had for a long time been under the protectorate of the Benin empire, by 1877 when the Ekitiparapo war began, these vassal states could not count on the support of Benin, but Ilorin; which failed them anyway as the Ilorin forces were defeated in the popular Jalumi war at Odo Otin towards Offa town in the northern part of Yorubaland. As the influence of Oyo waned in the late eighteenth century, so did that of the Benin empire. As in the case of Oyo, this was due to its internal politics and the antics of its vassal states, primarily those located in the Niger Delta area. Like the Ijo, Urhobo, and Itsekiri, these communities were dissatisfied with the monopolization of trade in this region by the empire through its control of the Bights of Benin, which had become a very important trading coast with the coming of the Portuguese traders in the fifteenth century. They were determined to break loose from Benin’s yoke. With tacit support from the European merchants whose only interest was a better trading deal with the locals, the empire appeared to be under siege from all sides: the Ibadan, jihad forces, and the British colonial powers in Lagos. Thus, these Niger Delta communities were able to gain their independence from Benin before the second half of the nineteenth century. Among other things, this meant the loss of trading monopoly and, by consequence, dwindling wealth for the empire. The empire was so badly hit by this development that it could not prevent these communities’ independence through war. By 1861, Lagos, one of its tributary towns, was already declared a British protectorate; this is added to the fact that the coastal town had been under intensive political crises since the early part of that century, leading to the 1849 appointment of John Beecroft as the British Consul for the Bights of Benin and Bonny. Everything came to a final blow for the empire in 1897 when its capital was invaded by the British expeditionary forces.

Social Changes and Transformations

Crises are indeed a precursor to change, and this period was marked by multiple revolutions taking place almost simultaneously. To capture the consequences of this period of Nigerian history is to bear in mind how major events led to domino effects that the society struggled to control. These events included the abolition of the slave trade and the rise of “legitimate trade” and the expanded economic opportunities it heralded, the jihad and the spread of Islam, the fall of the Old Oyo empire and the ensuing crises for new central leadership, the ex-slave returnees as well as the rising influence of Christianity, and British interference in internal politics. On all fronts for various reasons that boiled down to political power and control, wars were fought; people were displaced; new settlements were formed; existing polities either expanded or shrank considerably; new urban centers were formed in their numbers; political representation, power, and structure were reconstituted; social behavior was amended; cultural integration intensified; and the society, on a general scale, would look remarkably different by the end of the century. Whereas the jihad modified the political structure and representation to that of an Islamic caliphate, the Yoruba century wars and the Tiv nineteenth-century political revolution did the same for the military.

In all these cases, old kingship traditions in the centralized states of the north and the south were replaced with new political formations that best suited the revolution that was taking hold. The Tiv, although operating under a decentralized structure, gave less importance to age and instead transferred power to the military chiefs appointed into the council of the drum chiefs. This was used to change the political and economic face of the Tiv and the whole of the Benue-Plateau area. In the other part of the north, Hausa rulers had been pushed further north, where they staged attacks on the newly formed caliphate ruled not by the claim of royal blood but by raising the flag. In the southern region, newly constituted Yoruba towns were not formed by fabled princes from Ile-Ife, but by warlords and refugees. Power in these places did not reside in any royal house but with military leaders. Even Abeokuta, which, as noted earlier, was populated and not established during this period, gave more primacy to the military contributions of the groups that populated the land, leading to the relegation of the relevance of those they met on the ground, the likes of Ijemo and Itoko. Military men who often doubled as hunters had always been important in precolonial society, given the uncharted environment the people often inhabited (Ajisafe 1924), but they became more important as they acquired political power.

The 1807 slave trade abolition by the British led to an expanded opportunity for the people’s economic engagement. The slave trade, which had dominated outside trade and constituted the bulk of the wealth and rise of empires and kingdoms in the past, was not only capital intensive but was expectedly to the advantage of those with the military might to raid, invade, or kidnap people for the trade. In most cases, slave business was part of the state institution owned and controlled by the elites. The rest of the society was trading in the aforementioned goods in intra- and inter-community trades. This way, they seldom had access to foreign commodities, most of which had emerged to be symbols of wealth and power that characterized the nobility. With palm oil, palm kernel, groundnut, ivory, cotton, pepper, and other local goods forming the basis of the new “legitimate” trade, the elite class was expanded, at least in the relative sense because engaging in this trade also required intensive capital. The more the capacity to produce, the more the profit. Production depended on available labor, which determined the extent of profit.

Consequently, this led to the increase in domestic slavery and the pawnship system. The former was a viable source for the extra labor needed on the farm in addition to the one provided by the household, while the latter provided both labor and capital for trade and other things (Lovejoy and Falola 1994). The pawnship system was the assurance mechanism needed by the creditor for the payment of the capital credited to a debtor and the interest on the capital. Until the loan was repaid, the pawn, usually the debtor’s child, remained with the creditor.

Through the influence of the so-called legitimate trade, names like Jaja, who later established the town of Opobo, came into prominence in the precolonial Nigerian polity; the name became synonymous with the palm oil trade industry. Meanwhile, the likes of Efusetan Aniwura, Madam Tinubu, and others who had gained their prominence through the slave trade retained and even expanded their reach as they turned their previous economic strategy and structure into the new trade. European goods like mirrors, lanterns, umbrellas, drinks, shoes, fabrics, and the rest came into Nigeria during this period. This development was not unconnected to the rapid integration happening at this time, both on the local and global level, with heavy implications on society’s socioeconomic formation and orientation. If anything, the abolition of the slave trade further integrated Nigeria’s economy, like elsewhere in Africa, into the global demand and supply system. With the global economy fully floated in this region and the people feeding this loop, it is expected that cultural changes would surface at varying degrees in addition to the expanded market opportunity. At the local level, the devastation of towns and the displacement of people across the regions increased the level of cultural integration of the society.

The forceful migration of the Aja-speaking people of Porto Novo and Weme River valley led to the population of Badagry, Ajido, Konga, and other Aja-speaking communities in this area, with further migration leading to their settlement in the western and southwestern parts of Lagos and Ogun states, as known today (Asiwaju 1989), bringing along with them their cultures and traditions to the people of this area. This is likewise the people of Borgu fleeing southwards into Yorubaland. None had migrated in such a magnitude and with so much impact in Yorubaland as the people of Oyo. Oyo migrants settled in Ijaiye, Ibadan, among the Igbomina, Ekiti, Ikale, Ijesa, Ilaje, Ondo, Ikale, Ife, Modakeke, Gbogan, Ikire, and other places. This ensured the further penetration of Oyo cultural practices to areas where the reach of its imperial power had not been in the past. While the Aja-speaking communities of Badagry and the rest adopted Yoruba institutions, the royal cult of Sango as well as the special food associated with the cult, amala (yam flour) and gbegiri (beans soup), Egungun tradition unique to the Oyo (e.g., clothed masquerade as against the grass-covered ones), drums slung on the shoulder in lieu of the standing ones, and many more became ubiquitous all over Yorubaland. Islam came into Oyo, the biggest and most popular Yoruba town, through its relations with the Hausa traders before any other Yoruba town. These converted Muslims also fled with their religion as expected, and through them, Islam began to spread to the people residing in the hinterlands of Yoruba country.

In the same manner, the Oyo dialect became wide spread and later became authenticated as the standard Yoruba language through the activities of the returnee ex-slaves, missionaries, and the educated elites. The role of these categories in the sociopolitical and economic life of the people during the nineteenth century, particularly in Yorubaland, cannot be overstated as it exacerbated and patterned the cultural, political, and economic changes that were already underway and brought about a drastic change to the society. The slave trade abolition, informed by the Industrial Revolution in eighteenth century Europe, rendered African slave labor useless for European society as machines were taking over. Albeit the crises of this period—which is described in some quarters as a “family war” because “the combatants detest butchering each other, desiring only to catch and sell prisoners & slaves” (Payne 1887)—provided a unique opportunity for slave traders, the development in Europe made it difficult for slave cargoes to cross the Atlantic. Hence, many were settled in Sierra Leone, where they learned new skills and christened new culture (Peel 2003). Returning home, these ex-slaves, including the ones from the Americas, formed a new cluster of a cultural group, so to say, which took after European modernity. In religion, they were mostly Christians; in language and dressing style, they were English; their meals, taste, and manner were European; they were trained masonries, technicians, artisans, missionaries, linguists, publishers, and others. The role they played in bringing about peace in Yorubaland reinforced their importance to the evolving milieu and the culture they represented. All the qualities they possessed immersed their society. Christianity, like Islam in northern Nigeria, soon became an instrument of social mobility. It dominated the people’s way of life and fostered a western educational system (Ayandele 1996).

As a result, reading, writing, and documentation became more widespread. The formation of government in a place like Abeokuta, with ex-slaves wielding great influence on local politics (Oduntan 2010).10 As the jihad took Islam to the ordinary people and ignited a wave of conversion in Nigeria, so did the activities of the European and local Christian missionaries and the ex-slaves. But while the north looked to the Middle East for their sociopolitical inspiration, the country’s southern part faced Europe. In the north, the success of the jihad brought about the application of the Islamic legal system—shari’a—to state governance vis-à-vis land tenure system, court rituals, Quranic schools, construction of Ribats to indicate the power of the caliph to emirs and people within his caliphate, Ramadan consciousness, the introduction of the Kofa system, dressing, sexuality, gender constructs, marriage ceremonies, and many more (Yusuf 2014). This also led to the growth of Ulamas (Islamic scholars) and increased their political value as the state’s bureaucracy became more complex within an expanded centralized political structure (Hodgkin 1962). So, while life was viewed through the prism of Islam in the north, it was beginning to be viewed through Christianity in the south.

Conclusion

All of the above remained the foundation of colonial and postcolonial Nigeria. Crises of the nature that shaped events during this period have continued unabated in modern Nigeria with compounded religious and modern political dynamics (Falola 1998; Otite and Albert 1999; Ikelegbe 2005). Through agreements like the Anglo-French Agreement of 1890, which gave the British claim over the northern part of Nigeria, the Galway Treaty of 1892 between the Great Benin Empire and the British, the 1886 Treaty of Friendship and Commerce between the Alaafin together with other Yoruba kings and the British government in Lagos, and a host of others meant to place these states under the protection of the British Queen, the nineteenth-century society in the area known today as Nigeria was bound for another phase of its history in which the events in this century became an instrument. The century closed with the revocation of the Royal Niger Company’s charter to start an all-out colonial administration of the area. In the previous year, 1899, the Northern and Southern protectorates of Nigeria had been carved by the British colonial government. What followed was the country’s colonial domination by 1903—even though some wars continued to be fought—and the introduction of a completely new government structure that led to the question of legitimacy (Ranger and Vaughan 1993).

Notes

1.This has been variously studied by scholars to reach the conclusion that the Nigerian state, rather than being a mere geographical expression, had its root in the precolonial times owing to the extent of contact, interaction, and integration already ongoing among the people before the colonial incursion.

2.This also goes for the rest of Africa.

3.Although land was thought to be sacred, this did not always mean that in one way or the other it could not be sold, stolen, traded, or leased out for some form of returns to the original owners. Another way in which land was acquired during this time was through the right of first residence.

4.See R. Olufemi Ekundare, An Economic History of Nigeria 1860–1960 (London: Methuen & Co Ltd, 1973) for more on the dynamics of trade during this period.

5.As Hodgkin rightly observed, “It would seem that the extent to which effective reform of social and political institutions, in the light of these dominant ideas, was in practice achieved was markedly greater in Masina under Shehu Ahmadu’s regime than in the Sokoto Empire under ‘Uthman dan Fodio’s—where, though the pre-Fulani systems were modified in a number of particulars, new Fulani amir tended to become old Hausa sarki writ large.”

6.The people in comparing the reign of Awole with that of Abiodun, would recollect with nostalgia: Laiye Abiodun l’ afi igba won ’wo; Laiye Aolel’adi adikale. (“In Abiodun’s reign money we weighed by bushels with calabashes; in Awole’s reign, we packed up to flee”).

7.This is merging the propositions of Akinjogbin and Law which account for the dates to be between c.1810–c.1815 and c. 1812–c.1817, respectively. Other dates are much later running into the 1820s.

8.These refugees included the people of Iseyin Igbo and other adjoining towns to Oyo.

9.This was confirmed during a recent field work conducted among one of the earliest inhabitants of the city, the Ijemo, who accommodated and gave the migrants, including their leader, Sodeke, lands to settle and cultivate in Abeokuta. See Toyin Falola and Damilola Osunlakin, “Notes from Fieldwork on the Ijemo in Abeokuta,” Unpublished.

10.Among such men was a man called Adegboyega Edun who worked as the Secretary to the Egba experimental government structures before the revocation of the independence status of the government under the British colonial sphere of administration in 1914. In this capacity, he was regarded as the most powerful man in Abeokuta at the time. For this and more on the ex-slaves turned elite agency in Abeokuta.
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Part III

Colonial Rule and the Making of Nigeria


Chapter 13 

The Conquest of Nigeria

Abubakar Babajo Sani

Introduction

The bulk of what is presently Nigeria, with the exception of Lagos, which had been a colony since 1851–1861, fell under British colonial occupation between 1885 and 1914. The British colonial conquest of Nigeria was carried out piecemeal. The process first included the removal of all visible oppositions to the imposition of British rule; second, the expansion and consolidation of British rule; and third, the use of diplomacy and coercion to reduce and contain potential opposition. Nonetheless, the end result was the use of military expeditions against many Nigerian polities that were autonomous in the period. Some amongst the polities were big, strong, and formidable with a centralized political systems, while others were small, weak and decentralized. However, there were certain inaccessible areas in Northern Nigeria that offered pockets of stiff resistance to the British until the 1920s. They were located in some remote places with rough topography and they had decentralized political systems. Generally, it is important to remark that the series of events that occurred in Nigerian regions between 1885 and 1914 have their roots in Europe since the early nineteenth century. These events were linked to Industrialization and the rise of New Imperialism, which can be translated simply as domination or subordination of one country or a group of countries for the main purpose of economic exploitation, to the advantage of the dominating powers and at the expense of the local people and their economy. Imperialism is defined simply as a concept of political and economic structures and relations, which provides us in understanding what historians described as empires from the Persian and Huns, to the British and French empires, and the United States “grand design.” Generally, historians with vested interest in the European conquest of Africa have elaborated several themes in the course of European occupation and colonial overrule in Africa. These include the following: the role of the Great Power rivalries between Britain, France, and Germany amongst others; the economic motivations for the European design in Africa; the role of chartered companies in the process of occupation; the violence and deceit of occupation, and the indigenous resistance to the European conquest (Gann and Duignan, 1969; Robinson, Gallagher; and Denny 1962; Taylor 1967; Robinson and Gallagher, 1962; Ranger 1969). With these themes outlined, one could have a clearer picture of what led to the colonial occupation of the Nigerian areas, the process of the occupation, and how Nigeria was incorporated under the British colonial empire. With the occupation accomplished, the British focused their attention towards attaining their colonial goals, which could be summarized in a single phrase: “the continued expansion of British capitalism or in the parlance of the day trade” (Shenton 1986, 24). Everything else was subordinated to this, and thus was mere rhetorical decoration.

Exploration Missions as Phase Setters to the British Colonial Conquest

From the early nineteenth century to 1885, the British sought to establish a process that involved a number of important measures that made the conquest of Nigerian areas more expedient. In fact, the British had already designed a strategy for the various areas within what later became Nigeria. In a general remark though, the mere presence of the British entailed a threat of war and was thus viewed with apprehension by the various communities. This threat was felt strongly, most especially when European exploration teams started traversing the Nigerian regions as forerunners to the colonial conquest. The explorers embarked on gathering information related to the economy, local and regional commerce, military strength, political situations, international trade links, and the mineral and agricultural resources, the political alliances and political adversaries, the topography of the region among other vital data of the various communities. All these were sampled up along with a comprehensive maps of the areas. The reports delivered by the exploration missions on the various communities of Nigeria tantamount to espionage in modern parlance, because they set the phase to the British conquest.

There were many of such exploration missions that visited the various communities in Nigerian areas in the nineteenth century, sponsored by the various European States to get valuable information. Among those who traversed the Nigerian areas and later, published their findings in journals are Mango Park (in the 1820s); the exploration team of Denharm, Clapperton, and Oudney (1824–1826); the Lander brothers (1826–1827); Heinrich Barth (1853–1854); Flegel (1880-1881); Thompson (1885); Staudinger (1886); Monteil (1891); Robinson (1826); Nachtigal (1879-89); Wallace (1894); and Cazemajou (1898) among others (Barth 1969; Lander and Lander, 1841; Laird and Oldfield, 1840/1971; Denham, Clapperton, and Oudney 1824; Clapperton 1829; Allen and Thompson [1848] 1968; Robinson 1896; Wallace 1896; Staudinger 1889; Leipzig 1889; Monteil 1895). But this list is far from exhaustive. A large number of these explorers had passed through the Niger and Benue rivers. One general trend of their entry into Nigerian areas, however, was through the Sahara Desert, from Tripoli and Cyrenaica or through the coastal areas. Their method of collecting information about the Nigerian regions was also similar. This is because the bulk of their information was collected mainly through their servants who were mostly emancipated slaves, or through men of low rank in the society. Some amongst them, who were privileged enough, ingratiated themselves to the aristocratic classes or foreign merchants. The background of some of these explorers varies, some were traders, doctors, anthropologists, sociologists, or geographers, and others were military intelligence, trained primarily to obtain the necessary information to facilitate expediency for colonial conquest (Afeadie 1996, 82; Sani 2009, 4–5). Subsequent espionage agencies used by the British, involved emancipated slaves as agents, and foreign merchants like Arabs, Jews, and Maltese for commercial intelligence purposes among others (Shenton 1974–1977, 29).

In general, the events that culminated in the establishment of British rule over Nigerian communities were part of a wider resurgence of European imperialism in Africa, which reached its climax in many places in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Thus, successions of British administrative and military officials used diplomacy and coercion in areas of Southern and Northern Nigeria to subdue the various polities into submission. By 1914, the British had succeeded in making themselves the new paramount rulers over most of Nigeria (Tamuno 1980, 393). From 1903 to 1914, pockets of resistance persisted in many places. This continued even after 1914 in Tivland, Egbaland, Igboland, and elsewhere. These and other instances of relentlessness under increasing colonial rule were forcibly suppressed with the assistance of the military and police resources at the disposal of the British. In the final analysis, the British colonial conquest in Nigeria was marked by military brute force or by threat of it. Within this purview, we will sample and analyze the experiences of the British colonial conquest in the Southern and Northern parts of Nigeria.

The British Annexation of Lagos and Its Establishment as a Crown Colony

In the entire West African region, there were four British Crown Colonies, and all were located on the coastal areas. These were the Gambia, Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast, and Lagos. The decade which opened with the intervention of the British at Lagos in December 1851, followed by the establishment of the consulate there eleven months later, and which ended in their annexation of the kingdom as a colony in 1861, was a time of transition for this southern Yoruba people from independence to colonial overrule (Smith 1978, ix). This occasion has a wider importance as a first step in the making of Nigeria, which is the most populous and among the richest of African states. In a general perspective, the establishment of a colonial regime in an area is usually followed by the creation of a system of government which conformed not only to the structure of the societies concerned but also to their legal positions. Smith aptly described the occupation of Lagos in the nineteenth century as follows:


It was also a prelude to that prelude to the Partition of West Africa between the European powers about which Professor J.D Hargreaves has written, for it exhibits in microcosm many of the features of these later years, as well as many individual divergences. Lagos in its consular period was the focus and characters administrators and officials, naval officers and ratings, traders, and Christian missionaries-and the Sierra Leonean and Brazilian ‘emigrants’ or ‘liberated Africans,’ all impinging in their different ways on the society and politics of the indigenous inhabitants of the island kingdom. (Smith 1978, ix)



A Crown Colony was a territory annexed by the British Crown. Its inhabitants were British subjects as it was part of the Crown’s dominions; it was directly administered by the British government. There were two types of Crown Colony: settled and conquered, or ceded. Furthermore, the nature of a colony determined the kind of government established in it. In a settled colony, like Southern Rhodesia and South Africa, the settlers who created it were granted representative government in the pattern of bicameral legislature with a nominated upper house and elected house on the British parliament model. In a ceded colony like Lagos, the inhabitants had only the rights allowed them by the British Crown. In this class of colonies, what later became known as the Crown Colony system of government was first worked out.

The British Colonial Conquest of Southern Parts of Nigeria

By southern parts of Nigeria, we simply mean Delta areas to the hinterland around the old Benin Kingdom and Igboland. The British occupied these areas for a period extending from 1885–1915. The official declaration of the eastern part of Nigeria as part of the British colonial possession was made on June 5, 1885 with the placement of the Niger District as British Protectorate (Tamuno 1980, 393). However, the declaration was preceded in 1891 by the establishment of a regular British administration in the Oil Rivers, after almost two decades of persistent wars, application of ruse, and use of brute force. Finally, the British rule was marked by Sir Claude Macdonald’s coming to administer the Niger Delta District as a British Protectorate.

The Niger Delta area of Nigeria had a long contact period with the Europeans, dating back to the fifteenth century. This contact was in the form of the slave trade, which was institutionalized in the societies’ culture and economy. Also, the coastal areas were heavily transformed as a result of this aged relationship. However, the hinterland was suspicious and apprehensive of the trends happening in the coastal areas. Therefore, the imposition of British rule in the Eastern Provinces falls into two phases. The first phase was from 1849 to 1891. The second phase of the imposition of British rule was from 1891 to1915.

Great Power Rivalries between Britain, France, and Germany for Trade Monopoly at the Coast

For centuries, Nigerian people had commercial links with Europe, either through the Sahara Desert or across the Atlantic Ocean. In the period of the first phase of British imperial interest in the Niger Delta from 1849 to 1891, there was a struggle between the indigenous people in the Niger Delta and the British to control trade. The question at issue in this period was not exactly that of political sovereignty, though the result of the struggle had a serious impact on the power of the indigenous people to regulate their own affairs without external interference (Afigbo 1980, 410). The matter was the right of the coastal people to trade in items of their choice, which included the slave trade, which the British abolished, and excluded foreigners from participating in trade with the interior of the Niger (Crowder 1962, 184). This, in the parlance of the day, is termed free trade or laissez-faire. This struggle for trade control between the Niger Delta traders and the British was an important colonial history dealt with in depth by historians like Afigbo (Afigbo 1980, 410).

This first period of encounter between the British, the indigenous authorities and traders at the coastal areas was resolved using military force. The British focus was to extend their control further into the hinterland, especially along the Niger River, to abolish the slave trade, and to introduce British companies to extend commerce. With this intent, there were numerous military encounters between the British and the Niger Delta people. From the first decade of the nineteenth century, therefore, European traders’ economic interests began to diverge from those of Nigerian peoples. The Europeans began to impose their interests on Nigerians. There was, for instance, the replacement of the slave trade with commodity trade. The European traders also began to interfere with the coastal people’s political affairs (Crowder 1962, 184). Then came colonial merchant companies that began the process of economic exploitation of Nigerian people. With the coming of colonial merchant firms in the Niger Delta, there was competition amongst the various European traders in the Atlantic Ocean, especially since the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade. Some European companies were still in favor of its continuation. Some of the British merchant companies that operated in the Niger Delta in the late nineteenth century were the Liverpool Traders, John Holt Company, the Royal Niger Company. These Companies competed between themselves to establish personal empires of trade (Crowder 1962, 184). Despite their differences, the companies were united in their interests in dealing with indigenous Nigerian traders and political leaders. For instance, they dictated the kind of commodities they transacted with the Nigerians, e.g., palm oil. They also determined the prices of the commodities traded and the rate of other commodities exchanged (Dike 1956, 182–202).

Chartered Companies and the Occupation of the Upper Niger/Benue Rivers

For several decades, the European merchant companies used Nigerian middlemen to buy produce in exchange for their commodities. Therefore, for a very long time, these European merchant companies succeeded in building a commercial system in the Niger Delta which favored their interest and reduced the indigenous traders into accidental beneficiaries. Their attention was initially concentrated in the coastal areas. Gradually, the British merchant companies began to ax all other European companies’ trade on the Niger/Benue. This action directly resulted in the infringement of indigenous traders’ rights for free trade. Thus, British Companies began to get entangled in the trade autonomy of the indigenous traders, the political and social affairs of the Niger Delta city-states, and the affairs of the hinterland people. The indigenous traders resented this rather unwelcome intrusion into their commercial and political affairs. Therefore, until 1879 for instance, traders from Brass continued to resist this intrusion of European traders into their traditional markets (Crowder 1962, 192).

Furthermore, the reaction of the people in the lower part of the Niger Delta and in the hinterland on the Benue River to the intrusion into the Niger/Benue trade, especially by British merchant companies, was also resentful. They regarded the European Companies simply as a liability than an asset. Indeed in 1876 and 1879, the companies’ agents were killed in Onitsha and Yimaha on the Niger River (Crowder 1962, 192). Nonetheless, both the Brass traders and the people of the lower Niger and Benue Rivers could not resist the intrusion of the Companies.

The Violence and Deceit of Occupation and the Indigenous Resistance in the Niger/Benue Valley

In 1879, four British merchant companies trading on the Niger and Benue Rivers were amalgamated under George Taubman Goldie (Flint 1960, 128). The new company (now called the Royal Niger Company) could not placate the indigenous Chiefs to allow them a monopoly to trade in their territories, nor was the company successful in advancing credit to traders and Nigerian producers. The end result was the use of force to compel producers to comply with the company’s demands. Thus, in 1879 there was a misunderstanding between the company and Onitsha people, resulting in plundering their merchandise. The company’s agents fled to Asaba, and subsequently, Onitsha was bombarded (Crowder 1962, 184). In 1880, Onitsha was again blockaded to allow the company to establish trade monopoly, but they disallowed the Royal Niger Company against the French Companies. The result was that the agent-general of the Royal Niger Company began to destroy the fisheries in Onitsha. At the same time, other towns were subjected to similar treatment because they were in solidarity with Onitsha by refusing to trade with the Royal Niger Company on its own terms (Dike 1956, 182–202). The Royal Niger Company, therefore, bombarded Warri in 1882 and Idah in 1883 (the two are on the Niger River). In 1884, the company sacked Jibu on the Benue River through heavy bombardment. However, it should be pointed out that by 1891 the indigenous traders in the Niger Delta and the entire Eastern Provinces had lost their power to the British on any independent action. By 1891 the backbone of their resistance to the European intruders, be it an administrator or trader or missionary, had been broken (Dike 1957, 78–80). As observed by Afigbo:


The Akassa crisis of 1895 was the last serious episode in the bid of the coastal peoples to retain their independence. Macdonald found the coastal people Ijo and Efik by and large sobered by the futility of their earlier resistance. They had matched their strength against the British invaders and found the latter was very powerful. (Afigbo 1980, 410)



This action was followed by squeezing Yoruba, Hausa, Nupe, and Igbo traders out of the Niger/Benue trade. These traders used to trade by barter in Manchester manufactured goods, which they exchanged for locally produced commodities like clothes, mats, sandals, beads, shoes, pipes, lamps, calabash, and potash. None of the other big companies dealt in the above products (Dike 1959, 16–18). Similar to the above indigenous traders, the Saro were also in the Niger/Benue trade. They were the most educated and, thus, most westernized amongst the Delta people. They were called “Black Englishmen” because they saw themselves as co-civilizers of the indigenous inhabitants of the Niger/Benue Basin (Crowder 1962, 184). The Saro traders, therefore, never expected to be squeezed out of the Niger/Benue trade by the British; in addition to being educated, they were Christians and believed that the key to opening the Niger/Benue Basin to British capitalism would be through free trade, Christianity, and Western civilization. They were the ones, for instance, that kept thwarting the efforts of the Royal Niger Company to secure in 1898, a ten-year trade monopoly deal with the Emir of Bida, a southern Emirate of the Sokoto Caliphate (Ikime 1971, 198). This action earned them the RNC’s wrath, who wanted them completely eliminated from the Niger/Benue trade.

Of all the indigenous traders that experienced very unpleasant treatment in their relationship with the RNC, the Brass traders suffered the most. This is because when the RNC’s charter was signed by the end of the nineteenth century, the company had started ruining the Brass traders’ businesses. Prior to this, the competition between the British and French companies on the Niger/Benue trade favored the Brass traders. However, by 1888, the RNC started to issue regulations in the name of the Royal Charter. The implication was that the position of the Brass traders began to deteriorate. From 1889 to 1893, the Brass traders were grossly disillusioned and frustrated because their business on the Niger was destroyed by both the British Christian missionaries and the RNC. Moreover, they could not distinguish the differences between the two in terms of imperial intent. The end result was that they resorted to violence, but the RNC fought back, and by the end of the nineteenth century, the Brass traders succumbed to the imperial monopolistic designs of the RNC (Dike 1957, 16–18).

Ruse, Violence, and Occupation: The British Conquest of Yorubaland

In Yorubaland, the British had established their first contact and influence in Lagos and Abeokuta. Lagos was the first territory to become a colony of England in 1861. However, the British wanted to expand their trade inland beyond Lagos but there were internal wars in the Yoruba country, which started in the 1820s and extended to 1886 (Crowder 1962, 184). The end result of the civil war in Yorubaland was the Yoruba groups, especially Ibadan, Ekiti, and Ijesa, were weary of the war. Their economy and peoples were devastated, and the warring parties became debilitated because of wastage of human and material resources to the extent that made them hopeful for any third-party intervention, which the Christian missionaries were ready to provide. The Saro traders/missionaries and the British in Lagos were the last resort to broker peace and guarantee it amongst the warring groups. Thus in 1886, a peace treaty was signed (Dike 1957, 16–18). As observed in the contents of the treaty, the Yoruba implicitly surrendered their sovereignty to the British in Lagos under diplomatic ruse or duress:


The combatants agreed to put an end to war and to retire to their territories as agreed by the treaty. But they also agreed ‘to submit themselves to such directions as may seem necessary or expedient to the Governor of Lagos for better and more effectually securing the objective of this Treaty’, i.e., peace. Further, any issues which might arise between the late combatants not covered by the treaty were to be referred to Lagos for settlement. Naturally all the signatories promised to promote trade and commerce. Contained in the provisions here indicated were all the excuses the British needed for their future onslaught on the sovereignty of the Yoruba. (Dike 1957, 16–18)



The British therefore sought to extend their trade into the hinterland after the establishment of peace. However, not all Yoruba country welcomed this; the Ijebu, who managed to escape the ravages of the wars and to establish wealth through a prosperous trade in the inter-war period, realized that the only way to sustain that and maintain their sovereignty from the British was to disallow the missionaries into their territories. But that move entailed opposing anti-British interests, though the Ijebu were ready to accommodate all other Europeans to trade in their areas. In reaction, the British by-passed the Ijebu territories by opening an eastern trade route from Lagos into the hinterland via the Lagos lagoon. This action reduced the trade in the Ijebu areas. The repercussion was that Ibadan could then access firearms from Lagos and achieve its objective of dominating Yorubaland’s power politics. Also, it was for the same Ijebu anti-missionaries and anti-British disposition that culminated in the 1892 military expedition mounted by the British (Smith 1978, 1–2).


The Ijebu expedition lasted four days, from 12th to 15th May 1892. The Ijebu performance was described by the British as ‘unexpected’, meaning that it was stubborn. Like other armed confrontations between the British and Nigerian peoples, there was no doubting which side would win. An Ijebu army estimated by their opponents as over 7,000 was defeated by a British force of less than 1,000 but definitely better armed and drilled. (Ajayi and Akintoye 290–291)



Also, Ibadan soldiers served in the British force against the Ijebu, hoping to trade directly with Lagos. However, the British interest was beyond trade; it was also for political control. In 1893, the British stationed a resident in Ibadan and established a garrison there, with orders to occupy Oyo, Ekiti, and Ijesa. In 1897, a resident was appointed for Ekiti-Ijesa area after the total annexation of Ibadan. The defeat of Ijebu served as an object lesson to other Yoruba groups. Historians have remarked that the British penetration of the rest of Yorubaland in the years which followed was peaceful. The British occupation of Oyo was achieved with the use of force, but the Oyo–British confrontation was not anything on the scale of the Ijebu (Ayandele 1967, 117; Ayandele 1971, 234; Atanda 1964, 123; Bolanle 1964, 4).

Placation, Diplomacy, and Violence: The British Piecemeal Conquest of Northern Nigeria 1893–1903

Considering the events that culminated in the occupation of areas of the Northern parts of Nigeria, which comprised the Sokoto Caliphate and the Sultanate of Borno, it is necessary to give a resume of the political events which rendered their conquests. First, it should be noted that the Sokoto Caliphate was the largest polity in West Africa in the nineteenth century. It was the second-largest polity in Africa, after the Zulu kingdom, in terms of landmass. By the end of 1899, when the British Government abrogated the charter of the Royal Niger Company, it had decided to prevent France and Germany from occupying the region and make the area of Northern Nigeria a British Protectorate.

The Muslim areas in Northern Nigeria first experienced European imperial intrusion in the early decades of the nineteenth century. It all began in 1807 with the abolition of the slave trade by the Treaty of Utrecht. Then there were exploration missions’ reports, some of which in fact came much earlier, like Mungo Park in his first expedition of 1796; Denharm, Clapperton, and Oudney in 1822–1824; Richard Lander, Clapperton’s servant, in 1832; and Richardson, Heinrich Barth, Overweg, and Vogel in 1850–1856. These reports opened the eyes of the British Government to the future of trade and commerce with areas north of the Benue river to the east and west of Niger/Benue rivers confluence at Lokoja. As early as 1824, Tyrwitt had been sent to Kukawa, the capital of Borno, as British Consul, and friendly relations had been established by the Tripoli–Fezzan route with the Shehu of Borno, who on Tyrwitt’s death in October 1824, reported the event and sent a list of his effects to the British Consul at Tripoli (Backwell 1969, 14). A treaty of commerce between Borno and Britain was arranged in 1851 by Dr. Heinrich Barth after the death of Mr. Richardson, and in 1853 the Shehu of Borno sent an envoy to Tripoli with specimens of manufactured goods for onward transmission to England (Barth 1969, 542). In 1853, Barth concluded a treaty with the Sokoto Caliphate leaders and suggested that a British merchant establish himself at Kano. It is interesting to note that he refers to opening up Sokoto and British commerce along the Niger route to the coast.

France and Germany had the same interests in the Muslim areas of Northern Nigeria as the British. Barth, Overweg, and Vogel, although Germans, were employed by the British government to facilitate British colonial foothold in Muslim states in Northern Nigeria. Further reports had also been received in Germany from Gerhard Rohlfs, who journeyed from Tripoli to Lagos, and from Gustav Nachtigal, who was selected to take presents from King William of Prussia to Shehu Umar at Kukawa as a reward for his services to German explorers (Backwell 1969, 15).France was already predominant in the North. However, after the Franco–German war in 1870, the scramble for control of African territories became intense. Between 1893 and 1898, there was more tension between Britain and France regarding the western frontier of the British sphere of influence (Backwell 1969, 15). Also, in the lower Niger, a French company was started with the support of the French foreign office, and from the north, the French began to increase their influence southwards steadily. The French company was bought out in 1884 by the National Africa Company, and in the same year, the British established the protectorate known as the Oil Rivers Protectorate between Lagos and Cameroons. In the same year, Germany had established its influence in Cameroon. Also in the same year, Joseph Thomson negotiated the first treaty with Sokoto on behalf of the National Africa Company (NAC) (Backwell 1969, 15). In 1886, the NAC received a Royal Charter under the name of the Royal Niger Company, by which they acquired the position of a recognized government.

(i) The British Occupation of the Sokoto Caliphate, c. 1897–1903

In 1886 and 1893, an agreement was reached between Britain and Germany over their common imperial interests in Nigeria. In these agreements, the eastern frontiers of Nigeria were defined from the coast to Lake Chad’s borders. Earlier, in 1890, a similar agreement was reached between Britain and France, which fixed the northern boundary of British influence between Barrua on Lake Chad and Say on the Niger. This agreement was necessary because of the incursion of Rabih into the Kanem and Borno areas from the east (Adeleye 1971, 399–418; and Adeleye 1970, 223–242). Between 1893 and 1898, there was tension between Britain and France in the western frontier of the British sphere of influence. This tension was accentuated by the fact that France in 1893 declared the Protectorate of Dahomey, extending from the colony of Lagos to the ninth parallel of latitude, and numerous expeditions were pushed forward into the territory beyond the Niger. The Royal Niger Company claimed that the agreement of 1890, the Say-Barrua line, left all to the north of that line to France, while except for Dahomey, everything to the north of that line east of the meridian of Say belonged to Britain. This struggle for control of Northern Nigerian territories between the French and the British, in a nutshell, continued from 1893–1900. Thus in 1900, it was decided that the charter of the Protectorates of Northern and Southern Nigeria, the latter to include the lower waters of the Niger below Iddah with the former Oil Rivers Protectorate, be revoked.

Earlier, the Royal Niger Company in 1897 had a military encounter with Bida forces, an Emirate of Sokoto to the north of the Niger valley. The Emirate was under Etsu Nupe, who was toppled by Goldie, the Chair of the Royal Niger Company (RNC), who then installed a new Emir that was more amenable to the company. This, and the subsequent imposition of a treaty on the Emir of Ilorin (South of the Niger Valley), by which the company’s sovereignty was acknowledged throughout his Emirate, were the first incursions of the British-controlled armed forces into the Sokoto Caliphate (Muffett 1963, 26–33). However, the ultimate power of the Caliphate laid with the Sultan in Sokoto and the Emir of Gwandu, who the company agreed earlier in a treaty to pay tributes in cash, a diplomatic ruse to pacify them. However, in 1885, the Sultan of Sokoto considered the treaties to have been annulled by the RNC’s war with Nupe. In 1898, Lugard returned to Lokoja to raise and command an imperial force, the West African Frontier Force, to operate within the RNC’s territories. On January 1, 1900, Colonel Lugard took up the High Commissioner of Northern Nigeria’s office and proclaimed the territories under the administration of the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria (Muffett 1963, 33). The territories of Northern Protectorate include the Sokoto Caliphate, except the Sultanate of Borno and certain other areas, some of which have centralized governments while others are decentralized polities. By 1900 the British had established a base at Wushishi, which lay on the edge of Kontagora territory, and in early 1901 the West African Frontier Force captured the town of Kwantagora. The Emir, Ibrahim Nagwamatse, fled west into the Emirate of Zazzau (Zaria).

Meanwhile, Lugard fabricated excuses that would serve as a pretext for the sacking of the southern Emirates. These pretexts were clearly outlined in his correspondences sent to the Sultan for the attack on Bida and Ilorin. In March 1902, for instance, after the sacking of Bida, Ilorin, Kontagora, and an attack on Yola and Bauchi, which were Emirates of the Sokoto Caliphate, Lugard wrote a letter to the Sultan, giving him reasons for the British action, in which he claimed that the British were putting things right for the wrongdoing in these Emirates. In response, the Caliph replied Lugard in the following terms:


In the name of Allah. The Governor Lugard. To continue—Know that we did not invite you to put right (affairs in) Bauchi or anywhere else, not to speak of your interference in putting (the affairs) of the country and district in order. We do not request help from anyone but from Allah. Allah is our sufficiency and our excellent agent. There is neither might nor strength except in Allah, the exalted, the mighty. This and peace. (Backwell 1969, 9–11)



And in another reply to Lugard from the Caliph:


From us to you. I do not consent that anyone from you should ever dwell with us. I will never agree with you. I will have nothing ever to do with you. Between us there are no dwellings except as between Mussulman and unbelievers-war, as God Almighty has enjoined on us. There is no power or strength except in God on high. This with salutation. (Backwel 1969, 9–11)



These and similar letters sent to Lugard by the Caliph left no doubt regarding the Caliphate’s rejection of British rule. Similar to the above emirates, Lugard further fabricated excuses for the British attacks on each of the remaining emirates. For instance, earlier in 1900, Lugard sent a proclamation and remonstrance to the Emir of Yola, Zubeir, to stop slave trading and the obstruction of British trade, but he reaffirmed his refusal to have anything to do with the British. In July 1901, charges of slave raiding against Yola gave way to specific charges of Yola hostility towards the British (Lovejoy and Horgendorn 1990, 220). These were no conciliatory offers. Emir Zubeir forced the RNC at Yola to pull down their flag and instructed them to quit their station or be prepared to trade from hulk (Lovejoy and Horgendorn 1990, 220). With the deterioration of their relations, an expedition was planned by the British. They contemplated deposing the Emir and replacing him with a recalcitrant Mahdist rebel called Rabih or his son Fadillillah, whose threat against Yola earlier on in 1898 drove the Emir into developing good relations with the British and the Germans.

In September 1901, the West African Frontier Force (WAFF) came from Ashanti after the approval was received to dispatch them to Yola by the British Colonial Office, but as planned, Zubeir would be retained if he accepted British terms. Eventually, Yola was attacked. They put on a courageous fight but were utterly defeated. The Emir rejected British terms and fled to Gurin. He wrote to the Caliph, informing him of the British occupation of Yola and his flight. Several encounters took place between him and the British, at Garua in November 1901 and again in 1902 in alliance with the rulers of Marua. His intention was to leave the territory captured by the “infidel,” as he referred to the British and head for Mecca (Adeleye 1971, 208). He was, however, killed by the Lala people. His brother Ahmad Bobo was installed as his successor.

After the conquest of Bauchi, Lugard’s forces moved to nearby Gombe emirate. According to Adeleye, the Emir received them hospitably because he saw the British as allies against his mortal enemy Malam Jibril Gaini, who had ravaged several villages, leaving them deserted (Adeleye 1971, 208). Gombe’s attitude illustrates the localism of the emirates. This problem is itself an explanation of why Gombe had to submit. At one time, Gombe had to call for the aid of Captain Lynch, an Officer of WAFF, during his recruitment tour in 1898. The Emir was anxious for Captain Lynch’s assistance against Jibril Gaini, but the strings attached to that by Lynch were unacceptable despite Gombe’s dire necessity. Therefore, having been duly recognized by the British, the Emir set out in search of Malam Gaini, with aid from the British. The two forces met at Tongo, where Gombe forces destroyed Malam Gaini—an achievement that combined Caliphate forces could not achieve for fifteen years. This act of Gombe’s readiness to accept British military aid against Malam Jibril Gaini meant that the particularistic interest of Gombe ruled out the possibility of an anti-British common front between it and Bauchi emirate.

Meanwhile, there was an incident in Keffi, in Zazzau emirate, where a British officer (Captain Moloney) was killed by the Magajin Gari (District Head), Dan Yamusa. With the murder, the ruler fled Keffi for Kano, where he was welcomed and given a heroic reception. With this incident, Lugard decided to attack Kano and occupy it. He first sent a letter about the incident to London before setting out for the Kano expedition. Kano was the most prepared Emirate for the British invasion. Early in 1901, the town’s walls (fortification) were rebuilt and reinforced, arms were purchased (including some firearms from North Africa), and the districts on the various routes were authorized to do the same. Bearing in mind the British’s humiliation at the hands of the Zulu and the Boers in South Africa, Lugard tried to isolate Kano by stationing a force at Argungu to prevent reinforcement from Sokoto. Already, he had conquered the southern emirates. He also sent a letter to Kano to create panic and disunity. In the letter, he claimed that he had no business with Kano’s people but for the Magajin Garin Keffi and his host, the Emir of Kano, Aliyu (Muffett 1963, 33).

In the Kano Emirate, the British encountered their first obstacle in Bebeji district. They easily sacked the town and met no further impediment until they reached Kano city. After a series of bombardments, they succeeded in entering the city along Kabuga gate. Immediately after that, they annihilated the town defenders. There were 5,800 Kano troops armed very poorly with only 120 rifles, compared to the British men estimated at 1,601, with 4mm guns and four maxims. Kano lost 300 men in the battle, while WAFF had only fourteen people wounded. What made the Kano conquest more sensible to the British was the Emir’s absence. He left for Sokoto with about 3,500 men. When he heard about his city’s capture, he fled, apparently with similar intent as the Emir of Yola, to head for Mecca. His forces were taken over by the Wazir, who gave the British a courageous fight near Kwatarkoshi on February 26, 1903, in their bid to prevent him from moving into Kano for fear of a revolt. He died in the battle, and that marked the end of the Kano affair. The Wambai of Kano, Abbas, led the remaining 2500 men in surrender to the British. However, Emir Aliyu was captured later by the British.

In Sokoto, the story was the same. Already the newly installed Sultan Attahiru I had shown disgust for the British, despite all diplomatic approaches by Lugard to avoid confrontation in the battlefield, notably the letter he sent to the Caliph reminding him of the British occupation of many Muslim states, i.e., the Ottoman Empire. The Caliph regarded this as relegation and thus, refused to reply. In January 1903, Lugard wrote to London, complaining that emirates like Katsina and Sokoto refused to reply to his letters: “the time has come, to send officials without molestation, to any place within the Protectorate.” He added, “the population is on our side and I believe welcome our advent as deliverance from misrule” (Lugard 1908, 120). Prior to the attack of the British, there were internal squabbles based on power tussles in Sokoto after the death of Caliph Abdulrahman. Thus, there was no united front against the British forces.

Furthermore, there was a divided opinion about how Sokoto should confront the British; some said they should surrender at the last minute as Katsina emirate did. Others said they should fight them despite the failure of other emirates. The third opinion, of which the Sultan belonged, said all should migrate. However, before any decision was taken, the British were at their doorstep. There was even a disagreement on whether to face the British inside or outside the walls of Sokoto. Nonetheless, they took a stand outside and were annihilated in a battle that lasted only 90 minutes. Sokoto had an estimated force of 6,000 men and the British 1157, with the same weapons they had fought against Kano (Ikime 1971, 198).

After the defeat, the Sultan fled with many followers. It was said that the city was almost deserted completely. The British pursued the Caliph, and the two forces first encountered at Bebeji near Kano. No winner emerged in that battle. Another major battle took place at Gwani on May 3, 1903 (Ikime 1971, 208). Finally, the Caliph took refuge at Burmi. The British used that as a pretext, blamed the Burmi people for accommodating the Caliph Attahiru. A battle was fought between the Burmi people and the British. The first battle was a success to the Caliphate and their first victory over the British. However, a second battle took place on July 27, 1903, a very gory episode that marked the final political demise, and subsequent subordination of the Sokoto Caliphate into the British Empire. The Caliph and various other contingents from across the emirates were defeated, and the Caliph was killed, signifying the end of any further resistance to British imperial forces.

(ii) The Occupation of the Sultanate of Borno 1893–1904

The conquest of Borno can best be understood within the context of the activities of Rabih and his son Fadillillah, as well as the German and French responses to their activities. Rabih b. Fadlallah was born about 1840 in Halfaya al-Muluk, now a suburb of Khartoum. After serving for a period in the Egyptian army, he became a client of Al-Zubayr Rahma al-Mansur, a Jaali trader who was just about to become the most important merchant in the Bahr al-Ghazal region. By 1874, he had become ruler of most of Bahr al-Ghazal and a considerable area of Northern Congo and what is now the Central African Republic. In that year he led his forces against the independent sultanate of Darfur and brought it under Egyptian control. A quarrel with the Governor-General led to his detention in Egypt. His son Sulayman was finally recognized as his successor, and the process of expansion to the southwest continued. Rabih, who had become one of Zubayr’s and then Sulayman’s leading commanders, was particularly active on the Ubangui. In 1878, Sulayman was forced into rebellion by the actions of Gordon Pasha. The rebellion was suppressed with difficulty by Gessi, and on Gordon’s orders, Sulayman and most of his officers were executed after they had surrendered. Rabih and several others had not trusted the promises of Gordon and Gessi, and with several hundred men, had set off westwards. Rabih was elected amir and was then to remain leader for the next twenty years. The period 1879–1891 was spent campaigning in the southern Chad and CAR area. Rabih’s forces grew by incorporating slaves into newly established regiments. In 1887 Rabih accepted the Mahdiyya and corresponded with the Khalifa Abdullah, but many of his officers were unwilling to journey to Omdurman. The arrival of the Belgians in the northern Congo was one of the factors that led him to move north into the Shari valley with the ultimate intention of establishing himself in Mandara, from where he could trade more easily with North Africa and the Benue. After initial friendly relations with Bagirmi, Rabih clashed with the Sultan and drove him from his capital. Later attacked by Borno, he defeated the Shehu and his successor and became ruler of Borno, a position he was to retain from 1893 until April 22, 1900, when he was killed by the French at the battle of Lakhta near Kusseri on the banks of the River Shari (Laver 1975, 2–3; Benton [1913] 1968, 234). The circumstances that followed these events were the determinants of Borno’s fate in the hands of the French and finally, the British colonial occupation.

Fadlillah, Rabih’s son, took over his father’s mantle. Meanwhile, it should be recalled that the Shehu of Borno’s death in 1893 due to Rabih’s invasion led to the dispersal of the royal family. Some went to Zinder and some to Kano. Among those who fled to Zinder was Umar Sanda Kura Ibn Ibrahim. There were others, however, that chose to stay with Rabih, their conqueror, in Dikwa. Umar, who fled to Zinder, resented Rabih and sought an alliance with the French who were at this period in the Lake Chad region. The French were jittery about Rabih’s activities and were glad to embrace Umar Sanda. In January 1900, the Borno people installed Umar Sanda as the Shehu of Borno, under the French military expedition’s watchful eyes (Benton [1913] 1968, 234).

Meanwhile, Fadilillah knew very well that the British were already organizing the conquest of what was to become Northern Nigeria, and so he sent a message to the British requesting that the latter should recognize him as the ruler of Borno (Lavers 1975, 2–3). Fadillillah’s request was well-received by Lugard, notwithstanding that he was aware of the latter’s lack of legitimate historical ties to the throne. According to Lavers (1975, 3), “What must have weight most with Lugard the fact that British recognition of Fadillillah would deter the French from wanting to fight Fadillillah. Accordingly, Lugard sent an emissary to Fadillillah. The emissary reported favourably and recommended that Fadillillah be appointed Shehu of British Borno without any further.”

Meanwhile, the French fell out with Umar Sanda. After the defeat of Rabih, they deposed and exiled him to Congo and installed his brother Abubakar Garbai. However, it should be noted that Fadillillah’s effort to get British recognition as the Shehu of Borno was a direct challenge to Abubakar Garbai, who, fully aware of the politics between the British and their French counterparts, also sent an emissary to Lugard pleading to be recognized. But to his misfortune, his emissary could not reach Lugard. In reaction, Fadillillah despatched? troops against Abubakar Garbai, who fled towards the French for military intervention. As good allies, the French conjointly set out with Abubakar Garbai to Dikwa and dislodged Fadillillah, thereafter, killing him in a battle at Gujba in 1901. All these events took place while Lugard was away on leave. Wallace was overseeing the Protectorate, and was reluctant to first, act on orders to recognize Fadilillah as Shehu of Borno, and second intervene militarily to support him against the French who ought not to have intruded into British territory.

On his return from leave, F. D. Lugard saw the French action as an insult to the prestige of Britain. The first instance was by the French killing of Fadillillah and the second insult was by their crossing over into British territory. He, therefore, sent an expedition to Borno under the Command of Colonel Morland. According to Lavers (1975, 4), “Colonel Morland reached Dikwa where he met Abubakar Garbai, who was held by the French until he paid the remaining sum of 65,000 Maria Theresa Dollars demanded by the French for their assistance against Rabih and then Fadillillah. Morland succeeded in getting Abubakar Garbai released and then asked the later to accept appointment as Shehu of British Borno. Abubakar accepted, whereupon Morland gave to him a letter of appointment similar to which had been given to the Emir of Yola and Bida.” After a series of dramatic events, on September 30, 1904, Lugard formally presented a staff of office to the Shehu Abubakar Garbai at Kukawa.

Conclusion

Generally, as students of history on European imperialism, some questions should be highlighted whenever the study of the conquest of Africa come to light. These issues relate to the reasons for the resurgence of European imperialism, which culminated in the conquest of the African continent. Another issue is the degree of resistance put forward by African states to the European military expedition. By 1884, the scramble for the African continent by the European imperialists had resulted in the partition of the entire continent among European nations. At first, in Nigeria, the Europeans had only established trade stations on the coast, or positions had been established and held for strategic reasons. The trade between the Nigerian communities and the Europeans culminated in building some degree of knowledge in their local affairs and customs to get along with their trading partners. When the slave trade developed, however, after establishing plantations in the Southern states of America and in South America, relations between the Europeans and the local population of Nigeria, in particular, especially the coastal people, transformed drastically. With the big money at stake in the slave trade, the Europeans became interested in actually controlling the areas from which the slaves could be picked, and furthermore, they developed a policy of divide and rule, in so far as they made friends with some tribes, often those living on the coast, and gave them favors, in return for their providing them with slaves, often from the hinterland tribes. It is important to highlight that most of the political systems within these communities were decentralized and fragmentary in their social formations. More often than not, there had been a side-by-side existence among the Nigerian ethnicities. What happened with the development of the slave trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was that hostility broke out among the various ethnic configurations. They engaged in what the Europeans saw as internecine warfare and as typical of African tribal interrelations. This development fractured the cohesion between the ethnicities in the coast, thus allowing a rift that the European nations exploited to their favor.

When the Europeans tried to penetrate the hinterland from the coast, they were met with stiff and pierced armed resistance. For instance, that was what happened in the Niger Delta region, the Yoruba country, and along the rivers Niger and Benue routes. This was also the case in the largest region in Nigeria that was home to the Muslim emirates of the Sokoto Caliphate and the Sultanate of Borno in the last decade of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. However, due to the British’s military superiority, resistance even by the most formidable political formations gave way to either negotiation or ultimate occupation, and subsequently to adoption of European ways. The area covered by present-day Nigeria became the center of the slave trade in West Africa from the middle of the seventeenth century. It remained so and even long after the slave trade was prohibited by Britain.

After various fights among the Europeans on the coast during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, involving the Swedes, the French, and the Portuguese, who were all competing for their share in this profitable trade, the British Royal Niger Company took over; and in 1861 Lagos became a Crown Colony. In the course of forty years, the British invaded the whole area of present-day Nigeria. In the Muslim areas in Northern Nigeria, Lugard conquered the region with only a few troops in 1903. His only assets were the Maxim gun, a new type of machine gun, and the collaborators which he readily found among the emancipated slaves, men of low ranks who constituted the bulk of the West African Frontiers Force that was used as British machinery during the conquest, and some desperate leaders who wanted to keep their positions. As part of their civilizing mission tagged “Pax Britanica,” which summed up the idea of a naturally superior race establishing the rule of law in Nigerian communities, the British saw it their paramount task to end the slave trade. They also claimed it was only natural that they got something in return for their trouble. They easily achieved this by integrating the Nigerian regions into British, and thus global capitalism, where raw material production for export became the order of the day.
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Chapter 14 

The Colonial Administration of Nigeria

Olufemi Vaughan

Introduction

The scholarship on the administration of local communities in colonial Nigeria from the late nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century is one of the most authoritative research areas in African historical studies. Starting at the turn of the twentieth century, these studies assumed various intellectual dimensions, reflecting the perspectives of senior British colonial administrators, imperial ethnographers, Christian missionaries, professional historians, and Africanist scholars from a variety of humanistic social science disciplines, especially political, anthropological, and sociological studies.1 Over the decades, these studies drew from various primary source materials, ranging from colonial archives, missionary archives, memoirs of colonial administrators, and transcribed interviews of colonial administrators.2 Reflecting prevailing intellectual preoccupations of specific historical moments, these studies engage contending tapestries of methodological and historiographical perspectives embedded into modern Nigerian historical studies.3 The range of issues on the challenge of governance and development that they explore during the colonial moment remains essential to the structures of power configurations in Nigeria’s contentious postcolonial state-society formation.4

Drawing from landmark studies of British administrators, pioneering historical scholarship, and colonial archival sources, this chapter is a synthetic historical analysis of colonial administration in Nigeria. While connecting theories of British colonial policy to the practice of local administration in Nigeria’s heterogeneous social landscape, the chapter seeks to put British statement of general policies and constitutional reforms into dialogue with the implementation of these policies in local communities in Nigeria’s Northern Protectorate and Southern Protectorate (these two protectorates were integrated into one colony in 1914). Focusing on case studies drawn from these two major regional jurisdictions, the chapter underscores the structural imbalance between a super-imposed colonial state and Nigeria’s contending structures of societies. Specifically, the chapter interrogates what colonial administration really means in concrete human conditions in a vast and diverse Nigerian region, exploring the implications of pressing issues of administration for the meaning of colonial development and legal applications. These contending political and legal forces complicate conventional chronologies of precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial categories in African historical studies. Premised on the implications of contested interpretations of society’s prevailing structures for colonial local administration, these structures, along with their formidable practices and ideologies, remain essential questions in contemporary Nigerian society.

In terms of chronology as analytical roadmaps, the issues explored in this chapter underscore three major moments in the history of Nigerian colonial administration: the early decades of British colonial rule when a rigid policy of indirect rule was imposed on diverse Nigerian communities from the turn of the twentieth century to the 1920s5; the period of reform to the policy of indirect rule from the late 1920s to the early 1940s6; and the decade immediately after the Second World War, from the mid-1940s to the 1950s, when constitutional and local government reforms were undertaken in Northern and Southern Nigerian provinces during the process of decolonization.7

Prelude to British Colonial Administration in Nigeria: The Lagos Colony

In terms of chronology and historical evolution, the British colonial administration’s story must start with a brief account of Britain’s imperial objective in the West African Atlantic area of what later became Nigeria in the mid-nineteenth century. Predicated on overlapping global and regional factors, notably Britain’s commercial interest to dominate the trade in palm oil, the advance of Christian missions, and the British government’s assault against the Atlantic slave trade at a major West African source in the Bight of Benin (see Chapter 11), British authorities established its hegemony with the bombardment of the Island town of Lagos (Eko to its inhabitants) in 1851 (Smith 1979). This ultimately led to the consolidation of British rule over Lagos and neighboring territories, first by maintaining a consulate from 1851 to 1861 and eventually colonization in March 1862.8 During this transition period, British authorities established a partnership with European commercial interests and Christian missions to advance British imperial objectives. For example, British authorities in colonial Lagos supported three critical Church Missionary Society expeditions across the River Niger that later open up the Nigerian region to British colonial domination by the turn of the twentieth century (Dike 1962 Ajayi 1965). After colonization, British authorities established a legislative council to assist the Governor with the administration of the Lagos colony. The following year, British authorities established the Lagos Town Improvement Ordinance to provide modern municipal administration for the colony’s increasingly cosmopolitan population.

With the imposition of colonial rule in the diverse communities of the Nigeria region on both sides of the Niger–Benue confluence, Lagos was effectively incorporated into the Southern Nigerian Protectorate in February 1906. In 1914 when the Southern and Northern Protectorates were amalgamated, Lagos became the capital of colonial Nigeria. In 1954, during the transformative moment of decolonization, most of the communities that constituted the hinterland of colonial Lagos were incorporated into the new Western Region (including Yoruba, Edo, and Itsekiri areas), while the core of the city was designated Nigeria’s federal capital. In October 1960, when Nigeria gained independence from Britain, Lagos remained the capital of Nigeria.

Colonial Administration in Southern Nigeria: The Case of Oyo Province

British colonialism in Nigerian was based on the indirect rule system, an adaptation of prevailing precolonial political structures to colonial order expediency. This imperative of colonial administrative policy was shaped by British administrators’ perspectives, local power configurations, and expedient calculus of social relations. Focusing on Oyo Province—the most prominent province in colonial Southern Nigeria—the case study analyzed in this section explores the interactions between general statements of colonial policy and local communities’ administration in the region. Consequently, I will analyze the interplay between British colonial imperatives and the appropriation of prevailing precolonial political structures for colonial rule strategies in this prominent Southern Nigerian province. Specifically, I will underscore the claims to indigenous political authority by traditional rulers and an emergent Western-educated elite of competing ancestral city-states, notably Ibadan, the principal city in the province; Oyo town, widely accepted as the traditional hegemon in the region; and other major Yoruba hometowns in the province.

In the new political dispensation, colonial administration at the divisional and provincial levels was centered on major city-states, particularly Ibadan, because of its military preeminence in the Yoruba region before the imposition of British colonial rule, and Oyo town, with its established heritage as a traditional authority among Yoruba city-states. Under colonial rule, however, the initial instrument of political control in Oyo Province was the council of chiefs, namely the Baale, Ibadan’s head chief, and senior chiefs, Otun-Baale, Osi-Baale, Balogun, Otun-Balogun, and Osi-Balogun, presided over by the British Resident. Within Oyo Province, the council had jurisdiction over two major divisions, namely Ibadan Division and Ife-Ilesha Division. In 1898, several years after the imposition of colonial rule, the British administration created a similar council in Oyo town. This native authority council, which had jurisdiction over the Oyo division, consisted of the Alaafin (traditional ruler of Oyo town) and seven Ibadan senior chiefs in addition to the British Resident. Ibadan, however, lacked traditional claims to authority over most of the towns in the province. Thus, its supremacy in the native administrative system in the early years of colonial rule was questioned and short-lived. As British authorities confronted conflicting political claims by the obas, chiefs and other elites of ancestral city-states in Oyo Province, they sought a more reliable traditional foundation on which to construct their colonial administrative system in the region (Atanda 1973).

In fact, the indirect rule system was introduced by Sir Frederick Lugard as a strategy of local administration in the vast Northern emirates following its conquest between 1897 and 1903. The system which adapted the prevailing Fulani emirate system in the vast Northern Nigerian Protectorate to British colonial control was consequently imposed on the Southern Protectorate at the turn of the twentieth century (Lugard 1965, Perham, 1962). Given the Nigerian region’s diverse political structure, this strategy of local administration met with varying degrees of success in different parts of the Northern and Southern provinces. For instance, while it entrenched the power of a Muslim aristocracy in the Northern Nigerian Protectorate and achieved some success in the Yoruba region of the Southern Protectorate with its ritual kingship structures rooted in contingent relations among various ancestral city-states, it largely failed in the eastern region of the protectorate, where British policy had imposed an arbitrary chieftaincy system—the warrant chief system—on the region’s numerous acephalous socio-political communities (Afigbo 1971).

In the Yoruba region, where the indirect rule system was relatively successful, its hierarchical structure nevertheless disrupted evolving power configurations among communities in the late nineteenth century when the British imposed their colonial rule in the region. The most noticeable case in this structural imbalance in Oyo Province was the rivalry between the Alaafin of Oyo and Ibadan chiefs. There was a noticeable shift in power towards the Alaafin in 1897 when, under Sir Henry E. McCallum, Governor of Lagos, and F. C. Fuller, Resident of Ibadan, the Alaafin of Oyo’s territorial jurisdiction expanded considerably, at the expense Ibadan’s senior chiefs (Atanda 1970).

The plight of Ibadan’s chiefs was more acute under McCallum’s successor, Sir William MacGregor, Governor of Lagos from 1899 to 1904. Through the Native Authority (NA) Council Ordinance of 1901, MacGregor reduced the Resident’s role in the NA Council from executive to advisory capacity and then appointed “paramount rulers” executive president in their place. Because provisional and divisional councils exercised extensive authority over local administration, this ordinance entrenched the hierarchical structure of local administration under the authority of a preeminent traditional ruler in the division and province—the Alaafin of Oyo in the case of Oyo Province. MacGregor’s policy also increased the paramount ruler’s jurisdiction in legal matters. For instance, when the colonial government decided to extend the Supreme Court’s jurisdiction over Ibadan, the Alaafin approved the provision. However, amidst the steady erosion of Ibadan chiefs’ authority, Resident Fuller—and later Resident Elgee—instituted modest municipal improvement schemes when confronted by rapid social change in Ibadan as the preeminent city in the Yoruba region. The schemes used the expertise of the emergent Western-educated Christian elites. This growing importance of Ibadan enhanced the influence of its senior chiefs in divisional and provincial administration in the early decades of colonial rule (Jenkins 1965).

With the rapid social transformation of southern Nigeria by the late 1920s, a new generation of senior colonial officials contended that the rigid system of indirect rule imposed by Lugard was inadequate for the changing conditions of the times. According to Sir Donald Cameron, Governor of Nigeria, from 1931 to 1935, the time was right to reform the Native Authority (NA) system (Cameron 1934). The 1933 Native Authority (NA) Ordinance and Native Court Ordinance expressed this new official perspective. The NA Ordinance required that paramount rulers consult a council of chiefs at divisional levels on all major issues affecting the welfare of the communities under their jurisdiction. While they still retain the executive power under the supervision of residents and district officers, paramount rulers were required to recognize the councils’ advisory roles in local administration under the new colonial administrative dispensation (Native Authority Ordinance of 1933). Despite this new ordinance, paramount rulers, such as the Alaafin, retained considerable political power.

Cameron’s policies were carefully implemented by his successor, Sir Bernard Bourdillon, Governor from 1935 to 1939 (Pearce 1987). Despite its limitations, the NA Ordinance affected two major areas of local politics in Oyo province. For the first time in four decades, colonial authorities had curtailed the centralized power in the hands of obas, classified earlier as traditional paramount rulers of Yoruba ancestral city-states. Not surprisingly, paramount rulers resisted, ignoring the advisory council. This opposition prompted Bourdillon, in a keynote address to Yoruba obas in 1937, to caution against the danger of autocracy by traditional rulers (Conference of Yoruba Obas, 1937). Furthermore, the reforms boosted the morale of educated elites whose increasing rumbles over ineffective local administration were becoming a concern to senior colonial officers in Lagos, the national colonial capital, and Enugu, the regional headquarters. In the specific case of Ibadan, British officials by this time had lost confidence in the senior chiefs’ ability to effectively manage such a large city—and division (Post and Jenkins 1973). During this period, colonial memoranda shows that Governor Cameron’s idea of reform included increasing involvement of Western-educated elites in the daily functions of the NA Council (Akpan 1956; Falola 1989, p. 252). For A. H. M. Kirk-Greene, Cameron’s ordinance was historic, promoting “The free alliance of the people to a chief without recourse to external measures; the representation of western educated elements in native administrative councils, and the establishment of a formalized councilor, rather than an appointed one-man rule.” (Kirk-Greene 1965, 26).

As colonial society grew in its social, political, demographic, and economic complexities, especially in the Southern provinces, the British government in Lagos introduced the Native Authority Ordinance of 1943. In Oyo Province, this ordinance established the Ibadan-in-council NA structure in which policy decisions must reflect a broader consensus of council members, eliminating the paramount chiefs’ special status as key decision-makers (Oyo Province, 1, 157, 24/223). Furthermore, for the first time in colonial Nigeria, the ordinance allowed for limited democratization of local administration. Under this ordinance, local representatives would be either elected or nominated to serve a term of two years in the NA Council (ibid.). This reform policy would persist until the end of the Second World War when British authorities, confronting growing agitations from Southern Nigerian nationalists, instituted far-reaching local government and constitutional reforms that led to decolonization.

Colonial Administration in Southeastern Nigeria: An Overview

As discussed above, British imperialism in the Nigerian region gained significant momentum at the turn of the twentieth century. In the specific case of what eventually became the southeastern provinces of the Southern Nigerian Protectorate, British colonial domination was consolidated after the Aro Expedition of 1901–1902, further leading to the establishment of British administrative control over much of the territory that constituted Igbo, Efik, Ibibio, and Ijaw cultural-political communities from the beginning of the twentieth century to the end of the First World War in 1918 (Afigbo 1971).

Over the next decade, British authorities would further entrench an arbitrary policy of indirect rule, the “warrant chiefs’ system,” on the region’s acephalous communities. As A. G. Afigbo, notes, “Novel in degree and territorial scope,” this colonial administration system proved a colossal failure throughout the region (Afigbo 1971, especially chapter 1). This system of native administration’s apparent failure was most vividly expressed in the Women’s War of 1929 when thousands of peasant women from diverse ethnic groups in various districts across southeastern Nigeria rebelled against exploitative tax policy, especially in Owerri and Calabar provinces. As discussed above in the case of general colonial policy on southwestern Nigerian communities, the period between the early 1930s and the outbreak of the Second World War was also a moment of local administrative reform in southeastern Nigeria. This trend in reform would continue apace with the constitutional and political reforms that accomplished the decolonization process after the Second World War.

Colonial Administration in the Northern Nigerian Protectorate

Many scholars of British rule in Northern Nigeria agree that prevailing Hausa-Fulani emirate structures were transformed into a more centralized administrative system under indirect rule. This colonial system established the Northern Nigerian Protectorate as a distinct political unit in which Muslim and non-Muslim communities were brought under Hausa-Fulani Muslim rulers’ control within clearly defined administrative jurisdictions. For expedient reasons, British authority coopted Hausa-Fulani Muslim rulers, largely influenced by the Qadiriyya order (Salamone 1991; Esposito 1999), which dominated the politico-religious hierarchy in the region when the Sokoto Caliphate came under British rule at the turn of the twentieth century. Additionally, it was colonial rule that formalized Islamic law as the legal system throughout the Northern Protectorate, and only with the colonial rulers’ arrival was Maliki inheritance law first enforced, and slavery and concubinage banned in the region (Schacht 1957).

However, this expedient local administration system was incongruous with the diverse social, religious, and political realities of the vast region. Moreover, by embracing caliphate rulers as junior partners, British colonial administrators consolidated and reified the dominant Hausa-Fulani Muslim rulers’ power as legitimate traditional rulers while marginalizing their competitors in local politics. Naturally, this policy strengthened the authority of the dominant Qadiriyya order—under the control of the Hausa-Fulani Muslim aristocracy—while simultaneously jettisoning the leaders of other Sufi orders and the local chiefs of non-Muslim (the so-called pagan) communities.

In the Northern Nigerian Protectorate, where a successful Islamic jihad had instituted a Muslim reformist politico-legal system in major sections of the region in the early nineteenth century, British authorities struggled to reconcile Islamic law (sharia) and precolonial modes of local administration to colonial administrative policies in this socially and religiously diverse protectorate. Once the Sokoto Caliphate, the Muslim confederacy on which the Northern Nigerian Protectorate was ultimately sustained, fell in 1903 to the military onslaught of Colonel Lugard, what followed was the imposition of indirect rule on the diverse communities of colonial Northern Nigeria (as discussed above), a region in 1906 that had 300,000 square miles and 7 million people (Laremont 2011, 94). In a 1903 treaty, British authorities modified local political and social norms to British conceptions of law and administration. Native Court Proclamation 4 and 5 gave British authorities broad powers of review over Islamic courts, which in principle subjected sharia to colonial law (ibid.; Yusuf 1982; Anderson 1959, quoted in Ludwig 2008, 607; Yadudu 1991, 28). Moreover, sharia was subject to British administrators’ authority, which ensured that local applications of the law did not conflict with written law promulgated by British administrators (Kendhammer 2010, 75).

The Native Court Proclamation of 1906 further weakened sharia by broadening English common-law courts and streamlining native courts from a four-tier system into a two-tier system. In addition, Islamic law was denied recognition as a system deserving separate jurisdiction unto itself when it was merged with customary law during the amalgamation of Nigeria’s Northern and Southern protectorates in 1914. Reform continued with the 1922 Constitution, as further changes to the criminal and penal codes and the judicial system structure eroded the authority of Islamic law. The colonial government further reformed sharia with the native court ordinance of 1933, which further weakened Islamic law by extending common law courts’ power. Finally, high courts were created and given jurisdictions over repeals from customary courts (including sharia), an arrangement that lasted until Nigeria’s independence in 1960 (Yusuf 1982).

What was stipulated in the legal and administrative reforms outlined above was not always easily reflected in colonial administrative practice. Firsthand accounts of the implementation of local government policy by British administrators reveal the complicated colonial administration process in Northern Nigeria’s diverse communities. In this context, the accounts of long-standing administrators reveal how British officials attempted to reinforce bonds among political, religious, and social hierarchies of power in a region where such relations were fluid under the Sokoto Caliphate in the preceding precolonial era. Archival analysis of British district officers’ and residents’ perspectives during their service in the Northern Nigerian Protectorate reveals this tension between pronouncements of colonial legal and administrative policies and local administration realities.

Commander J. H. Carrow (district officer and resident of Kano and Sokoto) provides a vivid illustration of colonial policy implementation in a region where the balance between religious, social, and political power was far from clearly defined. After British administrators adopted indirect rule in Kano, Carrow convinced the Emir of Kano to reorganize the judicial, financial, and political structure under his authority along lines that British administrators considered acceptable Islamic practice. In addition to reforms in the native courts and the tax system, British administrators introduced fixed salaries for native administrators, including the emir (Carrow 1910). While the inhabitants of Sokoto division were loyal to the Sultan of Sokoto, as the Sarkin Musulumi (Commander of the Muslim Faithful), those in Kano Division had conflicting allegiances, presumably because of Kano’s internecine conflict in earlier decades and the colonial administration’s initial application of direct rule in the region. The deposition of the Waziri of Kano in 1909 is an example of the complicated nature of colonial allegiances in the Kano Emirate (Carrow 1909).

Resident C. L. Temple’s 1909 annual report on Kano Province further reveals the ambiguity between legitimacy and authority in Kano Emirate’s local administration. Temple recounts several cases of subordinate NA officials who often fail to follow superior officials’ orders in the NA council. In one instance, a subordinate to a district head of Damberta refused to collect the haraji tax. Even though he had been ordered to begin collection several months beforehand, he felt that he had the leeway to conduct his administrative responsibility as he pleased. Temple also mentioned that three Sarkis (Sarkin Kura, Sarkin Godia, Sarkin Kabba) had embezzled funds from the jangali tax that they had collected from Fulani “pagans.” The overt nature of the sarkis’ embezzlement of tax funds reveals that Muslim village heads were not always under the emir’s firm control. When Temple called the embezzlement to the emir’s attention, he failed to see the seriousness of the charges, revealing the tendency of some NA officials to ignore British policy (Temple 1909, 2–5). Reflecting some distrust in the Kano NA, Temple noted that many local people bypassed the NA to present their case to British district officers (ibid.).

The persistence of slavery added another important layer to Hausa-Fulani Muslim rule structures in local communities in the Northern Nigeria Protectorate. Despite the outlawing of slavery in the Protectorate by British authorities, Temple revealed that slavery remained widespread in Kano Province. Following the famine of 1907 to 1908, many slave owners quietly transferred their slaves to more affluent slaveholders, and according to district officer Dupigny, some Gongola “pagans” voluntarily “sold” themselves to wealthy slave owners (ibid.).

The British’s tendency to affirm Hausa-Fulani Muslim rulers’ conservatism in colonial administration was best shown in the crucial area of colonial policy on education in the Northern Nigerian Provinces. Carrow’s recollection in the 1960s of what stood for British education policy in Kano Province provides a vivid assessment of this important subject in the region. Before the First World War, British administrators had established a Western-type primary school for the children of emirs, district heads, chiefs, and Muslim clerics, but these local rulers instead sent their slaves to school (Carrow 1909). Furthermore, local ambivalence for Western education was also apparent with students’ poor enrollment in another primary school that colonial authorities established in a “pagan” area of Kano Division before the outbreak of the Second World War. Carrow recalls that the resistance to Western education persisted until the end of the war. Not surprising, when British authorities established a school for girls in 1929, opposition from Hausa-Fulani Muslim rulers was stiff. These rulers naturally believed that Western education would not give their children the requisite religious training that emirate society required (ibid.). In the early decades of colonial rule, Islamic schooling remained the dominant form of education in the region. Nevertheless, the marginalization of Western education before the Second World War led to a crisis that would consume Northern Nigeria for many decades. In the short term, this crisis was evident in the colonial authorities’ inability to carry out basic colonial administrative functions, including reliable staffing of Kano Province’s healthcare and native court institutions in the 1920s and 1930s (ibid.).

In the face of dynamic political conditions throughout the colonial period, British officials, with mixed success, attempted to create an overarching colonial order across the Northern Nigerian Provinces. In their desire to construct a viable colonial administration system, they worked vigorously to integrate the preexisting socio-political structure into what British authorities considered acceptable norms of traditional Hausa-Fulani Muslim rule. In this vein, they insisted on specific Muslim “rules” that affirmed colonial administrative policies in Northern Nigeria’s diverse local communities, such as levying taxes and implementing Islamic legal codes. Consequently, the implications of these colonial policies for local communities’ administration were at best mixed in the earlier decades of British colonial rule.

Reforming Colonial Administration in Northern Nigeria

As we have seen earlier in this chapter, perspectives of governors as representatives of the British Crown and the chief executive in charge of colonial jurisdictions portend the general trend in administrative priorities throughout Britain’s Nigerian provinces. Consequently, as governors changed with the times, so too did official perspectives of general statements of colonial administration in Lagos and the regional headquarters. We will recall that Lugard (the high commissioner of the Northern Nigerian Protectorate from 1900 to 1906, Governor of the Northern Nigerian Protectorate from 1912 to 1913, and Governor-General of Nigeria from 1913 to 1918) had entrenched a rigid indirect rule system of local administration in many Nigerian colonial jurisdictions by the early twentieth century. In the intervening years between Lugard’s two tenures in Nigeria, when Sir William Wallace served as high commissioner of the Northern Nigerian Protectorate and Henry Hesketh-Bell as Governor of the Northern Nigerian Protectorate from 1909 to 1912, indirect rule was affirmed as the governing principle in colonial Nigeria. Thus, between the crucial first two decades of British rule, Lugard’s rigid conception of indirect rule dominated the nature and form of local administration in Northern Nigeria and beyond (Kirk-Greene 1965).

As discussed, Hugh Clifford’s tenure as governor marked a slight shift in colonial administrative priorities in Nigeria. During his tenure as governor from 1919 to 1925, Clifford sought to encourage a more efficient colonial administration method by exploring new strategies to expand the scope of the native authority system, especially in the Northern Provinces. Clifford expanded the concept of indirect rule so that the diverse communal groups, especially adherents of indigenous religious beliefs (Christianized ethnic minorities in this vast region. See Crampton, 1979) would have more control over their local affairs.9 When Clifford left, Graeme Thompson, Governor of Nigeria from 1929 to 1931, gave British officers considerable leeway to innovate as colonial administrators within their jurisdictions. This gave the lieutenant governor of the Northern Provinces, Herbert Richmond Palmer, the ability to reassert a Northern-centered administrative system that further reified the authority of Hausa-Fulani Muslim rulers in the colonial native authority system (ibid.). As discussed earlier, it would take Donald Cameron, Governor of Nigeria from 1931 to 1935, to implement a far-reaching reform of the colonial administration’s indirect rule system.

Arriving when the native authority system had proven inadequate to address local administration in Nigeria’s rapidly changing communities, Cameron introduced comprehensive reform, imposed austerity measures as a response to the Great Depression, and improved security throughout colonial Nigeria (Cameron 1934). Cameron called for reform of the native authority system, especially in the Northern Provinces. During this critical era before the outbreak of the Second World War, two competing visions of colonial rule created a “fundamental divergence” between Cameron’s commitment to reform and those of his subordinates in the Northern Nigerian colonial service, who favored a slow pace of political evolution under the leadership of Lieutenant Governor Palmer (Institute of Local Administration, Northern Nigeria, Lecture notes, 1954). Cameron’s strident reforms thus drew the ire of Northern Nigeria’s colonial administrators, many of whom turned against Cameron for his perceived “vindictiveness and arrogance” (ibid.). Commander Carrow, who had served for more than two decades as district officer and resident in Kano and Sokoto provinces recalled in the 1960s that because of Cameron’s uncompromising style of administration, colonial progress was restricted by infighting between British administrators in the Northern Provinces and British officers in Lagos, who were generally loyal to Cameron. From Carrow’s perspective, Cameron and his supporters gave little time to the peculiar conditions of the region but were only concerned with abstract notions of colonial progress (ibid.). By contrast, his subordinates in the Northern provinces led by Palmer believed that ideas of colonial progress should reflect the region’s unique religious, political, and social context, placing these considerations over theories of colonial reforms. At the national level, Cameron reinstituted the supreme court, weakened the native courts (including Muslim courts), abolished the residents’ provincial courts, created magistrate courts as appellate bodies, and established a high court staffed by professional judges (ibid.).

Ironically, this crucial period of indirect rule undermined non-Muslim autonomy in the Northern Nigerian Provinces. Overlapping colorations of religious, ethnic, and other communal forms of identity had evolved under the aegis of a reformed indirect rule starting under Hugh Clifford’s governorship. With Cameron’s reform came a formalization of the native administrative structures and the sedimentation of Northern Nigeria’s diverse societies under a Muslim aristocracy’s domination. These contradictory forces between general statements of colonial policies and their applications in local communities would continue to shape the spirit and the letter of Islamic law and local administration throughout the region, especially with the greater momentum of social change in the 1940s and the 1950s (ibid.).

A rigorous historical analysis of colonial administration in Nigeria thus requires an investigation of the theory and practice of Islamic law in Northern Nigeria because of the crucial politico-religious role of a Muslim aristocracy in the region since the consolidation of an Islamic reformist revolution led by the Fulani Muslim cleric, Usman dan Fodio, at the turn of the nineteenth century. As discussed, this prevailing religious, political, and social project had far-reaching implications for the politics of indirect rule throughout colonial Northern Nigerian society. The contending structures of this prevailing system would have significant implications for the implementation of Islamic law in the administration of the native authority system in colonial Northern Nigeria.

The laws that were in force in Britain’s African colonial territories north of the Zambezi can be broadly divided into two sections: general law and specific law. Applied in default of other provisions to every person within colonial jurisdictions, general law had been based on English common law. On the other hand, specific law includes the bodies of laws applied as exceptions or additions to the general law in a defined class of cases. These laws include customary (or native) laws within specified jurisdiction and religious laws (for example, Islamic law in Northern Nigeria). The most important expression of specific law was what was generally known in colonial parlance as “African customary law,” which consisted of a variety of laws that address the legal concern of diverse communities (Conference on the Future of Law in Africa, December 1959–January 1960). Because most local inhabitants were subjected to customary or native law, most cases in colonial courts were governed by specific law. During colonial rule, however, the consequences of rapidly changing social conditions meant that customary law was ultimately a mélange of rules from “indigenous” customary practices, English common law, and Islamic law (where applicable, such as Northern Nigeria) (ibid.).

During decolonization in the 1950s, Northern Nigeria was British colonial Africa’s ultimate test case for these discussions at the intersections of customary, Islamic, and English common laws. Despite several decades of constitutional reforms in colonial Nigeria, especially in the 1930s and 1940s, and although Islamic law had been applied more extensively in Northern Nigeria than anywhere in the world except Afghanistan and the Arabian Peninsula, Islamic law was still subsumed under native law and subjected to the appellate control of English common-law courts in the region (ibid.). In reality, however, Islamic law was applied as an amalgam of Islamic and customary law in predominantly Muslim and non-Muslim areas of the region (ibid.). This flexible application of Islamic law was contested by many Hausa-Fulani Muslim clerics and rulers, who found it objectionable to mix Islamic codes with local customary practices. With rapid social change by the period of decolonization, it became difficult for British administrators and native court judges to distinguish between legally enforceable normative rules of behavior, drawn from widespread local usage, and legally unenforceable social, moral, and religious obligations that reflected customary practice (ibid.).

This system was grossly inadequate for pressing social and political conditions in the Northern Region during the critical period of decolonization. Consequently, as the pressure for legal reforms grew, regional authorities introduced the Native Court Law of 1956. This reform sought to separate Islamic law from customary law, institutionalizing sharia courts alongside non-Islamic native courts. Moreover, the new law established the first Muslim Court of Appeal. In reality, though, these changes amounted to half-measures. Islamic courts still fell under the broad category of customary law, considered prima facie applicable to Africans “in the vast majority of cases” (Anderson 1959). The Muslim Court of Appeal was also circumscribed, with jurisdiction over appeals from native courts on matters pertaining to personal law. It was not a “standing” court; instead, judges convened on an ad hoc basis. Far weaker than its English common-law counterpart (the High Court), the Muslim Court of Appeal looked more like a patchwork solution to Northern Nigeria’s long-term legal problem. In sum, this reform recognized the real distinction between native and Islamic law and reified it along a Muslim/non-Muslim axis, ending the “sliding scale” of juridical perspective, cementing religious division in the Northern Region (ibid., see also, Marshall 1969).

Constitutional Reforms and Decolonization in Colonial Nigeria

Earlier in the chapter, it was explained that the constitutional reforms of Governors Clifford, Cameron, and Bourdillon in the 1930s and 1940s transformed the old-style Lugardian system of indirect rule that was established when Britain imposed its colonial rule on the Northern Nigerian Protectorate and Southern Nigerian Protectorate at the turn of the twentieth century. After the Second World War, the British colonial government was forced to respond to growing demands for democracy and development in several British West African colonies (Crook 1986; Low 1991). This would bring what was left of the indirect rule system of colonial administration in Nigeria to an abrupt end. This development brought Nigeria to another watershed in its constitutional development (Awolowo 1947).

Many studies on local administration in post-Second World War British West Africa have convincingly argued that agitations for self-rule in various West African colonies, the victory of the Labor Party in the 1945 British parliamentary elections, the activities of the British Fabian Colonial Bureau, and the progressive attitude of Secretary of State for the Colonies, Arthur Creech Jones, all contributed to a major shift in British colonial policy after the war (Creech Jones 1947a; Fieldhouse 1982; Low 1991). Reluctant to fully accede to nationalist agitation for independence, Prime Minister Clement Attlee’s government formulated policies that responded to emerging nationalists’ pressures while still consolidating British imperial interests in its African colonies (Crook 1986). Thus, prompted by African nationalists’ demands for self-rule and decolonization, the British government and senior Whitehall officials abandoned the previous colonial policy of benign neglect in favor of a more vigorous pursuit of the political transformation of Britain’s West African colonies. To leading colonial office officials, only an authoritative statement of policy can transform the increasingly ineffective native authority structures in many British colonies (Creech Jones 1947b, 4; Pearce 1987 141).

What came of this imperial discussion was the celebrated 1947 Local Government Despatch. The historic document, which encapsulated the Labor Government’s post-war policy towards Britain’s African colonies, revealed a general disenchantment with the indirect rule system and the traditional sociopolitical structures in which it was based. Emphasizing the rationale for the new policy, Creech Jones noted:


The Key to success lies in the development of an efficient and democratic system of local government…. Local because the system of government must be close to the common people and their problems. Efficient because it must be capable of managing the local services in a way which will help to raise the standard of living, and democratic, because it must not only find a place for the growing class of educated men, but at the same time command the respect and support of the masses of the people. (1947 Despatch of the Secretary of State for the Colonies to African Governors. London: H. M. S. O., February 27, 1947)



Regardless of this general statement of colonial policy on local government administration, evidence from Nigeria’s Northern and Southern provinces shows no coherent implementation of the British Labour Government policy at the provincial, divisional, and district levels. Rather than precipitate the reform that later took place in many Nigerian communities, Creech Jones’ policy merely encouraged a process that was underway in many African colonies (Low 1991). As political developments continued to unfold after the Second World War, and with Nigeria’s future increasingly at stake, the British colonial government, under pressure from Southern Nigerian nationalists, introduced constitutional reforms at the regional and national levels of government. The centerpiece of this process was the Nigerian Constitution of 1951.

Known as the Macpherson Constitution (named after Nigeria’s Governor, Sir John Macpherson), the constitution took effect after a year of intense deliberations by a constitution drafting committee and a review conference drawn from major sections of Nigeria. Despite divergent regional perspectives and interests, the constitutional conference ratified a tripodal regional system that opened the door to the political preeminence of a more cohesive Northern Provinces (now Northern Region) over the Southern Provinces, which had been divided into the Eastern Region and Western Region. A relatively weak unicameral federal legislature, the house of representatives, was drawn from three regional houses of assemblies—the Northern, Eastern, and Western regions. Under British direction, this would constitute the national government. Finally, except for a unicameral legislature in the Eastern Region, where chiefs had no constitutional authority, the 1951 constitution recognized bicameral legislatures of the house of assembly and chiefs in the Northern Region and Western Region (Coleman 1958).

The first year after implementing the 1951 Constitution witnessed major conflicts between the national and regional governments. Constitutional crisis in the Eastern Region and instability in key parts of Nigeria—notably riots in the northern city of Kano in 1953—prompted another constitutional conference in London in 1953 and in Lagos the following year that resulted in the Nigerian Constitution of 1954 (ibid.). Named after the British Secretary of State for the Colonies, Oliver Lyttleton, the 1954 Constitution, unlike the 1951 Constitution, provided for a bicameral legislature at the federal level. An upper house, the senate, was composed of twelve representatives from each region appointed by the regional governors. In Lagos, the federal capital, two representatives were appointed by the governor-general, while the Oba of Lagos and his chiefs selected one representative. The popularly elected house of representatives consisted of 320 members from the regions, with the Northern Region having the highest membership. Significantly, the 1954 Constitution gave considerable control over resources in the three regions to the regional governments. At the regional level, the Lyttleton Constitution provided for bicameral legislatures consisting of a house of chiefs and house of assembly. In comparison to the preceding constitution, however, the authority of the house of chiefs was significantly curtailed (ibid.; Jones 1957). This historic constitution would provide the blueprint on which the Nigerian Independence Constitution of 1960 would be grafted as Nigeria embarked on independence in October 1960 (Nigerian Independence Constitution; Sklar 1963).

Conclusion

From the turn of the twentieth century, when Britain imposed its colonial rule on the vast and diverse communities in the Nigerian region, the subject of colonial administration in Nigeria has retained a distinguished place in Nigerian historical scholarship. The plethora of publications on colonial administration in Nigeria’s Northern and Southern provinces are far-reaching, ranging from the memoirs of notable British administrators and the pioneering scholarship of professional historians to path-breaking scholarly works in various humanistic social science disciplines, notably comparative politics, historical sociology, development economics, and anthropology. These studies are foundational to the critical analysis of politics, governance, and development in Nigeria, especially since the decolonization process of the 1950s. Reflecting multiple methodological, historiographical, intellectual, and ideological perspectives, these authoritative studies are not only central to the production of historical knowledge on modern Nigeria but offer critical insight into the daunting challenges on governance and development in Nigeria—Africa’s most populous and complicated country.

While drawing from the grand stories of British colonial policies in a rapidly changing and dynamic colonial Northern and Southern Nigeria, this chapter integrates general statements of colonial policies and native authority reforms, conceived at national, regional, and provincial levels of colonial jurisdictions, to the contending social, religious, and political complexities of local administration in Northern and Southern Nigeria’s heterogeneous communities. This approach underscores the twists and turns in the administration in Nigerian communities and emphasizes how prevailing precolonial social structures and power configurations shaped the direction of colonial administration in Nigeria. Largely eschewed by the dominant historiographical perspectives on colonial administration in Nigeria, the perspective that I privilege in this synthetic historical analysis underscore contending and competing questions that have not only complicated a linear chronology of Nigerian history but grappled with the daunting challenges of governance in modern Nigeria. This perspective anticipates the importance of society’s structures as we continue to reflect on the crisis of the postcolonial Nigerian state.

Consequently, a significant theme on this perspective to the history of British colonial administration in Nigeria that resonates throughout this chapter revolves around the fault-lines that have shaped the contours of power configurations and the culture of politics in contemporary Nigeria. Given their important political implications, these societal structures reflect entrenched ancestral hometowns, ethnic, regional, and religious identities. These formidable societal frameworks have had profound implications not only for the implementation of indirect rule policies but also for political, constitutional, and legal reforms as Northern and Southern Nigerian communities experienced major transformations from the turn of the twentieth century when the British authorities imposed their colonial rule on the communities of the Nigerian region to the decade after the Second World War when Nigeria embarked on a process of decolonization. These issues have retained center stage in the political evolution of the postcolonial Nigerian state and society, emphasizing the importance of critical historical and distinctive interdisciplinary perspectives in the study of contemporary Nigerian state-society formation.

Notes

1.The most notable memoirs and books of British colonial administrators and senior British government officials that articulate major issues in colonial administration in Nigeria are: Fredrick D. Lugard, The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa; Donald C. Cameron, The Principle of Native Administration and Their Application; Bernard H. Bourdillon, Memorandum on the Future Political Development in Nigeria; Arthur Creech Jones, Labour’s Colonial Policy; Arthur Creech Jones, The Future of the African Colonies. Landmark scholarship on the application of major British colonial policy to the administration of various Nigerian provincial, divisional, and district jurisdictions include: N. U. Akpan, Epitaph of Indirect Rule: A Discourse on Local Government in Africa; A. H. M. Kirk-Greene, The Principle of Native Administrative in Nigeria: Selected Documents, 1900–1947; J. A. Atanda, The New Oyo Empire: Indirect Rule and Change in Southeastern Western Nigeria, 1894–1934; A. G. Afigbo, The Warrant Chiefs: Indirect Rule in Southeastern Nigeria, 1991–1929; Toyin Falola, Politics and Economy in Ibadan, 1893–1945. Pioneering scholarship in other humanistic social science disciplines, especially comparative politics, on colonial administration and decolonization in Nigeria, include C. S. Whitaker, The Politics of Tradition: Continuity and Change in Northern Nigeria, 1946–1966; Richard L. Sklar, Nigerian Political Parties: Power in an Emergent African Nation.

2.The major sources of archival research on colonial administration in Nigeria are located in the United Kingdom and Nigeria. In the United Kingdom, the most notable are in the Public Records Office, Kew, England, and Rhodes House, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford. In the case of Nigeria, archival research materials can be found in regional branches of the National Archives of Nigeria. With its headquarters in Abuja, the capital of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, the National Archives of Nigeria has branches in Enugu, Ibadan, and Kaduna, Nigeria’s three regional capitals when the country gained independence from Britain. Archival research materials on colonial administration in Nigeria can also be found in various federal and state government agencies as well as in major missionary archives. The archival sources used in the analysis of colonial administration in this chapter are drawn from some of these archives.

3.Before the establishment of universities in Nigeria, starting with the University College, Ibadan, in 1948, and the establishment of undergraduate and graduate curriculum to train academic Africanists in the 1950s at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, much of what passed for systematic study of colonial administration in Nigeria were carried out by British administrators and colonial ethnographers. Although many of these works provide good insight into the study of colonial administration in Nigeria, they focus excessively on formal institutions as agents of modern governance and development. These types of work have little to say on how dynamic local communities complicate issues of development and administration in colonial Nigeria. After independence, the first generation of Nigerian universities, particularly the University of Ibadan, the University of Zaria (later Ahmadu Bello University), the University of Nigeria, Nssuka, University of Ife (later Obafemi Awolowo University), and the University of Lagos, emerged as prominent centers for the study of colonial administration—and the study of British colonialism in Nigeria more broadly. Dominated by a distinguished and critical nationalist historiographical perspective, the departments of history at these universities reflected ideas at the core of the nation building priorities of the new nation during decolonization and the earlier years of Nigerian independence. The most distinguished of these “schools” of history was at the University of Ibadan’s department of history. Nurtured by the vision and erudition of pioneering Nigerian historians such as Onwuka Dike, J. F. Ade Ajayi, and Emmanuel A. Ayandele, University of Ibadan produced many groundbreaking doctoral theses on colonial administration in Nigeria in the 1960s and 1970s. Several of the theses were eventually published in book-form by the London publisher, Longman. The most notable books on colonial administration on various Nigerian regions from the “Ibadan School of History” were J. A. Atanda, The New Oyo Empire and A. G. Afigbo, The Warrant Chiefs.

4.The enduring structures of society and power configurations on which colonial administrations are predicated provide important frameworks to mediate systems of modern politics and governance during decolonization and early years of independence. An authoritative book on this perspective is C. S. Whitaker, The Politics of Tradition.

5.The book that set out to define this general statement of native authority policy for this first stage of colonial administration is Fredrick D. Lugard, The Dual Mandate.

6.Two books by senior British administrators that challenged the earlier conservative perspective of the indirect rule system of colonial administration, favored by the Hausa-Fulani Muslim aristocracy and British administrators in Northern Nigeria, are Donald C. Cameron, The Principle of Native Administration, and Bernard Bourdillon, Memorandum on the Future of Political Development in Nigeria.

7.Landmark statements of general policy that defined the far-reaching reform policy on colonial administrative reforms during decolonization are Arthur Creech Jones, Labour’s Colonial Policy; Arthur Creech Jones, The Future of the African Colonies; Arthur Creech Jones, Despatch from the Secretary of State for the Colonies to the Governors of the African Territories, Local Government in the Western Region of Nigeria, Ibadan: Government Printer, 1951; and Margery F. Perham, Native Administration in Nigeria.

8.For an authoritative historical analysis of the complex range of economic, political, and social factors, along with the dynamic processes of British administration before the imposition of colonial rule on the communities that constitute the Nigerian region, see Robert S. Smith, The Lagos Consulate, 1851–1862.

9.Adherents of indigenous religious beliefs in the Northern Nigerian Protectorate were regarded as “tribal pagans” by British colonial authorities in the early decades of colonial rule. Since British authorities only allowed Christian missionary societies to establish their missions in these non-Muslim communities—within and outside of the Hausa-Fulani emirates—major segments of these numerous communities had been converted to Christianity by the outbreak of the Second World War. As products of Christian missionary education, Christian doctrine and Western enlightenment would provide a formidable medium of political resistance to the hegemony of the Hausa-Fulani Muslim aristocracy among these communities by the period of decolonization in the 1950s. For a detailed analysis see, E. P. T. Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria. London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1979.
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Chapter 15 

Colonial Economies of Nigeria

Steven Pierce

Introduction

“The land has changed,” was how Chima Korieh’s (2010) father hauntingly described changes in his southeastern Nigerian village since the late colonial period. His phrase echoes the words of a woman who testified in 1930 before the commission of inquiry investigating the causes of women’s protests in the Aba Women’s War; that witness reported the changes were killing her and her compatriots. Such thumbnail sketches punctuate a century of transformation and dislocation in southeastern Nigeria. They can be generalized to the country as a whole. The cataclysmic century that preceded colonial rule had already transformed economy and society—the Atlantic slave trade had deepened then declined, the ancient Oyo empire fell, and a great reform movement created the Sokoto Caliphate (see Chapters 11 and 12)—but these events predated anything that could be called “Nigeria.” That name only took on meaning with the first moments of colonialism that accompanied the British takeover of Lagos in 1861 and accelerating annexations after the Berlin Conference in 1884–1885. Lagos became a colony, and protectorates were declared over the states in its hinterland, still recovering from decades of warfare. These coastal adventures were accompanied by protectorates over the territories that communicated with the coast via the Niger River and its delta and over the vast territories north of the Niger and Benue (see Chapter 13). The territories were amalgamated during the early years of the twentieth century, with the final union of the then-Protectorates of Northern and Southern Nigeria in 1914 (see Chapter 14). With the emergence of Nigeria, the land had changed indeed.

Even after this watershed, it is somewhat anachronistic to refer to one colonial economy. Nigeria’s ethnic heterogeneity reflected the long and separate histories of the peoples inhabiting its component regions: colonial Sokoto had little in common with colonial Calabar or colonial Lagos with the Tiv-speaking peoples living near the Benue River. All were ultimately governed by a regime of foreigners, but their separate histories and paths to conquest led to substantially different political accommodations within colonial Nigeria. The country contained many ecological zones boasting diverse natural resources. As colonial Nigeria haltingly emerged, its peoples already had a long history of economic and cultural exchange with one another; simultaneously, they maintained ties throughout West Africa, across the Sahara Desert, and across the ocean. Thus, the history of the colonial economy is less one of a coherent or emergent whole than outside control, exploitation, and forcible transformation of enduring relationships for the benefit of new rulers. To put it another way, the history of Nigeria’s colonial economy is a history of incorporation: of heterogeneous peoples into one unit, of Nigerians into a global economy on grossly unfavorable terms, and of the reorganization and reorientation of domestic economies.

This essay develops two intertwined stories about these processes. The first was suggested above: foreigners forced a host of disparate regions and economies into an artificial, externally imposed political unit, creating what ultimately would become Nigeria’s national economy. For the most part, this is a story of a vast expansion of cash-crop production that started early in the colonial period. Extant cash crops, such as palm products, would be expanded. They would be joined by other agricultural goods, most notably cocoa in the southwest and groundnuts in the north. Nigeria’s production of non-agricultural goods such as tin in the mining region of the Plateau (Freund 1981) would be established. The laws enabling these extractive industries would provide a legal framework for Nigeria’s postcolonial role as a petroleum exporter (see Chapter 21). At the same time, railways were built, ports expanded and equipped to service exports by sea. Merchants diversified away from commerce in luxury or military goods and toward imports of textiles and consumer manufactures. These were changes that provided some with opportunities for wages or salaried work and access to cash. As Nigeria became more intricately entangled into the portions of the global economy dominated by Europe, the centuries-old trade across the Sahara Desert would come to an end and industries that fed it, such as northern leather production and textile manufacture, would be diminished (Shea 2006). This first story is of globalization and the development of underdevelopment, as Nigeria became established as an exporter of primary products. It tells of Nigeria’s being forced to accept often unfavorable terms of trade and a vulnerable position in the world order.

The second story is of social and cultural transformation, as people moved to accommodate new political and economic circumstances, to take advantage of new opportunities for trading new crops, or to find ways to live with painful compromises required by changed livelihoods (Okediji 1972; Berry 1975; Hogendorn 1978). Economies do not exist abstractly; they are embodied in people and are one aspect of their social relationships. Economic change is inseparable from social change. Colonial-era demands to produce goods for the market coexisted uneasily with familial needs for food security, creating a tension that caused major changes to smallholder agriculture, the sector that remains central to most Nigerian families’ livelihood. Coupled with other changes, such as new opportunities for wage labor or access to income sources, relations within families and between the genders were transformed. These transformations went along with abolishing slavery, in many areas a key shift from precolonial economies and societies. Thus, the second story is of fundamental social change, as Nigerians responded creatively to economic change and used new opportunities to craft new lives and pursue new opportunities. This essay traces these intertwined stories through Nigeria’s colonial history, through the abolition of slavery and suppression of precolonial economic ties, and through Nigeria’s forcible integration into the global economy as a producer of minerals and agricultural goods. It considers the social implications of these processes, and it focuses on the political and institutional consequences: colonialism created the institutions that today function as the Nigerian state; the legacies of this history continue to choreograph and constrain Nigerian political and social life even today.

Slavery, Abolition, and Post-Emancipation Society

While Nigerian territories contained many ancient, well-populated cities at the time of colonization, the population was overwhelmingly rural, and most people made a living in large measure through agriculture. As in other small-scale farming societies, the extended family was the key institution for organizing productive activity. Given the region’s overall low population densities, lack of sufficient labor impeded people’s ability to increase production, making captive labor and slavery central to many regions’ production systems. This observation, however, obscures almost as much as it illuminates. Precolonial slave statuses were of central political, social, and economic importance in societies across Nigeria, but their implications varied tremendously. The lives and life courses of pawns and ritual slaves in southeastern Nigeria were very different from those of high state officials in Hausaland and Borno in the north.1 Slave status was gendered: for many women, their captive status made them acutely vulnerable to sexual exploitation, and slaveholders often valued women for their reproductive capacities. The 1800s had seen an intensification of slave raiding and warfare across much of the territory of Nigeria even though the export of people across the Atlantic declined across that century; persistent demand for slaves in Brazil and Cuba coupled with global demand for slave-produced “legitimate” products such as palm oil resulted in an enduring market for slaves and slave-produced commodities (Ohadike 1998; Kolapo 2004; Nwokeji 2010).2 At the same time, the warfare surrounding the fall of Oyo in the southwest, the adventurism of Dahomey even farther to the west in the modern-day Republic of Benin, and the rise of Ibadan enabled the enslavement of huge numbers from the country’s southwest (Law 1977; Law 1991; Ojo 2010; Ojo 2012; Ojo 2013a; Lovejoy 2019). Further to the north, Shehu Usman dan Fodio’s jihad, the rise of the Sokoto Caliphate, the caliphate’s subsequent warfare with the Hausa dynasties it displaced and with other peoples on the empire’s periphery, and wars involving the ancient empire of Borno all had the effect of intensifying slaveholding practices at home and consolidating slave exports across the desert to North Africa and the Middle East.3

Much of Nigeria continued to suffer from the demand for slaves even when global abolitionist movements brought both slaveholding practices and the slave trade into disrepute as a humanitarian outrage. Ironically, the British annexation of Nigerian territories frequently took abolition as a justification for military intervention and conquest, allegedly for the benefit of current slaves, captives, and populations who were the targets of slave raids. However, the humanitarian trappings of avowedly abolitionist administrations of early-colonial Southern and Northern Nigeria did not lead to a government that sought changes in master–slave relationships or enabled slaves to achieve free status. Colonialism gradually ended slave raiding and slave statuses, but the process took decades. The more obvious immediate consequence was the imposition of “slave” as a homogenizing label for a host of culturally specific and variegated servile statuses that varied even within particular societies and localities. Gender was a key axis of variation: there was a disproportionate market for captive women because of the possibilities for sexually exploiting women slaves, the vulnerability of slave wives who lacked the support of natal families a free wife might possess, and the institutions of concubinage in the Islamic north. This particular experience of women slaves would have long-term consequences for abolition and slavery’s social and economic legacies.

The colonial government’s policies of abolition were determinedly sluggish. Northern Nigeria’s first High Commissioner had imported a gradualist policy he had developed in his previous posting in East Africa (Cooper 1980), which he consolidated when he later served as unified Nigeria’s Governor-General. The colonial government was torn between abolitionist pressures (whose global lobby was reinforced after 1919 by scrutiny from the League of Nations), an increasingly restive population of slaves well aware they were supposed to be free, and a need to maintain the support of slaveholding elites. These crosscurrents contributed to a long-term policy of indirection and obfuscation, which consisted of declaring that children born after the proclamation of the protectorate were free and finessing the continued enslavement of older people by insisting on the “non-recognition of the status of slavery,” in which the government formally refused to enforce slave status but also did little to free slaves. In practice, some colonial officials sided with slaveowners while others were more actively abolitionist. In areas where slavery already received a degree of centralized administration and scrutiny, most notably the Muslim north with its bureaucratic structures and network of law courts enforcing legal codes that strictly regulated slavery, the state apparatus provided self-redemption mechanisms. Slaves often were able to take advantage of colonial changes to claim their freedom, return to their areas of origin, or renegotiate their labor conditions. Increasing opportunities for wage labor, suppression of slave raiding and warfare, and new opportunities for travel and employment all fed into the possibility some slaves had for redeeming themselves from slavery, of compensating their former masters to gain freedom while retaining ties of patronage and connection that could be invaluable in securing a prosperous life as a freedperson. Such opportunities, however, were disproportionately available to male slaves. Women’s slave status could change to other subordinate or vulnerable positions, but their subordination became understood as gender subordination rather than a consequence of slavery (Lovejoy and Hogendorn 1993; Lovejoy 1988; Ojo 2013b).

Imperfect and halting as it was, the abolition of slavery had a pervasive effect on local economies. In war-torn southwestern Nigeria, the suppression of outright warfare and of the slave trade posed an economic crisis for warrior elites, particularly around the new power of Ibadan, and the new landscape offered both possibilities and dangers for ordinary citizens and the slaves and freedpeople seeking to find lives on their own terms. Similar forced transitions occurred elsewhere. By the time they were conquered, the states of the Niger Delta, which had come to prominence coordinating the canoe-based slave trade along that river’s tributaries, had already transitioned to “legitimate” export commerce of palm oil—gaining the region the appellation “Oil Rivers,” somewhat ironically given the later prominence of petroleum production in the area—but that commodity itself depended on slave labor, occasioning further transitions into the colonial period. In both regions, economies that had been highly dependent on enslavement, slave-raiding, and warfare oriented toward the capture of slaves responded to regimes that suppressed slave raiding and discouraged at least overt slaveholding by developing export-oriented cash-cropping sectors.

The eclipse of slavery in the north had resulted in a roughly parallel transition from a slave-oriented export economy to one of cash-crop production, but the specifics were different. Because most captives in northern Nigeria were not exported across the Atlantic but retained in the region or exported across the trans-Saharan routes, the suppression of the slave trade only became effective from formal colonization at the start of the twentieth century. The extension of colonial power ultimately resulted in a suppression of warfare and enslavement, and across the first decade of the twentieth century, the great Kano-Tripoli caravan trade ceased as well (Okediji 1972). In the areas of the north dominated by the emirates of the Sokoto Caliphate and Borno, whose wealth was based on this long-distance trade, its end caused a crisis of the mercantile and manufacturing sectors. This was compounded by the elite’s reliance on the very substantial population of plantation slaves, whose produce represented a large percentage of aristocrats’ personal incomes. Although the colonial government was determined to make emancipation slow and controlled, contemporary witnesses such as Baba of Karo report the sudden desertion of a plantation’s slaves; word had spread quickly that colonial rule meant freedom, and many slaves moved to claim it immediately (Smith 1981). Tensions built as aristocrats and their British allies attempted to slow the process down, culminating in a 1907 uprising in the village of Satiru that briefly threatened the new regime before being brutally suppressed (Adelẹyẹ 1972; Lovejoy and Hogendorn 1990). In the long run, this region also became a center of cash-crop production, even though the crops in question—groundnuts, cotton, and food crops for local markets—were less lucrative than the south’s cocoa and palm oil. Haltingly and imperfectly, a slave society transformed into a class-stratified society of smallholder farmers and aristocrats, though sharecropping and other forms of social obligation could raise questions about how much difference the abolition of slavery ultimately made in the lives of the impoverished majority. Beyond the frontiers of Borno and the caliphate, the peoples of the “middle belt” areas emerged from the threats of raids from warriors based in the northern empires but soon found that colonial administrations intensified those powers’ political and cultural reach (Mason 1969; Ochonu 2014). Thus, across the entire area that was becoming Nigeria, colonialism and the slow abolition of slavery had wide-ranging consequences, all which entailed a substantial reorientation of economic activity.

Cash Crops and Colonialism

Nigeria’s first governor-general, Sir Frederick Lugard, famously declared his brand of colonialism to have a “dual mandate” of benefiting both colonizer and colonized (Lugard 1922). The prime indicators of these alleged benefits lay in what he and his contemporaries termed “development,” which at the time implied little but making the colony an economic asset to the metropole and a producer of goods attractive to the global economy.4 Because colonies were supposed to support themselves, ensuring that Nigeria produced goods that could be sold for internationally convertible currencies was critical. In practice, this required expanding cash-crop production. It is little wonder that in the decades surrounding colonization and the early colonial period, Nigerian exports multiplied. Already-established exports like palm products came close to doubling between the first years of the twentieth century and the 1920s and rose again by fifty percent by the 1940s. Cocoa rose more dramatically, from an average of 305 tons exported annually in the first five years of the twentieth century to more than 100 times that amount in the 1920s, tripling again by the 1940s. Groundnut exports had a similarly steep increase (Ekundare 1973).

To explain this explosion in exports, scholars like A.G. Hopkins (1973) have argued that Africans were rational, self-interested, sophisticated economic actors, like any others. Such scholars asked why African agriculture had remained relatively static across centuries and why Africans had not moved aggressively to tap emerging global markets in the centuries before 1900 but then suddenly became major producers of many primary products immediately after the start of colonialism. Such writers suggested that colonialism provided what they termed a “vent for surplus.” In the precolonial period, Africa’s farmers and workers possessed the ability to produce considerably more than they had reason to. They lacked the incentive to produce crops for market because transportation networks were neither well developed nor secure and because marketing and monetary mechanisms were not sufficiently developed to reward producers for additional capital and labor investments. Colonial regimes brought peace, security, and improved infrastructure, making cash-crop production feasible and potentially profitable. As rational economic actors, Africa’s farmers responded to the new opportunities.

While “vent for surplus” helps explain why the cash crop revolution occurred, key parts of the story are left out of focus. Most influentially, Sara Berry (1975) has pointed out that the account misses out on central parts of the story. Precolonial Africans were not simply frustrated economic actors sitting on their hands because they lacked appropriate opportunities to produce for global markets. Rather they engaged in a whole range of purposive, productive activities—politics, religious study, scholarship—and investments in less tangible social goods—making pilgrimages, taking titles. Producing for market or radically expanding production required trade-offs, and those trade-offs occurred for a whole variety of reasons. The point is that precolonial Africa was not failing to provide outlets for excess production capacity; rather, the cash-crop revolution came at the cost of other sectors of African productive life.

Berry’s account of the start of cocoa production, for example, demonstrates what happened in the aftermath of colonization and abolition. Cocoa is a challenging crop to cultivate intensively: cocoa farms require years of concerted labor before they become profitable enough to support their owners. Early adopters, therefore, needed access to sufficient labor to work the new farms and sufficient resources to tide them over while the cocoa plants matured, which can pose a challenge in regions where there are not already worked-out social expectations for how one starts a cocoa farm. These requirements slotted neatly into southwestern Nigeria’s historical situation and indeed drove several waves of cocoa expansion. Elites who had profited from Ibadan’s military adventurism, growing wealthy from war and slave raiding, needed a new economic outlet with an imposed peace after suppressing the slave trade. The new regime may have taken away their former livelihood, but it was friendly to aspirant cocoa farmers. Warriors-turned-planters were pioneers in the Nigerian cocoa industry and established early farms, but their model depended on others’ labor, just as slave labor was becoming difficult to access. Cocoa plantations thus offered slaves and freedpeople a potential occupation somewhat different from the opportunities otherwise available. Slaves could work on a cocoa farm and earn money necessary to redeem themselves. Freedpeople could maintain ties of patronage to their former masters while also making a living. Other landless people could get work while saving up to acquire land for themselves. In the early years of cocoa production, southwestern Nigeria largely relied on labor from relatively close at hand, precisely because of the substantial slave population attempting to renegotiate their lives as free people. Simultaneously, these investments make a cocoa farm a valuable commodity, providing specific pieces of land considerable more value than they had possessed in the precolonial period (Berry 1975).5

Palm products represent a complex, more equivocal story. The interior regions of southeastern Nigeria dominated by Igbo speakers were already producing considerable amounts of palm products for export in the immediate precolonial period. Direct colonial annexation was driven largely by British firms’ pressure to consolidate and regularize the oil supply. The region’s participation in the oil trade during the precolonial period had depended heavily on slaves, but with abolition, slave labor was gradually supplanted by family labor, with additional inputs from landless individuals (increasingly common as the population rose across the twentieth century). As a result, the region’s households became increasingly dependent on palm products’ sale to pay their tax and meet other necessary expenses that needed to be paid in the new currency. Men, women, and children all contributed labor to production, but the existing gendered divisions of labor meant that men could move more decisively into long-distance trading and other lucrative engagements with the global economy (Oriji 1982; Martin 1988; Korieh 2010; Strickrodt 2015). Women’s autonomous economic position diminished relative to men’s; this was compounded by a colonial government that often ignored indigenous precolonial spheres of women’s formal authority. Economic strains particularly experienced by women ultimately resulted in dramatic protests brutally suppressed, most notably at Aba in 1929 (Bastian 2002; Matera 2012).6

The entry of the north into cash cropping was somewhat more equivocal. That region’s fiscal basis had been shakier from the start of colonialism, largely because of the area’s orientation to North Africa and the Middle East in the immediate precolonial period rather than southern societies’ ties to the Europe-dominated Atlantic economy. The early years of colonialism were characterized by official flailing to find some export desirable to British markets, which might provide the cash necessary to run even a skeletal administration; Northern Nigeria received a subsidy from Southern Nigeria even before amalgamation in 1914. As the 1900s progressed, cotton was increasingly envisaged as the primary export, in part because the British government remained determined to diversity its cotton sourcing to avoid a repeat of the “cotton famine” that had devastated the textile mills during the US civil war. The completion of rail links to Kano in 1911 was hoped to be a catalyst for a vast increase in cotton production. Local farmers, however, did not find the crop particularly attractive, and local textile manufacturers outbid export firms for what cotton emerged. Farmers did, however, respond to the new transport infrastructure to produce groundnuts, a crop that earned more money than cotton and that could be used as food in years of poor market prices (Hogendorn 1978; Candotti 2015; Yusuf 2015).

Colonial Economy, Global Economy, and the Emergence of “Nigeria”

Despite fluctuations in market prices for different primary exports, the expansion of cash-crop production persisted, along with developing an infrastructure to facilitate the territory’s exports. These trends drove a wide-ranging transformation of the Nigerian economy and, more than that, the emergence of “Nigeria” as a coherent whole. In the 1880s, the peoples of Nigeria had little collectively in common but by the 1920s, the territory had various forces binding it together. Early colonialism had witnessed the emergence of an overarching national economy, a corresponding “national” culture was slower to appear. In the first decades of colonial rule, western education remained relatively limited and centered largely on missionary schools. The absence of these schools in the northern emirates ensured the very limited spread of western education there; it remained confined to a tiny elite until after the Second World War (Ozigi and Ocho 1981; Tibenderana 1983; Denzer 1992; Mack 1992; Usuanlele 2010; Pierce 2013). Accordingly, salaried employment opportunities in the government and capitalist firms were restricted to men literate in Roman script and proficient in English, even as long-term economic changes altered livelihoods. The first decades of colonial rule saw a circulation of peoples around the new territory—traders and migrant laborers; clerks and other educated men posted away from home; other employees of capitalist firms such as miners, railway workers, dockworkers, drivers, and guards. The new economy thus drove new forms of migration within the country, building on much older patterns. Pastoralists continued to move with their herds, traders to travel with their goods, and pilgrims and religious students to journey for their faith. Educated coastal Africans worked as clerks and functionaries in offices across the country, while transportation workers and other wage laborers created or enlarged strangers’ settlements. Such diasporic populations gave rise to self-help communities which fostered local and ethnic identification far from home.

Wide-ranging economic changes, urbanization, and the creation of migrant communities fundamentally transformed daily life and patterns of sociality; at the same time, they created “Nigeria” and “Nigerian” as meaningful terms. In tandem with these transformations in daily life—which ultimately would change cultural practices and identity—practical administration patterns were coming into being and novel machinery of government. Even in the relatively wealthy south of the country, investment in infrastructure was limited. It would not be until the years after the Second World War, and what Low and Lonsdale termed the “second colonial occupation” (Low and Lonsdale 1976), that the government significantly invested in the Nigerian people’s social welfare. Nonetheless, the state required money to operate with even constricted ambitions. Customs duties formed a critical portion of colonial revenues, though the specific balance between revenue realized and government funds expended varied across time and between regions. Even before colonization, Southern Nigeria areas were already exporting enough goods to fund the colonial regime.

In contrast, before amalgamation Northern Nigeria’s fiscal basis was more tenuous: most of the region’s precolonial exports went north and consisted of goods for which British markets had little demand. The duties levied nonetheless quickly taxed the caravan trade out of existence. A direct tax on land raised a significant portion of indigenous revenue. It was heavy enough to cause suffering and unrest in many locations, but even so, the territory required a subvention from Southern Nigeria, one reason amalgamation was undertaken at all.7 Thus, the imperial regime imposed on Nigeria in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries brought the country together in some gross senses, but in general within the framework of a territory producing goods desirable to metropolitan Britain and the global economy of which it was a part.

These intertwined transformations persisted across the First World War. Indeed, the war effort and mobilization on the front with German-controlled Kamerun intensified them (Njung 2019; Njung 2020). And the immediate postwar period saw both a renewed dynamism in international markets for Nigerian exports and some investment in local infrastructures—roads, schools, hospitals, and so forth (see Chapter 17). The great depression shook the system fundamentally. Prices for Nigerian exports collapsed. State policies compounded the immediate pain for farmers who had become dependent on market sales and for wage laborers who were suddenly unemployed. The government failed to ease the suffering of economic contraction, and even the miserly social welfare initiatives of earlier years were radically scaled back. At the same time, the government’s disinclination to go into deficit and London’s unwillingness to subsidize its African subjects mean that the government intensified its demands on a population less able than ever to meet them. The result was what Moses Ochonu (2009) has termed a “colonial meltdown” in which intensified government demands and reduced services were vociferously resisted by a wide cross-section of Nigerian society, prompting authoritarian responses. This catalyzed the emergence of an infrastructure of opposition newspapers and political parties, self-help groups, and unions that would power nationalist movements when they emerged after the Second World War (see Chapter 18).

The war proved a major turning point in the colonial economy. Opposition to Depression-era policies had highlighted the problem of cash-crop exports and the vulnerability producers had to fluctuations in markets. The dangers of global markets had decreased farmers’ willingness to produce for market, and the volatile context of postwar international politics and the rise of nationalist movements across Asia and Africa highlighted the dangers of political instability. During the depression, when the value of exports plunged even as the absolute quantities generally stagnated or declined albeit less precipitously, the colonial government attempted to stabilize markets by bulk purchases of commodities. This was a stopgap measure and only partially successful. Even before the war, officials searched for a more lasting solution.

Delayed by the stringencies of the war effort, this new era began in 1947 when the government established a marketing board for cocoa. In 1949, the initiative extended to groundnuts, oilseed, and cotton. The marketing boards ensured producers a minimum price for their cash crops, whatever the global market price (Ekundare 1973). Instead of leaving producers vulnerable to changeable global markets—thereby constantly threatening to undo decades of cultivating cash-cropping sectors and promoting social unrest, the boards would “secure orderly marketing and give the producer the benefit of absolute price stability” by setting price floors during periods of low market prices.8 That orderliness and stability were enabled by reserves generated as boards built up the funds by paying slightly below-market prices during good years. In the interim, those reserves were available for investment. While the marketing boards initially appeared to be a relatively minor innovation, they helped catalyze a transformation in the Nigerian state’s nature and development spending. Customs duties remained absolutely central to government financing (and across the 1950s grew to nearly three-quarters of government revenue), but marketing board reserves were critical to financing investment in development initiatives and less directly helped drive fiscal debates that plague Nigeria into the present (Ekundare 1973).

In their earliest years, the marketing boards’ reserves were invested in the United Kingdom, helping to finance postwar reconstruction and finance local development projects. But these changes in international marketing and development strategy went alongside other innovations in the political structure. In 1939, Nigeria had begun to move toward a federal system, when Southern Nigeria was divided into two regions—the East and the West, which alongside the North were to form the federation of three regions Nigeria would have at the time of independence. In the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, a series of new constitutions transferred greater power to legislative councils, which became assemblies and parliament at the regional and federal levels. As Nigerian politicians exercised increasing degrees of responsibility and as the Regions gained in power vis-à-vis the center, the question of federal revenue became increasingly important, particularly because different parties dominated the three Regions. Indeed, as new constitutions convened legislative assemblies, empowered ministers with government responsibility, and moved executive authority into the hands of Nigerians, a series of commissions on fiscal matters agonized about government revenue and to what extent federal investments should parallel the sources from which it came. The recurrent problem was that the country’s southern part had already benefited from much greater levels of education, economic development, and investment in basic infrastructure. Its exports of cocoa and palm products were also vastly more lucrative than northern exports. However, the north would require disproportionate national investment to catch up with the south. The population of the Northern Region, moreover, was roughly similar to those of the Eastern and Western Regions combined (whether it was slightly more or slightly less was a vexed, recurrent, and still-unresolved question), which meant that economic and political power were separate in a context where the population was becoming a key question for political might. As successive commissions tweaked the formula for distributing federal revenues to the Regions, a principle that areas that generated national income should benefit from it—termed the “principle of derivation”—became enshrined in government practice, both addressing regional grievances and helping to stoke them (Coleman 1958; Dudley 1966).9

The derivation principle coupled with the regionalization of the marketing boards to ensure that the Western Region enjoyed relative prosperity and development. Successive iterations of the revenue allocation formulae across the 1950s also benefited the Eastern Region. The boards developed substantial cash reserves, which became a prime financing mechanism for infrastructural investment, for the forms of “development” that increasingly were the government’s claim to benefit the Nigerian population. As the boards became central to state financing, they also helped to create a new point of regional tension since the revenues for the southern export crops of palm oil and cocoa were much greater than northern groundnuts and cotton. Given that the south had already benefited from much greater infrastructural investment across the previous decades, the north had a lot of catching up to do. But the south was providing the bulk of the income.

During the relatively buoyant period of postwar commodity prices, the marketing boards made financing new infrastructural investments relatively painless, albeit through what amounted to a heavy tax on cash-crop producers. The situation could not last forever. It intensified an already-existing political-economic dynamic. The Nigerian state mediated the relationship of Nigerian producers to the global economy, a form of state practice Cooper (2002) has called the “gatekeeper state.”10 That structural feature substantially predated the marketing boards, but they intensified the dynamic. As “development” became not just a preoccupation of economic planners but a social welfare issue affecting the regime’s international legitimacy, the demands of electoral politics also made delivering development key to political success.

The postwar push to develop Nigeria, which had the distinct virtue of reconceptualizing “development” as changes that would actually improve the welfare of the Nigerian population, had at best equivocal benefits for the country as a whole. Political reforms that created greater degrees of democracy and self-rule also helped foster tension between regions, particularly when regions competed for access to the limited resources available, either through export production or the government’s ability to borrow. The three-way federal arrangement inaugurated in 1939 unfortunately overlapped with Nigeria’s three major ethnic groups—the Yoruba, the Igbo, and the Hausa—each numerous enough to dominate its home region. Each region also had more coherence as a geographic and historical zone of interaction than did Nigeria as a whole. Constitutional, political, and fiscal accommodations to these realities had the unfortunate effect of also heightening competition, tensions, and grievances among the regions. Simultaneously, the colonial regime’s long commitment to structuring the Nigerian economy as a producer of a relatively small number of primary products for export made the Nigerian economy dependent upon and vulnerable to vagaries in the global economy.

Thus, by the time Nigeria achieved independence in October 1960, its economy had taken on forms still familiar in the twenty-first century. While the republic’s territories still spanned ecological zones, cultural communities, and many modes of livelihood, the country also had a certain coherence and relationship to the outside world. The imposition of this national economy was cataclysmic for a significant percentage of the population. The advent of cash cropping and opportunities for wage labor benefited those well-positioned to take advantage, but it also could erode the autonomous economic base of women, as well as many precolonial forms of livelihood. More than that, the mechanisms that emerged to stabilize producer prices and maintain government revenues would prove to be a significant source of political instability and inter-regional rivalry. While the postcolonial economy was transformed a decade or so after independence by the beginning of vast oil revenues, this basic logic persists.

Notes

1.Pawnage refers to practices in which people are pledged to servitude, usually by their relatives, in exchange for money or other goods and services. The pawn can often be redeemed when the debt is paid off, though in practice pawns were often sold off. The literature on African slaveries, and on those in Nigeria particularly, is vast. For an excellent overview of the complexities of the problem, see Lovejoy (2011).

2.For a state-of-the-art assessment of the state of the field, see Falola and Njoku (2016).

3.Lisa Lindsay (2014) has written insightfully on how the Atlantic slave trade and slaving practice resulted in the “extraversion” of slaving societies, making their domestic economies and politics dependent on contact with and imports from the outside world.

4.Lugard received the title governor-general when Southern Nigeria amalgamated with Northern Nigeria in 1914, but his successor, Sir Hugh Clifford reverted to the title governor. In the 1940s, the title again became governor-general, which it remained until independent Nigeria became a republic in 1963 and its final governor-general, Dr Nnamdi Azikiwe, the country’s president. On the changing meanings of “development,” see Cooper (1997).

5.Guyer (1980) has provided a powerful account of the gendered effects of cocoa production. Beyond this, Saheed Aderinto (2013) has suggested that the investment in land occasioned by the advent of cocoa cropping helped to fuel intercommunal conflict between Ibadan and Ijebu.

6.On the history of women and gender relations in the region, see Achebe (2005) and Chuku (2015).

7.On taxation generally, see Gardner (2012). See also Garba (1986), Newbury (2004), and Pierce (2005).

8.Colonial Office, Report on Nigeria for the Year 1949, p. 40.

9.On the history of revenue allocation, see Phillips (1971), Ashwe (1986), and Ovwasa (1995). On the role of marketing boards in this process, see Helleiner (1964). On the intersection between these technocratic questions of resource allocation and emerging patterns of regional rivalry, see Graf (1987) and Pierce (2016).

10.Cf. formulations of the comprador state, e.g. Nore and Turner (1980) and Graf (1987).
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Chapter 16 

Gender, Class, and Culture in Colonial Nigeria

Funmilayo Idowu Agbaje

Introduction

This chapter provides an analytical overview of gender, class, and culture in colonial society in Nigeria between the latter half of the nineteenth century and 1960 (on periodization of colonialism and colonial rule in Africa, cf. Ekeh 1983, 4; Gann and Duignan 1969). To be sure, this task is not as simple and straightforward as it may appear, given the complexities of the accompanying narratives and debates. For one, the tendency to define colonialism and focus on colonial society largely in terms of the actions of the colonizers in the colonized territory (cf. Fanon 2001; Olutayo 2002) has often been what has informed historical perspectives (cf. Ballandier 1951, 35; Ekeh 1983, 3). This has often created the image of colonialism as a force acting in terms of its own totality rather than as one comprising the complex of the relationships between the colonizer and the colonized, between the elements of European culture and of indigenous culture (Potter, Binns, and Elliot 2008; Davis 2020). This chapter is informed by the position that the various dimensions of colonialism “would gain a fuller meaning if” colonialism’s “two aspects of colonisation and reactions to colonisation” are “studied as part of the same colonial situation” (Ekeh 1983, 3), outlining “the activities and even the dispositions of both the coloniser and the colonised, especially in their interactions” (Ekeh 1983, 3).

Second, before the area now known as Nigeria became a colony of Britain, it was marked by administrative, economic, and sociocultural diversities, a far cry from the framework that British colonial rule subsequently sought to construct in that territory. A concise description of the precolonial reality of that area by the respected historian Michael Crowder (1978, 11) notes that it comprised a “multiplicity of” groups of peoples, communities, kingdoms with advanced and complex systems of governments developed over long periods of independent existence, including the Kanem–Borno kingdom, stretching back a thousand years, the nearly hundred-year-old Sokoto Caliphate ruling over much of the Savannah belt of what became northern Nigeria, the famous kingdoms of Benin and Ife, the Oyo Empire, the city-states of the Niger Delta, the mostly decentralized political communities of the Igbo in the southeast, the small ethnic groups around the Plateau to the center, among others, with a record of interactions in commerce, culture, diplomacy, and war among themselves. All this was at once independent of and interfacing with precolonial contacts in commerce and religion with both the largely Christian western world mainly through the coastal areas to the south through trans-Atlantic exchanges and the largely Muslim Arab world to the North through the trans-Saharan routes (see Chapters 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11).

Crowder’s (1978, 15) statement that the story of these complex spaces upon which British colonialists worked to etch first colonial society and subsequently the country now known as Nigeria “goes back more than two thousand years” emphasizes the extent to which the colonial construct and its postcolonial successor state and society combined elements of artificiality and organic-ness in their narratives of origin and nature. For, while respected opinion underscores the extent to which colonial and postcolonial Nigeria were artificial creations of British colonialism by underscoring the diversities of their constituents (Awolowo 1947, 47–48), equally informed opinions point out the natural foundations of colonial and postcolonial Nigeria in the contacts and interactions among the diverse peoples and communities from the precolonial era, even as the import of the suddenness of the colonial enterprise is acknowledged (Crowder 1978, 11).1

The extent of the impact of colonial rule regarding gender, class, and culture, and across the broad spectrum of African history and society has also been the subject of debate. Exchange in this debate will be briefly noted here. The first position was staked by J. F. Ade Ajayi of the famous Ibadan School of History when he declared that


In any long-term view of African history, European rule becomes just another episode. In relation to wars and conflicts of people, the rise and fall of empires, linguistic, cultural and religious change and the cultivation of new ideas and new ways of life, new economic orientations … in relation to all these, colonialism must be seen not as a complete departure from the African past, but as one episode in the continuous flow of African history. (Ajayi 1986, quoted in Ekeh 1983, 10)



In response, leading political sociologist Peter Ekeh offered a contrasting view, to wit, that colonialism was epochal in its import, and not merely an episode, in African history, leaving in its wake in colonial society three types of social structures, namely:


those social structures that are the transformations of pre-colonial indigenous institutions, which, in their transformed states, operate within the new meanings and symbols of colonialism and in a widened new socio-cultural system and framework…. The second type of social formation in colonialism consists of… migrated social structures and constructs which were almost literally parcelled from metropolitan centres of the imperial West to Asia and Africa and engrafted onto the new colonial situation…. Thirdly, and lastly, there are what I call emergent social structures in colonialism. These were not indigenous to Africa; and they were not brought from the outside. (Ekeh 1983, 8–9)



Beyond this debate, what is undeniable in the discourses on colonialism in Africa, Nigeria inclusive, is the set of footprints that it left while it lasted and in the period since it formally ended. As the extension of one nation’s sovereignty over territories beyond its borders (Fanon 1963), colonialism by definition is acknowledged to work to ensure the colonizing nation’s dominance over the resources, labor, and markets of the colonized, in the process, also influencing and imposing political, sociocultural, religious, and linguistic structures, institutions, values, and processes on the indigenous population (Olutayo 2002). In essence, gender roles in colonial Nigerian society witnessed what may be termed as fragmental transformation. Although earlier studies of cultural encounters between British and Nigerian women portrayed a displacement and decline of power for women, evidence from deeper investigation supports the reality of cultural adaptation that systematically reaffirmed female influence (Aderinto 2017). This chapter will discuss both in retrospect. In the next section, this chapter examines the dimensions of gender, class, and culture in colonial society in Nigeria.

Gender, Class, and Culture in Colonial Society

As indicated above, the area now known as Nigeria used to be occupied by a variety of peoples and communities ranging from kingdoms to city-states to those called stateless societies and small communities, with differing cultures, religious practices, systems of economic production and exchange, varied forms of social organizations and cleavages, worldviews, values, and norms. It was into this complex space that the British ventured before and in the famed period of the scramble for Africa and imposed colonial rule by force and diplomacy from the late nineteenth century to the first two decades of the twentieth century (see Chapter 13). Colonial rule led to continuities and changes in the spheres of the lives of indigenous peoples. The change was witnessed not only in pre-existing practices, structures, and values but also in terms of influences imported from the United Kingdom as well as the rise of totally new structures, practices, and values out of the colonial encounter itself, not traceable or imported from the colonizing (British) society itself. The terrain under scrutiny here combines both material and non-material aspects of society that “shape the lives and relationships of women and men” (Sotunsa and Yacob-Haliso 2017, 1). For this reason, gender identities are generally considered fluid and context-determined. In the words of Oyewumi, “gender cannot behave the same way across time and space. If gender is a social construction, then we must examine the various cultural/architectural sites where it was constructed, and we must acknowledge that variously located actors … were part of the construction” (1997, 10).

Thus, the question that arises at this stage is how did the sociocultural construction and context play out in colonial Nigeria? What were the driving forces, as well as the direction in which they pointed? Three preliminary points are relevant here. First, to the extent that colonialism was at once signposted by a shared experience as well as a system of domination between the colonizer and the colonized underwritten by specific economic and political realities, Nigerian colonial society cannot be fully understood without factoring in both the impact of the West as well as that of precolonial local structures and practices. Second, an enduring feature of colonial society, as posited by some scholars, was the marginalization of women, built upon a cultural, economic and political rationalization of gender inequality that constricted the terrain of female engagement more to the private sphere of life while transforming men into family breadwinners (Falola 2018b, 409, 525–544). It has been noted that historians complicate our understandings of colonialism by demonstrating that most often, colonialists sought to confine women to the domestic sphere (McMurtry 2014) while in some cases, they provided women with valuable skills that opened new political opportunities. Nevertheless, the net effect was that colonialism became complementary to patriarchy in the exploitation of women. In the words of Falola,


In colonial societies, all Africans were exploited, irrespective of gender, but men were active because of the nature of the economy. Occupations that attracted wages … were mainly for men, thus providing them with more cash than women…. Migration to the cities involved more men, and when their wives joined them, the women were again pushed into less rewarding jobs. (2018b, 536–537)



Third, integral to colonial society was how Nigeria was inserted into the colonial era’s global economy. Gender dynamics in Nigeria allowed males in the workforce to take advantage of several aspects of the economy. For example, men could receive much higher salaries and were treated fairly than women (McMurtry 2014). Even though most small farmers were women who produced food and cash crops such as cassava, yam, maize, rice, and cotton, the nationalist historian tends to ignore their potential for increased trade in Africa. Even though women also provided professional services in the education and health sectors, the colonial legacy has left impermeable limitations on women’s ability to advance in education and in the workforce (Boahen 1991; Ojo 2001). Each of these points is further elaborated upon below as the chapter moves on to a more general discussion of colonial society. Colonial society was indeed in large measure an ambivalent society noted for its diversity, especially so following the British colonial regime’s amalgamation of Northern and Southern Protectorates 1914. At the same time, colonial society shared some common experiences, captured by Arikpo in his 1967 statement that while it is almost impossible to fit Nigerian peoples into one single whole, but that despite this, the identities of the Nigerian peoples are drawn from the “same box of bricks” (Arikpo 1967).

Gender roles in many precolonial Nigeria societies were not competitive but complementary. Although there had been expectations and roles conferred on men and women from diverse cultures, such roles were not conferred based on the sex of the individuals. In the same light, each person took responsibility for his or her social roles. That was why it was not uncommon to find male and female leaders across all spheres of life at that period. There were female kings, such as Orompoto of Oyo kingdom (Olajubu 2003; Falola and Genova 2006), Eyekunrin Aafin of Ijero, and Yeyenirewu of Ado kingdoms of Ekiti land (Olaoba, 2008). Also, Awe (1989) documented that about five females had ruled over the Ijesa people of southwestern Nigeria. Noteworthy is that these Yoruba female leaders were referred to as kings (oba—the highest position in any Yoruba society) and not as queens or regents.

Similarly, the Hausa city-state of Daura in the North had apparently been ruled by women before the arrival of Bayajida—the male benefactor who later asked for the queen’s hand in marriage (Abdu-Waba et al. 2018) according to the most common Hausa origin tale. Other parts of Northern Nigeria also recorded female rulers, such as Bakwa of Turunku and her daughter Queen Amina, the queen of Zazzau in Zaria (Hodkin 1960; Agbese 2003). Not much has been documented about female rulership in Igbo land of southeast Nigeria. However, it has been noted that a woman could get married to her female counterpart in a situated and clearly conceptualized practice in Igbo culture (Leith-Ross 1939; Schwimmer 2002; Igwe 2009). These practices mentioned above, to an extent, reveal the fluidity of gender roles in many precolonial Nigerian cultures. The same goes for the gender-free dictions in many Nigerian languages before colonization (Cutrufelli 1983; Denzer 1994).

There was a rapid shift in gender norms. These changes transcended into class formations at all levels. Women were most affected, as many of them in a position of power were unrecognized and, worse still, deposed (Cutrufelli 1983; Betts 2005. This is why Mba (1982) states that the British administrators did not allow traditional African women to be active in the governance scheme on their arrival to the continent. Thus, this period marked the beginning of women’s neglect in society. This period witnessed a rapid change in the status of women and men.

Furthermore, colonial society in Nigeria ushered in several changes in the economic, political, and social terrains. There were new formations in terms of status and traditional hierarchies ranging from domestic to community-based institutions. These changes were largely driven by colonial policies and western education, as well as western religion. The introduction of divisional and colonial liaison officers reduced the power wielded by many traditional rulers across the country (Longmore 1959; Alade 2016; Falola 1984). Many traditional communities morphed from communality to individuality (Ogbujah 2006, 2014; Okafor 1974). Due to the introduction of cash crops, the gap between the rich and the poor became evident (Udochi 2016). Men were given prominence over women, and as a result, men began to exercise superiority while women were perceived as inferior (McFadden 1999; Okonjo 1983). Lines were drawn between the educated and illiterates, religious and “pagan.” (It was a usual practice by Christians and Muslims to refer to adherents of many traditional worshipers as pagan). Some of the Nigerian cultural values such as peaceful co-existence, communalism, tolerance, and ritual performances and dressings were diluted. However, there was scanty written evidence of this. Thus, the primary documents that survived are mainly colonial officials’ observations, intelligence reports, and missionaries’ documents (Longmore 1959). The writers of these reports lacked an adequate understanding of indigenous people. Their interpretations, therefore, were mostly biased and reflected colonial rather than Nigerians’ perspectives. However, the people resisted the total elimination of their cultural heritages (Amadi and Agena, 2015; Egbefo 2015; Agbaje 2017) through protests and conscious maintenance of some of the traditional practices used in responding to the continuous dramatic regional and global changes (Santoru 1996).

Nigeria is culturally heterogeneous; hence, gender and class differentiation perpetuated before and during colonialism varied from one culture to another and did not have a uniform nature. There existed some peculiarities that informed the dynamics in gender roles, class, and cultural metamorphosis witnessed during the colonial period. Noah (1980) summarized the fact that very few women actually became members of Ekpe society, the instrument of governance in old Calabar, a situation partly due to the high cost of initiation fees as well as the attitude of the male members of the society whose consent had to be obtained before new members were admitted. However, in the history of the Igbo people, there is a record of a female King, Ahebi Ugbabe, who reigned till 1948 (Achebe 2010). She was described as anomalous because it was very uncommon for female kings to reign in West Africa during that period (Achebe 2010). She was perceived as a collaborator because she led the British forces into Enugu Ezike, her hometown, and was installed as a village head to reward her loyalty. That loyalty and immeasurable support to the colonial enterprise explain Ugbabe’s “anomalous” status as a female king and why she maintained her position in the period (Allen, 1972).

Nigeria was a communal society before the advent of colonialism (Aluko 2002). The family institution was closely knit and was organized on kinship and lineage systems. Huge changes were introduced to the numerous cultures through education, politics, social activities, religion, and economics under colonial rule. These changes affected some of the rights available to individuals based on their gender. An example was the colonial miscalculation was documented by Johnson (1982) on The Lagos Market Women’s Association, an interest group focused on promoting and protecting women’s rights in colonial Nigeria. Under Alimotu Pelewura, the women conducted mass protests that appealed to both their role in society and to tradition. They also drafted a petition outlining the “history of opposition” to taxing women and said, “female taxation was contrary to custom” (Johnson 1982, 137; Flood 2016). Besides, the active role played by Madam Tinubu and Mrs. Ransome-Kuti in mobilizing women against taxation is germane to this discussion (Awe 2001; Denzer 1994; Ishola 2012). In some Ekiti towns, the women formed various organizations known as Akojo Obirin Elegbejegbe to bring women’s voices together as a powerful tool against colonialism (Agbaje 2017). The political and economic force of women against colonial rule was described and quoted as: “These women employed their traditional organisations to mobilise all women to assert their rights politically as had been during the precolonial era”(Ikejiani-Clark 2001b, 26).

Research into Nigeria’s colonial history documented diverse experiences of men and women that have provided a picture of a more gender-balanced past in the last two decades or so. This notion has widened the lens to include the agency of traditional female institutions that previously have been side-lined in the Nigeria historical narrative (Irukwu 1983. King (2001, 221) mentions that colonial rule engaged in “divide and rule” by implementing policies that intentionally weakened indigenous power networks and institutions. An example was also given by Roschenthaler (2011) of the Ekpa female traditional institution in Cross River, Nigeria. He states that the institution was deliberately downplayed because it did not fit into bourgeois European ideology. Many women in positions of authority were rid of their powers and relegated to the background.

For most women, marriage and motherhood predominantly molded their daily existence. Colonial governments did not allow popular participation. Decisions were made with little or no input from the women. Even if decisions or policies may have benefited some women, they were still undemocratic because there were no mechanisms for the women to officially express their opinions (McFadden 1999). The colonialists could not understand the ways Nigeria’s society was structured. For instance, among the Tiv, it was found out that that the division of labor used to be equal between men and women (Imhonopi, Urim, and Iruonagbe 2013; Etuk, Bassey, and Osam, 2019). This was alien to the colonialists. They could not comprehend the hard labor and endurance effectuated by these women. They viewed women’s participation in these difficult activities as a sign of inferiority when, in fact, labor gave the women pride and economic independence (Allman 1991; Mba 1982). These notions were reinforced by the Victorian concept of woman introduced by colonialists. In addition to these gender-specific tasks, women were expected to have physical strength and multiple skills to participate in other household production activities. Even though the precolonial Nigerian women’s contribution to economic survival was vital, their social status remained secondary and supplemental to men.

This is not to suggest that women’s diminished role in colonial society was due only to the colonial regime. Developments stretching back to precolonial society equally played a decisive role in shaping colonial society in this regard. Generally, it is to be noted that women had been faced with some major challenges before colonialists’ arrival. For example, widowhood rites were and remained a traditional practice common to many cultures in Nigeria. For example, among traditional Ekiti family of southwest Nigeria, a woman who had just lost her husband could be confined to a state of widowhood for several months. During this period, her movements could be restricted. She could not change her clothes, and several other taboos were placed on her irrespective of how important she might have been before her husband’s death. In Igbo culture, widowhood practice is an exclusive preserve for widows, not widowers (Agumagu 2007). In a similar vein, a menstruating woman could not participate in any religious rites in society because she would be considered “unclean” for that period (Agbaje 2019b). There were drastic changes during the colonial era. This is because colonialism increased the levels of awareness in women about their situation, their rights, and their ability to alter their environment (Effah-Attoe 2004). Also, both men and women used the court system in colonial Nigeria to their advantage by learning the value of protest and the need to frame arguments in certain ways for them to be able to contribute their own quota to the development of society.

Furthermore, colonialism encouraged female education. This gave women the potential to study and practice any job they desire. Despite women’s autonomy in precolonial Nigeria societies, it was discovered that many aspects of the social system gave men greater seniority and control than women. Men were permitted several wives, but women may have only one husband. A new wife was junior, not only to her husband and the senior wife but to all the members of her husband’s lineage who were born before the date of her marriage (Fadipe 1970, 114). She was also a subordinate in the domestic domain, where much unpaid labor was expected of her husband and extended family. Many of these practices were frowned upon by the colonialists even though they could not fully eradicate some of the practices due to the resilience of Nigeria’s indigenous people (Alade 2016). Thus, while the logic of colonial governance strengthened patriarchy, colonial practice in such areas as education and in the social system, in general, tended to provide more social space for women. In essence, while some crucial challenges surfaced with the introduction of western culture, there were also some positive developments in the lives of women informed by the encounter with the same western culture.

Similarly, there were positive stories associated with colonialism in some parts of the country. For instance, the Kings of Calabar and missionaries such as Reverend Hope Waddell ended the killing of twins which, according to Aye (2009), happened in 1852. Twenty-four years later, Mary Slessor arrived in Calabar in 1876 to champion the cause of the twins and their mothers. Furthermore, the Hopkins Treaty of 1878 officially outlawed the culture of twin hunting, human sacrifices, trial by ordeal, the “stripping of helpless women in the public streets,” and the “custom of compelling widows to remain in their houses in filth and in wretchedness, after the death of their husband” (Akak 1982, 346–347). Also, the culture of restricting Efik women from going to church by their menfolk came to an end towards 1868, with the missionaries “admiring” the “decorum they maintained” in their first “appearances” (Aye 1967, 124). This is a revelation that questions the historical accounts that portray women’s imagery in the colonial period as though they were people of separate roles and identities influenced by patriarchy (Effah-Attoe 2004).

Many precolonial Nigerian societies possessed a range of conjugal standards, only some of which paralleled the Western concept of marriage. Particularly, before contact with colonialists, polygamy was a normal marital standard. Marriage was an instrument of fostering inter-communal and cultural alliances and, in a case of conflict, peace truce (Otite 1991; Tolorunleke 2014). However, the colonialists perceived traditional practices such as bride wealth, marriage rites and polygamy, and other cultural practices as barbaric and detrimental to women. On that premise, they concluded that there was a need for civilization (Mba 1982).

Moreover, the Victorian concept of woman says women were gendered for maternal and domestic roles; many Nigerian fathers during the colonial period saw European education as an unnecessary venture for the female child since she will eventually end up in another family as a wife (Oganwu 1996; Alagoa 2014; Akubuilo and Omeje 2012). Among the Yoruba, for example, there was gender discrimination when it came to the sex of whom to educate. Before the arrival of colonialists, a married female would simply introduce herself in this manner: “My name is Olufunke, the daughter of Odebunmi, the wife of Ogundiran.” However, the introduction of the prefix “Mrs.” created a sense of bias in a female child’s education entitlement. At marriage, a colonized woman’s legal identity automatically became subsumed under that of her husband (Omar 2017; Barher 2005; Young 1995).

Even though many Nigerian males were exposed to Western education in this period, most females were left behind. During this period, some women were literate, but an educational gender gap favored men. This accounts for Mackwell’s submission while answering a question in the Western House of Assembly that there was stagnation in the progress of female education in the western provinces of Nigeria (National Archive Ibadan, 1949). According to him, the stagnation in female education was not restricted to the West at that time but also the entire country, including the East and the North. Mackwell mentions that apart from a few Catholic convents, government, domestic science centers, and perhaps the Queen’s College in Lagos, there were no other recognized institutions of learning where girls could get a pattern of education exclusive and comprehensive enough to fit them for their roles as contributors to national development. Female education was not an isolated problem, but an integral part of the entire Nigerian society and could not be separated from the other aspects of development (Nigeria Gazette Index, 1925).

Male control of religious institutions and instruction fortified the restrictions on women’s lives. Christian teachings stressed womanly virtue, humility, submission, modesty, and public silence. The colonialists considered the conversion experience possible for both men and women (Mills 1998). Nonetheless, colonialists enforced a strict ban on women speaking in public or assuming religious leadership in Christian congregations (Amadiume 1998; Dwayne 2017; Agbaje 2019b).

The British colonial administration fashioned the apparatus of Indirect Rule. Onimode (1983) notes that Lord Lugard, who was then the Governor-General, “administered the Provinces and the Division Officers popularly known as the D.O.s in charge of Divisional affairs” (1983, 39). The Divisional officers worked with colonial officers in different departments, including the warrant chiefs, to collect taxes and dues, extract court levies and fines, allocate lands, and recruit contract labor (Ajayi and Crowther 1974, 517; Falola and Heaton 2008). The imposition of warrant chiefs further reduced the power wielded by the female chiefs. Also, the European merchants embarked on commercialization and privatization of land through treaties and leases. During this period, many families lost their landed properties, and the women especially were further impoverished (Asiwaju 1980). This period also witnessed the introduction of tax payments (Cynado and Ezeogidi 2019). The forced labor system had negative economic and social effects on the people. Instead of working on their farmlands, they were forced to abandon their farms to work for their colonial masters.

The common occurrence in colonial society in Nigeria was that in the face of gender blind policies of the colonial administration, there were incidents of resistance to aspects of the colonial order among Nigeria women. Some of the colonialists’ unwanted activities did not go without firm opposition from the women at that time. This is because the women did not appreciate the new form of foreign and local patriarchal domination meted out to them due to colonialism. They thus voiced their concerns in numerous acts of protest and defiance to not only vocalize their anger and frustration on the new state of affairs but also improve their situation. Such protests as Ìwọ́de Gbọ́nyànsóde (naked procession by women), Ìwọ́de Pasódì (women tied their wrapper in an unusual manner), Mórókúnsọlẹ̀ (kneeling procession by old women) and several other traditional forms of protests accompanied with satirical songs, curses and dirges bemoaning the ill fate the colonial masters had brought on the tradition of the people (Agbaje 2019b). This resilience and ingenuity of women were reported across the nation.

An example is the popular Aba Women’s War of 1929, where women came together in protest against the payment of taxes (Allen 1975). These women employed their traditional organization to mobilize all women in most parts of Aba, Owerri, and Opobo, among other towns in the eastern part of Nigeria, to assert their rights politically as had been during the precolonial era. This force of women against colonial rule was described thus: “These women employed their traditional organisations to mobilise all women in order to assert their rights politically as had been during the precolonial era” (Ikejiani-Clark 2001b, 26). Also, Madam Tinubu and Mrs. Ransome-Kuti played active roles in mobilizing women against taxation. Another example was the associations and unions formed by Ekiti and Ijesa women as a statement of their unity and to contribute to the push towards independence. These various groups bore names according to their quarters in the town to move against the unpopular policy of the colonial masters in terms of tax payment, rulership and land ownership (Agbaje 2019a).

There were also some recorded protests from men. An example was the Enugu mine workers uprising in 1949, as indicated in evidence presented to the Fitzgerald commission by K. Ozumba Mbadiwe. Mr. Mbadiwe mentioned that European employees were paid abnormally high salaries regarding their production capacities to the country at the expense of Africans. (National Archives Ibadan, 1949b).

The women in colonial Nigeria were reported to have seized every available opportunity to better their course. With Christianity particularly, they were reported to have formed the bulk of many congregations, which were socio-religious in status and targeted towards ensuring peaceful co-existence among the people. These socio-religious groups took the place of the age-grade segregation that had hitherto existed among the women (Okonjo 1983; Imhonopi, Urim and Iruonagbe2013). Their activities were channeled toward emancipation. In this spirit of hope, the women across the country often met at night to deliberate upon issues pertaining to women and for the development of their community. The meeting was referred to among the Yoruba as Ìpàdé Alẹ́ (night meetings) (Agbaje 2016). This was so because the new government could no longer tolerate any other form of gatherings than those arranged and endorsed by the district officers. Thus, women held secret night meetings due to fear of being arrested by the colonial police officers. Even though it became difficult for women to perform their original roles in society, the women seized upon the existing channels to foster their activities. Through the colonial legal secretaries, women were able to voice their interests to the colonial officials. However, there was no evidence of significant change. An example is the intelligence report about the consideration of women representatives in the Ekiti divisional native authority, which showed repeated letters by the colonial legal secretary to the district officer, demanding response while indicating how he was pressured by the women to be recognized and included in the affairs of their community (Ondo prof 1,392 vol II: 525–528).

Politically, Nigeria was organized with an absolute monarchical rule in much of the North, a constitutional monarchy system in the West and a representative village-based system in the East. Thus, there were similarities in the paramount ruler system in much of the West and the North with the political structure in the East and parts of the middle belt in central Nigeria as exceptions. However, the precolonial political structures in place were effective and efficient. Colonialism succeeded in changing the face of the Nigerian social structure, replacing age-long practices, norms, and values with the colonialists’ mores and practices. Because the colonial enterprise’s effect was sweeping and invasive, it touched on the various strands of the lives and experiences of Nigerians (Imhonopi et al. 2013). After colonization, the course of events showed that it was a double-edged sword for many traditional communities and their indigenous governance structures, which the colonial regime sought to undermine and control on the one hand and to modernize on the other hand.

Even though women of African agrarian societies did not enjoy the same roles and privileges as men, they were equal to men in all the ways that counted. They had equal access to resources and to means of production. The shift from barter-trade system societies to cash-crop societies caused a major imbalance in power. People started planting crops for cash as opposed to planting crops for food (see Chapter 15). This system of trade was dominated by men. For instance, in precolonial Igbo land, women wielded considerable influence both within their marriages and within the larger community. Women, for example, were a major force in the society’s agrarian economy: they planted their own crops, sold their crop surplus (as well as that of their husbands), and exerted exclusive control over the operation and management of the village market, the site where all local commerce took place (Uchendu 1965). Besides, women were active participants in the dual-sex political system of Igbo society, a system in which Igbo men and Igbo women governed themselves separately, both sexes selecting their own set of leaders and cabinet members to legislate issues relevant to the members of their respective constituencies (Okonjo 1976). Traditions have also indicated that the early Efik settlements were divided into basically two classes, namely, “the priestly class and the common class. The priestly class consisted of the keepers of the gods who possessed some unquantifiable degree of powers” (Akak 1982, 294). Surprisingly, this class was comprised of both male priests and female priestesses. With bourgeoning trade came a socio-political revolution that affected the social formations of the Efik people.

At this point in history, Nigerian women were not only divided but isolated from the scheme of activities, even in their immediate communities. The impetus behind women’s isolation included both colonialism’s new capitalist economy and the pressures that such an economy placed on lower-income families. Many women turned to petty trading due to the demand to make money, while failure to make money further relegated many women to the background. There were disruptions in women’s regular meetings. Many colonized Nigerian women internalized a modern-day housewife’s script, accepting the home as their domain and their position therein as subordinate. The economic strictures of a male-controlled economy and women’s attempt to play according to the newly Westernized setting rules captured them in stereotypical roles in which they were prevented from forming useful relationships with other women. The loss of such companionship and any meaningful connection with the public sphere was presented as one of the most pervasive measures against women (Mies 1997). Due to the influence of colonialism on Nigerian political administration, the relevance attached to traditional institutions in general, and female-based traditional institutions in particular, started to lose recognition. There were struggles about power and influence brought by the colonial officials among the people, which caused many disparities. However, a last point needs to be reiterated here for effect and balance. As indicated earlier, an enduring element of the colonial situation was a simultaneous process of restricting spaces in governance for women and opening new spaces for the same women in the sociocultural (including western education and religion) terrains. The complexities and apparent contradictions arising from this were central to colonial society’s making and needs to be captured, as has been suggested in this chapter.

Colonial Class Structure and the Global Economy

The political economy of colonial society and its attendant class dynamics interfaced with gender and culture was powered by two major “inter-related objectives: to supply key raw materials to feed the industrialized economies, and to provide markets to consume imported items” from the same economies of the colonizers, according to Falola (2018, 283–305). This translated into focusing on mining and production of minerals and cash crops and away from food crops. The net result was that indigenous economies were altered to promote the export of goods and services (Falola 2018). All this, including the related migration away from food-producing rural areas in search of wage labor in mining sites, emerging cities, or rapidly changing precolonial cities of the Yoruba, was reflected in socio-economic and political terms. According to Falola’s analysis (2018, 287–289), the result was a class structure with agricultural workers largely in rural areas and low-income workers largely providing cheap labor in the urban areas at the bottom. Followed by a middle class of educated Nigerians in paid jobs in the formal economic (and I dare add, senior echelon of public bureaucracies and the professions), who often aspired to move to the next and highest class, which Falola appositely describes as the political class. Given the prominence of the colonial state in colonial society, it is not surprising that even the local populace did not miss the point that politics and the state had become the best avenue to the accumulation of wealth. The unfortunate consequence of all this was the marginalization of women and the promotion of corruption (Falola 2018, 287, 289–292) in the unfolding pecking order.

At this point, it is important to draw from the preceding as well as further provide outlines of insights into the more specific dynamics of class as a social category in colonial society to make suggestions on these dynamics regarding four sets of questions,1 namely,


1. How did colonial rule affect traditional class structures in indigenous communities?

2. What were the social and cultural attitudes and pressures of the “new elite”?

3. How did class concerns affect Nigerian colonial subjects’ beliefs about the legitimacy (or lack thereof) of the colonial apparatus?

4. How did colonial society change cultural beliefs and practices in such matters as lifestyle and consumption patterns?



In all this, there were three fundamental factors in the shaping of colonial society. The first was the overall nature of the colonial enterprise. The second was the enterprise’s reading and understanding of the strategic importance of spatial, economic, administrative, and sociocultural considerations regarding that enterprise. The third was the nature of interactions with communities and leaders and their responses to the colonial condition. In essence, all this impacted the shaping of class structures in indigenous communities, but not in a homogeneous manner.

As summarized by Heaton and Falola, “the main purpose of British colonial rule in Nigeria was to establish a stable colonial society that served British interests first and foremost” (2018, 75). A consequence of this was the transformation of the colonial political economy from a largely subsistence agrarian one rooted in rurality to one increasingly urban-based for extraction of cash crops and minerals for export to trade in exchange for imports of consumables from, the colonial metropole. Thus, trade became one of the “main drivers of British engagement with the peoples of Nigeria” (Heaton and Falola 2018, 81) and, with taxation, constituted a differentiating factor in the changing regime of classes in the colony. Those who, for instance, bore the brunt of direct taxation, including organized labor, or those whom the colonial enterprise sought to draw into the tax regime, especially women as epitomized by the Aba Women’s War of 1929, constituted some of the vigorous opposition to the enterprise. All this led to qualitative shifts and differential privileging and visibilities in social and spatial cleavages. Some of those organized around precolonial realities gradually gave way even as there were continuities in cleavages organized around trade, a persisting activity that stretched back to centuries before colonial intrusion but now reflected shifts in the direction and contents of exchange. The needs of the colonial regime and its assessment of the requirements, local facilitation, and stumbling blocks toward satisfying these needs also affected traditional power and class structures. Traditional institutions that did not offer significant resistance to colonial intrusion and consolidation were rewarded with upgrading and new opportunities to expand their reach and powers in the precolonial era. This often involved the weakening of precolonial checks and balances in governance. Those that offered resistance and were hostile to the colonial regime were downgraded (Alade 2016).

The logic of the colonial spaces created a new elite based largely on exposure to western influences, education, and the emerging colonial political economy. Narratives of their origins, and early experiences under colonial rule, reveal a pattern of ironies. First, most of the first generation of the new elite in the area later known as southern Nigeria, defined by Ayandele (1974, 4, 28) as “the western-style literate group …, with emphasis on their self-style leaders … black in their skin, with pure Negro blood (but) … superficially and artificially white in their cultural and social ambitions,” was neither originally from Nigeria nor homogeneous (Ayandele 1974; Esedebe 1980, 111–130). Second, the more significant elements of the “new elite” in key areas of northern Nigeria were actually not new in the sense that they were recruited mainly from traditional, largely precolonial, chieftaincies or from officials of native administration or their descendants, but also in the sense of the relative recency of such groups traceable in part in the Muslim North to the Islamic Caliphate founded only in the early nineteenth century (see Chapter 12). Third, the new elite, especially from the South, were largely shut out of the colony’s bureaucracies and governance and public policy structures either in terms of native (local) administration or in terms of the higher bureaucracies until the 1940s (Esedebe 1980).

For much of the period leading to the 1940s, the involvement of the elite in politics was very much restricted to the limited participation of this group in the elections to the four seats in the largely advisory Legislative Council reserved for the “natives”—three seats for Lagos and one seat for Calabar. The seats held no promise of power, policy influence, or monetary gains for those elected (National Commission for Museums and Monuments 1986). Also, up to this period, much of the new elite were focused on expanding access to and participation in the colonial regime for educated Nigerians. It was only after the 1940s, in particular after 1947, with the feasibility of independence becoming very clear in the aftermath of the Second World War and the anti-colonial sentiments that arose in that context, and increasing disenchantment with the colonial regime’s capacity to address key municipal and developmental challenges in Nigeria’s growing urban as well as rural spaces, compounded by the regime’s reluctance to deliver democracy to the colony even as it portrayed itself as the leader of the free world, that the new elite began to change its core demand from increased participation in the colonial regime to seeking an end to colonial rule (Duke 2010).

Until the late 1940s, the nature of politics in the colony did not reflect ethnic divisions as the local elite tended to confound such ethnic divides. However, with independence now much more certain and with the constitutional and other arrangements that now started to devolve political and administrative powers to elected and appointed local elite under a federal system of government, competition for office assumed more urgency, and the elite started to use divisive ethnic, regional, and other identities for local, regional, and national elections (see Chapter 18). Informed and respected opinion (cf. Dudley 1973) considers the elite’s transformation into generators and champions of ethnic, regional and other divisive considerations toward the end of colonial rule as surprising and disappointing. This is in contrast to others that portray the elite more as victims than as instigators. As Esedebe has noted:


Because of the heterogeneous nature of the Nigerian society, conflict between the various groups is bound to occur from time to time…. (A)ny issue including religion and ethnic identity can provide the basis of polarisation. And unless a group is already conscious of its ethnic identity, proud of it and prepared to maintain it; no ethnic jingoist however eloquent can win its support. Similarly, the appeals of a dedicated nationalist however passionate will not find anchorage in the heart of convinced tribalists. (Esedebe 1980: 127)



While there were colonialists’ collaborators with the elite, it was elements within the same elite that often contributed to pressures that served as reform agents and forced the colonial regime to respond to its Nigerian subjects’ needs. There were indeed cultural, religious, and regional differences among the elite, but all this did not overpower the commonalities among them that provided pressures toward accommodation and collaboration in the ultimate interest of getting the British out of Nigeria. Also, heterogeneity and divide-and-rule colonial scheming, including shielding much of the Muslim North from Christian missions and educational interventions given free rein in the south and non-Muslim North, did not eliminate the possibilities for intra-elite collaboration across ethnicities, regions and other cleavages in the wider interests of the Nigerian peoples (Heaton and Falola 2018).

Another major consideration in the shaping of pressures on and attitudes of the new elite in the period under consideration was their experience of the interplay of a dual moral order: traditional morality, anchored firmly on long-held ancestral beliefs and superstitions was more efficacious as a guide to action than the new moral order that was transported to Nigeria in the wake of colonization. The consequences of the marginalization of the traditional forms of morality along with traditional religion for material, institutional, and process corruption have outlasted colonial rule and have been excellently captured by Ekeh (1975, 91–112).

Elements of how class considerations affected Nigerians’ belief in the legitimacy of the colonial apparatus have already been highlighted. For the educated elite, such legitimacy depended on the late 1940s on the regime’s ability to be inclusive and non-discriminatory and after that to be committed to ending colonial rule itself. For the same elite, along with the lower classes in paid employment predominantly in the burgeoning urban centers, the regime’s capacity to deliver on municipal services, public education, health, and employment while keeping taxes within manageable limits was important (Imam 2012). High on the agenda of traditional institutions was due respect to culture, norms and practices and their involvement in colonial governance (Yusuf 2018).

Finally, colonial society also witnessed changes in cultural beliefs and practices in such areas as lifestyle and consumption patterns. This was expected, given the tendency for the average Nigerian to define the culture and accompanying institutions, structures, values, practices, and artifacts of colonial rule as modern. Complementary to this was the colonial regime’s unrelenting effort to demonize and marginalize precolonial institutions, values, practices, artifacts, and structures. All this was not surprising, given that culture in all its ramifications down to dress codes and consumption patterns often reflect and affect the balance of power between societies in contact (Falola 2018, xi), more so in the unequal situation of domination of one by the other that is at the heart of colonization.

In essence, colonialism involved the imposition of a new cultural paradigm, causing adaptations, dislocations, and impositions, all working mainly toward western cultural hegemony to underrate western economic, social, and political growth through the instrumentalities of language, religion, signs and symbols, popular and not-so-popular culture, and the institutions and practices of cultural reproduction, among others. Indigenous works of arts such as bronze sculptures, Egungun masks, traditional ancestral drums, Oron monoliths, Igbo Ukwu artifacts, Benin bronze, Nok terracotta pieces, ivory pieces, Awka traditional doorposts, Ife sculptures, and Esie soap-stones were pillaged (Shyllon 1999; Ojedokun 2012) and cultural performances relegated and degraded (Boer 1976; Ifemesia 1972). All these impacted on diverse platforms, such as the family and the marriage institution, corruption, taste and consumption, social and community life, food and gender relations, among others, and left indelible marks on these—and more. It was this reality of colonial society that was inherited at independence, and it has generally subsisted with few changes into postcolonial society, raising and retaining a huge question mark on the future of a culture supportive of gender, class equity, and sustainable development and democracy in Nigeria.

Conclusion

Within the contexts of constraints imposed by the sheer size and diversity of Nigeria, this chapter has outlined the nature of colonial society in Nigeria and how that society affected and reflected the interfaces of gender, class, and culture. It has been suggested that, on balance, the society worked to deepen gender inequities in economy, culture, and class relations, as well as created new forms of corruption that have all continued to make Nigeria a perpetual aspirant for development rather than a developmental state in fact. For the latter to come to fruition, and for Nigeria to join the league of developed countries marked out positively in the comity of nations by gender equity and a just economic, social, and political order toxic to corruption, the country must create escape routes from the legacy of colonial society and chart pathways for development for itself in the future.

Notes

1.See Herbst (2000) for this point on the role of local forces in building state and society in Africa, and Young (1994) for an emphasis on the role of metropolitan forces under colonization.
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Chapter 17 

Nigeria and the World Wars

Oliver Coates

Introduction

The World Wars mobilized large numbers of Nigerians into military service while creating significant upheavals on the “home front.” The two wars generated profound military, social, economic, political, and intellectual changes while increasing Nigerians’ exposure to global political debates, particularly concerning British colonial rule’s illegitimacy. Historians have interpreted the Second World War, in particular, as presaging the downfall of colonial rule in Nigeria and galvanizing militant opposition to British rule among workers, soldiers, political elites, and journalists (Crowder 1984, 8–51; Olusanya 1973; Onyemuche 1977, 1–11; Coleman 1958, 231–255). More recent research has questioned such overarching narratives and focused on experiences hitherto marginalized, such as women, non-elite, cultural and religious groups, and regional towns (Alozie 2019: 343; Byfield 2015; Brown 2015a, 276–302; Korieh 2014; Oladejo 2018, 1; Stapleton 2019a, 1–22). We must avoid too great an emphasis on the Second World War at the expense of the First World War, which prompted significant intellectual and political changes, binding Nigerians more closely to the Middle East, North Africa, and North America. It witnessed renewed forms of pan-Islamic identification in the Sanusi revolt in northern Nigeria while intensifying Nigerian intellectual connections to Garveyism and nascent pan-Africanist thought. Although the Armistice in 1918 was greeted with jubilation, it was accompanied by the worldwide Spanish influenza pandemic’s horrors (Afigbo 1966: 548).

While some Nigerians volunteered for military service during the wars, conscription and indirect coercion were arbitrary and widespread. In 1914, an individual known only as Carrier 1475 returned from his yam farm to find that his chief had already promised a government messenger that he would leave for the war. In 1944, eight ringleaders of the King’s College rebellion in Lagos were conscripted into the army, one aged only fifteen (Killingray and Matthews 1979, 5–23; Miners 1971, 14). Colony-specific casualty figures remain incomplete. In the Second World War, some 15,000 British African soldiers were killed, with 519 Nigerians dying in the Royal West African Frontier Force’s (RWAFF) 81st Division during the Burma campaign of 1944–1945 (Killingray 2010, 8; Hamilton 2001, 356). The war not only entailed deploying soldiers in combat roles: carriers, often from eastern Nigeria, also served and died in large numbers in the First World War. Additionally, some 32,502 Nigerian tradesmen were trained between 1939 and 1945, along with cartographers, engineers, telegraph operators, nurses, and drivers (Miners 1971, 14).

The direct social impact of the war is difficult to assess. The composition of the Nigeria Regiment, itself part of the RWAFF’s predecessor, the West African Frontier Force (WAFF), changed radically between 1910 and 1945. Whereas around 80 percent of soldiers were either Hausa or Yoruba at the start of this period, Tiv, Igbo, and other groups were serving by its close (Barrett 1977, 106; Stapleton 2019a, 26). Nigerians fought in the Cameroons and East African campaigns in the First World War and closer to home in Niger and Egbaland; West African engineers were sent to Mesopotamia (Killingray 2010, 7). In the Second World War, Nigerians saw combat in East Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia; Nigerian engineers erected infrastructure and air bases in Libya, Egypt, and Palestine (Stapleton 2019b, 4). In both wars, men served in the merchant navy: James Adewale decided to work his way to Britain in 1943, later traveling to Normandy and Naples on merchant vessels (Killingray 2010, 151, 53). Around 50 West Africans were recruited into the RAF. One Nigerian who joined up in London flew in bombing campaigns over Europe. For example, Igbo schoolteacher Robert Ngbaronye had gone to Liverpool to study medicine but instead joined the RAF (Killingray 2010, 53; Lambo 1994, 145). Inside Nigeria, women often shouldered the responsibility of keeping together family, finances, and property, while others occupied powerful trading positions in the markets of cities such as Lagos (Genova 2002, 235).

On the Nigerian “home front,” both conflicts had profound economic, political, and cultural impacts. During the First World War, Northern Nigeria was subjected to German propaganda claiming that local Muslims had a duty to side with the Ottoman Empire and Germany against the British. In January 1915, Arabic letters were found at mosques in Yola and Maiduguri, calling for jihad against the British (Osuntokun 1975, 86). In Borno, the Shehu wrote to Lord Lugard, professing his loyalty to Britain and reassuring him that “our delight is for the amir of the English” (Dewière and Hiribarren 2018, 6). During the Second World War, Nigerians toured India during their military service in Asia, and a generation of future nationalists exploited the changing international politics of the war from London and New York. The Italian invasion of Abyssinia, and the Third Clause of the Atlantic Charter, with its promise of self-determination to all peoples, had a significant impact on Africans’ anger at colonial rule during the 1940s. Wartime inflation and shortages provoked militancy among workers and traders, galvanizing support for market women such as Madame Pelewura and Railway Workers’ Union leader Michael Imoudu while feeding organizations such as the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) (Oyemakinde 1973, 413–424; Brown 2015b, 52; Oyemakinde 1974, 541; Coleman 1958 231).

The First World War

Nearly 30,000 West African combatants fought for the British during the First World War, of whom 13,980 Africans and 1,587 Europeans came from the Nigeria Regiment; these figures exclude some 38,037 Nigerian carriers (Crowder 1968, 234, Fn.4; Killingray and Matthews 1979, 10, table 2).

Nigerian Participation in Military Campaigns during the First World War

The Cameroon campaign marked the beginning of Nigerian military engagement in the war. In late August 1914, five columns of the Nigeria Regiment crossed the border: two from Maiduguri advanced towards Mora, one from Yola aimed for Garua, another from Ikom on the Cross River marched to Nsanakang, and a final column followed the coast from Calabar (Stapleton 2013, 146). By June 1915, Lugard focused Nigerian and other Allied forces on Garua, a key base for German attacks across the Nigeria/Cameroon border. In November and December, Nigerian troops helped secure key positions in Northern Cameroon. The final German garrison at Mora in the north surrendered in February 1916, and remaining German forces fled across the border to Spanish Guinea. Northern Cameroon was incorporated into British-ruled Nigeria (Stapleton 2013, 154–55). Of 5,927 Allied African combatants in the campaign, 192 died, with a further 557 wounded and eighty-four dying of diseases. But of 5,002 predominantly Igbo carriers sent to the campaign, some 3,034 were estimated to be missing or invalided (Killingray and Matthews 1979, 10, table 1; Haywood and Clarke 1964, 173).

Later in 1916, Nigerians served in the East Africa campaign. The WAFF struggled to raise sufficient manpower because many soldiers had already been demobilized after service in Cameroon and had returned home (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 188). Consisting of sixteen companies, the Nigeria Brigade completed mobilization in October and sailed from Lagos and Calabar, via the Cape, to East Africa aboard HMS. Berwick Castle, Seangbee, and Mendi. The operation was the WAFF’s first outside of West Africa. Some forty percent of the Nigeria Brigade had never previously seen the sea on embarkation (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 189). The speed with which the troops had been raised meant that training dominated the sea voyage, with barrels being cast astern to serve as targets for musket practice. Nigerians gained a high reputation in battle and, in the six weeks of fighting that culminated in the battle at Mahiwa, the Nigeria Brigade sustained casualties of one in three (Paice 2007, 366). During the advance on Rufiji Valley, British troops were held back due to a shortage of carriers (Killingray and Matthew 1979, 8). Three hundred and fifty combatants were killed in battle from the Nigeria Brigade, while 263 died from other causes, and 746 were wounded (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 302). A further 3,964 Nigerian carriers served with the West African Carrier Corps, 834 died largely from illness (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 302, Killingray and Matthews 1979, 10).

Returning home in early 1918, there was little support for troops. Founded in 1917, the Nigerian Comforts Fund took responsibility for returning men’s immediate care instead of governmental or military provision. By March, thousands of carriers, many of whom were sick, stayed in Lagos without adequate shelter (Killingray and Matthews 1979, 18, 20). The pay records of soldiers and carriers alike were chaotic, and military officials struggled to determine individual men’s origins and identity. Some troops went without pay after demobilization (Killingray and Matthews 1979, 20). Military service imbued soldiers with education, worldly experience, and status. It had subversive effects: returning home, some demobilized men felt that they could no longer tolerate local chiefs and elders (Matthews 1982, 502; Killingray 1982, 380–381).

Internal Conflict within Nigeria

Within Nigeria itself, a series of revolts revealed the fragility of British territorial domination. Officials in Lagos were terrified by the prospect of a Mahdist-inspired movement, but in reality the possibilities for sedition were more varied. Revolts occurred across Nigeria. The Egba wars and the Tuareg mobilization on the Niger/Nigeria frontier were the most serious of many isolated uprisings. In Eastern Nigeria, government control had thus far been illusory, and wartime pressures occasioned sustained rebellions. In November 1914, the “Kwale rising” exploded across Warri Province. At Onitsha, rebels liberated prisoners from the local jail. The Kwales, Urhobo and Ika-Ibo attacked clerks and Yoruba and Hausa traders; railway clerks and workers were killed in disturbances in Udi district that continued until February 1915 (Osuntokun 1971, 180). The conflict had been triggered over a feared government land grab for railway construction from Port Harcourt.

In southwestern Nigeria, the “Okeogun” rebellion of 1916 occurred under the supposedly pro-British watch of the Alaafin of Oyo. Local people felt alienated by the newly imposed indirect rule system and frustrated over military recruitment (Osuntokun 1971, 185). The Onjo’s British-backed decision to renege on a 1914 commitment not to recruit soldiers or carriers from Okeho angered the warrior Baloguns, who killed the Onjo and his relatives. Rebellion spread to Illero, Iganna, Otu, and Iseyin, with rebels attacking courts and telegraph offices. The Nigeria Regiment’s First Battalion had to be sent to quell the rebellion on the eve of its already hasty mobilization for the East Africa campaign (Osuntokun 1971, 186). Egbaland saw major revolts in 1914 and 1918. In 1914, the Ijemo rising was inspired by the termination of the Egba Kingdom’s Treaty of Independence from the British Protectorate established over Yorubaland in 1895 and resentment of direct taxation (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 254). In 1918, smoldering discontent over taxation again erupted in the Adubi War of June and July. Around 30,000 Egba marched on Abeokuta in June, with some crossing the border from neighboring Dahomey to offer support (Osuntokun 1971, 189; Daly 2019, 479). By July 22, 1918, the uprising had ended with the ringleaders being arrested and 3,400 guns surrendered at Lafenwa (Osuntokun 1971, 189).

Northern Nigeria represented the sum of British fears concerning African resistance. In 1914, the region was close to German influences in Cameroon, and in addition to possible links to the Libyan Sanusi brotherhood and their Ottoman allies, it shared a frontier with the rebellion-plagued French Sudan. From November 1914, British attempts to amalgamate small ethnic groups into larger units under the authority of paramount chiefs provoked resistance, including revolts at Kabba and Illorin (Osuntokun 1971, 181). Government attempts to requisition foodstuffs for Cameroon-bound troops sparked further rebellion, as did a popular belief that the British were about to leave Nigeria. In 1915, the “Sabukki revolt” erupted in Kontagora province of Borgu Division when locals refused to pay tax and protested that the French were recruiting their Borgawa kinsmen in neighboring Dahomey. The Sabukki revolt revealed colonial frontiers’ porousness; French subjects crossed the border to escape into Borgu, while Sabukki, the leader of the revolt, recruited followers in northern Dahomey (Osuntokun 1971, 182; Crowder 1973, 10).

In 1915, the emirates of Kano and Bornu and Bauchi province experienced sustained unrest. Military activities across the border in Cameroon had caused widespread panic in Bornu, with Fulani district heads fleeing in fear of their lives. The revolt’s leader, a Yola local named Maina Gwanki, frequently traversed the Cameroon–Nigeria border, attracting British allegations that he harbored pro-German sympathies. The situation worsened in May 1915, as rebellion spread to Kano province and northeastern Bauchi. In Bauchi, the rebels had the support of many talakawa (Hausa, “poor” (pl.)), and in Dambam, the emir came out in support of the rebels. The British were forced to arm the dogarai, or Native Authority police, to suppress the rebellion (Osuntokun 1971, 183). From May 1915 into 1916, the Muri province was affected by the unrest. The emirate refused to pay tax, demanding the removal of white people and some rebels killing missionaries. Army and police units engaged in indiscriminate retaliation (Osuntokun 1971, 183). A revolt in Sokoto, involving three minor chiefs, failed to gain the feared proportions of a full-scale rebellion. Those emirs whom the British deemed disloyal were deposed and exiled. By late 1916, the Sarakauna (sing. Sarki, ruler), Mamuda of Bauchi, Jibril of Yauri, Gani of Bussa, Muhammadu of Atchari (Niger Province), and Saibu of Sankwolo all languished in exile at Ilorin (Osuntokun 1971, 183).

British fears over a general Sanusi rising within Nigeria’s borders never materialized, but the mere possibility provoked sustained anxiety and necessitated the mobilization of Nigerian troops to the French Soudan from December 1916. Localized rebellion had been developed in French West Africa from 1914, mainly provoked by clumsily enacted forced conscription, or recrutement par appel, totaling some 50,000 men in 1915–1916 alone (Crowder 1968, 236–237). The cercles, or districts, of Koutiala and Dedougou had rebelled in December 1914, and the following year revolt spread to Bobo-Dioulasso and the Tuareg areas of Timbuctoo district (Osuntokun 1975, 86). However, both the Sanusi defeat of the Italian army in the hinterlands of Tripoli and the direct intervention of Sanusi chiefs in French Saharan revolts, opened the possibility of a pan-West African Sanusi-inspired revolt. Kano, Katsina, and Sokoto had historic trading links with Tripoli and Agades and communities of Lebanese and Syrians who were Ottoman subjects (Osuntokun 1979, 15–16). German Arabic-language propaganda appeared in some northern mosques, while other northerners were heard comparing British military recruitment to slavery:


Here have these Nasara [Christians] been for twenty years preaching and legislating against slavery and they themselves are slave-raiding our villages and taking our children to fight for them. (Osuntokun 1975, 88)



Militant Sanusi easily crossed into Nigeria, and several cells existed in Kano and Bornu, although the precise details of their activities remained obscure from British intelligence. More troubling than this direct recruitment was the loyalty of the 24,633 pilgrims who returned from Mecca between 1913 and 1918, most of whom passed through the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan (Osuntokun 1975, 88). Nigerian critics of British rule such as Mai Wurno, the former emir of Missau and son of Musulmin Attahiru I, resided in Sudan. In reality, the loyalties of northern rulers were complex. The sultan of Sokoto was suspected of being in touch with Muhammad ben Kaossen and ready to co-operate if the Sanusi entered Sokoto, but the Shehu of Borno remained suspicious of the Sanusi and Borno had long experienced strained relations with its Ottoman allies (Dewière and Hiribarren 2018, 17).

This deteriorating international situation led to the stationing of Nigerian troops on the Chad–Nigeria frontier in February 1916. Guns and ammunition were supplied to the French in Chad. By late 1916, East Africa’s mobilization ensured that only those unfit for overseas service were left in Nigeria. Companies at Birnin Kebbi, Katagum, and Nafada were in poor condition, and there were no troops in Kano (Osuntokun 1975, 89). In December, the Sansui pushed southwards into the French Sahara. Forces under Sheikh Abdul Salaam and Ahmad Muhammad ben Kaossen mounted attacks on French forts in the desert. Faced with this dramatic deterioration north of Nigeria, Lugard allowed the French to send troops from Conakry and Dakar to Lagos and declared a State of Emergency on 3rd January 1917. Vehicles on the Zaria–Sokoto and Kano–Katsina roads were commandeered. Across Nigeria, troops were sent to the border and able-bodied British officers mobilized (Osunoktun 1975, 90). This movement of resources soon foundered on the sandy and impassable road north of Sokoto that remained largely closed to motorized vehicles.

At the request of the French Commandant at Zinder, Nigerian columns moved across the border into French territory from mid-January. One column left Kano for Tassawa, while another moved from Sokoto to Madawa with sixty-five infantry, eighty-fix mounted troops and two Maxim guns (Osunoktun 1975, 90; Ukpabi 1976, 68). The troops moved into towns near the border and allowed French forces to concentrate on relieving Agades, which was finally relieved by Colonel Mourin’s troops on March 3, 1917. Lugard provided most of the seventy tons of matériel available to the French, which proved crucial to defending positions in Niamey, Bilma, Nguimi, Filingue, and Tawa (Osuntokun 1975, 91). Although unrealized, Nigeria’s main threat emerged between February and March 1917, when armed Tuareg camelry fled into the colony and settled at Hadeija and other border towns. The British were loath to expel the Tuareg for fear of galvanizing their supporters. In any case, they remained militarily incapacitated because their soldiers were engaged in Niger. Nigerian troops remained in French Sudan until May 18, 1917, garrisoning outposts such as El-Hassan and Guidambado and patrolling near Gangara and Giddan Al-Mokhtar, and fighting north and east of Tawa and Madawa (Osuntokun 1975, 92; Osuntokun 1971, 35). Nonetheless, there were limits to Franco–British co-operation. The French refused British airpower, fearing that local Africans would be impressed by the technology.

The “Home Front”: The Socio-economic Impact of the First World War

The First World War had a severe impact on the economy and infrastructure of Nigeria. Harbour and wharf construction in Lagos stalled, while the development of Port Harcourt’s rail and marine facilities was postponed (Osuntokun 1979, 15). The railways became casualties of the war as work on the eastern line, intended to connect to Kaduna’s already existing western line, was postponed. Existing lines were not maintained, and rolling stock went unreplaced (Osuntokun 1971, 36; Jaekel 1997, 67). In 1919, Nigerian railways lacked a single point for repairing locomotives, even though the colony’s rail network totaled over 1,100 miles. Work on the colony’s principal engineering facility at Ebute Metta was postponed until peacetime, and Lugard’s fledgling railway workshop at Kaduna had to be closed because southern engineers were too frightened to move to the north where the British had encouraged locals to view them as miyagun baki, or undesirable strangers (Osuntokun 1975, 36). Surveys aimed at improving Nigeria’s road network likewise languished until after the war.

The outbreak of hostilities in 1914 had ended trade with Germany, Austro-Hungary, and Holland and closed the primary market for Nigerian palm kernels in Hamburg. Before the war, Germany had purchased 180,000 tons of West African palm kernels instead of 36,000 bought by the British (Crowder 1968, 232). The restrictions on exports caused by the evaporation of German trade were only intensified by the pressure on shipping space and Woermann Lines’ removal from Nigeria. German submarine warfare and Admiralty requisitioning of merchant vessels only exacerbated these problems (Olukoju 1992a, 119; Yearwood 1998, 49). African traders suffered from the increased strength of British firms that was attendant on the removal of the German competition, but some Africans also benefited from the new opportunities caused by the changed economic landscape. As part of the war effort, Nigerian produce was channeled to Britain, hampering trade. Prices were negotiated by the main ex-patriate firms and tended to price-out Nigerian businesses. In the north, the war intensified longer-term changes associated with the decline of the Saharan trade. By 1906–1907, Kano traders were already sending parcels to the coast, while North African traders who worked in Central Sudan, such as the Italian Jewish trader Saul Raccah, traveled from Tripoli to Lagos by boat before catching the train to Kano (Olukoju 1996: 40). The export trade in hides and skins from northern Nigeria grew during the First World War. In 1914, £0.5 million were exported, and this level continued to 1918, along with a three-fold rise in prices (Adebayo 1992, 278). Wartime supply shortages dented the lucrative customs revenue from liquor imports into southern Nigeria; in 1915, duties from other articles exceeded those from liquor for the first time, and in 1919 the Convention of St Germain-en-Laye prohibited the import of spirits into Africa entirely (Olukoju 1991, 267; Heap 1996, 71).

With a population of 73,766 in 1911, the commercial center of Lagos was the largest town on the West African seaboard, and its African business community was hard hit by trading restrictions. The Armistice promised increased freedom of trade, and a short-lived boom energized the Nigerian economy in 1919. However, the war’s end proved bittersweet: the arrival of Spanish Influenza in 1918 struck Igbo observers as the worst plague in historical memory, with Christians believing that they had been visited by the wrath of the Old Testament God. In Lagos, the epidemic was ascribed to diverse causes; some speculated that it was a German plot, while others divined an astral influence behind the contagion (Coates 2018a, 276). The year following the Armistice, significant political changes began to take place; the post-war administration of Governor Hugh Clifford was forced to grant higher pay to Government workers, who complained of a thirty to seventy-five percent rise in the cost of living between 1914 and 1918 (Osuntokun 1973, 37). Clifford introduced two elected members into the Lagos Town Council. In 1922, a new constitution provided for a Legislative Council with forty-six members, twenty-seven of whom were government officials, and nineteen others, three of whom were to be elected by all adult males in Lagos who had lived there for at least twelve months and had a gross income of £100 per annum, with a further member being elected in Calabar. Herbert Macaulay’s Nigerian National Democratic Party was a direct beneficiary of Clifford’s reforms and, with the support of Lagos Muslims and market women, won all the African-elected seats for Lagos (Falola and Usman 2019, 344).

The Second World War

The Second World War developed and amplified many of the social and economic changes heralded by the Great War: 121,650 men served in the British Army, of whom 30,000 went overseas (Killingray 2010, 44; Miners 1971, 14). Although armed rebellion inside the colony had largely disappeared, the economic hardship, political radicalism, and the experiential and social transformations occasioned by military service were far more marked during the second global conflagration than during the first. Between 1939 and 1945, Nigerians were mobilized to Asia and the Middle East, with individual Nigerians spending their wars as far afield as London, Madras, and New York (Coates 2020, 5–39; Gennaro 2020, 41; Korieh 2020, 72–110).

The Intellectual Context of the Second World War

The intellectual context was transformed by African anger at the Italian conquest of Abyssinia and the rise of Nazi racism. All of this was only made worse by the transparent injustices of colonial rule both at home and at the front. West African journalists wrote about the flogging of African soldiers, a punishment unknown for whites in the British Army since Victorian times, the suppression of labor rights, and London’s continuing attempts to thwart self-determination (Killingray 1994, 201). By the 1940s, alternative futures outside British domination seemed clearer than ever before. The United States’ ascendancy provided Nigerians with a clear example of African American intellectual, cultural, political, and scientific attainment. When in 1944–1945 a party of African American journalists visited Nigeria, reporting back to the Baltimore Afro-American, Norfolk Journal & Guide, and Chicago Defender, some locals looked to the visitors as representing a future free from British oppression, while others expected Washington to replace London as Nigeria’s colonial power. Still, other Nigerians looked to Asian societies, especially Indian nationalism, as harbingers of future African liberty. Despite the powerful growth of nationalism during the war years, we must be careful not to allow it to obscure the scope of Nigerian responses to the war. Christian soldiers relished the opportunity to visit Jerusalem, and others marveled at the Taj Mahal or the Pyramids of Giza (Coates 2018b, 200–201; Stapleton 2019a, 11–12).

The Nigerian “Home Front”

Nigeria felt the war’s impact immediately. The Lagos Defense Force was formed, and Vickers machine guns assigned to beaches and lagoons surrounding the major port, but Africans were initially excluded from civil defense planning (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 326). Those African troops who enlisted in the RWAFF were given newer uniforms, adopting the boot used on India’s North-Western Frontier Provinces. More comprehensive training was introduced, including English-language education. Mobilization was given new urgency by the Nazi conquest of France in June 1940 and the Italian entry into the war on the Axis side during the same month. Nigeria was vulnerable to attack on three land borders, while Lagos and the critical railway link to the north passed within miles of the Dahomey border (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 363). Officials feared that northern Nigeria could be attacked from Italo-German bases in Tripolitania and quickly realized that the sparse landscape of the Sahel offered little obstacle to vehicular invasion (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 370). The threat remained real until Governor of Chad Éboué’s declaration for de Gaulle and the Free French. A Nazi party existed in Cameroon in 1939, and an army in North Africa could have crossed the desert to invade Nigeria’s Sahelian regions (Jackson 2006, 225; Haywood and Clarke 1964, 371; Akpo-Vache 1996). In the event of a hostile invasion, the British would likely have had to retreat south of the Niger and Benue rivers, thus surrendering their core recruiting belts in northern and central Nigeria. Barracks and airbase construction became a priority. Basic rural air bases could easily be used by hostile aircraft and had to be blocked with oil drums when not in use. From 1940, airbases at Kano and Maiduguri became key staging posts on the so-called “Takoradi” route used for supplying Allied aircraft from the US to the North African and Middle Eastern theatres. Some 1,200 American personnel were based in Kano (Hiribarren 2017, 113; Jackson 2006, 219). Closely linked to the efficacy of Nigeria’s military aviation was its growing road infrastructure: two roads between the north and south of the colony were completed during the war (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 368). Lagos remained vulnerable to naval and aerial bombardment. French Glen Martin bombers based in North Africa had a range that included Nigeria’s 600-mile coastline (Akinyeye 2001, 17; Haywood and Clarke 1964, 363). The coast off eastern Nigeria, especially the waters off Fernando Po island in neutral Spanish Guinea, attracted British espionage activity. The Special Operations Executive’s (SOE) raid on the island used two tugs to seize three Axis merchant ships from Santa Isabel’s port amid fears of Axis gun-running, with the 8,000-ton Italian liner the Duchessa d’Aosta being brought to Lagos (Jackson 2006, 216; “British Empire” 216; Lett 2012, 1–10).

Nigerian Participation in Military Campaigns during the Second World War

From July 1940, Nigerian troops served in East Africa. The 11th and 12th African Divisions were subsequently formed, mixing West Africans with their East African counterparts (Stapleton 2013, 207). Nigerian soldiers earned praise for their mobile warfare skills, for which they had received no formal training. During the approach to Mogadishu in February 1941, the Nigerian brigade of the 11th African Division drove 320 km along the Somali coast to take the city (Stewart 2016, 137, 133; Stapleton 2013, 212). A company of the 3rd Nigeria Regiment occupied the Vittorio D’Africa airfield in Mogadishu, prompting the surrender of a significant number of Axis troops (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 339). On the long march northeastwards into the Ethiopian highlands, Nigerian soldiers marched for sixteen days from Mogadishu to Jijiga in eastern Ethiopia. They played a key role in the northern crossing of the Omo River, while on June 24, 1941, the first and third Nigeria Regiments took part in the crossing of the Didessa River facing an Axis force that had five times as many guns as their Allied opponents (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 360). Non-combatants played a critical role, with West African drivers facing precarious mountain roads and parched desert with little respite. On September 1, 1941, the Nigerian Brigade Group arrived back in Lagos to be stationed in southwestern Nigeria at Ilorin and Ibadan before moving to Sierra Leone at the end of the year (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 373).

Between 1941 and 1943, soldiers from Nigeria and the Gold Coast played a key role in reinforcing troops in Sierra Leone and the Gambia’s strategically sensitive regions. A shortage of British officers entailed that the RWAFF was staffed by South African, Rhodesian, Polish, and Belgian officers. Racial discrimination barred Africans from becoming officers for most of the war, with the notable exception of the 81st West Africa Division’s Major Seth Anthony from the Gold Coast (modern Ghana), who became the first black commissioned officer in the RWAFF (Stapleton 2013, 233; Jesman 1965, 413–414; Healy 1999, 277–278). The Force itself underwent organizational changes in these years. In 1941, General George Giffard organized it into two infantry divisions to counter threats to the Anglophone territory from its Vichy neighbors (Stapleton 2013, 232). These divisions would play a major role in Burma, where Giffard later became commander of the Eastern Army and a key lobbyist for African troops’ potential in the South-East Asian theater.

The 81st and 82nd Divisions traveled to Asia in 1943 and 1944. They would play a decisive role in the Allied defeat of the Japanese in Burma in 1945. The 81st Division consisted of three brigades: one from the Gold Coast and Nigeria each, and a third from Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and the Gambia combined. The Nigerian Brigade, known as 3rd West Africa Brigade, had a unique combat history in Asia due to its secondment to British Special Forces, known as the “Chindits” under Major General Orde Wingate; the brigade was named after the Chinthe, or guardian of Burmese temples, that served as their emblem. The Chindits were tasked with operations deep behind Japanese lines. The other brigades of the 81st Division fought in the Second (January to May 1944) and Third (December 1944 to April 1945) Arakan Campaigns and became the first Allied Division in Burma to be supplied entirely from the air as they advanced down the Kaladan Valley. At Myohaung, in January 1945, the largest concentration of West African troops to be assembled in Burma fought the Japanese. The event would become the basis for the RWAFF’s annual day of remembrance from 1948 (Haywood and Clarke 1964, 410, 477; Stapleton 2013, 232).

The 82nd Division, consisting of one brigade from the Gold Coast and two from Nigeria, arrived in Asia in July 1944 and participated in the Third Arakan Campaign. Capturing Buthidaung, the 82nd Division established a critical bridgehead on the eastern bank of the Kalapanzin River, enabling Allied forces to control the Maungdaw–Buthidaung road, together with the 81st Division, they repulsed the Japanese from the Mayu Peninsula (Stapleton 2013, 233). The 81st Division returned to India in April 1945; despite suffering 2,085 casualties in Burma, the 82nd Division remained for months after the war to help repair infrastructure and maintain British control of the region, finally returning to Africa in 1946 (Stapleton 2013, 233). Nigerian soldiers wrote about their experiences in Asia. Isaac Fadoyebo and J. O. Ariyo later penned detailed accounts of their military service in English and Yoruba, respectively (Ariyo 1957; Fadoyebo 1999).

Demobilization and Ex-servicemen

Military service outside of Nigeria had complex social, economic, and intellectual legacies, many of which remain poorly understood. For a minority of soldiers, their time in India proved a catalyst for anti-colonial critique and new ideas for political and economic development (Mordi 2020a, 1; Mordi 2019a, 516). A handful of veterans played a role in Nigerian politics. J. M. Johnson served as Federal Minister of Labor in 1960–1963; Heelas Chukwuma Ogokwe became the failed Zikist assassin of Chief Secretary Hugh Foot in February 1950; and ex-servicemen played key roles in parties such as the Tiv Progressive Union (Killingray 2010, 219). However, there is little evidence for the large scale mobilization of ex-servicemen around nationalist or other formal political goals (Olusanya 1968, 221). More typical was local organizing around shared goals directly related to ex-servicemen’s grievances. There was ample ground for discontent. Although some soldiers returned home to buy a sewing machine, bicycle, or clothing and enjoyed comparative wealth, many found themselves out of pocket due to military service (Olomola 1976, 40; Ajayi 2020, 133). Most returned to rural areas with few job prospects and little opportunity to pursue ambitions shaped by the experience of travel and relative education. For those who aspired to urban life, salaried labor required evidence of a formal education that most soldiers lacked (Killingray 2010, 193). Anger predictably began to mount, and the government’s resettlement policies did little to assuage veterans’ grievances.

The Employment of Ex-Servicemen’s Ordinance of 1945 and The Resettlement Act guaranteed government support for veterans looking for work and established a network of resettlement offices, as well as a program of loans, quotas, and training, to encourage employers to hire ex-servicemen (Coates 2017, 216). This resettlement infrastructure was ambitious but chronically underfunded. The Nigerian Ex-Servicemen’s Welfare Association (NEWA) began life in 1946 as a charitable association with 87 councils, including two in Lagos, thirty-four in the North, twenty in the West, and thirty-one in the East. But from 1947, most government funding dried up, and the Association relied on dwindling donations. In 1948, it had a mere £20,000 budget to cover all training, grants, and loans for ex-servicemen across the colony (Nwaka 1987, 54; Mordi, 2020b, 586; Ubah 1998, 346–351). The fact that soldiers did not receive pensions from the British proved an enduring source of anger on the part of ex-servicemen. Even though the British Army awarded pensions only to the chronically disabled, many veterans were encouraged to expect long-term financial help from the government in return for their military service (Killingray 2010, 198). Angry ex-servicemen formed their own associations, such as the Supreme Council of Ex-Servicemen of Nigeria and the Cameroons (SCESNC). Even those disabled men who were entitled to the higher levels of support often found themselves denied adequate training, treatment, and support. Of some 2,000 chronically disabled ex-servicemen, only ninety received government support in 1949. Unsurprisingly, these veterans contested British neglect, formed their own organizations, and made protest marches in major cities. The Association of Nigerian Amputated Ex-servicemen attracted coverage in the Nigerian press, while in 1956, disabled ex-servicemen marched on NEWA’s offices (Coates 2017, 225, 229).

For instance, the experiences of those Nigerians who served outside the RWAFF, for instance, in the merchant navy, reveal a largely hidden dimension of Nigeria’s wartime history. Lagos was a major port for the Royal Navy’s Indian Ocean Approaches and a supply port for South Atlantic shipping. Shell held 3,000–4,000 tons of each grade of fuel near the harbor (A. Jackson 2018, 50). Until 1943, the U-boat war claimed Nigerian lives, particularly on the perilous route north through the Atlantic towards Britain. The threat of submarine attack necessitated the diversion of Abubakar Imam’s and Nnamdi Azikiwe’s voyage to Liverpool as part of West African journalists’ delegation to London in 1940 (Jackson 2006, 248). Nigerian casualties were not limited to African sea lanes. When the S. S. Sithonia was sunk en route from Belfast to Montevideo in July 1942, from a crew of fifty-three, at least three West African sailors were among the seven lost (Costello 2012, 176). The SOE used trawlers to hunt for U-boat victualling stations in the Gulf of Guinea, while in late 1940, a Royal Navy sloop forced the surrender of a Vichy submarine off Gabon (Jackson 2006, 216). Lagos had become a key labor recruitment center for the merchant navy (Schler 2016, 2). Nigerians were inducted into the merchant marine in Lagos at lower pay rates than either their black or white British counterparts, typically £6, as opposed to £12 or £16 per month. In 1942, eighteen West Africans were engaged at Lagos and subsequently jailed at Liverpool after complaining that they had been made to work on ships plying different trades and thus that their wages should have been higher (Costello 2012, 145, 181).

The Social and Economic Impact of the Second World War

The British made use of propaganda to an unprecedented extent throughout Nigeria during the Second World War. The Emergency Powers (Defense) Acts of 1939 and 1940 allowed residents to create information services in every province. Film, radio, and print media became key components of the government’s propaganda strategy (Mordi 2019b, 838). Pamphlets such as “Nazi Dreams of Domination in Africa,” and “Hitler and Stalin,” were circulated in print-runs of 10,000 at a time. Some publications focused on new restrictions, such as “The Use of Motors in War Time” (Thomas 1986, 57). The print was aimed at all ages: “The Children’s Own Paper” appeared in February 1944 with a circulation of 46,000. Popular song constituted a further area of propaganda activity: Hitler ´bata ´kasa or “Hitler Spoiler of the Country” was among the repertoire promoted (Thomas 1986, 57). Radio offered an effective propaganda tool. Ibadan had over 700 speakers, including seven public loudspeakers, and after one BBC “Brains Trust” program, 200 questions were sent in by local listeners (Clarke 1986, 49). Officials encouraged dramatic reconstructions of key events in the wider world. Battles were staged in local schools or market squares (Clarke 1986, 40). Mobile film units appeared for the first time during the war. Early versions relied on a rented railway carriage (Thomas 1986, 51). One unit gave eighty-three screenings in sixty-three days and covered some 3,332 miles, with officials estimating that 215,605 Nigerians attended during the tour (Thomas 1986, 58).

Nigeria made considerable economic contributions to the war effort, both raw materials and charitable donations. It produced columbite, coal, cocoa, groundnuts, tantalite, vegetable and palm oil, and rubber. On the Jos plateau, 16,000 to 20,000 people were pressed into forced labor in 1943 and 1944. Throughout the war, a total of 92,703 Nigerians were conscripted for such work (Durnett 1985, 400–404; Jackson 2006, 223; Ekoko 1982–1983, 66; Freund 1981). Food shortages drove the government to cap the price of staples such as yam under the so-called “Pullen marketing scheme” (Korieh 2020, 255). In northern Nigeria, wartime demands on foodstuffs led to widespread famine, known as ‘Yar Balange’ that engulfed Kano, Sokoto, and Katsina provinces in 1942–1943 (Watts 1983, 329). Nigerians voluntarily gave significant sums to the war effort. In Ondo, people donated out of pity after hearing reports of children in London made homeless by Luftwaffe raids. Donations for the partial or entire purchase of spitfire fighters were popular. In 1942, Nsukka donated £1,400 towards the plane’s purchase, while in Kano, the Provincial Committee gave £10,290 for another. The Oba of Benin gave £10 a month from his salary to help the war effort, while the chiefs of Ibadan donated £28 from their monthly pay (Clarke 1986, 21). In total, the Nigeria Relief Fund raised £210,000 (Jackson 2006, 224).

The war led to a marked expansion of wage labor in Nigeria and an increasingly vocal labor movement. Those earning wages expanded significantly during the war. While in 1939 there were some 183,000 wage earners in Nigeria, by 1946, there were 300,000. Wartime inflation ensured that these wages did not go far. By 1942, the cost of living was 46.87 percent over 1939 and rose again by fifty-two percent between 1942 and 1946 (Amadi 1977–1978, 149; Davies 1966, 82). Labor militancy surged during the war: in 1942 alone, eleven major strikes involved 5,300 workers (Davies 1966, 81; Omolewa 1992). The Nigerian Trades Union Congress was founded in 1943 by Michael Imoudu, with the backing of major politicians including Nnamdi Azikiwe, Ernest Ikoli, and Obafemi Awolowo. Union membership increased from 4,000 in 1940 to 50,000 in 1945 (Davies 1996, 82; Otobo 1987, 23; Padmore 1945, 3). The vast majority of unions represented workers in government employment, but some private-sector unions appeared during the war, such as the Kano Mercantile Clerks Union in 1941 (Otobo 1987, 15). The 1945 General Strike spread along Nigeria’s railway network to galvanize otherwise disparate groups of wage laborers. In June and July of that year, a total of 30,000 workers went on strike for thirty-seven days (Oyemakinde 1975, 693–694; Hopkins 1973, 258).

The strictures of wartime life provoked major political changes in Nigeria; anti-colonial nationalism grew both in scale and intensity. The departure of Nnamdi Azikiwe’s faction from the Nigerian Youth Movement following his 1941 dispute with Ikoli and his newspaper, the Daily Service, led to the formation of the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) from 1944 (Coleman 1958, 227). Nnamdi Azikiwe, referred to as the “gospel of Lagos” by the Governor of Nigeria, served as the Council’s first Secretary, while Herbert Macaulay was its inaugural President (Falola and Uzman 2019, 346; Ezera 1960, 60). Azikiwe seized on inequalities of colonial society to become the pre-eminent spokesman of anti-colonial nationalism. His press empire, particularly his flagship newspaper, the West African Pilot, robustly criticized the colonial government. At the heart of the 1945 strike, two of Azikiwe’s newspapers became the target of a banning order in July. Azikiwe responded by alleging that the government was attempting to have him assassinated, and the combination of his reports on the strike and these latter allegations attracted significant publicity on both sides of the Atlantic (Ezera 1960, 60; Nwanunobi 1989, 145–151; Flint 1999, 143; Newell 2016, 307).

Conclusion

The Second World War has been understood as a decisive event in the collapse of colonial rule in Africa, yet we have seen substantial continuities between both that war and its predecessor. The twentieth century’s second global war intensified many of Nigeria’s internal difficulties between 1914 and 1918, as well as exacerbating the economic hardships, cultural revival, and political radicalism of the inter-war years (Ochonu 2009). In 1939, as in 1914, investment and expenditure stalled. As the interests of the commercial “combines” raised prices and excluded African traders in the Great War, so the activities of Marketing Boards favored ex-patriate firms during the Second World War. One exception to this was the growth of government-funded infrastructure and social welfare projects during the war, linked either to the Allied war effort or the results of the 1940 Colonial Welfare and Development Act (Hopkins 1973, 185; Falola and Heaton 2008, 143; Brown 2015b, 62). African anger at economic misery, racist employment policies, and the quotidian wartime constraints fed an unprecedented wave of strikes, culminating in the General Strike of 1945. That the nationalist movement developed exponentially during the war does not mean that returning servicemen acted as vectors of political radicalism in any general or straightforward sense. The plight of veterans in the second half of the 1940s was dire, but it did not lead to political organizing outside of the sphere of ex-servicemen’s affairs.

There were continuities in military service, too. Racial inequality characterized African participation in both wars. The predicament of military laborers was indeed better during the 1939–1945 war than it was in its predecessor, but this reflects the neglect with which carriers were treated during the First World War (Killingray 1989, 493). While in 1939 West African troops enjoyed a daily diet of 4,300 calories, in 1917, Major W. R. Lyon with the West African Carrier Corps complained that the men under his command had been given no water after a six-hour march and that 200 of the carriers had been sent back to take further loads despite having been awake for almost 24 hours. “Carriers are considered as little better than animals” he protested (Matthews 1981, 498; Hodges 1986, 159). In the Second World War, Nigerian soldiers were made to stand at attention and salute all whites, regardless of rank and including civilians. They wore inadequate uniforms, sometimes lacking basic footwear, and, unlike their white counterparts, were subjected to arbitrary corporal punishment (Amadi 1977–1978, 8; Killingray 1994, 214–215). Coercive recruitment represents a further continuity, although during the Second World War, these measures expanded into the compulsory secondment of clerks, forced labor, and the formal conscription of educated men (Mordi 2019b, 846; Thomas 1973, 79).

Despite the importance of continuities between both conflicts, it is necessary to appreciate the unprecedented speed and intensity with which social, cultural, and political change took place in Nigeria during the Second World War. While Nigerian suspicion of Nazism and commitment to anti-fascism emerged from the Abyssinian crisis in 1935–1936, it reached unprecedented intensity in a wartime environment when opposition to totalitarianism became linked to anti-imperialism (Asante 1974, 291). The engagement of Nigerian elites with African American thought and political activism accelerated during the war, drawing on the trans-Atlantic networks of pressmen such as Nnamdi Azikiwe and an increased interest in West Africa on the part of the African American press. Soldiers who had never left their local areas experienced the cultures, languages, and politics of the Middle East and South Asia, with a minority of literate servicemen actively showing interest in Indian nationalism. Select delegations of soldiers and journalists visited London, where the British government treated them with a new ceremonial and political importance as integral contributors to the Allied war effort. In Nigeria itself, groups ranging from market women to railway workers organized and asserted their interests in new ways, while traders and farmers smarted at British-imposed price controls and urban dwellers faced spiraling increases in living costs.
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Chapter 18 

Political, Economic, and Social Change in Nigeria, 1945–1960

Lynn Schler

Introduction

At the end of the Second World War, few Nigerians could have anticipated the radical changes that Nigeria would undergo over the next fifteen years. Similarly, British colonial administrators in Nigeria and politicians in the UK would not have imagined that in 1960 Nigeria would be raising its flag of independence. Even among the nationalist leaders and movements within Nigerian society that had been making demands for more representation, more opportunities, and more autonomy, immediate demands for independence had not been articulated. Yet, the processes set in motion from 1945 sped along rapidly and culminated in the colonial regime’s dismantling. While the agitation for more rights and power was evident long before the postwar years, many factors aligned in this era to make Nigerian demands for more autonomy, and eventually independence, a force to which British colonialism succumbed. After a brief review of anti-colonial agitation in the interwar years, this chapter will review the major developments beginning with the end of the Second World War that led to independence in 1960. We will examine the leaders and parties that shaped the transition from colonialism to independence and the historic milestones that revealed the points of convergence and divergence between their agendas. While focusing on political developments, this chapter will also provide a brief review of the economic and social factors contributing to Nigeria’s transformation from a colony into a nation-state. It is indeed impossible to separate the era’s political developments from the massive economic and social changes that took place.

As a creation of British colonial administrators, Nigeria did not naturally inspire a sense of unity or identification among the vastly diverse populations that fell within its borders. Up until independence, Nigeria’s viability as a political entity was continually questioned, even by the nationalist leaders who led the struggle for independence. Thus, while the postwar era was shaped by growing nationalist sentiment and organizing, it was also marked by increasing competition between different visions for postcolonial Nigeria. The challenge for those who demanded an end to colonial rule was to reach a consensus about what independence would mean and how it would work. As it will be seen, the transition was continually threatened by centrifugal forces undermining national unity. These same forces of discord and division continued to plague Nigeria long after the British departed. It is, therefore, crucial to understand the processes and events that shaped the process of decolonization. The nature of the transition and its engendered conflicts continued to find expression in the Nigerian nation-state long after independence was finally achieved.

Interwar Anticolonial Agitation

While the Second World War is commonly identified as a watershed for anti-colonial organizing, there were significant agitation expressions in the interwar years. These took on different expressions, but much of this activity was centered in Lagos. A decision in 1923 to grant a limited number of native taxpayers the right to elect representatives to the Legislative Council paved the way for the establishment of Nigeria’s first political party, the Nigerian National Democratic Party (NNDP). Leading the party in its early stages was Herbert Macaulay. Macaulay was born into a prominent Lagos family and was trained as a civil engineer, but he was drawn into politics to oppose colonial laws relating to issues such as taxation and land tenure. Often celebrated as the father of nascent nationalism in Nigeria, Macaulay was one of the first leaders to make demands in the name of “Nigerians” (Sklar and Whitaker 1991, 24). Macaulay wielded the NNDP as the major force of opposition to colonial rule throughout the 1920s and into the 1930s. While the party set out to secure freedoms broadly across Nigeria, its activities and efforts were mostly focused on issues surrounding Lagos politics. Macaulay also played a major role in developing the Nigerian press, having acquired the Lagos Daily News in 1927 and using it from then on as a mouthpiece for the NNDP.

The 1930s saw the rise of an alternative to Macaulay’s party—the Nigerian Youth Movement (NYM). Whereas the NNDP was associated with Lagos’s traditional elite—the local chiefs, market women, and imams—the Youth Movement drew its support from more recently arrived young professionals in Lagos. The NYM was founded by a group of Yoruba-speaking, Christian-educated men, but the party was given a significant boost when Nnamdi Azikiwe returned from studies in the United States to assume the helm in 1937 (Coleman 1958, 224). Azikiwe came back from the United States with a heightened consciousness of the universal ills of racial oppression and the need to organize against them and a keen understanding of newspapers’ power to give support to this struggle. Azikiwe founded his own newspaper, the West African Pilot, and used it to promote the NYM’s political agenda and his own political aspirations. In 1938, the Youth Movement won election to the Lagos Town Council and the Legislative Council and overtook the NNDP as the dominant force in Lagos politics.

While Azikiwe claimed to promote the Youth Movement’s positions in the pages of the West Africa Pilot, members of the Youth Movement wanted an official party newspaper, and they founded the Daily Service in 1938. This move was resented by Azikiwe, and in 1939, he resigned from the executive of the Youth Movement, citing “business” reasons (Sklar 1963, 52–53). According to Coleman, Azikiwe’s split from the Youth Movement was also rooted in ethnic tensions, and this was an early expression of the issue that continually plagued Nigerian politics throughout the postwar era (Coleman 1958, 227). Azikiwe’s departure from NYM also paved the way for him to join forces with Macaulay and create the broad-based National Council of Nigeria in 1944. This body was a coalition of over forty political and social associations including literary associations, women’s organizations, religious groups, and social clubs that demanded self-government. As will be seen below, two years later, the National Council emerged into the political party, the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC). The development of these nascent political parties and a vibrant local press were the early milestones in the emergence of Nigeria’s nationalist movement, which gathered more steam and support in the postwar era.

Postwar Economic and Social Changes

The postwar years were a time of relative prosperity and expanding opportunities both in Nigeria and beyond. Reconstruction in Europe and American postwar economic growth and engagement in the Korean War fueled an export boom in Nigeria. Infrastructure had to be improved and expanded to meet the new demands, and resources were invested in water delivery, roadways, communications networks. Also, ports were upgraded and modernized, industrial estates were created, and railways were extended. By the end of the colonial era, Nigeria had its own national shipping line and national airlines. While all these broad economic developments were highly significant, Nnoli (1981) has claimed that the most important development of the postwar era was expanding the Nigerian middle class. Even before this era, there were growing ranks of clerks and teachers employed in the colonial administration and private enterprises. The numbers of those with western education rose steadily after the war, as more and more Nigerians returned from higher education abroad and began working as educators, journalists, doctors, lawyers, and engineers. At the same time, increasing farm exports led to an expansion of those with large earnings in the agricultural sector. More Nigerian businessmen broke into the import–export business, and others founded enterprises in transportation, retail, and marketing. This expanding base of financially established Nigerians was conspicuous in their consumption of imported goods, their western style houses, and Western dress adoption (Mann 1985). Beyond their contribution to economic expansion, their success became a source of inspiration and aspiration for masses of Nigerians who also sought to reap the benefits of increasing opportunities. These aspirations were to play a major role in the drive for independence, as seen in the popular slogan of Action Group political party of the Western Region: “A Life More Abundant.”

According to Frederick Cooper, the British were ambivalent about these changes taking place in Nigerian society. On the one hand, the British espoused universalist conceptions of human progress, but on the other, they feared the rapid pace at which these changes were taking place and their political and social consequences. Cooper has argued that the British were not convinced that Nigerians were ready to fully partake in modernity (1996, 204). Nonetheless, the British recognized the need for economic development and established the Colonial Development Corporation to oversee major schemes. As Falola has shown, the government became increasingly interventionist in the economy at both the central and regional levels (Falola 2004, 88). Marketing boards represented one of the most significant interventions, and between 1947 to 1949, boards were established to regulate the prices for export crops such as cocoa, cotton, peanuts, and palm oil (Falola 2004, 97). While there was much criticism of the boards’ exploitive nature, they generated resources that were later used for other aspects of planning and development. The government recognized that if the colonies were to produce more export goods, it was necessary to invest in agriculture and infrastructure. In this era, when a strong faith in modernist planning took hold, five- and ten-year plans became a fashionable means for realizing long-term goals, and development planning was given high priority.

The colonial government clearly demonstrated a growing interest in stimulating the economy, but there was still an emphasis on maximum extraction at minimal costs. According to Tignor (1998), this could be seen in the debates surrounding development that emerged within the newly formed Development Branch of the colonial administration. Extolling the need for planning, F. E. Smith was recruited to devise a ten-year plan for Nigeria’s development. Smith proposed an ambitious program for communications, education, and public health, and he advised an emphasis on enhancing small-scale, rural-based industries. British corporations opposed this vision and pushed instead to concentrate on establishing large industrial zones in Lagos for capital-intensive production. The British capitalists won out, and Smith could not implement his vision for widespread, small-scale investment. The British eventually adopted a development agenda focused on large-scale agricultural and industrial development at the lowest cost possible. Social services were also expanded, but according to Dibua, these were largely aimed at ensuring that a healthy workforce was available for colonial enterprises. As he wrote, “social services were not perceived as ends in themselves but as a means of attaining the colonial purpose of increased exploitation of the country’s resources” (Dibua 2012, 57).

While British interests debated the best way forward for Nigerian economic development, Nigerian business elites became increasingly agitated by European companies’ preferential treatment over indigenous ones. Tignor has shown (1998) that the growing class of Nigerian elites and middle class began to push back against British attempts to maintain control over economic growth and increasingly sought ways to break the colonial stronghold over the economy. According to Forrest, in 1949, six colonial trading companies controlled seventy percent of import trade and over seventy percent of the export trade, excluding minerals (1994, 23). African businessmen lacked access to credit, and they sought ways to challenge or circumvent colonial monopolies. Particularly contentious were the regional marketing boards, which controlled prices on exports and access to credit (see Chapter 15). Nigerian business interests resented the government control. They increasingly tried to increase their influence over political institutions such as regional government development agencies, financial institutions, and eventually the marketing boards themselves to obtain more economic opportunities for indigenous business elites. Thus, these economic interests played an increasingly pivotal role in Nigeria’s political history throughout the postwar era. Some have claimed that the lines between business and political interests became increasingly blurred at this time, and businessmen entered politics to benefit from new opportunities created by Regional Development Corporations in manufacturing, banking, insurance, hotels, and real estate (Sklar 1965, 204). Following independence, this overlap between political and business interests only grew eventually leading to massive drainage of regional and party resources.

The Richards Constitution and Political Fallout

Along with agitation for more economic opportunities by the business elite, the postwar years saw growing agitation for more political rights among various populations of Nigeria. Demands were being made by increasingly large sections of the population—western educated elites, the press, students returning from studies abroad, war veterans, trade unionists, women’s groups, and the indigenous business class. Into this increasingly contested society entered a new governor, Sir Arthur Richards. Also known as Lord Milverton, he arrived in Nigeria in 1943 after serving as governor of Fiji and Jamaica. One year after his arrival, he attempted to respond to the political and social agitation by proposing a new constitution for Nigeria. He claimed that his objectives were to promote unity and enable the diverse populations of Nigeria more participation in political processes. The proposed constitution provided for an expanded Legislative Council, but members were largely nominated rather than democratically elected. The most significant innovation of the constitution was establishing the three regions—Northern, Western, and Eastern—a move that was to have far-reaching consequences for Nigerian history. The proposal was also the first to integrate the North and South into the Legislative Council in Lagos. In addition to this central body, each of the regions was to have its own legislature, but here too, the representatives would be nominated by Native Authorities rather than elected.

Moreover, the regional houses were not given the power to make laws but rather to advise the Legislative Council in Lagos, which could reject that advice. They also did not have any power over budgets. The Regional assemblies were largely an attempt to incorporate the Native authorities into a constitutional structure, a move deemed by the British colonial administration to be preferable to any structure that would empower more radical nationalist elements of the population. Perhaps not surprisingly, many traditional leadership—the obas, emirs, and chiefs—saw the Richards Constitution as a step in the right direction (Bourne 2015, 70).

By contrast, Milverton’s proposal was largely rejected by the coalescing nationalist movement leadership of southern Nigeria. According to Coleman (1958, 275), this elite raised two main objections to the new constitution. The first was the lack of input of the educated elite in drawing up the proposal. There was widespread outrage that the governor would formulate a proposal for a constitution without consulting them. The second objection related to the model of regionalism that was instituted by the new constitution. The National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC), led by Azikiwe and Macaulay, took a leading role in the protest. The NCNC had grown out of Azikiwe and Macaulay’s collaboration after Azikiwe left the Youth Movement, and the constitution became an opportunity for mass mobilization. The NCNC submitted a memorandum to the governor that denounced the new political structure, claiming that it did not reflect any intention to democratize the regional or legislative councils or give them any real powers. The Houses of Assembly and the Legislative council’s structure all ensured that the British officials would still maintain a slim majority and therefore maintain control. They also complained that the constitution did not allow for direct election of representatives to the Legislative Council, nor did it allow those without some property or income qualification to vote, thus denying working classes any influence. Obafemi Awolowo summed up the criticism by saying, “It retains some of the objectionable features of the old, contains unsavory characteristics of its own and falls short of expectations” (Ezera 1964, 77). Despite dissatisfaction, the Nigerian Youth Movement decided to give the constitution a chance. The NCNC, on the other hand, used it as an opportunity to rally mass protests against the colonial administration. The NCNC campaign’s focus against the Richards Constitution was not the proposed political structure, but rather what the movement called the “obnoxious” Ordinances that were included in Milverton’s proposal. These ordinances gave the colonial administration power over all land and minerals in Nigeria and the power to appoint chiefs.

The leadership of the NCNC decided to embark on an eight-month tour of the country to raise money and opposition to the constitution. The tour was initially led by Herbert Macaulay, Nnamdi Azikiwe, and Michael Imoudu (president of the railway workers union), but Macaulay died during the course of it. The NCNC tour boosted Nnamdi Azikiwe’s popularity and helped to spread his fame and influence across Nigeria. The press rallied around this cause, which emerged as Azikiwe’s most “dramatic and successful bid for national leadership” (Coleman 1958, 284). He drew his support from labor, clerks, teachers and artisans, and youth and voluntary organizations across Nigeria. The tour enabled Azikiwe to raise funds and consciousness throughout Nigeria to oppose the constitution. Only in the Western Region did he encounter indifference and some hostility from Yoruba chiefs (Coleman 1958, 292). The tour culminated in Lagos with a massive rally that had 30,000 in attendance.

Upon returning to Lagos, the leadership of the NCNC submitted their demands to revise the constitution and revoke the obnoxious ordinances to the administration. A delegation of representatives set out in June 1947 to London to meet with the Secretary of the Colonies, Sir Arthur Creech Jones, and voice their grievances. This was a multi-ethnic group with representatives from all three of the regions. They presented demands for self-government and other reforms, but they were rebuffed by the Secretary and told to go home and give the constitution a chance (Coleman 1958, 293). This was a clear setback, but 1948 ushered in important developments that significantly invigorated the organizations and leaders of the nationalist movement and the directions they took in the struggle for independence.

The Richards Constitution had provided the political elite of the South with an opportunity to organize mass protests to colonial rule, to broadcast their anti-colonial message, and to increase their base of support among the population. But it also contributed to the rising tide of ethnic competition. The leading role played by the NCNC in the aftermath of the announcement of the Richards Constitution had elevated the national profile of the organization. Azikiwe amassed considerable support among the urban professionals, youth, and organized labor (Coleman 1958, 288). He hoped that this broad-based support across regions and ethnicities in Nigeria would confirm that the NCNC was a multi-ethnic party and not an organization associated largely with the Igbo. Yet, at the same time, the Igbo formed the Ibo State Union, an organization aimed at aiding Igbo political organizing, and the Union became an important source of strength for the NCNC. Azikiwe was elected its head, which damaged his efforts to promote a multi-ethnic image for the NCNC. Azikiwe’s political opponents also flamed ethnic tensions when they accused him of Igbo chauvinism. Beneath these charges were deeper anxieties over the significant advances that the Igbo had made, rising to positions of influence in the Nigerian economy. These successes exacerbated Igbo-dominance fears among the other populations of the South, and Azikiwe’s rivals leveraged these fears to draw away non-Igbo supporters from his base (Coleman 1958, 338–343). Thus, despite Azikiwe’s insistence that the NCNC was a multi-tribal organization, his challengers exploited the strong Igbo presence within the party to argue for creating alternative organizations and this strengthened ethnic rivalries.

Rather than joining the NCNC, the majority of the Yoruba decided to promote their interests within the framework of their own ethnic organization. When Obafemi Awolowo returned from London in early 1948, he led an effort to establish the Egbe Omo Oduduwa (Society of the Descendants of Oduduwa) in Nigeria, an association that was to advance Yoruba cultural and political objectives. Awolowo advocated for pan-tribal unity among the Yoruba as a means for advocating for more autonomy under colonialism. He believed that the new organization would also advance Yoruba interests and provide an alternative to Azikiwe’s rising star (Sklar 1963, 68). Awolowo was elected General Secretary, and almost immediately, tensions and competition between the Igbo and Yoruba groups rose. While Awolowo and other leaders of the Egbe insisted that the organization was not a sign of Yoruba chauvinism, growing tensions found expression in the southern press. This era has been referred to as a “cold war” between the Igbo and Yoruba (Coleman 1958, 347). In 1951, the Egbe Omo Oduduwa gave birth to the Action Group, the Yoruba political party with its base in the Western Region. Awolowo realized that Nigeria was moving towards a government based on regionalism. Therefore, it was necessary to organize a political party to compete in elections. Thus, the regional structure created by the constitution, which had divided Nigerian into regions dominated by the three largest ethnic groups, had led both the NCNC and the Action Group to became increasingly associated with their regional ethnic identities.

Political organizing in the north had lagged far behind that of the south, largely because traditional authorities had remained in positions of influence under the British, which engendered less agitation against colonial rule (see Chapter 14). In addition, there were fewer western-educated youths to become a nucleus of opposition to colonialism. Yet, a group of teachers and educators did begin organizing at the end of the war, forming a cultural organization, the Jam’iyyar Mutanen (Northern Nigerian Congress). The founders of the organization initially wanted to avoid being associated with politics, as many of the early members were government employees, and overt political action was forbidden. In addition, deference for the traditional elites led the group to formulate extremely modest objectives, and they presented their aims as largely social and cultural. However, according to Sklar, soon after an inaugural congress in 1949, political reform was clearly on the group’s agenda (Sklar 1963, 92). More radical elements were dissatisfied with the conservative nature of the group and demanded political reforms. This group splintered into the Northern Elements Progressive Union (NEPU), while the moderate elements formed the Northern People’s Congress (NPC). According to Coleman, political organizing in the south had triggered all these developments in the north. There was a general fear of southern domination, and northern elites scrambled to unify against what they saw as the southern threat. Thus, anti-colonial sentiment throughout Nigeria was propelled by ethnic competition, and ethnic rivalries shaped the demands for decolonization. As Coleman wrote, “Just as Yoruba nationalism was accompanied by an intensified anti-British nationalism in order to meet the threat of Azikiwe and the NCNC, so the awakening in the north was marked not only by the negative anti-southern sentiment but also by a positive urge to bring about reform” (Coleman 1958, 363).

The Macpherson Constitution and the Push for More Freedoms

In April 1948, Lord Milverton was succeeded by John Macpherson. The new governor immediately made efforts to address some of the educated elites’ complaints regarding the lack of real political reforms. Macpherson immediately appointed a Special Commission to make recommendations for the Nigerianization of the Civil Service. This committee eventually recommended that no post should be filled by a non-Nigerian if a qualified Nigerian was available. It also recommended that higher education opportunities be expanded to enable more Nigerians to qualify for administrative positions. This led to a significant increase in the numbers of Nigerians in the civil service. While there were only twenty-three Nigerians in the civil service in 1939, by 1953, there were 786 serving in various positions (Coleman 1958, 313). This was a tangible difference that gave the educated elite hope that real change was underway. Coupled with the postwar prosperity and growth of the Nigerian economy, there was a sense that opportunities were expanding.

The calls for change took a more radical turn after the Enugu Colliery strike in November 1949. The strike was the result of a decision by Management that it was necessary to double output at the mines. Miners protested the decision and demanded better conditions, leading to slow-downs and a strike. All came to a head when police opened fire on the striking miners, killing twenty-one of them. According to Tignor, this incident threatened to ignite the British nightmare scenario of a broad base alliance arising against colonialism, and indeed, the tragic turn of events did lead to the radicalization of some elements of the nationalist movement (1998, 226). Younger members of the NCNC had broken off in 1946 to form the more radical Zikist movement to fight more aggressively for political change. Although the Zikist Movement was affiliated with the NCNC, the two organizations starkly differed in their political and ideological outlook. The youth-based Zikist movement argued for the need to fight the colonial state’s repressive policies more forcefully and called for the immediate liquidation of colonial rule in West Africa. The movement was the first organization to openly espouse “socialism” as a goal of the national liberation struggle against British imperialism (Abduiraheem and Olukoshi 1986). While the Zikists were eager to confront the colonial state, they had not anticipated the hostility they would arouse within the larger nationalist parties. To convince the British Colonial Office of their readiness to “assume responsibility,” the leading nationalists in the country were quite prepared to repudiate all forms of militant nationalism and radicalism. According to Abduiraheem and Olukoshi, this is the reason that Azikiwe and the NCNC ultimately repudiated the Zikists and collaborated with the colonial state in crushing the movement, which was eventually outlawed in 1950.

Macpherson also initiated a process that aimed to revise the constitution. Although the Richards Constitution was supposed to be in effect for several more years, Macpherson announced to the Legislative Council in August 1948 that he would initiate a process for making amendments to the constitution to take effect in 1950. It was announced in 1949 that this process would entail consultations with Nigerians from all over the country. A Select Committee was established to provide a forum for Nigerians to express their opinions on the type of constitution they wanted. There would be meetings beginning at the village level and then at District meetings. Following that, there would be Provisional Conferences, and eventually, Regional Conferences where various ideas and recommendations would be made, deliberated, and recorded. The colonial administration provided some guidelines for what was to be discussed at these meetings, including questions regarding centralized rule and executive power, regionalism vs. federalism, the powers to be given to legislatures at each level, voting rights and election systems, and the pace of changes to be made.

With these guiding questions, meetings began and lasted from March until September 1949 at the district and regional levels. This process culminated in the establishment of the Drafting Committee that combined all the recommendations from Lagos and the three regions. The final recommendations outlined the need for a “federal” system based on three regions: Western, Eastern, and Northern. Each would have its own legislature with authority over local matters, such as education, agriculture, and health. In addition, there would be a Central Legislature called “House of Representatives” that would comprise thirty members from the Northern Region and twenty-two each from both the Eastern and Western Regions, and a central executive council, called the “Council of the State,” with ministers from each region. It was also recommended that another committee be established to make recommendations for financial policy and equitable division of revenues between the regions. (Ezera 1964).

These recommendations were brought to the All-Nigeria Constitutional Conference that met in Ibadan in January 1950. It was generally agreed that regions should enjoy autonomy and that the legislatures in each region should be expanded and given more responsibility and power. It was also agreed that Nigerians should be given ministerial responsibility. But tensions between the regions quickly became a stumbling block to reaching a full consensus on several major issues. The northerners demanded fifty percent of the representation in the federal House of Representatives, and the allocation of national revenue on a per capita basis. They also rejected changing regional boundaries to include Ilorin in the Western region. Delegates from the north also demanded that no ministerial responsibility be introduced until sufficient northerners were trained for this role. The representation in the Central Legislature was particularly contentious, and the northerners were steadfast in their determination to reject any arrangement that would not ensure them at least 50 percent of the seats. Without this guarantee, the Emirs of Zaria and Katsina threatened to ask for Nigeria’s division into pre-1914 borders.

The recommendations of the Constitutional Conference were adopted by the Select Committee, thus paving the way for regional autonomy, ministerial responsibilities for Nigeria, and the creation of larger and more powerful regional legislatures. What became known as the Macpherson Constitution of 1951 established the Central Executive Council of Ministers that included six ex-officio members and twelve ministers. There was also a Central Legislature with 136 members, with sixty-eight from the Northern Region and thirty-four each from the Western and Eastern Regions. These representatives were to be elected by the regional legislatures rather than being directly elected by the population. The regions were all given autonomy over some local affairs and more powers to enact laws, but these could be vetoed by the Central government.

Even though the 1951 Constitution emerged from a process that was far more democratic than the Richards Constitution, there were immediate issues that proved unworkable. Leadership from the south, and in particular Azikiwe, objected to the regional structure that he believed would be too divisive. Results of contests held in 1951 and 1953 for Regional Houses of Assembly (chosen through electoral colleges) bore out these fears, as the Yoruba AG dominated results in the Western region, the Igbo-based NCNC won in the East, and the NPC, formed only two years prior, dominated in the North (Bourne 2015, 75). Azikiwe also took issue with the lack of direct elections and the perpetuation of the power of chiefs. Thus, while the process of deliberation and debate was hailed by some as an achievement in and of itself for Nigeria, others believed that colonial administrators had steered the discussions and final recommendations in directions that did not reflect a real move toward democratic governance for Nigeria.

The constitution confronted a serious crisis already in 1953 when House of Representative member, Anthony Enahoro, of the Action Group submitted a motion for “self-government in 1956” to the Central Legislature. The NPC of the Northern Region submitted a countermotion that substituted “in 1956” with the words, “as soon as practicable” (Lynn, 2006, 253). In protest, the delegates from the AG and the NCNC walked out of the House, and the ministers from the AG resigned. This constitutional crisis deepened the rift between the north and south and weakened confidence in the Macpherson Constitution. The vitriolic condemnation by the southern parties and press led the British to conclude that “a close knit” federation would not work and instead began to support a model for greater regional autonomy (Sklar 1963, 132) It was decided that the constitution needed to be reviewed, and the dominant parties and the leaders of each of the regions were invited to a conference in London to initiate the process.

Discussions at the 1953 Constitutional Review Conference were focused largely on what delegates considered the defects of the Macpherson Constitution, and on the need to clarify the relationship between the regions and the federal government. A list of responsibilities and power to be granted to the central government was drawn up, and the regions were given more autonomy in those areas where they retained power. Thus, it was decided that the central power would be responsible for defense, external relations, foreign trade, and a central Court of Justice. The regions would have autonomy on issues such as education, industrial development, and agriculture. The issue of self-government was of primary concern, and considering the disagreement between the north and south, it was decided that in 1956 the regions would be granted self-government if they desired it. However, there was no date set for self-government for all of Nigeria. The agreement seemed to be a win for the northerners, since they got the version of regionalism they had hoped for. But the Western Region also scored some victories since it was decided that revenues would be returned to their region of origin, which was obviously a benefit for the cocoa-growing West.

Yet, the Western Region was defeated on another contentious issue—the status of Lagos. The Action Group delegation, led by Obafemi Awolowo, emphasized the historical connections between Lagos and Yorubaland, and they wanted to administer the city on their own terms. Awolowo expressed willingness to allow the Western Region to contribute towards the cost of building a new capital elsewhere, provided that Lagos and the Colony districts would continue to be included in the Western Region. The Northern and Eastern Regions opposed this proposal, claiming that Lagos had a special status as Nigeria’s capital and should remain neutral. According to Tamuno, the northern leaders feared that whoever administered Lagos would control access to the key outlet at Apapa, then considered more important than Port Harcourt (Tamuno 1970, 568). As the deadlock emerged, it was agreed to leave the decision to the Secretary of state, Anthony Enahoro. Lyttleton decided that Lagos would be the federal capital of Nigeria and that the municipal area of Lagos should be regarded as federal territory. He argued that this would enhance the possibility of Nigerian unity.

Another issue raised by the Western Region was the right to secession. Awolowo claimed that the Western Region preserved the right “to decide whether or not they will remain in the proposed Nigerian Federation.” According to Tamuno, the AG argued that “the ‘dream’ of a united Nigeria would fail unless the principle of freedom of association-implying freedom to dissociate-were conceded” (1970, 570). The AG demanded that the constitution enable any of the regions the right to “contract out” of the federation. The NCNC strongly opposed this, claiming that states’ constitutions did not provide for their eventual termination. The delegates eventually voted that no secession clause be included in the new constitution.

The proposals emerging from the conference were written into a new document that became known as the Lyttleton Constitution. The regions would enjoy more rights and autonomy, and the power of the central government was clarified. The new constitution’s actual implementation was uneven in each of the regions, which ultimately deepened inequalities. The constitution established premiers, cabinets, legislatures, judicial systems, and public services; and turned over control of the marketing boards and development corporations to the autonomous governments in each region (Diamond 1998, 52). It also paved the way for elections in 1954, resulting in regional victories for Ahmadu Bello and the NPC in the Northern Region, Obafemi Awolowo and the Action Group in the Western Region, and a landslide for the NCNC under Nnamdi Azikiwe in the Eastern Region. Thus, with regards to the regions, all three leaders assumed premiership in a system that gave the dominant ethnic group political control through their dominant political party. Likewise, the constitution established a process for each of the regions to obtain self-rule, and the Western and Eastern Regions accepted this in 1957. The Northern Region only followed suit in 1959. Both the Western and the Eastern Regions seized the opportunity of self-rule to invest in developing their regions and strengthening the base of support for their respective parties. Access to the resources of the regional marketing boards and development funds increased opportunities for corruption, but they also strengthened the economic and social base of party elites. According to Awa, “development projects appeared everywhere” at this time, but the Western Region outpaced the others (Awa 1960, 103). Hospitals, schools, and roads were being built at a faster pace and larger scale, which exacerbated the sense that development was lopsided in Nigeria. Thus, when the Northern Region eventually moved to self-government in 1959, inequalities between the regions had only deepened.

The issue of central rule was also shaped by regional tensions and competition. A “national government” was established in 1957, and Alhaji Abubakar Tafawa Balewa of the NPC became federal prime minister. Because the gravitational pull of political power remained in the regions, the “Big Three”—Ahmadu Bello, Obafemi Awolowo, and Nnamdi Azikiwe—chose to remain as premiers of their respective regions rather than taking roles in the federal government (Ezera 1964, 240). This was perhaps the strongest testimony to federalism’s weakness at this time (Tilman and Cole 1962, 55). Although lacking the political power and influence of Sarduana Ahmadu Bello, the newly appointed Prime Minister Tafawa Balewa nonetheless worked to establish the federal government as a platform for deepening regional cooperation. Balewa, a former teacher, was widely respected as a moderating force with good negotiating skills, albeit an “undynamic” man (Ezera 1964, 241). These skills helped him navigate Nigerian politics’ exceptionally complex field to form a broad ruling coalition. According to Awa, Balewa believed that the times required “all-hands on deck” working together (Awa 1960, 102). He was able to bring the Action Group into an inclusive national government and granted representatives of each of the three parties’ ministerial positions. According to Coleman, this all-party government was agreed upon because they believed it would assure the British of Nigeria’s ability to achieve independence in 1960 (1958, 378).

The Minority Issue

While Nigerian politics were dominated by the three major parties that controlled their respective regions, there were also minority and separatist movements that continually agitated for their own interests and rights in the lead-up to independence. For example, the Ibibio responded to Igbo dominance in the Eastern Region by demanding a separate COR state (Calabar Ogoja Rivers). Likewise, demands for a Mid-West state were made for the Western Region’s non-Yoruba populations (Ijaw, Urhobo, and Edo populations). In the Northern Region, Yorubas in the Ilorin area made demands to join the Western Region, and the Kanuri of the northeast aspired to a state of their own in Bornu. As independence approached, more and more groups sought assurances and embraced various strategies to protect their rights. According to Diamond, the AG and the NCNC fueled the separatist fires of minority groups in regions outside their own, but the NPC took little interest in minority struggles outside the Northern Region (1988, 53).

As demands for breaking up the larger regions into smaller states were increasingly voiced across the federation, the colonial administration decided to form a commission that would investigate the minority issue in Nigeria and propose a solution to the problem. The commission of inquiry was formed in 1957, with the mandate “to ascertain the facts about the fears of minorities in any part of Nigeria and to propose means of allaying those fears whether well or ill founded” (Sklar 1963, 138). The commission toured Nigeria for months, holding meetings that provided an outlet for minorities to express their grievances and fears. The commission later reported widespread discrimination complaints by minorities who claimed that they were barred from access to economic, political, and social resources, and upward mobility by dominant groups in each region. Despite these testimonies, the final report of the commission published in 1958 recommended safeguards for minorities in each region rather than the creation of separate states. According to the report, the fears of minorities would not be addressed by creating new states, and the division into smaller states would only deepen rifts between groups in each region. The commission argued against the establishment of political structures based on tribal separatism and suggested that the best safeguard of minority rights was to ensure that the federal government had more power. The NPC and NCNC were pleased with these recommendations, while the AG was opposed. Sklar has argued that the AG support for minority rights played an important part in building up the AG base outside the Western Region (1963, 140). But as the elections of 1959 demonstrated, this was not enough to ensure that the AG could overcome the alliance between the NCNC and the NPC.

The 1959 Elections and the Turbulent Transition to Independence

Many of the dynamics that shaped Nigeria’s history in the postwar years came to a head in the 1959 elections. Nigeria had already conducted several elections in each of the regions before 1959, and in all these previous contests, ethnic and regional competition were at the heart of campaigns. Thus, when the elections of 1959 arrived, Nigerian politics had already devolved into an uninterrupted and bitter struggle between the NCNC, the AG, and the NPC. Although minorities and marginalized groups within each region continued their attempts to challenge the hegemony of the dominant group and their political party, the major parties’ focus was on efforts to secure a national advantage. As Diamond wrote, “by the time of the 1959 elections, the ‘rules of the game’ had been badly trampled by” parties that saw each election as a fateful battle for survival (Diamond 1988, 63). These elections’ tone was personal, ethnically biased, vitriolic, and planted strong feelings of animosity between the major groups that was only intensified after independence (Diamond 1998, 55–58). Leaders unabashedly flamed ethnic chauvinism within their bases, and suppression of voters and election violence were seen throughout the country.

Faced with the Northern region’s numerical dominance and the NPC, both the NCNC and the AG set their sights on winning support outside of their regions. The AG, in particular, looked for votes among the minorities in both the Eastern Region and the Northern Region, thus arousing great opposition from the leadership of both the NPC and the NCNC. Animosity was particularly strong between the AG and the NPC, and the AG worked assertively to mobilize enough support among the underclass talakawa of the Northern Region to oppose the NPC. Awolowo’s strategy was to run a very aggressive campaign that attempted to flood the Northern and Eastern Regions with AG balloons, pamphlets, and gifts to expand his base (Ezera 1964, 262). Some historians have claimed that this strategy backfired and only flamed the fires of regional tensions. According to Diamond, Awolowo’s hopes of winning a majority by gaining votes outside the Western Region was an extremely naïve aspiration, and the animosity before and during the campaign ultimately drove the NPC to invite the NCNC into a ruling coalition (Diamond 1988, 57).

The Legacies of Decolonization

The resulting coalition between the NPC and the NCNC left the AG and the Western Region as the marginalized opposition in the federal government, with immense consequences for the First Republic history (1960–1966). The conflicts and animosity between the regions only intensified following independence. Awolowo sought radical solutions to overcome his party and region’s weakened position. According to Sklar, he was increasingly attracted to party militants and radical ideas, while the more conservative wing of the Action Group sought reconciliation with the NPC. The split between the two sides erupted into the Western Region Crisis of 1962. To understand the federal government’s intervention in the crisis and the declaration of the State of Emergency that eventually led to Awolowo’s deposal and imprisonment (see Chapter 19), it is vital to remember the 1959 campaign and the hostilities it inflamed (Sklar 1963, 511).

Nigeria thus entered independence deeply divided and contested. Bah reminds us that the conflicts that have threatened Nigerian unity and stability over the years were, in fact, the results of colonial rule that began long before the era of decolonization. As he has argued, the “pathological” legacy of colonial rule was ultimately the inequalities that it fostered from Nigeria’s very creation (Bah 2008, 30). Nonetheless, the developments of the postwar years played an outsized role in exacerbating regional and ethnic competition. British attempts to control the process of decolonization by imposing constitutional structures to suit the colonial agenda had a long-term, damaging effect on Nigeria’s political scene long after the British departed. Obadare and Adebanwi argue that the state in postcolonial Africa reflected the limitations and constraints of colonialism’s structures. Leadership was severely limited by the “structural opportunities” available to them. (2016, 15) As we have seen, the colonial administration introduced a federal system that fueled cleavages between the north, west and east, highlighted inequalities, deepened ethnic competition and heightened insecurity. (Diamond 1988, 15) When the Richard Constitution created Nigeria’s three regions, it also created regional struggles and conflicts. The decolonization process exacerbated this ethnic-regional competition, and by the time independence came, the Nigerian political scene was synonymous with the inter-ethnic struggle for power and resources.

British rule gave birth to enormous disparities in education, infrastructure, economic development, and commercial expansion between Nigeria’s various populations. As Horowitz claimed, colonialism came with some immense opportunities, but these could only be exploited by a tiny minority of people close to them (quoted in Bah1985, 151). Moreover, the British also took care to ensure an uneven playing field between the North and the South, thus further flaming distrust and competition between them. Ultimately, a sense of injustice and betrayal was shared by all, and none emerged from the colonial era as satisfied subjects of British rule. Therefore, it is impossible to isolate the developments that shaped the march to independence in the final years of colonial rule from the decades of colonial rule that preceded them. In reviewing this era, we are bombarded with evidence of the multiple forces threatening to pull Nigeria apart. With such centrifugal forces at work, we might question what indeed has kept Nigeria together. In the postwar years, it was undoubtedly the struggle against colonialism and the shared aspiration for independence from colonial rule.
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Part IV

Nigeria Since Independence


Chapter 19 

Federalism and the First Republic of Nigeria, 1960–1966

Rotimi T. Suberu

Introduction

Nigeria’s contemporary predicament as an embattled and overcentralized federal union has produced nostalgic recollections, uncritical idealizations, and calls for restoration of its first post-independence federal system. Commentators celebrate the relatively robust federalism of the First Republic, including its large regions, significant subnational prerogatives, and region-of-derivation-based formula for reallocating centrally collected revenues. They contrast those features with the “unitary federalism” inherent in the small constituent states, relatively limited subnational powers, and oil-driven fiscal centralism of the federal system that emerged following the military’s violent overthrow of the Republic in 1966 (Ikokwu 2016).

Ladipo Adamolekun, for instance, echoes the perspective that the First Republic was the golden age of federalist political development in the country, arguing that “when this period is compared to what happened in the subsequent decades, the laudatory epithets are understandable” (Adamolekun 2005, 383). For Adamolekun, since the collapse of the First Republic, Nigeria has witnessed a “bastardized federalism” under military rule (1966–1979 and 1984–1999) and a “civilian muddling through phase” under post-military regimes (1979–1983 and 1999 to present). Federalism in the First Republic, on the other hand, advanced three positive institutional characteristics: the constitutional autonomy of the regions to make choices in political and economic matters; the informal, but productive, competition among the regions as they sought to respond to the socio-economic needs of their constituents; and the critical economic incentive that the fiscal principle of derivation provided to the development of regional autonomy and competition (Adamolekun 2005, 384–385).

Emeka Anyaoku proffers an equally celebratory appraisal of “Nigeria’s own past happier experience” with federalism, contending that “Nigeria’s history has demonstrated that the country attained a greater sense of national unity and faster progress in socio-economic development during its period as a true federation of more viable federating units with greater devolution of powers to them … under its 1960/1963 constitutions” (Anyaoku 2019). Similarly, according to the widely circulated Punch newspaper, returning Nigeria to the First Republic’s regionalist paradigm and “pristine federalism” is the “urgency of the moment” to manage the country’s “plural society” and address “the many issues threatening the country’s survival.” (Punch 2020).

Such idealizations of the First Republic’s federal system contrast sharply with the uniformly uncomplimentary appraisals of that system in earlier scholarly studies and postmortems of the Republic (Awa 1964; Diamond 1988; Dudley 1966). Those initial assessments characterized the system as flagrantly flawed in many respects. The system included a predominant unit, namely the relatively socio-economically underdeveloped Northern Region, which was more populous than the southern regions, thereby fostering an existential conflict between Northern political hegemony and Southern socioeconomic primacy. Furthermore, the system consisted of a small number (three or four) of regions, which deprived it of the structural flexibility and political fluidity associated with a truly multi-unit federation. Additionally, the federal system’s regional boundaries overlapped with the boundaries of Nigeria’s three major ethnic groups, which encouraged the formation of the regional political parties, thereby producing a combustible, polarizing convergence of ethnic, regional, and political cleavages (see Chapter 18). Finally, the system deprived Nigeria’s rich and dynamic ethnic minority communities of their own regional states’ security, with divisive and destabilizing consequences for relations between and within the regions.

Given such flaws, initial assessments of the First Republic’s federal political system decried it in the most strident terms. The system was denounced as a product of “British administrative tribalism” (Afigbo 1991, 27); a “charter for regional obscurantism” (Adedeji 1969, 254); a “structural frame” that promoted the “differential incorporation” of ethnicities and “the nakedness of northern domination” (Post and Vickers 1973, 17, 40, 205); an instrument of perpetual “political imbalance” and southern Nigerian “second-class citizenry” (Kirk-Greene 1971, 17, 22); a source of inter-ethnic “fear, instability, and disharmony” (Awa 1964, 318); and as a “bizarre version of federalism” and “a recipe for disaster” (Diamond 1988, 120, 155).

Leading Nigerian nationalist political figures were no less vehement in their critiques of the First Republic’s federal system. Obafemi Awolowo, for instance, denounced the system as “an abominable, disrupting and divisive British heritage” (see Osuntokun 1979, 91). Similarly, Nnamdi Azikiwe critiqued the system’s “utter helplessness, planlessness, and destituteness,” concluding that it required major reforms “that would make federalism a blessing and not a curse to our people” (Azikiwe 1965, 459).

This chapter aims to provide a nuanced and balanced corrective to contemporary, revisionist idealizations of the First Republic’s federal system. The chapter highlights the system’s checkered origins, flawed and lopsided designs, and problematic consequences while also acknowledging its benign features, significant legacies, and enduring lessons. First, the evolution and configuration of the system under British colonial auspices are discussed. Second, the major ethno-regional challenges, conflicts, and crises that embroiled federalism and derailed democracy in the First Republic are analyzed. Third, the chapter outlines some benign aspects and outcomes of the 1960–1966 federal process, thereby explaining the system’s romanticized rehabilitation in contemporary Nigerian political discourses and intellectual imaginaries. Finally, the enduring legacies and lessons of the 1960–1966 federal experience for Nigeria’s political and constitutional development are discussed.

Development and Design of the Federal System

Since the decolonization era of the late-1950s, Nigeria has strived to hold together its diverse ethnic, regional, and religious communities by establishing and maintaining constitutional systems with many of the essential structural features of federalism. These basic federalist attributes include a written and relatively rigid constitutional division of political powers and fiscal resources between national and subnational orders of government; a national bicameral legislature in which one chamber represents the constituent units of the federation, while the other chamber represents the people at large; an umpire, usually a supreme constitutional court, to rule on intergovernmental disputes; and processes and institutions to facilitate or conduct intergovernmental relations (Anderson 2008, 3–4).

Aside from these universal federalist structural characteristics, Nigeria’s federal evolution included more or less unique features. Crucially, Nigeria’s foundational federal constitution in 1954 (called the Lyttelton Constitution after British colonial secretary Oliver Lyttelton) established the country as a “holding together,” or “center-fleeing,” rather than “coming together,” or “center-seeking” federation (Stepan 1999, 22; Tamuno 1998, 13). Holding together federalism reverses the classic mode of federalization pioneered by countries such as the United States, Switzerland, Canada, and Australia. Instead of developing federalism through the integration or coming together of previously sovereign polities, holding together federalism evolves through the devolution, division, or disaggregation of a previously unitary polity (Ezera 1960, 151).

Nigerian federalism evolved from the constitutional fragmentation, decentralization, and regionalization of unitary structures of colonial administration and domination in response to clamorous and fractious ethnic and regional sub-nationalisms. Between the formal creation or amalgamation of Nigeria in 1914 and the country’s federalization in 1954, Nigeria traversed the constitutional landscape from a unitary (albeit relatively decentralized) state through quasi-federalism to full-fledged federalism in a process that James Coleman characterized as the “regionalization of nationalism” (Coleman 1958, 319). Such devolutionary origins fundamentally shaped other historic characteristics of Nigeria’s federal design. These include the intensive contention over the demarcation of the internal boundaries of the federation; a relatively centralized distribution of powers and resources between central and subnational orders of government; a concomitant fragility or vulnerability of classic counter-majoritarian and potentially counter-centrist institutions, such as the judiciary and bicameralism; and the persistence and resilience of powerful centrifugal sectional pressures against the national political center (Stepan 1999).

Nigeria’s federal structure of three (later four) regions reflected the power that a center has in shaping a holding together federation’s internal territorial configuration. On the one hand, the regional boundaries tallied with the geographic concentrations of Nigeria’s three largest linguistic-cultural groups, whose rising and rival ethno-regional nationalisms spurred Nigeria’s embrace of devolutionary federalization. These were the Hausa-Fulani, Yoruba, and Igbo ethnicities, which predominated in the Northern, Western, and Eastern Regions. On the other hand, however, the three “regions largely reflected the colonial groupings of provinces and an attitude among British officials during the preparations for independence that the North should best remain a single political unit within the new federation” (Smith 1981, 356). For the British, maintaining the North as a single dominant entity would protect the region and its conservative, pro-British, aristocratic ruling establishment against domination by the more developed South (Diamond 1988, 30). Thus, by deliberate colonial design, “the large size of the Northern Region allowed its largest group, with only thirty percent of the total [Nigerian] population, a springboard to national power” (Horowitz 2006, 962).

The three-region federation was structurally anomalous and ethnically misaligned in several respects. With 53.5 percent of the federation’s population and seventy-nine percent of the country’s territory in the Northern Region, the federal structure violated John Stuart “Mill’s Law of Stability,” according to which, in a federation, “there should not be any one state so much more powerful than the rest as to be capable of vying in strength with many of them combined” (Dudley 1996, 20; Adedeji 1969, 4). Moreover, the regional structure reified the three major groups’ identities, thereby artificially suppressing significant sub-ethnic cleavages within each of these groups. Pre-dating colonialism, such sub-ethnicity, included the “historic tensions between the Ijebu and Ibadan Yoruba, between the Onitsha and non-Onitsha Igbo, and between Sokoto and subsidiary emirates, such as Kano” (Diamond 1988, 296). Most important, however, the three-region structure marginalized Nigeria’s numerous ethnic minorities (non-Hausa-Fulani, non-Igbo, and non-Yoruba communities), which constituted approximately one-third of the population in the regions and nationally.

Although the 1957–1958 Willink Commission (of Inquiry into the Fears of Minorities and the Means for Allaying Them) did not recommend creating states for minorities, the 1960 Independence Constitution and 1963 Republican Constitution included elaborate provisions for altering Nigeria’s internal federal boundaries. In line with the precepts of holding together federalism, the constitutional provisions for redrawing the federation’s internal boundaries in the First Republic “placed the initiative and control of the process firmly at the federal government” (Oyovbaire 1985, 61). Briefly, a law to establish new regions or alter existing regional boundaries shall be enacted by the National Parliament if: (1) a proposal for such internal territorial reorganization is initiated by the federal parliament and “supported by the votes of at least two-thirds of all members” of each house of the parliament; (2) the proposal is approved “by a resolution of each legislative house of a majority of all the regions” or, alternatively, “by a resolution of at least two regions, including the region or regions to be affected”; and (3) at least sixty percent of registered voters in the area involved support the proposal in a referendum (Federal Republic of Nigeria 1963). In essence, the approval of the legislature or government “of the region to be negatively affected by the act of establishing a new state was not necessary” (Oyovbaire 1985, 62). Similar to the Indian constitution, therefore, the Nigerian Constitution in the First Republic gave the political center in Nigeria’s dis-aggregative federation significant leverage to reshape the federation’s internal boundaries (Stepan 1992).

The center’s leverage over territorial reorganization reflected a broader centralizing bias in the constitutional distribution of powers and resources between national and subnational orders of government in the First Republic. Defense, currency, foreign policy, internal and external borrowing, mines and minerals, and all major forms of transportation were among the forty-five items on the exclusive federal legislative list of the 1963 Constitution (Federal Republic of Nigeria 1963). The Constitution empowered the central government exclusively to maintain the federation’s constitutional framework, prevent the regions from endangering the federation, and suspend and supplant the government of a region during emergency. The Constitution’s list of twenty-nine concurrent central and regional legislative powers involved arms and ammunition, census, higher education, industrial development, labor, prisons, registration of business names, and scientific and industrial research. These concurrent jurisdictions advanced the center’s policy-making powers since central legislation prevailed over regional laws whenever the two conflicted (Federal Republic of Nigeria 1963, section 69).

However, significant concessions to regional autonomy mitigated the relative centralization of the federal constitutional framework in the First Republic. The 1963 Constitution endowed the regions with their own constitutions, with substantial powers over electoral administration and local policing, and federally devolved revenues. The regional constitutions, for instance, empowered each regional government to appoint and remove “persons to hold or act in the office of the Agent-General of the Region in the United Kingdom” (Northern Nigeria 1963, section 68; Eastern Nigeria 1963, section 66; Western Nigeria 1963, section 65; Mid-Western Nigeria 1964, section 64). This prerogative gave the regions a quasi-sovereign status since the agents-general “were like ambassadors” (Teniola 2020).

The regional constitutions enabled the regions to establish distinctive institutions and practices. The Constitution of Northern Nigeria, for instance, empowered the region to appoint an adviser on Muslim law, create a Sharia Court of Appeal, and accord an official status for Hausa (along with English) in legislative deliberations (Northern Nigeria 1963). Indeed, reflecting both its relative constitutional autonomy and its conservative Muslim traditions, the North restricted the franchise in all elections (regional and national) to male citizens only, deviating from universal franchise implementation in the rest of the federation.

The constitutional provisions on policing provide an additional illustration of regional autonomy’s accommodation within the First Republic’s broadly centrist framework. Under section 105 (4) of the 1963 Constitution, “no police forces other than the Nigeria Police Force (NPF) shall be established for Nigeria or any part thereof.” But the Constitution added a proviso that allowed the legislature of a region to make laws “for the maintenance by any native authority or local government authority established for a province or any part of a province of a police force for employment within that province.” In addition, the Constitution vested the administration and organization of the NPF in the Nigeria Police Council, in which the regional governments were represented. What is more, the Constitution provided that the premier of a region shall be consulted before the appointment or removal of the head (or commissioner) of the NPF contingent in the region.

Intergovernmental fiscal arrangements in the First Republic further epitomized the dual propensity for holding together federalism to accommodate centrifugal autonomy demands within a centripetal, top-down, devolutionary design. Intergovernmental revenue sharing arrangements in the First Republic constitutionally assigned public revenues in four ways, as follows: (1) federally collected and retained revenues, such as company taxes, general excise revenue, import duties on liquor and fifteen percent of mining rents and royalties; (2) federally collected revenues that were distributed to the regions on the basis of derivation or consumption, including export duties and fifty percent of mining rents and royalties; (3) federally collected revenues that were paid into an inter-regional Distributable Pool Account, including thirty-five percent of general import duties and mining rents and royalties; and (4) regionally collected and retained revenues, such as personal income tax, licenses and service fees, and taxes on casino and games (Oyovbaire 1985, 70). Given the increasing buoyancy of centrally collected taxes vis-à-vis regionally administered revenue sources, the broad effect of revenue sharing arrangements in the First Republic was that a disproportionate and expanding percentage of regional finances came from constitutionally mandated federal transfers, rather than from internally collected regional revenues (Post and Vickers 1973, 54–55).

The First Republic’s adoption of a British-style parliamentary system reinforced, in some respects, the centripetalism inherent in the fiscal and structural design of the federation. On the one hand, parliamentary cabinets can be more collegiate and less prone to the personal concentration or centralization of power than presidential executives. On the other hand, however, the principle of parliamentary sovereignty promotes holding-together federalism’s centrist bias while weakening the counter-majoritarian or demos-constraining institutions that often function to preserve subnational rights and prerogatives in classic coming-together federations. Thus, given its fusion of legislative and executive powers, the parliamentary system is often regarded to be theoretically more centralized than the presidential system, which enshrines the principle of inter-branch checks and balances (Poteete 2019, 3).

The constitutional designs of the Nigerian Senate (the upper or federalist house of the federal parliament) and the Supreme Court in the First Republic revealed these institutions to be relatively weak agencies for protecting subnational prerogatives against the power or sovereignty of a national parliamentary majority. The First Republic’s Senate was theoretically counter-majoritarian, assigning twelve senatorial seats to each of the regions, thereby explicitly over-representing the smaller, southern, constituent units of the federation. Unlike the House of Representatives, however, the Senate consisted of nominated, rather than elected, members. Moreover, unlike the House, the Senate did not participate in the two most important parliamentary functions, namely, the formation and dissolution of the federal parliamentary cabinet. The Senate’s main power involved its authority to delay financial legislation for one month and non-money bills for six months. In practice, lacking both electoral legitimacy and an effective legislative veto, the Senate mainly “preserved its normal routine of passing the legislation sent up from the House of Representatives” (Mackintosh 1966, 121).

Like the Senate, the Supreme Court was designed more to contain than to advance decentralization. The Court was established as a unitary, rather than a federal institution, functioning as the final appellate court in both central and regional legal causes in the federation. To enhance the Supreme Court’s legitimacy in the regions, the 1963 Constitution provided that the Court shall comprise a Chief Justice and at least five justices, including representatives of each of the regions (Federal Republic of Nigeria 1963, section 112). However, the Court’s ability to serve as an independent arbiter in inter-governmental disputes was severely compromised by abolishing the non-partisan Judicial Service Commission in 1963. The 1963 Constitution further undermined the judiciary’s potential independent role when it scrapped appeals from the Supreme Court to the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council in London.

The discussion in this section so far has advanced the thesis that Nigerian federalism in the First Republic harbored a centrist logic deriving from its top-down devolutionary origins, unsettled or contentious internal territorial configuration, broadly centripetal intergovernmental allocation of powers and resources, and the fragility of putative federalist counter-majoritarian institutions like the Senate and the Supreme Court. However, one major factor functioned to counter centripetalism and advance centrifugalism during the late decolonization period and the First Republic. This was the regionalized party system developed in tandem with the devolution of powers, resources, and internal self-government to the ethnic majority-dominated regions. Such political regionalism promoted the rise and consolidation of the Northern Peoples Congress (NPC), the National Council of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), and the Action Group (AG) as regional ruling parties in the North, East, and West, respectively. Led and dominated by members of the major ethnic groups, these sectional parties were major promoters and purveyors of ethno-regional autonomism, nationalism and even secessionism in the 1950s and 1960s in Nigeria. These parties often formed loose and fractious political coalitions at the center, including the NPC–NCNC federal collation, which ushered Nigeria into independence in 1960. In essence, the Nigerian federation entered into its First Republic without a strong polity-wide party that, like the Indian National Congress Party, could effectively assuage the disintegrative pressures and conflicts that led to Nigeria’s federalization in the first place.

Conflicts and Crises of Ethno-Regional Federalism

Reflecting the federation’s fraught historical origins, lopsided structural composition, and convoluted institutional designs, multiple ethnopolitical conflicts plagued Nigeria’s federalism during the First Republic. The following five major conflicts, in particular, epitomized federalism’s role in fostering or exacerbating, rather than preventing or containing, destructive inter-group antagonisms: the 1962 emergency in the Western Region, 1962–1964 census controversy, 1964 workers strike, 1964 federal election fiasco, and the 1965 Western election crisis (Diamond 1988). These conflicts are briefly recounted, followed by a more analytical discussion of federalism’s role in instigating or aggravating ethnopolitical conflicts.

The First Republic experienced its first major crisis with the highly partisan imposition in 1962 of a six-month federal emergency rule. Factionalism within the AG led to a scuffle in the AG-controlled Western regional legislature, which provided a pretext for the NPC–NCNC coalition federal government to sack the Western regional government. Aside from facilitating the subdivision of the Western Region and creating the NCNC-controlled Mid-Western Region, imposing emergency rule enabled the federal authorities to cripple the AG as the main opposition to the coalition parties the center and in their respective regions. Awolowo, AG’s national leader and formidable opposition politician, was jailed on controversial charges of treasonable felony. But the center rewarded Awolowo’s factional rival, Ladoke Akintola, for embracing, rather than opposing, the political hegemony of the NPC and the North: Akintola was restored to the premiership of the Western Regional Government under the political banner of a new pro-NPC party, the United People’s Party (UPP), which subsequently metamorphosed into the Nigerian National Democratic Party (NNDP). Akintola remained in office despite a Judicial Committee of the Privy Council’s decision that he had been legitimately dismissed as premier on the eve of emergency rule by Awolowo’s faction of the AG (Diamond 1988, 107).

The Western emergency crisis fragmented and decimated the Western Yoruba segment of Nigeria’s ethno-regional triangle, transforming the Western Region from a relatively autonomous entity into a battleground between the NPC and NCNC. Indeed, beginning with the imbroglio over the 1962 decennial Nigerian census’s conduct and outcome, the federal coalition parties turned on one another. The NCNC’s Igbo leaders backed the preliminary census result, which reported a spectacular increase in Southern Nigeria’s population and a corresponding end to the North’s population majority. Such a result, if officially approved, would reverse the North’s historic advantage in the inter-regional distribution of political power and public resources in the federation. However, the NPC’s Hausa-Fulani political establishment supported the results of verification checks that dramatically increased the figures from the North and restored the region’s population majority. These shenanigans persisted despite the cancellation of the 1962 census and the organization of a new enumeration in 1963. The new census exercise reported both an outrageous 83 percent increase in Nigeria’s population over the last decade and a continued Northern majority. Although they were approved by the NPC-led federal parliamentary executive, the 1963 census results were denounced as “worse than useless,” by Premier Michael Okpara of the Eastern Region and as a “stupendous joke” by Premier Dennis Osadebay of Mid-Western Nigeria (Post and Vickers 1973, 99). Indeed, the Eastern Region unsuccessfully approached the Supreme Court to invalidate the census outcome (Mackintosh 1966, 63).

Reflecting their antipathy for their NPC counterparts in the central government, many NCNC politicians supported the massive June 1964 general strike. The strike mobilized a broad coalition of labor union leaders and activists, urban workers, wage laborers, and the urban underclass. These elements protested the abysmal conditions of wage employment in Nigeria, the outrageous salaries and emoluments of senior public officials and politicians, the corrupt and ostentatious conduct of the political class, and the contemptuous, insensitive, and dilatory response of the federal government to workers’ demands for a more equitable wage structure. The strike paralyzed economic activities for thirteen days and was called off only after the government agreed to modest increases in the wages of junior public workers. The 1964 strike was unique among the First Republic conflicts because it was the only major upheaval in the republic that significantly involved a clearly ideological, rather than mainly ethnopolitical, fault-line. Yet, the strike was far more effective in the South than in the North, was supported by several politicians in the South, and was led mostly by Southern labor activists, who particularly railed against “Northern feudalism” (Diamond 1988, 168). Essentially, the strike reflected the failure of ethno-regional federalism genuinely to accommodate mass-based socio-economic concerns as well as the federal system’s capacity to inflect or deflect those concerns along sectional lines.

Sectional antagonism and polarization fully resurfaced as the overriding political tendency of the First Republic with the 1964 federal election crisis. The election arrayed two political alliances in a bitter ethno-regional confrontation for the control of the federal government. The Northern-led Nigerian National Alliance included the NPC, NNDP, and fringe Southern parties like the Mid-West Democratic Front, Dynamic Party, and Niger Delta Congress. The Eastern-led United Progressive Grand Alliance (UPGA) comprised the NCNC, AG, and the Northern Progressives Front, which was itself a coalition of minority or marginal Northern parties, including the Northern Elements Progressive Union, United Middle Belt Congress, Zamfara Commoners Party, and Kano Peoples Party (Post and Vickers 1973, 102).

The election crisis revolved around official intimidation and obstruction of opposition parties in the regions. A common practice, especially prevalent in the majoritarian Northern Region, involved the systematic manipulation of nomination processes to exclude opposition candidates and produce massive unopposed returns for ruling parties. The virtual obliteration of opposition parties in the North effectively guaranteed federal electoral victory for the NNA in the 1964 election, leading the UPGA to announce an election boycott. Subsequently, NCNC’s President Azikiwe declined to reappoint the NPC’s Abubakar Tafawa Balewa as Prime Minister, thereby creating a constitutional crisis that threatened to snowball into a coup or civil war. A resolution to the crisis eventually came in the form of the so-called Zik-Balewa Pact, which encouraged Balewa to form an inclusive Government of National Unity. Ultimately, however, the crisis reinforced Southern (especially Igbo) frustration and anxiety about the North’s perpetual and impregnable political domination of the federation (Post and Vickers 1973, 190–218).

The 1964 federal election crisis’s fault-lines heavily shaped the First Republic’s final imbroglio during late 1965. This conflict involved a violent electoral showdown in the beleaguered Western Region between Akintola’s NNDP government and the AG. Regional ruling parties of the First Republic were, to reiterate, notorious for using the resources and powers of the regional governments to intimidate, coerce, eliminate, or suppress political opposition. But the NNDP was a uniquely unpopular and fragile regional party. The party was associated locally with the center’s political humiliation of the Yoruba and persecution of the revered Awolowo. What is more, NNDP’s rule coincided with a severe regional economic recession resulting from a huge slump in cocoa’s international price, the Western Region’s main agricultural commodity. When the official results of the 1965 Western election reported an overwhelming NNDP victory, AG supporters rose in popular resistance and violent rebellion against the NNDP’s political repression and electoral chicanery.

The Western Region descended into murderous anarchy in which lynching, looting, and other forms of lawlessness became rampant. Reflecting its partisan support for Akintola and the NNDP, however, the Balewa government failed to reintroduce emergency rule in the West. Instead, Akintola reportedly was “demanding strong Army action” from the center to crush the rebellion and maintain his unpopular government in power (Diamond 1988, 272). In January 1966, however, the First Republic was brought to a violent end when a clique of relatively junior officers of Southern Nigerian origin staged a coup that killed Akintola, Balewa, Ahmadu Bello (the Northern Premier and NPC leader), and key Northern military officers.

The succession of conflicts and crises that doomed the First Republic underscored crucial interconnected flaws in the federal system. A major defect was the predominant size and hegemonic power of the Northern Region. A related flaw involved the aggravation of Northern dominance by central super-ordination as the federation succumbed to the ineluctable logic of increased centralization. The political polarization inherent in entrenching a small number of ethnic majority regions while depriving ethnic minorities of their own constituent units represented yet another challenge for federalism. A final shortcoming of federalism in the First Republic involved the apparent failure and incapacity of potential institutions of restraint to mediate or assuage the federation’s chronic conflicts.

Northern political domination in the First Republic was sorely aggravated by the federation’s growing centralization in the 1960s. The period between Nigeria’s federalization in 1954 and national independence in 1960 was, relatively, an “era of regional ascendancy” (Dudley 1966, 18). Among other factors, a boom in the prices of regionally controlled agricultural commodities, and the grant of internal self-government to the Southern and Northern regions in 1957 and 1959, respectively, buttressed regional power. Following the country’s independence in 1960, however, the new Nigerian-led federal government assumed responsibility for such key subjects as external defense, foreign policy, and the planning and coordination of national economic development. Furthermore, the downturn in international prices for regionally controlled primary commodities and the inelastic nature of regionally levied revenues increased the economic dependence of the regions on the center. The Federal Government consolidated its role as “the chief collector of public revenue in the Federation, and supplied the bulk of regional funds” (Post and Vickers 1973, 54). Federal sources of regional budgets, for instance, increased from sixty-five percent in 1956–1957 to seventy-one percent in 1964–1965 (Oyovbaire 1985, 76).

Increased economic and political centralization of the federation during the First Republic was consistent with a general tendency for developing countries, in particular, to experience a growing concentration and coordination of powers in national governments. Such centralization reflects the centripetal imperatives of “war, economic crisis, social welfare, industrialization, planned development and national integration” (Oyovbaire 1985, 38). Given the context of Northern political hegemony in the First Republic, however, centralization was profoundly divisive and disruptive politically. As claimed by Billy Dudley, with “power shifting to the center, the real levers of power are actually to be found in the North. Federal super-ordination … in practice turned out to be Northern dominance” (Dudley 1966, 21). Growing economic and political centralization aggravated Southern opposition to Northern domination and manipulation of the federation. The expansion in federal prestige and powers intensified Southern complaints regarding the diversion or misallocation of a disproportionate amount of key federal development projects to the North. Southerners also inveighed against the unmerited appointments of relatively less educated or experienced Northerners to top positions in the federal public service (Nicolson 1966, 197; Dudley 1966, 22).

In addition to its detrimental effects in entrenching Northern hegemony and aggravating Southern insecurities and grievances, the First Republic’s federal system alienated the nation’s minority communities in both the North and the South. Ethnic minority statehood demands remained a cause célèbre of political competition in the First Republic. The major parties relentlessly exploited minority disaffection in the regional home bases of their rivals. In excising Mid-Western Nigeria from the Western Region during 1962–1963, the NPC–NCNC coalition in control of the federal government retaliated against the AG for actively promoting the Middle-Belt and Calabar-Ogoja-Rivers (COR) ethnic minority statehood movements in the Northern and Eastern regions, respectively. Having orchestrated the creation of the Mid-Western Region, however, the NPC and NCNC resolutely opposed their own regions’ dismemberment. Several minority communities remained aggrieved, restive, and rebellious. For instance, in the North, the agitation for a Middle Belt State in the Tiv heartland succumbed to violent internal conflict that verged on civil war (Anifowose 1982). Similarly, during early 1966, Ijaw insurgents and “frustrated advocates of creating a Rivers State” took up arms in open rebellion against Ijaw marginalization in the Eastern Region and Nigeria (Tamuno 1970, 577).

Failure to reconstitute the Nigerian regions to accommodate ethnic minority demands more effectively is poignant because there were many credible alternatives to the three-region federal structure. A novel four-region scheme, for instance, was first popularized by the author and editor E. D. Morel and supported by noted Nigerian scholars. This would have subdivided the North into Northern and Central (Middle Belt) regions while retaining the Eastern and Western regions, thereby creating “four natural regions” that would reflect “the cultural texture of the various communities” of Nigeria (Oyovbaire 1985, 31). A group of “young patriotic Nigerian intellectuals” under the Citizens Committee for Independence banner vigorously advocated a more compelling and somewhat prescient territorial reform proposal (Ezera 1960, 249–250; Awa 1964, 69–71; Sklar 2004). The Committee’s proposal would have transformed Nigeria’s twenty-four to twenty-seven colonial provinces into the constituent units of a relatively centralized Nigerian federation. Azikiwe and Awolowo, the leading Southern Nigerian nationalists of the First Republic, advocated the division of Nigeria into eight geographic administrations and ten ethnic states (Ezera 1960, 249; Awa 1964, 25–27, 61). A final proposal called for the subdivision of each of the three major regions in line with the main ethnic minority-supported statehood proposals of the fifties and sixties. This would have excised the Middle Belt, Mid-Western, and COR states from the Northern, Western, and Eastern Regions.

The detrimental effects of the First Republic’s failure to create multiple ethnic minority-controlled states, in particular, cannot be overstated. The minorities, because of their smaller populations and limited viability and prospects for sovereign statehood, were less inclined than the three major ethnic groups to secessionism. Therefore, denying the minorities the security of their own federal constituent states undermined the potentially stabilizing and integrative roles that these groups could have played in the federation. Additionally, the failure to create ethnic minority states meant that the First Republic lacked a sufficient number of regional units to adequately diffuse, decentralize, or quarantine ethnopolitical conflict. In a federation with only three or four regions, “no serious political conflict could long remain contained within a single region” (Diamond 1995, 425). At the same time, “the small number of regions … allowed few opportunities for the capture of sub-central power and so made each particular opportunity enormous in its potential rewards” (Diamond 1988, 73). The attendant premium on controlling the regional governments produced the “severely intolerant and violent” forms of ethno-regional political competition that pervaded the First Republic (Whitaker 1981, 6).

Critical political institutions within the federal system failed to depolarize or mitigate ethnopolitical conflicts. The major political parties and alliances, for instance, remained regionally or ethnically based. Despite cultivating political alliances and coalitions outside their home regions, these parties functioned primarily as agents of ethnic mobilization and polarization rather than national integration. Ironically for a party in firm control of the federal center, the NPC, in particular, remained resolutely committed to its regionalist credo of “one north, one people, irrespective of religion, tribe, or rank” (Coleman 1958, 364, 393). Like its main regional rivals, the NCNC and AG, the NPC had a record of canvassing secession when it perceived its core regional interests to be threatened. In the 1950s, NPC leaders threatened the North’s secession from the federation following their disagreements with Southern nationalists over the timing of self-government (Tamuno 1970, 568). AG leaders voiced the same threat in protest against a decision to separate Lagos’ federal capital territory from the Western Region (Tamuno 1970, 570). The NCNC, although historically the party with the most pan-Nigerian outlook, also progressively became parochial in conduct and organization. As the crude oil industry expanded in the Eastern Region and as grievances deepened in the region over Northern domination and manipulation of the federation, elements within the NCNC began to contemplate the East’s possible secession and the breakup of the federation (Tamuno 1970, 574). In essence, none of the First Republic parties came to be associated with national or trans-regional, as distinct from ethnic or regional, interests.

Aside from the parties, the Senate and the Supreme Court could potentially have functioned to mediate or mitigate conflicts in the federation. However, as already indicated, the weakly designed Senate of the First Republic remained largely politically impotent, failing to develop into a strong and independent institution for mediating inter-regional rifts. On its part, the Supreme Court had a checkered role in arbitrating conflicts in the First Republic. Initially, the Court sought to assert its role as an umpire of center-regional relations and as an activist defender of the rule of law and fundamental human rights. In Balewa v Doherty (1961) and Williams v Majekodunmi (1962), for instance, the Court curtailed attempts by the federal government to undermine Western regional institutions or restrict individual rights. However, the Court’s federalism jurisprudence ebbed following strident denunciations and active undermining of what the federal parliamentary executive disparaged as “government by the judiciary” (Mackintosh 1966, 42). According to one assessment, the judiciary’s subsequent failure to “interpret the constitution fearlessly, impartially, and liberally” was a key factor in the First Republic collapse (Alao 2001, 96).

For instance, in Adegbenro v AG Federation (1962), the Court adopted a rather timid position, declining to overturn the center’s dubious invocation of emergency powers during the Western regional crisis. One consequence of the imposition of federal emergency rule in Western Region was the preemption of the region’s legal challenge at the Supreme Court regarding the constitutional validity of the federal act proposing to create Mid-Western Nigeria (Mackintosh 1966, 59). But in AG Eastern Nigeria v AG Federation (1964), the Court dismissed “as beyond its jurisdiction” the East’s challenge to the center’s mishandling of the census exercise (Diamond 1988, 145; Mackintosh 1966, 63). Ultimately, the Supreme Court in the First Republic shied away from “any desire to become involved in political issues or to stress federalism” as a potentially benign instrument for stabilizing Nigeria’s deeply divided society (Mackintosh 1966, 86).

Benign Aspects of the Federal Experience

Despite its multiple travails and shortcomings, federalism in the First Republic was not without some redeeming outcomes. The regions, for instance, displayed significant constitutional autonomy in shaping their political destinies and structures in the best traditions of federalist self-rule. Unlike the monolithic, oil-based, fiscal centralism of the post-First Republic years, the regions developed distinctive regional economies based on agricultural commodity exports. A relatively healthy competition developed between the regions, and such benign inter-regional rivalry sometimes translated into socially responsive governance. The parliamentary system of governance in the First Republic produced a propensity for coalitional politics and collegiate governance at the federal executive level, thereby mitigating the pathologies of ethno-regional hegemony and acrimony. Finally, federalism in the First Republic included moments of promising constitutional deliberation and adaptation, which indicated some willingness on the part of Nigerian elites to tinker with the country’s problematic colonial federal legacy.

The relative autonomy of the regions in the First Republic distinguished these units from the states that succeeded them. Despite the general tendency toward increasing centralization, the regions exercised important residual powers over health, education, and agriculture. The regional governments retained their own constitutions and significantly controlled many local-level matters. Making local governments “a regional responsibility,” for instance, led to considerable internal diversity in the localities’ design and administration (Wraith 1966, 211). The Southern regions rapidly introduced elected majorities into their local government systems, often with disappointing results. On the other hand, the Northern Region adopted a more conservative and incremental approach, establishing local authorities or native administrations with varying “proportions of traditional, nominated, and elected members” according to the peculiarities of each locality (Wraith 1966, 243).

The allocation of export revenues from agricultural commodities on a region-of-derivation basis buttressed regional governments’ relative autonomy. Despite the collapse in the international prices of agricultural commodities in the sixties, the regions maintained distinct economic identities based on the cultivation and export of cocoa in the West, groundnuts and seed cotton in the North, palm oil in the East, and rubber in the Mid-West (Adedeji 1969, 41). The regional agricultural economies supported lucrative commodity marketing boards, major agricultural research institutes, multiple regional “burgeoning parastatals,” and ambitious public commitments to providing socio-economic welfare and services (Idachaba 1989, 11). Despite the growing financial dependence of regional governments on the center, regional economic fortunes were significantly tied to local economic activity. In other words, subnational fiscal prospects in the First Republic were not based exclusively on the centralized redistribution of external rents. In contrast to the fiscal centralism that would come to define Nigeria’s intergovernmental relations after the 1960s, federalism in the First Republic produced a system of “four regional markets” in which the regional governments acted “as important investors” in socio-economic development and in the planning and delivery of welfare to their respective constituents (Oyovbaire 1985, 43).

Pressures from their constituents to deliver key services invariably led to competition among the regions in many areas, including the introduction of free basic education, the establishment of tertiary or university-level educational institutions, and the provision of public broadcasting services. For instance, in the latter sector, the cocoa-producing Western Region became a regional exemplar and pioneer, establishing the Western Nigeria Television (WNTV) in October 1959 as the first television station to operate on the African continent. The Eastern Region soon established its own station, the Eastern Nigerian Television Service (ENTV), in October 1960, dubbing the service “second to none” in an apt riposte to WNTV’s slogan, “First in Africa.” Subsequently, in March 1962, the Northern Region established Radio and Television Kaduna as its own regional broadcasting service. All of these regional television broadcasting services preceded the establishment of the national Nigerian Television Service in April 1962 (Nwang 1981, 7, 32–34).

Aside from being competitive among themselves, the regions tended to be more politically cohesive and focused than the center. The regions were often run by single-party governments, while the center was largely governed by coalitions of parliamentary parties. Indeed, throughout the period from the inception of federalism in 1954 up to the First Republic collapse in 1966, the federal cabinet was based either on a full-fledged, all-inclusive, national government or a political coalition of two or more parties. The tendency towards coalitional politics continued even after the 1964 federal election, when the NPC obtained an absolute majority in the federal House of Representatives and, theoretically, could have ruled unilaterally. Instead, the NPC continued to offer many national government positions to coalition partners or allies from the South. Consequently, during the First Republic, the federal cabinet included not only Prime Minster Balewa’s NPC co-partisans from the North but also Southern non-NPC luminaries such as Festus Okotie-Eboh from the Mid-West, K. Ozumba Mbadiwe from the East, T. O. Elias from Lagos, and A. M. A. Akinloye from the Western Region. Given the North’s predominant size and power, however, the inclusion of several non-NPC ministers in the federal cabinet could not obviate the NPC’s stranglehold on the federal government or its control of “all the strategic centers of economic and coercive power” (Diamond 1988, 228).

Although it reduced political cohesion at the center and could not redress the reality of Northern hegemony, parliamentary-style national coalitional politics was a benign feature of federalism in the First Republic. The federal coalition government functioned “to minimize the suspicions” and moderate the deep divisions built into Nigeria’s structurally unbalanced multi-ethnic federation (Ezera 1960, 225). Such a positive outcome is consistent with influential perspectives in comparative politics, which contrast the collegiate and coalitional propensities of the parliamentary system with the more personalized and polarized presidential rule attributes (Lijphart 2004; Linz 1990; Stepan and Skach 1993). The Balewa-led federal parliamentary executive, unlike an executive presidential administration, lacked a single, dominant, nationally elected chief executive. Balewa’s federal cabinet was not independent of the legislature and needed to maintain stable and comfortable majorities in the legislature to remain in office. Unlike a typical presidential system, therefore, parliamentary governance in the First Republic produced cooperative and mutually interdependent executive-legislative relations while fostering a collegiate, rather than personalized, federal executive.

Despite the parliamentary system’s advantages, however, agitations for fundamental constitutional reforms were a feature of the First Republic. Specifically, there were demands in the South to invest more executive powers in the country’s ceremonial president and give the Senate concurrent powers with the House of Representatives (Azikiwe 1965). These proposals were expected to enhance the Southern-controlled ceremonial presidency and Senate’s ability to counterbalance Northern control of the office of Prime Minister and the House of Representatives (Mackintosh 1966, 574). Expectedly, these proposed reforms enjoyed limited traction in the First Republic’s Northern-dominated federation. But other constitutional reform proposals were more successful. These included the changes mentioned above involving the judiciary, the transition from the Independence Constitution of 1960 to the Republican Constitution of 1963 (which replaced the British monarch with an indigenous president as Nigeria’s ceremonial head of state), and most importantly, the creation of the Mid-Western Region.

The establishment of the Mid-Western Region in 1963 was arguably the most significant change to federalism in the First Republic. The Mid-Western reorganization process followed democratic procedures, including support for the proposal by a majority of regional legislatures and ratification of the reorganization in a plebiscite by an eighty-nine percent majority of registered voters in the proposed region (Mackintosh 1966, 515). The creation of the Mid-Western Region holds the distinction of being the only moment when the federation’s internal territorial configuration was altered using constitutionally stipulated democratic procedures. Subsequent changes to Nigeria’s internal federal boundaries were undertaken by unelected military rulers, without popular ratification and sometimes without extensive public deliberation and consultation.

Three inter-related issues regarding the creation of the Mid-Western Region are worth highlighting. First, the reorganization advanced centralization in the federation. Mid-Western Nigeria was directly administered in its first six months by the federal government, which underwrote the new region’s pioneer industrial projects (Mackintosh 1966, 598). Second, compared to the federation’s original three federal units, the Mid-Western Region was relatively small politically and weak economically, comprising only three percent of the federation’s population and generating less than twenty percent of the regional government budget from internal (non-central government) sources (Oyovbaire 1985, 39, 71). Therefore, the creation of Mid-Western Nigeria foreshadowed the dissolution of the regions into multiple, small, dependent states following the collapse of the First Republic. Finally, given the patently selective nature of the reorganization, the Mid-Western Region’s coming did very little to resolve the federation’s fundamental ethno-regional imbalances and divisions. The North-South regional political imbalance, in particular, remained an enduring feature and legacy of the First Republic’s federalism.

Legacies of the First Republic

Despite the massive transformation of Nigeria’s federation under military rule, federalism in the First Republic bequeathed enduring legacies of North-South dualism, political regionalism, and intrinsic centralization that have remained germane to political conflicts, controversies, and contestations in the country. That experience in federalism also embodied important lessons regarding the criticality of initial conditions and foundational institutions, the nexus between democratic processes and federal outcomes, and the incessant nature of the pressures for federal reforms in deeply divided societies.

The North–South schism has been the most enduring legacy of federalism in the First Republic. Despite the North and the South’s progressive dissolution into 19 and 17 states, respectively, the North–South cleavage has remained Nigeria’s master cleavage, signifying and amplifying religious, ethnic, developmental, partisan, ideological, constitutional, and related fault-lines in the country. The cleavage reflects, refracts, and inflects some of the country’s most polarizing contemporary divisions, including conflicts between Muslims and Christians, Hausa-Fulani and other ethnicities, resource-poor and resource-rich regions, political conservatives and progressives, and constitutional centralists and decentralists. The North–South dichotomy animates and frames several contemporary ethnopolitical associations, including the Northern Governors Forum, Southern Governors Forum, Northern Elders Forum, Arewa Consultative Forum, and the Southern Nigeria Peoples Assembly (Osaghae 2015, 277).

The North–South cleavage powerfully shapes perspectives on Nigeria’s federal structure and future. Northern political elites were the primary beneficiaries and defenders of the regionally unbalanced federalism of the First Republic. These elites have also embraced the hyper-centralized federalism instituted by successive Northern-dominated military governments. Southern elites and intellectuals, on the other hand, bemoaned Northern domination of regional federalism in the First Republic and have remained the most prominent critics of the country’s contemporary, over-centralized, multi-state federalism. These divergent regional perspectives on federalism reflect an enduring tension in Nigeria between the political primacy of the North and the socio-economic power of the South. This North-South dichotomy has largely defied various constitutional experiments and administrative redesigns.

A corollary to the enduring legacy of North-South bipolarity involves the persistence or resurgence of regional political identities along the boundaries of the First Republic’s defunct regions. Such regionalism has found its most powerful expression in the country’s more or less informal division into six geopolitical zones, namely, the North-West, North-East, North-Central, South-West, South-East, and South-South. The South-West and South-East zones, in particular, coincide roughly with the original Western and Eastern Regions of the First Republic. The South-South geopolitical zone encompasses the Mid-Western Region plus minority areas of the former Eastern Region. The emergence of the six zones as quasi-official boundaries of the federation represents a compelling statement on the resilience and relevance of ethno-regional, as distinct from constituent state, identities in contemporary Nigeria.

Multiple, interwoven reasons and dynamics account for the perpetuation of regional identities. The states have sometimes proven too small, unviable, incoherent, or fragmentary as a basis for economic allocation, inter-group representation, and political organization. Concerning the popular constitutional requirement for the equitable representation of Nigeria’s diversity or “federal character” in the conduct and composition of national institutions, for instance, the regions or geopolitical zones have substituted for the states when it has been unwise or unwieldy to insist on the representation of every state (Federal Republic of Nigeria 1996; Suberu 2001, 111–140). Especially where federal authorities or individual states were unable or unwilling to take over old regional institutions, the need to manage the common assets and institutions of the First Republic’s regions has been an additional factor contributing to regional organizations and identities’ persistence. An example is the Odu’a Investment Company Limited, a substantial group of enterprises jointly owned and managed by the five successor states of the old Western Region: Ekiti, Ogun, Ondo, Osun, and Oyo. In essence, the First Republic’s regional boundaries remain an enduring, and perhaps unerasable legacy of Nigeria’s British colonial past, ethnocultural plurality, administrative history, and political and constitutional trajectories.

Since the collapse of the First Republic, Nigeria’s unending constitutional travails have contributed to the valorization of the Republic’s regionalist federal legacy. Many agitators for constitutional change consider a restoration of regional federalism to be the antidote to the country’s contemporary political and developmental conundrums, including the world’s highest incidence of poverty and youth illiteracy, two of the globe’s deadliest instances of Islamist political insurgency and terrorism, a resurgence of the Igbo Biafra secessionist movement, the persistence of militant resource-based nationalism in the oil-rich Niger Delta, and a general tendency towards national state failure and disintegration (see Chapter 24). According to the agitators, Nigeria’s current multistate federalism is overcentralized and ill-suited to its prodigious diversity. In their opinion, a more decentralized system along the lines of the First Republic’s federalism would advance the country’s goals of unity, development, and democratic constitutional stability (Adamolekun 2005). Such nostalgia, however, mostly overlooks the fundamental structural rigidities and vulnerabilities of federalism in the First Republic.

Conclusions and Lessons

Structural defects of the First Republic included the disproportionate size of the Northern Region, the small number of constituent units, the deprivation of internal statehood demands of ethnic minorities, and the increasing dependence and fragility of constituent regions vis-à-vis a Northern-dominated central government. Despite the relative autonomy that federalism in the First Republic accorded to the regions, the shortcomings of that federal design were excessively costly. These inadequacies offer important general cautionary lessons on the constitutional design and political development of ethnic conflict management.

An important lesson is that first steps or initial conditions matter. Arguably, there was nothing fundamentally inherent or inevitable in the North–South dualism and tripartite regional tensions that have plagued Nigerian politics since the First Republic. These divisions were significantly reified by contingent British colonial practices. Policies which consolidated the North into a conservative, monolithic, regional bulwark against Southern socio-economic progress, in particular, were decisive for Nigeria’s federal evolution. These practices shaped the traumatic contours, conflicts and conundrums of Nigeria’s post-independence federalism and democracy. Once the seeds of regionalism were implanted and nurtured by colonial rule, it was onerous for postcolonial constitutional engineers to uproot the attendant outgrowth and flowering of inter-group inequality, suspicion, and polarization.

Another lesson is that democratic processes matter for federalism. The erosion of democratic procedures in the First Republic exacerbated regional federalism’s structural flaws, preventing the pluralistic conciliation, or competitive accommodation, of diverse ethnic constituencies. The Willink Commission had premised its rejection of demands for ethnic minority regions partly on the assumption that electoral incentives in a competitive liberal democratic regime would discourage the alienation, abuse, or provocation of Nigeria’s multiple ethnic minority communities. But ruling parties at national and subnational levels resorted to electoral authoritarianism, intimidation, and coercion, thereby aggravating the ethno-regional insecurities and inequalities already built into the First Republic’s federal system. Although they played a critical initial role in dismantling the First Republic’s unequitable regional structure, Nigeria’s authoritarian military rulers mightily contributed to the evisceration of subnational autonomy and the country’s federal character’s erosion. In short, the dysfunctional character of Nigerian federalism during and after the First Republic cannot be dissociated from the degradation or obliteration of democratic processes.

A final lesson invites Nigeria to consider how reforms to its overcentralized multistate federalism may draw on some of the positive features of the First Republic’s defunct regional system without replicating the system’s flagrant and fatal flaws. Key elements from the First Republic that could enhance Nigeria’s federal practices include the establishment of separate subnational constitutions, the effective decentralization of local government administration and local policing, the de-personalized or collegiate structure of the federal executive, and the promotion of some degree of sub-federal economic specialization, financial responsibility, and social accountability. Completely jettisoning the present multistate federalism for the old system of regional federalism is undesirable, however. In particular, the country must avoid the recreation of a federation in which constituent units are large or powerful enough to oppress other units, effectively deprive minority communities of internal self-determination, or credibly threaten secession.

In conclusion, there is far more continuity between the First Republic’s travails and the ongoing traumas of Nigeria’s federalism than is acknowledged by contemporary agitators for federal constitutional change and restructuring. As Nigeria perennially searches for an acceptable system of constitutional federalism for managing its deeply divided society, gross idealizations of the First Republic’s federal system should give way to a more balanced and nuanced appreciation of the Republic’s multiple flaws and modest achievements.
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Chapter 20 

The Nigerian Civil War and Its Legacies

Roy Doron

Introduction

On January 15, 1970, Yakubu Gowon, Nigeria’s Federal Military Government (FMG) head, embraced Philip Efiong, Biafra’s second president, formally ending the thirty-month secessionist conflict known as the Nigerian Civil War. Gowon declared the war akin to a spat between siblings, embraced the spirit of reconciliation, and proclaimed there were “no victors, no vanquished” (Oyewo 2019, 51). This policy avoided addressing the war’s underlying causes and suppressed engagement with ethnic and religious tensions that caused the war and the issues it engendered, especially accusations of genocide against the Igbo people. As a result, the war’s literature is replete with amplifications of the most extreme views and promotions of unfounded and irresponsible ideas regarding the war’s genesis, ending, and enduring legacies.

Despite global media attention, especially during the summer of 1968 when Biafra accused Nigeria of genocide, with amplification by Swiss public relations firm Markpress, Biafran prospects as a viable nation-state never materialized, and the war ended on January 15, 1970 with the country’s reabsorption into Nigeria. Scholarship dwindled significantly after the war’s end, and it became a largely “forgotten war” outside Nigeria until recently. Fifty years after the war, the most detailed accounts of the conflict, besides memoirs and other recollections, are still those published within a decade of the conflict’s end (de St. Jorre 1972; Stremlau 1977). However, recent renewed interest has produced new scholarly works that deepen our understanding of the conflict (Bird and Ottanelli 2017).

History and Memory of the Nigerian Civil War

Nigerians never forgot the war, but public discussion became dangerous, especially if the military sensed a threat to its grip on power. Gowon’s 1970 proclamation that the conflict had “no victors, no vanquished” restricted debate to tropes that did not openly challenge the concept of Nigerian unity. Other than the disparagement of the First Republic or support for the prospect of future unity, serious discourse was harshly suppressed until the latest transition to civilian rule in 1999.1 In 1983, during Shagari’s short-lived Second Republic, several eminent scholars and military leaders convened a “National Conference on the History of Nigeria Since Independence” in Zaria. One conference volume published the following year examined the Civil War but without much detail. One paper by Major General Abdullahi Shelleng titled “The Nigerian Army in the Civil War” devotes scarcely one page to the war, while five pages pillory the First Republic. General Ibrahim Haruna’s contribution, an overview of the Nigerian military experience from independence until 1983, details the Nigerian military timeline, while details of the war are conspicuously absent, and scarcely a page is devoted to it (Tamuno 1983). This act of “active forgetting” left discourse regarding the war’s legacy to extremists and conspiracy theorists (Reinhardt 2005). One notable exception to the unwritten gag order was Nwabeze Reuben Ogbudinkpa’s The Economics of the Nigerian Civil War and Its Prospects for National Development (1985), one of the few works on the war that successfully masked critiques of the war’s effect on the people in Biafra, into a narrative that supposedly looked toward national reconciliation, thus shielding the author from reprisals. Work typically done during the dictatorship era falls into two categories: memoirs and fiction.

Memoirs are the overwhelming source of details on the war, and until now, they have seen little use in telling the war’s military side. Most of these memoirs come from the higher echelon of the Biafran side, both civilian and military, and were largely published within a few years of the war’s end. Though they are as diverse as the people who wrote them, most of them blame the First Republic’s corruption and sectionalism and the military’s inability to quell the resultant disaster and war. Missing are memoirs from the two leaders of the war: Nigeria’s Yakubu Gowon, who seems to never have considered writing his account, and the Biafran leader Chukwuemeka Ojukwu, who claimed until his death that he was writing his memoirs and that they would be explosive when released (Achuzia 1986; Madiebo 1980; Ademoyega 1981; Njoku 1987; Akpan 1972; Uwechue 2004; Umweni 2007; Njoku and Kumolu 2011).

Other memoirs, usually published several years after the end of the war, placed the author within the war and served as a political springboard. Two of the most important works are Olusegun Obasanjo’s My Command and Ken Saro-Wiwa’s On a Darkling Plain.2 Obasanjo was widely lauded as the military leader who relinquished control of the country to the Second Republic under Shehu Shagari. Obasanjo undoubtedly wished to portray himself as Nigeria’s savior and wrote his memoirs with as much forethought about the future as a reminiscence of the past. Obasanjo created a myth that his appointment as commander of the 3rd Marine Commando Division in May 1969 stabilized the front and allowed Nigerians to win the war both militarily and morally, showing that he would not tolerate the brutalities his predecessor, Benjamin Adekunle, happily indulged in. Obasanjo used his war record to propel himself to the presidency after the second return to civilian rule in 1999, though the publication of his memoirs in 1981 indicates he anticipated an earlier foray into politics, an ambition stymied by Muhammadu Buhari’s 1983 coup. Likewise, Saro-Wiwa published his memoirs in 1988. By then, he had decided to campaign against Shell, which would ultimately cost him his life, as discussed below. Saro-Wiwa structured his memoir as a testament to his loyalty to Nigeria to insulate himself from accusations of sedition and separatism from the Nigerian Military Government and its corporate oil cronies.

Perhaps no work better exemplified the literary fiction of the Nigerian Civil war like Saro-Wiwa’s Sozaboy: A Novel in Rotten English (1994). Though Sozaboy, like Chinua Achebe’s A Man of the People, did not name the country Nigeria, it was clear to all reading that the work described the civil war from the perspective of a young man in Biafra who did not understand or support the war, but enlisted nonetheless. Sozaboy garnered many accolades, in large part because of its use of language, a modified pidgin unique to the logic of the book and its characters. More recently, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2007) and Purple Hibiscus (2003) have renewed interest in the war.

Nigeria’s return to civilian rule in 1999 allowed many scholars to examine the war more critically than previously allowed or thought safe. In 2001, the University of Ibadan held a conference on the Nigerian Civil War and its aftermath, publishing many of the papers a year later (Osaghae 2002). Several other conferences on the war published similar edited volumes (Adejo 2008).

Though the war was a culmination of a constitutional crisis born on January 15, 1966 when the primarily Igbo Five Majors attempted to overthrow the First Republic, the ensuing events this attempt triggered exposed long-standing fissures in Nigeria’s political and ethnic dynamics. When Nigeria became independent in 1960, it was already Africa’s most populous country, positioned to become its economic powerhouse (Steyn 2009). However, the country’s colonial regional structure and the government made the First Republic synonymous with regional tensions, political corruption, and cronyism.

Background to the War

Nigeria’s amalgamation in 1914 placed Northern Nigeria, the largest region, in a commanding position in the federal structure. The 1959 elections brought the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) to power, with Abubakar Tafawa Balewa becoming Prime Minister. Nnamdi Azikiwe, head of the Eastern Region’s National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC), became the state’s ceremonial Head of State.3 The Western Region’s main political party, the Action Group (AG), led by Obafemi Awolowo, became the major opposition party. Awolowo resigned as premier of the Western Region, and his AG deputy, Samuel Akintola, became premier in 1960 (see Chapter 18). The AG’s lack of access to federal patronage fractured the party. In 1962, Awolowo, whose popularity transcended Nigeria’s ethnic morass, attempted to remove Akintola from his position in the party and as premier. In May, Akintola masterminded a party coup, and allies in the federal government convicted Awolowo and other prominent allies of treason. The federal government declared a state of emergency, even though the only violence was a brawl inside the regional assembly building. Awolowo’s group remained in jail until August 1966, ultimately freed by Gowon (see Chapter 19). Awolowo’s ouster and imprisonment solidified the alliance between Akintola and NPC leadership, a move that Alan Rake, a leading Nigeria-based foreign journalist, described as “the way open to complete Northern domination of the Federation” (Rake 1965, 6).

Akintola formed a new party called the United People’s Party and allied with the NDP for the 1964 elections. Economic issues compounded the political crisis, especially oil revenue allocation. With both the Northern Region and Eastern Region vying for oil rents international companies paid to drill, northern leadership accused the Igbo of economic warfare in an attempt to further marginalize them. The Igbo also came under fire from smaller ethnic groups4 that lived in the oil-production regions, while the Igbo-dominated regional government controlled the revenue flow. These smaller groups formed parties and allied with Akintola’s party, renamed the Nigerian National Democratic Party (NNDP) and the NPC.

The ensuing election clinched the NPC’s dominance, as the contentious 1963 census gave the Northern Region control over the federal government without the need for southern allies. The NPC’s position, strengthened by an NCNC and AG election boycott, became insurmountable, despite the Azikiwe’s attempts to prevent the new government’s formation. Eventually, in the Zik-Balewa Pact, Azikiwe and Balewa certified the election and allowed Balewa to form the government on the condition that the boycotted elections be held in 1965. The NCNC won all but two of the fifty-three boycotted seats.5

The last nail in the First Republic’s coffin came in October of 1965 with the Western Region’s chaotic rigged election. Both Akintola’s NNDP and the imprisoned Awolowo’s AG resorted to voter intimidation, with election violence killing thousands, especially in Ibadan and Sagamu, cities with large northern populations specifically targeted by AG supporters. In the end, the AG’s intimidation attempts failed, as the NNDP controlled the state mechanisms, and Akintola was able to cruise to victory. As his deputy, Chief Remilekun Fani-Kayode, reportedly boasted in Yoruba Béẹ ṣe tiwa, béè sì ṣe tiwa, Dẹmọ á wọlé (“whether or not you vote for us [or are with us], Demo [meaning the NNDP] will win”) (Jeyifo 2014). The victory triggered another round of violence against the NNDP and northerners in the Western Region. Nevertheless, the federal government refused to declare a state of emergency, and the killings continued unabated.6

For some, the government’s blatant abuse of the state apparatus amounted to treason, and Balewa’s inattention to domestic instability was compounded by his attempts to play a leading role in international politics, specifically in the crisis that followed Rhodesia’s racial Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) on November 11, 1965. On January 10–12, 1966, Balewa hosted an emergency meeting of the Commonwealth of Nations heads of state to discuss a response to Ian Smith’s declaration. As the last attendees left the country on the night of January 15, a group of officers, commonly known as the Five Majors and led by the charismatic Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogwu, attempted to overthrow Balewa’s government.7

Many studies, memoirs, and analyses examined the events of January 15, 1966. Some concluded that the coup was an ethnic purge of the government, while others blamed the First Republic’s chaos and corruption, painting the coup leaders, especially Nzeogwu, as hubristic aspiring national saviors (Mainasara 1982; Obasanjo 1987; Nzeogwu 2003). The coup unfolded over a tense three-day period. Nzeogwu in Kaduna and his coconspirator in Lagos, Emmanuel Ifeajuna, struck shortly after midnight on January 15. Nzeogwu secured his objectives in the Northern Region’s capital, but Ifeajuna’s plans unraveled when he could not locate Johnson Aguyi Ironsi, the General Officer Commanding (GOC), for the Nigerian army. Ironsi, who enjoyed drinking, had attended a wedding reception at Brigadier Zakariya Maimalari’s home. Ifeajuna and many of his coconspirators also attended and killed Maimalari hours later. Ifeajuna attempted to intercept Ironsi at home after Maimalari’s party. Instead, Ironsi went to the port of Apapa, continuing his night onboard a luxury ocean liner (Siollun 2009, 49). Ironsi’s detour allowed time to discover the coup and mount a successful resistance, quashing the coup in Lagos, but only after Ifeajuna had killed Balewa and many officers loyal to the government. However, Nzeogwu still controlled the north, except Kano, where Colonel Chukwuemeka Ojukwu severed communications between the city and the rest of the country. Ironsi, who assumed governmental powers, controlled the south. After three days, Nzeogwu surrendered instead of invading the south, and Ironsi became head of the government. Ironsi appointed officers as regional governors. Hassan Katsina became governor of the Northern Region, David Ejoor of the Mid-Western Region, and Adekunle Fajuyi governed the Western Region until he died in the July coup and Robert Adebayo replaced him. Ojukwu headed the Eastern Region and eventually led that region to secession.

Although the first coup was initially popular around the country, as it seemed to be better than the corrupt First Republic, old political rivalries reemerged rapidly, this time playing out between northern and southern officers. These tensions precipitated events leading ultimately to civil war. Events fueling Biafra’s accusations of genocide against Nigeria quickly followed the January coup in May 1966. Ironsi attempted to remedy Nigeria’s chronic regional instability by eliminating regions and creating a unitary country. Many in the North felt this further minimized their influence in the country and orchestrated the first attack against Igbo and other easterners living in Northern cities (Anthony 2002, 98, 105–08). As Nigeria lurched onward into crisis, attacks intensified. These attacks sparked Easterners’ mass exodus from Northern Nigeria to the Eastern Region, with many returnees from families who had lived in the north for generations.

The first attacks against Easterners came in May 1966, after Ironsi abolished the federal structure and replaced it with a unitary government. Though he envisioned a more manageable military-managed bureaucracy, some northern officers and politicians saw the move as further marginalization in the wake of the killings of much of the region’s senior leadership. Compounding northern grievances, Ironsi imprisoned the coup plotters but did not try them or formally dismiss them from the military. May’s violence shocked the military leadership, who quickly moved towards rapprochement. Ojukwu and Katsina appeared together in a public display of unity, despite Katsina’s hesitation to quell the riots immediately.8 Ojukwu even went the extraordinary step of appointing the Emir of Kano, Alhaji Ado Bayero, as Chancellor of the University of Nigeria, Nsukka (Falola and Genova 2009, 58).

Northern leaders demanded the annulment of Ironsi’s declaration, prosecution of the January coup plotters and a halt to riot investigations. When Ironsi refused, some northern officers, led by Murtala Muhammed and Theopolis Danjuma, killed Ironsi and Fajuyi in a countercoup, but neither replaced Ironsi. Instead, a northern Christian officer, Yakubu Gowon, assumed Ironsi’s position on August 1. Though the country’s leadership mostly accepted the coup, Ojukwu remained loyal to Ironsi because Danjuma and the other coup plotters did not admit killing Ironsi and Fajuyi until January 1967. For Ojukwu, Ironsi remained head of state, and he refused anything but nominal cooperation with Gowon.

A more widespread second wave of killings accompanied the coup, targeting civilians and Igbo within the military. The attacks unleashed a flood of easterners from all parts of Nigeria—Igbo and non-Igbo alike—to the Eastern Region, transforming how the different regions interacted. These horrific attacks shocked Igbo leadership, particularly Ojukwu, who saw his reconciliation attempts after the May killings as futile and viewed himself as partially responsible for the complacency leading to reconciliation. Journalist Colin Legum described the scene:


A woman, mute and dazed, arrived back in her village after travelling for five days with only a bowl in her lap. She held her child’s head which was severed before her eyes. Another woman stepped off a refugee lorry her face battered. By her side was her little boy, one of whose eyes had been gouged out, and her little girl who had severe scalp wounds. “What,” she kept repeating, “has happened to my baby?” It had been tied to her back before she was knocked to the ground. Men, women and children arrived with arms and legs broken, hands hacked off, mouths split open … The scene in the Eastern Region continues to be reminiscent of the ingathering of exiles into Israel after the end of the last war. The parallel is not fanciful. (Legum 1966)



Legum is not alone in his description of the brutality; eyewitness accounts are too numerous to recount here (“Massacre in Kano” 1966; Anthony 2002; Siollun 2009).

On August 9, Gowon ordered all military personnel reassigned to their ethnic region of origin. By October, the military restructured accordingly. This gave the Eastern Region an experienced, largely Igbo officer corps when the region declared itself the Republic of Biafra (Miners 1971). The regions effectively created three separate militaries with separate command structures, united only in logistics.9 When a new arms shipment stored in Kaduna was not disbursed west or east, even the supply chain became politicized.10 Distrust led Ojukwu to smuggle weapons in anticipation of another crisis. Much of the government business ground to a halt, as Ojukwu rejected Gowon’s legitimacy.

With the crisis mounting, Ghanaian military leader, Joseph Ankrah, invited Nigeria’s entire national leadership to a summit in the resort town of Aburi on January 4–5, 1967. At Aburi, Gowon finally publicly acknowledged Ironsi’s death, and the Aburi agreement sought to reconcile the stalemate by creating a Supreme Military Council to implement decisions in “consultation” with regional governors, who, with Gowon, were the only other members (The Aburi Conference 1967). However, when Gowon convened a meeting on March 10, 1967, Ojukwu did not attend. Gowon and the other governors implemented Decree 8, unifying legislative and judicial powers to the federal government. Gowon and the other governors derided Ojukwu’s claims that his absence invalidated the decree as obstructionist and implemented the decree anyway, isolating the eastern leader (Ejoor 1989, 63–64). On May 27, Gowon issued Decree 14, which among other provisions, dismantled the four regions and created a new twelve-state federal system. Ojukwu rejected this decree and, on May 30, declared the Eastern region the independent Republic of Biafra, igniting the thirty-month civil war.

The Discourse on Genocide

The debate over the magnitude of these events has continued since the end of the war, with one major source of contention being the number of people killed and displaced in these attacks and the war itself. The Eastern government and its successor Biafra labeled them “pogroms,” an overt linkage to the plight of nineteenth century Jews in Tsarist Russia. Controversy over the number killed began almost immediately, with much of the confusion coming from Ojukwu himself. In a pamphlet titled Nigerian Pogrom, released shortly after the massacres ended, the Eastern government claimed 7,000 were killed. Ojukwu echoed this number in conversation with David Hunt, the British High Commissioner, and the Italian Ambassador, prompting the former to state that Ojukwu was “speaking in a manner that made it plain that he was consciously exaggerating, Ojukwu said the number killed … was as high as 7,000…. If the true number had been ‘between 10,000 and 15,000’, he would have told the Italian Ambassador 25,000” (British National Archives (PRO) Hunt FCO 51/169). At Aburi, the figure almost doubled to 10,000. Five months later, when Biafra declared independence, the number had tripled to 30,000. In 1969, in the Ahiara declaration, the number rose again to 50,000 (Ojukwu 1969).11

Regardless of the numbers’ accuracy, the 1966 violence further deepened the crisis and made reconciliation more difficult. However, the war’s death toll is still a subject of intense debate and may never be known. Estimates vary wildly, from 500,000 to up to 3,000,000 killed in the thirty months of the war, but several issues challenge any attempt to arrive at a remotely credible figure. For example, census counts have been politicized and cannot provide a reasonable population figure, either before, during or after the war.

Nigerian censuses have long been subject to blatant fraud and manipulation to increase regional access to government resources. After the 1959 elections gave the NPC the plurality of seats in parliament, despite coming in third in the elections (25.2 percent of the vote compared with 34 percent for the NCNC and 26.1 percent for the AG), southern leaders deliberately manipulated the 1962 census in an attempt to wrest control of the federal government from the NPC. As a result, the initial census saw the Eastern and Western regions’ populations increase by seventy percent compared to only thirty percent in the Northern Region. The NPC quickly nullified the census results and “corrected” the issue in a new census, certified in 1963, after adding 8 million new Northerners who were “missing” in the previous census. According to some reports, northern census takers counted livestock as people to make up for the difference (Osaghae 1998, 41). After the tumult, Nigeria’s population was certified at 55,650,000 (“’73 Census” 1974). The first census after the war, in 1973, saw Nigeria’s population certified at nearly 80 million people, despite the civil war that claimed 500,000 to 1 million lives (“’73 Census 1974). The chaos around the 1973 census led the government to nullify the undoubtedly fictitious results. In some instances, people were counted for the census in the towns and cities where they lived only to return to their families’ villages to be counted again. Census takers were bribed or beaten to falsify records. It would be twenty years before another census in 1992 resulted in what is widely regarded as the first honest count in Nigerian history. The population came in at 88.5 million people, barely 8 million more than the shambolic attempt of 1973 (Noble 1992).

Once the war began, one of Nigeria’s main strategies was a near-total economic blockade resulting in mass starvation. This blockade became acute after May 1968, when the last parts of Biafra outside of the Igbo heartland fell to Nigerian hands. Before the war, this region could not sustain its population without importing foods from other parts of Nigeria. Once the war reduced Biafra to its Igbo core, food shortages worsened. The earliest accepted number of around 1 million total Biafran casualties seems to originate in a 1968 ICRC report estimating up to 10,000 people dying daily from Nigeria’s siege against Biafra. A February 1969 American-led observer team came to a similar conclusion (Blum 1969; “Nigeria’s Civil War” 1968).12

Because numbers cannot be remotely estimated, an accurate death count is virtually impossible. However, most estimates agree on the number of battlefield casualties, which both sides documented relatively correctly. In Why They Die: Civilian Devastation in Violent Conflict, Daniel Rothbart and Karina Korostelina echo the largely accepted count of 75,000 battlefield casualties in a chart comparing the percentages of the battlefield and civilian casualties. Even at the lowest estimates of 500,000 total killed, battlefield casualties comprise only fifteen percent of total deaths. Using the 1 million total drops the percentage to only four percent of total wartime casualties (Rothbart and Korostelina 2014, 17).

Such numbers fuel discussion of the war as a genocidal project waged by Nigeria on Biafra to halt secession and destroy the Igbo body politic within the reunited federal structure. However, several issues plague the discussion of genocide from an academic perspective. Nigeria’s long history of genocide accusations, including the civil war and Ken Saro-Wiwa’s activism for the Ogoni, had two important implications on the debate over genocide in academic and public policy circles. Both cases heaped criticism and increased pressure on Nigeria’s government to act to stop the very real suffering of both groups, and they helped reshape and redefine the study of genocide among academics.

Historical studies of genocide also encounter some disagreement over using the term itself, coined by Raphael Lemkin, a Polish-Jewish lawyer who escaped the Second World War in 1941. Lemkin fled occupied Poland to the Soviet Union and then to the United States, where he first used the term to describe the atrocities later known as the Holocaust. Shortly after and the creation of the United Nations (UN), Lemkin spearheaded the effort to designate genocide as a crime in international law with the UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (UNGC). Article II defined genocide as


Any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such:

a. Killing members of the group

b. Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group

c. Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part

d. Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group

e. Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group. (United Nations 1948, 280)13




Thus, the definition of genocide hinges on whether the perpetrators intended to exterminate their target population. This narrow definition helps explain the lack of prosecutions until the Rwanda Genocide.14 Determining intent has long been a major contention source between historians who would keep the historical study of genocide coupled to this legal definition and those who broaden their definitions to include crimes and policies outside that definition.

In Article VIII, the UNGC assigns responsibility on all signatory countries to take action “for the prevention and suppression of acts of genocide” (United Nations 1948, 282). Many Biafran claims of genocide, especially in the conflict’s early stages, sought to trigger this clause and force international action to halt the unfolding humanitarian tragedy. Because the UNGC defined what constituted genocide from a legal and political standpoint, some scholars restrict their study to cases clearly meeting the conditions in the UNGC’s charter (Lewy 2007; Greenfield 2008).

These theoretical issues have major implications in how genocide is defined concerning the Civil War. While there is no doubt the Nigerian military used extreme methods to pursue military goals, the ultimate definition of genocide relies on which interpretation of genocide one uses. Many supporters of the genocide argument claim that ample evidence for intent and implementation exists. Ihediwa Chimee’s work on the rules of engagement in the war spends considerable effort in cataloging Nigerian air raids against civilian targets, claiming them as evidence of genocide (Chimee 2013). Other proponents cite the starvation and massacres as evidence of intent.15 The words of commanders like Benjamin Adekunle may be evidence of intent.16 Others claim that support for intentionality comes from a report titled the Investigator’s Report, published at Rhodes House in 1969. The report claims to have affidavits and evidence of documentation proving genocide planning akin to the Wannsee Conference that created the “final solution to the Jewish problem” in Germany in 1942 (Korieh 2012, 9). However, this report, led by a person only known as Dr. Mensah, was not, as some proponents claim, a “quasi-governmental” committee led by outsiders (Korieh 2012, 7–9). Rather, the Biafran government formed the committee in response to a globally sanctioned observer team visiting Nigeria in 1968. The Biafrans created a new organization called the “International Committee on the Investigation of the Crimes of Genocide” to give it the veneer of respectability and report ongoing genocide. However, the report “received very little attention outside Biafra” (Anthony 2014, 219). Those claiming that this report proves the genocide argument face scrutiny considering the nature of their cited evidence and alternative interpretations. There is little doubt that Nigerians perpetrated war crimes against the Igbo, especially in Asaba (discussed below), but whether these constitute genocide in the legal sense merits rigorous scrutiny. Paul Bartrop cites several different categories of war crimes that fall short of genocide but could be more apt in classifying what crimes the Nigerians committed against the Igbo. He concludes, “Any determination must take into account the question of intent,” adding that “until these questions are resolved, use of the term genocide with regard to Biafra must be approached with caution” (Bartrop 2012, 57).17

Some scholars and activists challenge and expand the definition of genocide beyond legalistic and restrictive definitions to include other forms of mass destruction of societies, environments, and cultures.18 Lawrence Davidson’s 2012 book Cultural Genocide argues that the process of “othering” weak groups, defined by languages and traditions in ways the Benedict Anderson termed “imagined communities,” amounts to the “destruction of the basis for identity and culture” that destroys a group identity without literal physical destruction (Davidson 2012, 19; Anderson 2006; Novic 2016). For proponents of the idea of cultural genocide, the banning of languages, religions and other markers destroys a “people” as effectively as the physical annihilation of individual persons (Chaim 2010; Skutnabb-Kangas and Dunbar, 2010; Brook 1998; Hernandez-Chavez 1995; Levene 1999; Van Krieken 1999.)

In addition, activists have defined other forms of devastation as genocide. A major figure in this movement was writer and television producer turned Niger Delta Ogoni activist Ken Saro-Wiwa. In 1990, Saro-Wiwa abandoned his work in Nigerian television and turned to environmental activism against Shell Oil and the Nigerian government. Saro-Wiwa claimed Shell’s blatant disregard for the Niger Delta environment and the Nigerian government’s collusion in ensuring Shell’s continued work violated Article II’s clause defining genocide as “deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part.” Saro-Wiwa used that definition in 1992’s Genocide in Nigeria, connecting the Nigerian government’s work with oil companies in the Niger Delta with the resulting environmental destruction and economic marginalization, concluding that the system created to prioritize oil interests over those of the people in the Niger Delta, especially the Ogoni, constituted genocide (Saro-Wiwa 1992). Saro-Wiwa’s activism eventually led to his judicial murder in 1995, but not before he successfully publicized the Ogoni plight and helped redefine genocide in activist circles by focusing on the result, not the intent (see Chapter 24).

There is little doubt that the Igbo experience of the war was hellish, and many scholars have chronicled these events, especially in recent years. Perhaps no single recent work has done more to show the horrors of the war than Elizabeth Bird and Fraser Ottanelli’s work on the Asaba massacre, one of the most horrific instances of civilians’ wholesale slaughter during the war (Bird and Ottanelli 2017). On the west bank of the River Niger opposite Onitsha, Asaba was the origin of the ill-conceived Biafran “Midwest Offensive” of August 6, 1967, which almost reached Lagos before being stopped at Ore, some 200 miles from Lagos and Ibadan. The Nigerian military rallied, rolled back the Biafran “liberation army” and retook Asaba at the beginning of October (Bird and Ottanelli 2017, 27–31; Alabi-Isama 2013). Bird and Ottanelli chart the city’s occupation and the subsequent slaughter of thousands over the next three days in early October. Although the authors chronicle the killings and cite witnesses claiming to have seen a “kill list” that the Nigerian authorities had prepared in advance, Bird and Ottanelli’s extensive research and interviews ultimately paint a contradictory picture. Some eyewitnesses described a seemingly calculated murder spree intended to decimate and destroy the Igbo intelligentsia in Asaba. However, many actions that the authors describe seem more akin to a complete breakdown of military discipline amid the reconquest of a city many in the military saw as complicit with the enemy only two months prior. Bird and Ottanelli conclude that though the Asaba massacre was indeed horrific, its relative marginalization in the war’s narrative influenced the postwar understanding of genocide. While they claim it was not part of a systemic genocidal campaign to wipe out the Igbo, they conclude it “does explain more fully why the Biafran people continued to fervently believe in that intent” during the war (Bird and Ottanelli 2017, 214).

Moreover, Biafra’s genocide accusations came during a critical part of the war, with claims designed to invoke the UNGC and force the United Nations to intervene to stop the conflict. Failing that, the Biafrans hoped that an intervention would amount to a de facto recognition of Biafra’s statehood claims. A military analysis of Biafra’s genocide claim and Nigerian actions is essential to understanding the development of the argument and the legacies of genocide after the war (Doron and Thomas 2019).

Military History of the War

Because of tensions stemming from the issue of intent, properly historicizing the development of both the Nigerian siege campaign and Biafran genocide claims are key to understanding how this discussion shaped the war’s memory and legacy. However, few works contextualizing the development of these ideas within a military framework exist. John de St. Jorre’s journalistic account remains the most accessible and in-depth account of the conflict as such (de St. Jorre 1972). Though a few have attempted a military history of the war, they fall short on operational detail and contextualization of the military scope into the broader conflict. Perhaps the most important of these is H. B. Momoh’s The Nigerian Civil War 1967–1970: History and Reminiscences. Momoh devotes less than a quarter of his nine-hundred-page tome to the operational history, despite its being the product of an official Nigerian military historical committee. The bulk of the book contains dozens of interviews, including the only interview that the 1st Division’s commander, Mohammed Shuwa, ever granted to discuss the war (Momoh 2000).19 The only closely studied military aspect of the war is the air war. This is especially problematic, being that most of those that fought in the air were not Nigerian and, except for some Egyptian and white South African and Rhodesian pilots, were not African (Draper 1999).

Biafran propaganda narratives regarding genocide evolved alongside the military and political situation and emphasized the war’s longevity. If the war was so costly and the Biafrans so militarily overmatched, why did the war last for thirty months, and not end in 1968? Answering these questions is impossible without understanding the military aspect of the war. Though Ojukwu declared independence at the end of May 1967, fighting only began in earnest in July of that year. For most of June, the Nigerian and Biafran governments scrambled to secure the oil rents multinational companies paid for drilling rights. Though the Nigerian government was legally in control of the country, the oilfields were largely in Biafran-held territory. This struggle lasted until the beginning of July when the next payment was due, and it was the factor that prompted Gowon to begin his “police action,” as he characterized the early phase of the war. Shortly, the Nigerian army invaded from the north, capturing the university town of Nsukka by the month’s end. The units that captured Nsukka coalesced into the 1st Division under the command of the cautious but extremely capable Shuwa, who led the Division until May 1969. In the southern section, the newly created 3rd Marine Commando Division launched an amphibious assault on July 29 and quickly secured the Bonny oil depot. Bonny was especially important for Biafra’s hopes of securing oil royalties, and Bonny controlled the mouth of the Niger tributary leading into the main Biafran city of Port Harcourt.

Just as the Nigerian onslaught seemed unstoppable, the Biafrans crossed the Niger late on August 6, beginning their Midwest Offensive. Under Victor Banjo’s command, a Yoruba officer mistakenly identified as one of the January coup plotters, the small force quickly overran the Midwestern Region and declared it the Republic of Benin, as governor Ejoor fled. Ojukwu wanted a quick assault that would force the federal government to enter into peace talks or, as Banjo preferred, cause a Western Region secession, undoing Lugard’s 1914 amalgamation of Northern and Southern Nigeria. Banjo hesitated for nearly a week before he embarked on his continued advance westward. His small force that crossed the Niger in the guise of a “liberation army” had already split into three columns.20 One headed north to block Nigeria’s Northern Region supply routes, another south to secure the oil-producing areas around Warri. The third, which Banjo commanded personally, went to Benin City. His small force was not equipped to handle a two-hundred-kilometer advance with no supporting artillery (not even mortars) and a long supply line without reinforcement. Banjo forfeited the advantage of surprise by waiting several days to resupply before continuing west. This allowed Nigerians to mobilize and mount a defense at Ore, beginning the slow process of rolling back the offensive (Alabi-Isami 2013, 46–47).

By October, the Biafrans were back across the Niger in Onitsha, and the forces that repelled Banjo’s assault became the 2nd Division under Murtala Mohammed’s command. As Nigerian forces entered Asaba, they perpetrated the massacre mentioned earlier. The massacre and the end of the offensive both shifted Biafran attitudes during the war. If the Igbo cultivated an aura of invincibility at the beginning of the lightning offensive, by the end, Biafran propaganda shifted to portray the Igbo as under siege, their military might undermined by infiltrators and saboteurs (Madiebo 1980, 145). The Asaba massacre further convinced the Igbo they faced potential extermination and must fight to the end. John de St. Jorre captured Biafran attitudes in a conversation with a Biafran official: “if you gave us the choice of 1,000 rifles or milk for 50,000 starving children, we’d take the guns” (de St. Jorre 1972, 220).

The Biafrans introduced their overt accusations of genocide against the Nigerians during the collapse of the Midwest Offensive. As the Nigerians pushed the Biafrans steadily toward the Niger, the Organization of African Unity (OAU) held its annual heads-of-state meeting in Kinshasa. The Biafrans and allies in the OAU hoped to make the war a central issue at the meeting; however, the Nigerian delegation blocked discussion of the matter, insisting it was internal and outside the OAU’s jurisdiction. Nonetheless, the Biafrans managed to circulate a paper where they used “genocide” to describe the events of 1966 (Kirk-Greene 1971, 168). Despite several attempts by key Biafran allies, like Zambian president Kenneth Kaunda, to force discussion, Awolowo, heading the Nigerian delegation, blocked discussions and resolutions that would have recognized Biafra in all but name (Stremlau 1977, 91). The OAU meeting set the tone for globally visible Biafran and Nigerian interactions for the rest of the war. Biafra, eager for any kind of diplomatic recognition, accused the Nigerians of genocide to trigger the UNGC or create an international presence that would capture de facto, if not de jure, recognition. Gowon’s diplomatic team, led by Awolowo and his close ally Anthony Enahoro, the commissioner for information, used their advantageous positions in the nation-state system of international politics to block most Biafran attempts at recognition. Thus, the Biafrans resorted to accusations of genocide to force Gowon’s regime to open the system to Biafran participation.

The collapse of the Midwest offensive triggered a total Biafran military collapse from which it barely managed to recover. Shortly after the end of the offensive, the Nigerians captured the Biafran capital, Enugu, on October 4. Ojukwu and the rest of the leadership barely escaped, largely due to Shuwa’s cautious approach to prosecuting the war. Simultaneously, Murtala Mohammed attempted an amphibious assault to capture Onitsha across the Niger since the last Biafrans crossing from Asaba days earlier destroyed the bridge between the cities. Mohammed’s assault ended disastrously, the first of many for the brave but tactically incompetent colonel. As one Nigerian officer explained, the Nigerian soldiers, “mostly new recruits, were not disciplined and went wild, drinking and looting. In no time, most of them were drunk. Then, suddenly, the Biafrans were on us. I tried to rally the men, but it was hopeless; everyone panicked and ran for the boats” (de St. Jorre 1972, 186). After several more attempts at amphibious assaults, Mohammed regrouped and crossed the Niger in December at Idah, some one hundred fifty kilometers north, and slowly advanced, entering Onitsha on March 25. His triumph was soon marred by a disaster known as the Abagana Ambush. In his haste to link his Division to Shuwa’s, he organized a massive convoy into Onitsha on March 31. Numbering almost one hundred vehicles, the convoy traveled the narrow road between Awka and Onitsha with only four light armored cars (a Saladin and three Ferrets) for defense. The Biafran assault exploded a fuel tanker, causing a chain reaction that engulfed most of the ammunition in the convoy. Mohammed’s Division never recovered as a fighting force, and the colonel took a leave of absence after being relieved of duty for his recklessness and incompetence.

In the southern sector, Adekunle began an assault on Port Harcourt that culminated on May 15 when the last Biafran defenders left the city. Gowon’s goal was to isolate the Biafran heartland before a Commonwealth peace conference began in Kampala on May 23. Though Biafra’s situation continued to deteriorate, the destruction of the 2nd Division gave Ojukwu hope that Biafra would be able to hold out because the global public media blitz began to put pressure on Gowon and his allies, especially the British government under Prime Minister Harold Wilson, which was Nigeria’s main arms supplier. The Biafrans were able to contract American-owned Swiss public relations firm Markpress to aid in disseminating their pleas to end Nigeria’s genocidal campaign. Markpress’ ability to penetrate the global media outlets buoyed the Biafrans ahead of the Kampala meeting, but the talks themselves ended in a stalemate, and both parties walked out with no end to the war in sight.

Biafra’s success on the public diplomacy front, coupled with the destruction of the 2nd Division gave Ojukwu hope that political or military success was possible against the mounting odds. Indeed, Tanzania, Zambia, Gabon, and Ivory Coast recognized Biafran independence, and the OAU stepped in to host a second round of negotiations in Addis Ababa in August under the auspices of Emperor Haile Selassie.21 Gowon even agreed to suspend military operations until after the peace talks. The talks in Ethiopia also produced no agreement on ending the war, or even a cease-fire or opening a relief corridor for the starving civilian population. Ojukwu, who attended the conference, hoped Gowon would also arrive. Years later, the Biafran leader would declare, “If Gowon had gone to Addis, I would have been able to force him to sign a cease-fire in Africa Hall in front of the Emperor” (Stremlau 1977, 214). Biafra’s accusations of genocide forced the Nigerians to soften their stance and grant Ojukwu some kind of voice on the international stage. However, Ojukwu’s team hardened their demands as their accusations gained traction around the world. Thus, their ability to penetrate the global diplomatic arena did not yield the results they hoped, even as the Biafran military situation took another turn for the worse.

In October 1968, Adekunle, impatient with the military situation, embarked on an adventurous operation, which he dubbed Operation OAU. The letters stood for Owerri, Aba and Umuahia, the last three major urban centers still under Biafran control. Adekunle’s troops overran Aba and captured Owerri, but the Biafrans under Madiebo’s command mounted a counterattack and defended Umuahia, the seat of Biafra’s government since the fall of Enugu in 1967. The Biafrans beat Adekunle’s forces so badly they were able to retake Owerri, the only time the Biafrans were successful in retaking a conquered city. They also beat the 3rd Division so badly that morale and discipline broke down almost completely, turning the Division into little more than an armed gang exploiting the local population, whether Igbo or not. By May 1969, the Nigerian southern front was near collapse, giving the Biafrans another opportunity to reverse their fortunes.

The Biafrans also adjusted their narrative regarding genocide. By the end of 1968, global sentiment had shifted to calling on the Biafrans to end their hopeless endeavor. The Biafran Directorate of Propaganda switched to claiming Biafrans would overcome the hardships and defeat their genocidal enemy and its enablers. A major tactic was the creation of a new “Land Army,” in charge of growing and distributing foods to the besieged enclave. Biafran outlets touted the new program as combatting hunger, which would allow the country to fight indefinitely (Doron 2014, 236).

But the Biafrans could not fight indefinitely, and events conspired to unravel many of the genocide accusations. Both Mohammed and Adekunle, who were especially brutal in their prosecution of the war and lenient in military discipline, were removed from their positions. As part of a restructuring, Mohammed’s division was placed on the west bank of the Niger out of the conflict because the subsequent division commanders were unable to rehabilitate discipline and return the division to fighting conditions. In the south, Obasanjo took over from Adekunle, helped re-administer military discipline, and clamped down on looting and other liberties Adekunle either encouraged or ignored (Obasanjo 1981, 86).

Shuwa continued his cautious but professional prosecution of the war. Like in 1967, when Mohammed’s ill-conceived assaults on Onitsha left Shuwa to control the fallout, Shuwa completed Adekunle’s mission and captured Umuahia on April 22, 1969. One of his commanders described the scene as the Biafrans fled the city, the handful left behind “expecting their end, for the rebel propaganda machinery had pumped ideas of ‘pogrom’ and ‘genocide’ into them. But in accordance with our ‘Code of Conduct’, we received them back into the Nigerian fold, clothed and fed them. That was the type of war we were fighting—family war” (Momoh 2000, 905). Like many others from Shuwa’s record, this example helped unravel Biafra’s genocide argument by the end of the war. Under siege and starving for over two years, the beleaguered population feared that an even worse fate awaited if they surrendered. When that promised annihilation did not materialize, many began to question Biafra’s genocide narrative, none more than Nigeria’s former president-turned Biafran—Nnamdi Azikiwe. On August 17, Zik landed in Lagos, met with Gowon, and called Biafra’s accusations a “cock and bull fairy tale” (Aneke 2007, 539), adding that:


The accusation of genocide is palpably false, but bearing in mind the widespread killing of 1966, which must always hunt our memories, why should some people continue to fool our people to believe that they are slated for slaughter, when we know that they suffer mental anguish and physical agony as a result of their being homeless and their places of abode having been desolated by war and their lives rendered helpless? (Kirk-Greene 1971)



Predictably, the Biafran propaganda machine reacted with outrage, claiming that Zik profited from his defection because, “he always ends a crisis by sacrificing the people’s interests once he has found a personal accommodation” (Pace 1969).

Despite their public stance, some evidence shows that the Biafran Propaganda Directorate understood the correctness of Azikiwe’s stance. In one of the few extant internal documents, an October 1969 critique of proposed radio programs, the propaganda evaluators commented on the script Calling Biafrans Behind Enemy Lines. They claimed that those living under Nigerian control were not suffering to the extent of those in areas still controlled by the Biafrans and thus would not be receptive to a program claiming otherwise (Doron 2014, 240). In the end, Biafran propaganda fell apart because of its inability to shift the narrative away from genocide when experience proved wholesale slaughter was not in Gowon’s plans.

Coda: Postwar Reconciliation and Historiographical Legacies

The memory of genocidal propaganda and the suppression of discourse after the war caused a perception of postwar integration as superficial. Underlying issues mean the war still features prominently in Nigeria’s public and academic discourse. In the immediate postwar period, the integration questions were practical, for example, whether secessionists would be allowed to return to posts in the military or civil service and if Biafrans would be compensated for property loss during the war.22 Additionally, the nature of the Nigerian state and the people’s relation to it came under scrutiny. The Nigerian government crushed rebellion with ruthlessness and treated insurrection or protest as a challenge to the state.23 Further, as Saro-Wiwa experienced, any challenge to state authority was treated as a potential secession, especially when it threatened to harm the state’s revenue.

Despite, and maybe because of the state’s harsh responses to challenges, separatism and violence remain staples in the dialog between the government and marginalized groups. Since the return to civilian rule, organizations have emerged that challenge the state, either for a greater share in the existing government or with renewed secession demands. After years of economic devastation in the Niger Delta, violent groups of marauding youths called the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND) emerged in 2005–2006. The group disrupted the oil industry by kidnapping workers, siphoning oil, and even creating makeshift distilleries to process the stolen crude. Eventually, Obasanjo’s government came to an agreement with MEND that halted the most egregious violence and granted amnesty and job training for MEND members (Ukiwo 2007; Courson 2009). Unlike MEND, who were adamantly not a separatist movement, neo-Biafran groups have emerged seeking to reestablish a Biafran state. The most prominent is the Movement for the Actualization of the Sovereign State of Biafra (MASSOB), which has declared itself a non-violent separatist movement but has met with brutal repression from the Nigerian government including arrests and extraditions of its leadership (Okonta 2014). The war’s end did not signal a transformation in Nigerian state-society relations. Rather, issues endemic to the war continue to resurface periodically and are usually only resolved fiscally.

Because the war ended with the suppression of meaningful reconstruction, the genocide narrative remained but was disconnected from its context. This is not unique to the civil war in Nigeria. Historical work on the nature of warfare in postcolonial Africa has been neglected for practical and ideological reasons. Consequently, military history remains the most Eurocentric of historical disciplines (Reid 2012, x). Much discussion on military matters in Africa suffers from a woeful absence of military analysis. The Nigerian Civil War is no different and perhaps is emblematic of the problems of discussing the consequences of a war without serious consideration of the war itself.

Notes

1.In one instance shortly after the war, archivists in Onitsha asked people to donate their personal papers to a new archival project run by the East-Central State. In 1972, the Federal Government ruled that this type of commemoration had no place in postwar reconstruction and ordered all the collected papers destroyed. For details, see Sampson 2000, 71.

2.Olusegun Obasanjo, My Command: An Account of the Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970 (London; Ibadan; Nairobi: Heinemann, 1981); Ken Saro-Wiwa, On a Darkling Plain: An Account of the Nigerian Civil War (Port Harcourt: Saros, 1989).

3.From 1960–1963, he was Governor-General, technically British Queen Elizabeth II’s representative in Nigeria. In 1963, when Nigeria became a republic, he became the ceremonial president. It was not until 1979’s Second Republic that the president became both head of state and the government’s executive officer.

4.Dubbed “minority groups” in Nigerian political parlance.

5.Azikiwe’s popular nickname was Zik.

6.In 1962, when the Federal Government declared a state of emergency, the only violence was in the Western Region’s assembly. In 1965, the federal government refused a similar declaration despite the widespread violence.

7.Cypriot president Makarios III stayed in Nigeria and only left the night of the coup, from Enugu. Eastern Region premier Michael Okpara accompanied him to the airport as one of the coup leaders, Daniel Ejoor, secured the city. By the time Makarios left the country, it was clear that Ironsi had defeated the coup in Lagos and most likely Okpara was not eliminated for that reason.

8.In fact, Ojukwu’s replacement as commander of the Kano Garrison, Mohammed Shuwa moved without authorization to stop the killings in the city. Katsina’s orders to act, when they finally arrived, simply gave Shuwa the authority to do what he had already done (Madiebo 1980, 38).

9.The Midwestern Region was heterogeneous and did not have the military infrastructure that the other three regions did.

10.The deal was known as the Appolo Deal after the Major who brokered it.

11.The 10,000 figure is quoted in the minutes released by the Eastern Region Government in The Aburi Conference: Ghana, Jan. 4–5, 1967, 30.

12.The American team included Jean Meyer, a Harvard University nutritionist, who would later create the food stamp program in the United States and become president of Tufts University.

13.Emphasis mine.

14.The first prosecution of genocide under the UNGC was Jean-Paul Akayesu, the mayor of Taba, who was sentenced to life imprisonment for fifteen counts of genocide, as well as murder, torture, rape, and ethnic persecution.

15.For an overview on the thread of this type of activist scholarship, see Korieh (2013).

16.Adekunle said, “ ‘I want to see no Red Cross, no Caritas, no World Council of Churches, no Pope, no missionary and no U.N. delegation. I want to prevent even one Ibo having even one thing to eat before their capitulation.” The literature accusing and “proving” that Nigeria committed genocide is much too extensive to list here but includes both activists and scholars.

17.Emphasis in original.

18.A similar debate exists on the nature of Apartheid, especially as it relates to Israeli policy toward the Palestinians. For a definitive treatment on the subject, see Pappé, ed. (2015).

19.Shuwa was head of the 5th Battalion in Kano during the July 1966 coup, and is credited with locking the battalion’s armory, thus preventing the killing of Igbo soldiers and officers that accompanied the coup. After the war, he retired to private life, and was not active in Nigerian politics. On November 2, 2012, Boko Haram militants murdered him in his home in Maiduguri.

20.There is some dispute whether Banjo’s force constituted a “Biafran” offensive or whether Banjo and Ojukwu agreed that the force would be nominally independent, and that Banjo’s attack was an attempt to encourage Yoruba secession and a new Odùduwà Republic. Shortly after the failed assault, Ojukwu had Banjo, along with Ifeajuna and two other officers, executed for allegedly plotting to overthrow him. For a fuller treatment of Banjo’s perspective, see his sister’s work (Ogunsheye, 2001).

21.Haiti was the fifth and only non-African country to recognize Biafra, but their recognition did not come until May 1969.

22.The issue of property was especially important. Very early in the war, the Nigerians discontinued the use of the prewar Nigerian Pound for a new series of banknote, rendering the Biafran stockpiles of Nigerian currency worthless. Nigerians had a matter of weeks to convert their money, and naturally, those in Biafra were unable to do so. Similarly, Nigerians seized bank accounts and allowed squatters to enter Igbo owned properties in cities like Port Harcourt. After the war, former Biafrans were compensated with £50, no matter how much old currency they held. In many cases, the squatters were allowed to remain, but had to legally purchase the properties from the former owners.

23.One particularly brutal episode was the Maitatsine revolt in the northern city of Kano. Maitatsine was a firebrand cleric who operated in the city throughout the 1970s. In 1980, after a failed attempt to arrest several of his followers, Maitatsine directed his people to kill police, which they did with bows and arrows and swords. The Nigerian response was to shell the city with heavy artillery, killing the sect leader along with 5,000 other people.
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Chapter 21 

The Nigerian Oil Economy and the Rentier State

Adeoye O. Akinola

Introduction

Nigeria is both an oil-dependent economy and a rentier state. Oil-dependent states are characterized by rentier behavior, while rentier states are those states in which revenues from the export of mineral resources contribute above forty percent of the state’s overall revenues (Beblawi 1990, 85–86). In the first quarter of 2018, crude oil and oil products made up 87.7 percent of Nigeria’s export and ninety percent of its foreign exchange earnings (Africa Check 2018). Over the years, literature and public discourse have focused on the relationship between mineral resource wealth and sustainable economic development. Studies have also established industrialization’s germane role in enhancing economic development (Akinola 2019, 6). Historically, mineral resources have instigated successful economic development in developed countries, but in less developed countries like Nigeria, resource extraction (particularly oil and gas) and its commercialization have become a “curse” rather than a “blessing” (Di John 2011).

Nigeria is Africa’s largest economy and biggest oil producer, but more than half of its population lives in abject poverty. With a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of $443 billion in 2020, Nigeria has the highest GDP in Africa and the largest estimated population of about 200 million (Varrella 2021). There is a general expectation that the endowment of natural resources like oil translates into national development and drastic improvement in living standards, but Nigeria has been notable for poverty, resource-curse, “Dutch Disease,” corruption, violent conflicts, and other socioeconomic crises. Oil-dependent states like Nigeria fall short of instigating human rights-based and industrial-led development approaches; instead, they usually embrace the fragile resource-based development approach (Karl 1997). The link between resource and national wealth originated with Richard Auty’s work, which reveals that since the 1960s, the resource-poor countries have outpaced the resource-rich countries in terms of government performance in economic growth and resource utilization (Auty 1998: 80).

In Nigeria, oil exploration and the associated oil boom of the 1970s led to the abandonment of other viable sectors, particularly the agricultural and industrial sectors, as oil became the mainstay of the economy. While the resource curse theory explains the underperformance of resource-rich countries, the absence of economic diversification associated with the oil economy is captured by the “Dutch Disease” analysis. The resource curse theory explains the strong correlation between an abundance of natural resources, economic crisis, and violent conflicts. The prolonged stagnation of the economy, rising inflation and unemployment, massive disillusionment, and other socioeconomic crises have made many Nigerians vulnerable to violence. The state, which ought to be a beacon of hope in terms of the provision of basic needs of its citizens, has become a problem to be solved. A cross-section of Nigerians, particularly some unemployed youth, has become very frustrated, agitated, and resolute in finding alternative means (through violence and criminality, among other things) for survival. The result has been the prevalence of dissent; crimes like prostitution, drug-trafficking, and financial impropriety; oil bunkering and militancy; and terrorism.

One decisive cause of Nigeria’s socioeconomic woes is corruption. As noted by Akinola, “the wealth created by the oil boom and the centralization of its revenue has expanded the scope of corruption at the federal level, while the oil sector becomes the theatre of corruption and high-level fraud” (Akinola 2018, 269) Indeed, cases of oil corruption by oil-cartels and public officials abound. It was estimated that about 300,000 barrels of oil were stolen per day between 2001 and 2008 (Akinola 2018, 269). Since 2013, multiple government institutions (the Ministry of Petroleum, the Ministry of Finance, and the Central Bank of Nigeria) continue to trade accusations over N500 billion oil revenue that was declared “missing.” Also, billions of dollars are being diverted to private pockets through the corruption-infested oil subsidy scheme (Martini 2014). According to Amundsen (2010, 13), oil corruption was categorized under political corruption in two major ways: government officials use and abuse their monopoly of power to extract resources from the private sector for personal aggrandizement, while extracted resources and public resources are exploited for regime consolidation and extension purposes. This usually manifests in forms of nepotism and patronage politics.

This chapter engages the oil economy and rentier states’ debates to explore Nigeria’s quest for development. It assesses the factors responsible for the resource-rich Nigerian economy’s inability to convert its oil wealth to human capacity building and economic development. The study is divided into various sections, starting with the introduction, followed by the historical development of the oil industry and conceptual understandings. The fourth section focuses on the reality of the oil economy and rentierism in Nigeria, and the subsequent section engages the false assumptions about the resource curse in Nigeria.

Historical Development of the Nigerian Oil Economy

Nigeria, comprising three regions (Northern, Eastern, and Western) at independence, relied predominantly on the agricultural sector before discovering crude oil in Oloibiri in 1956. The major exports for the three regions, based on the comparative advantage principle, were cocoa in the West, groundnuts in the North, and palm oil in the East (see Chapter 15). As Africa’s largest oil producer, Nigeria has an estimated production of 2.4 million barrels per day, 37.1 million barrels of crude oil reserves, and about 5.1 trillion cubic meters of natural gas as of 2018 (Osunmuyiwa, Biermann, and Kalfagianni 2018). The Niger Delta community is the source of Nigeria’s crude oil production, which currently comprises nine oil-producing States (Abia, Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo, Imo, Ondo, and Rivers).

Akinola (2018, 149–151) documents the Nigerian oil giant’s evolution, the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC). The Nigerian National Oil Corporation (NNOC), replaced by NNPC as an independent oil monopoly in 1979, drives the oil industry on behalf of the federal government. The restructuring of the oil institution led to a sharp increase of oil revenue from N200m in the mid-1970s ($1.12 million) to N10b ($5.5) in the late 1970s, and after that increased to $2.6 billion in 2005. By 2015, NNPC increased estimates of crude oil reserves from 36 billion to 50 billion barrels. After its establishment, NNPC was decentralized into nine subsidiaries in 1981 for management and commercial purposes. The Indigenization Decree of 1977 empowered the NNPC to engage in Joint Ventures (JVs) with multinational oil companies (Shell, Exxon-Mobil, Chevron-Texaco, Total, and Agip), with more than seventy percent equity stake in all foreign businesses, while another twenty-five percent is accomplished by production-sharing contracts (PSCs). The NNPC and other agencies, the Federal Inland Revenue Service (FIRS), and the Directorate of Petroleum Resources (DPR) are responsible for oil revenue collections. The NNPC receives, distributes, and markets the sixty percent government allocation of crude produced and a share for the local refineries, which it also sells through the NNPC Retail Limited operations established in August 2002 (Akinola 2018, 150). The outlets comprise thirty-seven mega stations, twelve floating mega stations, and over 500 affiliate stations (Akinola 2018, 151).

In the late 1950s, oil was insignificant to the economy, amounting to less than two percent of total exports. Between 1960 and 1968, agriculture was then Nigeria’s major foreign exchange earner. This, however, changed with oil extraction. From 1968 through 1973, oil output skyrocketed from about 5 million to over 600 million barrels per year (Romanova 2017, 3). This dramatically impacted government oil-revenues, which increased from 66 million naira in 1970 to over 10 billion in 1980 (1 USD was equivalent to 0.5522 of Nigerian currency). Thus, crude oil rose from twenty-nine percent of GDP in 1980 to fifty-two percent in 2005 (Adebiyi et al. 2019). Meanwhile, agriculture, the second-largest sector, decreased from forty-nine percent of GDP in 1970 to 20.6 percent in 1980 and after that rose to 23.3 percent in 2005. In the same year, the manufacturing and services sectors accounted for 4.6 percent and 19.9 percent of GDP (Adebiyi et al. 2019).

The country operated a fluctuating fiscal federalism. In 1958, the Chick Commission Report prescribed a fifty percent derivation to the host communities, thirty percent to the regions, and twenty percent to the federal administration. The Binn Commission in 1964 reduced the allocation to the federal government to fifteen percent, which was in operation at the time of the discovery of oil (Akinola 2018, 105). By 1970, the allocation to the federal government had risen to fifty percent. The 1999 Nigerian Constitution makes the federal government the only custodian of all revenue: bonuses, royalties, and rents accruing from Nigeria’s mineral resources. The revenue-sharing formula became 48.50 percent to the central government, 26.72 percent to states, 20.60 percent to the local government administration, and 4.18 percent to centrally controlled special allocations (Akinola 2018, 105). Presently, the federal government receives forty-three percent, states thirty percent, local governments twenty percent, and a special fund seven percent, with an additional thirteen percent allocated to oil-producing states year (Romanova 2017, 3). The oil-producing communities continue to agitate for an improved derivative formula and castigate the federal government to allocate too much oil-power (Akinola 2011). Inability to reconcile this has become one of the foundations for violent protests and oil insurgency in oil-producing communities.

The enormous contribution of petroleum to the political economy of Nigeria, shortly after independence, remained undisputed. Oil-related revenues constituted 26 percent of federally generated revenues in 1970 but increased sharply to 81 percent in 1980, was 73.3 percent in 1990, 83.5 percent in 2000, and reduced to an estimated 79 percent in 2007 (Akinola 2018, 101). Oil revenue inflow into the federation account between 2000 and 2009 amounted to N34.2 trillion (82.36 percent) of national revenue for the period, while non-oil revenue was N7.3 trillion (17.64 percent). The value of oil revenue for this period was N3.42 trillion compared to non-oil revenue that stood at N732.2 billion (Central Bank of Nigeria, 2009). As reported by Akinola (2018, 132), “the vast volume of wealth generated by the government in this sector truncated the steady development of the agricultural sector as a viable foreign exchange earner.” Oil-dependence gradually eroded the development initiative of successive governments. Oil production continued to grow while the country began to experience dwindling agricultural productivity (see Table 21.1).



Table 21.1 Sectoral Contribution to Nigerian Gross Domestic Product (GDP)




	Sector
	1960
	1970
	1980
	1990
	2000
	2002





	Agriculture
	64.1%
	47.6%
	30.8%
	39%
	35.7%
	28.35%



	Manufacturing
	4.8%
	8.2%
	8.1%
	8.2%
	3.4%
	5.5%



	Crude Petroleum
	0.3%
	7.1%
	22.0%
	12.8%
	47.5%
	40.6%



	Others
	30.8%
	31.1%
	39.1%
	40.0%
	13.4%
	25.55%





Source: Adedipe 2004.




The shift from agriculture to oil exploration has decisive negative effects on the political economy of Nigeria. Officials of multinational corporations (MNCs) and political office holders turned the oil industry into a corruption theater. Annually, the country loses between 4 billion USD and 18 billion USD to illegal oil-bunkering, while the MNCs were allegedly involved in the illicit excess lifting of crude oil at export depots (Alex et al. 2011, 8). Alex notes that


Opportunities for rent-seeking have distorted incentives throughout the extractive industries value chain—including, for example, oil block awards and licensing, in regulatory institutions, in tax administration, for governors at the state level, among oil producers, and in Niger Delta communities. Representatives of political and military elites are believed to have accumulated hundreds of billions of Nigeria‘s oil dollars in foreign bank accounts. (Alex et al. 2011, 7)



The government displayed a lack of capacity for transforming the NNPC into a responsive institution that would ensure good governance, which was reflected in the lack of transparency that characterized the awards of oil contracts in the oil industry. Awards became an instrument of political office holders to perpetuate patronage and favoritism. This accounts for the scramble for political office, particularly at the federal level, which has become a guarantee for wealth accumulation and other primordial interests.

Understanding Rentier State and Oil Economy

The notion of a rentier state evolved from the study of the modern Middle East. The term “rentier state” was first employed by Iranian scholar Hossein Mahdavy in a 1970 article titled, “The Pattern and Problems of Economic Development in a Rentier State: The Case of Iran” (Mahdavy 1970; Mohammed 2017). Subsequently, the term has been liberally used concerning natural-resource-rich Gulf economies (Mohammad 2017). Rentier state theory evolved to highlight the economic challenges that some oil-exporting countries were experiencing and proffer suggestions to address such economic inadequacies. Rentier states derive most of their revenues from the outside world. Therefore, a rentier state’s fiscal revenue is drawn from external rent through royalties, profit taxes, or production-sharing agreements with foreign resource-extracting companies.

Furthermore, oil rent provides the financial or fiscal foundation of the state, making tax payment negligible. Thus, states in this category relieve their citizens of tax burden and reward them with heavy welfare subsidies, which makes them attached to a rentier mentality (Rutledge 2014). The mentality shapes the perception of the political elites that control the state, affects the relations of production, and distorts society’s institutional evolution (Di John 2011, 169). Indeed, Nigerian public institutions are quite weak, ineffective, and unresponsive to the rigors of governance (Akinola and Wissink 2018, 168), attributed to the consequence of oil wealth. A rentier state is characterized by “adverse socioeconomic consequences of national income derived from abundant extractive industry export earnings” (Rutledge 2014, 4). Karl (2007, 23) posits that rentier states are oil-dependent countries that show “perverse linkages between economic performance, poverty, bad governance, injustice and conflict.” Oil-dependent and rentier states are very vulnerable to the resource curse, and the possibility of escape is remote (Ross 2001, 326).

Following the acknowledgment of the importance of crude oil as a source of energy, oil-rich countries have experienced immense oil-wealth, which has impacted nature, structure, and performance of the state. Extant literature demonstrates similar traits displayed by oil-dependent countries. Studies on the oil economy reveal that oil-dependent countries exhibit poor economic performance and hold that “oil is a disease and its exploration results in negative outcomes” (Rutledge 2014, 4). Ross gives three factors responsible for the poor economic performance of oil-dependent states (cited in Akinola 2018, 134). The first is the cognitive explanation, which states that resource booms produce short-sightedness among policymakers and state leaders. The second is the societal explanation, which posits that resource exports can empower only those sectors, classes, or interest groups that favor growth-impending policies. Lastly, the state-centered explanation maintains that resource booms will most likely weaken state structures and institutions.

Romanova (2017) identifies and aggregates the implications of oil production through two major sub-titles: economic and socio-political implications. The economic implications are the absence of a downstream sector, total dependence on oil multinationals and their infrastructures, neglect of the agricultural sector, and associated impoverishment of the rural population. It also includes a displacement of stable and sustainable revenue flows like the neglect of income taxes as a government revenue source. There is also the possibility of “Dutch disease,” leading to the migration of capital to the booming resource sector, unstable fiscal relations and planning due to volatility of oil prices, and foreign debt accumulation to cover shortfalls from projected oil revenues. The socio-political implications are the high-income inequality and poverty rates, the possibility of civil conflict over resource allocation, a strong tendency towards rent-seeking, patronage and corruption, dwindling motivations for reforms, and environmental degradation due to land and water pollution.

Generally, economic studies document that income from resource wealth influences social classes and regime type, but Karl (2007) demonstrates that the oil income affects the state institutions, the framework of decision-making, and policymakers’ decision calculus. Indeed, the nature of the wealth, its abruptness, and its seeming inexhaustibility have a way of stunting systematic development. Karl maintains that sudden oil-wealth prevents planning and efficient management of resources. Furthermore, oil extraction engenders environmental degradation. The result has been violent protests and dissents, the neglect of which engenders armed insurrection like oil militancy (Akinola 2011, 46). The political system is saturated with institutional violence, and the government becomes authoritarian and repressive as experienced under both military and civilian administrations. For instance, peaceful protests in oil-producing areas were met with the state’s brutality, while fuel-subsidy-protests, usually led by the Nigerian Labour Congress and civil society coalition, have been met with state repression (Akinola 2011, 2018; Social Action 2012).

Studies have shown that the nature and allocation of states’ revenue impact governments’ policy choices. In an oil economy, policies are mostly not driven by economic but other non-economic determinants. Oil wealth has the policy dilemma of directing seemingly abundant financial resources into the economy. The state faces a high propensity for waste and the systemic dilution of market incentives, thereby rendering sustained and self-generating economic growth more difficult than in less resource-rich economies (El-Katiri 2014). The economic reality in Nigeria seems to have reinforced the arguments that the state’s reliance on oil wealth negatively affects the economy and non-economic spheres of the state. Therefore, oil wealth has been adjudged a curse and not a blessing to a state like Nigeria. In the subsequent sub-section, the “resource curse” hypothesis explains the factors responsible for the oil curse in developing countries.

Resource Curse Hypothesis

The “resource curse” hypothesis, also known as “paradox of plenty,” has become very popular and almost universally accepted as a reality of oil-extracting countries. Seminal work on resource curse was undertaken in the 1950s by Prebisch and Singer and was first known as the Prebisch-Singer hypothesis (Polterovich et al. 2010, 15). The authors posit that countries relying on the primary goods sector experience slower growth than those in manufacturing industries. Conventional literature—of liberal orientation—strongly believes that manufacturing industrialization is a determinant of development and non-industrial societies are undeveloped or underdeveloped (see Smith 2003, 89). Aggregating the scholarly exposition on the debate, the possibility or reality of resource curse is based on the following explanation: the “Dutch disease” thesis, the “volatility effect,” the “rent-seeking” effect, and the “false security” or “overconfidence effect” (Polterovich et al. 2010, 2). It is pertinent to engage with how the nature of the oil economy and rentier state result in resource curse.

“Dutch Disease” was coined by The Economist in 1977 to explain the correlation between the decline in the manufacturing sector in the Netherlands (1960–1980) and the discovery of the Groningen gas field in 1959 (Polterovich et al. 2010, 15). The extraction of mineral resources led to immediate neglect of other areas of the economy, particularly the manufacturing sector. This was also the case of Nigeria, whose oil boom in the 1970s led to the abandonment of the agricultural and emerging industrial sectors. The availability of huge incomes from crude oil sales offers the state more than the required wealth; thus, diversification of the economy became unimportant and neglected.

In the oil economy and rentier state, the government is usually disconnected from the people. In this society, externally derived rent breaks the connection between the people and the state. This is the case of Nigeria, where the socio-political fabric that binds society together has been broken by the political elites’ character and gross inequalities between the elites and the lower-class population. The masses have no claim to government or ownership of the state. One of the reasons for the disconnection is the lack of tax culture. Romanova (2017) explains that because crude oil is a globally traded commodity that attracts immense foreign exchange, it is a quick capital accumulation source. He maintains that huge revenues were accruable from the extensive differential between unit production costs and economic rents, royalties, taxes on petroleum, and oil exports. States in this category do not feel the necessity to impose taxes on the citizens and oil income propels the government from effective taxing system.

The Nigerian government, noted for laxity in the collection of tax, responded by strengthening the Federal Inland Revenue Service (FIRS) capacity, which has doubled the number of taxpayers since 2015. In 2018, the BBC (2019) reports that the government (federal and state) received tax payments from 19 million Nigerians, which fell below expectations. At this period, the BBC also reveals that Nigeria’s economically active population was estimated at 65 million, and based on the estimate, tax compliance was less than thirty percent. The lack of tax income has aggravated the state financial crisis, which accounts for persistent infrastructural depletion. At the global level, the country has one of the lowest ratios of tax to GDP. In 2016, Nigeria’s tax-to-GDP ratio was sixteen percent, while it was twenty-nine percent in South Africa, eighteen percent in Ghana, fifteen percent in Egypt, and eighteen percent in Kenya (BBC 2019).

The absence of an effective tax system has denied the masses the dividends of liberal democracy. Ross’s study highlights how access to oil rents has narrowed the economic base of oil-dependent countries due to Dutch Disease and how rents have consolidated authoritarian regimes in the societies (Ross 2012). The government has used oil wealth and oil prices to suppress opposing voices. Through subsidy administration, the fluctuating oil prices at the domestic level have served as a mechanism to appease agitated masses at different times. In Nigeria, fuel prices are not based on economic considerations, but are instead based on political considerations. Aside from the civil servants that have their taxes automatically deducted from their pay, it seems “only the little people pay taxes” (Fallows 2016). While eliminating taxation can be a relief for citizens, it makes the state more reliant on petrodollars (Karl 1997).

Oil-dependent states are characterized by institutional fragility and weak governance structures. Auty found that, since the 1960s, resource-abundant states record poor economic development and that resource wealth negatively affects governance (Auty 1998). While Okruhlik (1999, 295) maintains that the relationship between oil and politics is more of political choices than institutional determinants. Apologists of the “Dutch Disease” thesis believe that oil distorts the “natural” flow of politics in a country. The relationship between oil endowment and democracy is found to be negative. Fearon and Latin maintain that “oil producers tend to have weaker state apparatuses than one would expect given their level of income because the rulers have less need of a socially intrusive and elaborate bureaucratic system to raise revenues” (Mähler 2010, 3). Although the Nigerian government establishes diverse institutions entrusted with raising revenues like the FIRS, the public institutions are exceedingly weak, ineffective, and very fragile. Public institutions inherited from the colonial power were administrative in nature and not managerial and goal-driven. This institutional weakness explains the poor management of the oil resource and poor subsidy administration, which constitute one reason for the proliferation and protracted nature of insurgency in the country.

Nigeria continues to be subjected to international market volatility due to its reliance on imported petroleum products. This is a clear example of the failures of the giant oil institution, Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC), in charge of refineries and other oil agencies. The country’s refineries are low-yielding due to years of underfunding and neglect. Despite the huge allocation of funds to resuscitate the refineries since 1999, the four refineries have remained redundant and underutilized (see Table 21.2).



Table 21.2 Installed Capacity of Nigeria’s Refineries




	Refinery
	Year of Establishment
	Installed Capacity (bpd)





	Port Harcourt
	1965
	35,000; upgraded to 60,000



	Warri
	1978
	100,000



	Kaduna
	1980
	100,000; upgraded to 110,000



	Another one in Port Harcourt
	1989
	150,000





Source: Adedipe 2004.




The refineries have struggled to attain optimal productivity. For instance, in 2011, the overall average refining capacity was twenty-two percent in 2010 and twenty-four percent in 2011 (See Peter 2014). Furthermore, in February 2014, the NNPC revealed that the country needed about 50 million liters of refined products per day, but the four refineries were only able to produce 12.02 million liters. Between 1994 and 2004, 90 billion USD was approved to support refining operations at the four refineries and 400 billion USD was allocated for enhancing their operational capacity between 2003 and 2009 (Social Action 2012, 15). Despite the huge amount spent on the Turn Around Maintenance (TAM) of the refineries, Nigeria is one of the few oil-producing countries that rely heavily on fuel importation. The political entrepreneurs that hijacked the state have maintained their dominance over the fuel importation business and allegedly frustrate the state’s attempt at revamping the refineries (Akinola 2018, 245).

The Reality of Oil Economy and Rentierism in Nigeria

Nigeria, a federal-state currently comprising thirty-six component states and a federal capital territory, heavily relies on the Niger Delta’s oil wealth, which has dominated the country’s economy since the 1970s, since its discovery on Oloibiri in the late 1950s. Despite the optimism that occasioned the oil wealth, extreme oil dependence and its associated contradictions have impeded Nigeria’s socioeconomic prosperity. The abundance of oil is usually associated with distortions of domestic prices of other commodities, high energy intensity, weaker institutions, and slower accumulation of human capital (Polterovich et. al, 2010, 2). Despite the large oil and gas deposits, Nigeria has been unable to meet its own energy demands. Indeed, about fifty-five percent of Nigerians lack access to electricity. More than eighty percent of the population rely on traditional biomass for energy and import figures of off-grid generators have been pegged at 17.9 billion naira at 2018 (Osunmuyiwa et al. 2018). Nigeria, Africa’s largest gas energy producer, possesses one of the highest gas flaring rates globally: about 1.4 billion cubic feet of gas is flared into the oil-producing Niger Delta atmosphere daily (Royar 2012, 7). Apart from the lack of investment to boost electrical power generation and distribution, Nigeria has failed to convert flared gas (Associated Gas) to the required gas-turbine generation plants to generate uninterrupted electrical power (Akinola 2018b). In respect of housing facilities, sixty percent of the urban population cannot afford cheap houses. The United Nations (UN) claims that sixty-nine percent of urban residents in Nigeria live under poor conditions in slums and informal settlements (Mwai and Goodman 2019). The UN asserts that the housing shortfall in the cities is close to 18 million units.

Furthermore, the 2019 UN report indicates that Nigeria is the country with the second-highest number of poor people living on less than $1.90 a day, after India: in 1980, the Nigerian poverty rate was 27.2 percent; 43.0 percent in 1985; 42.8 percent in 1992; and 65.6 percent in 1996 (Katayama and Wadhwa 2019; Osinubi 2005). Nigeria was ranked forty-fourth in the global extreme poverty rate in 2018 by the World Poverty Clock.57 This report further estimated that the poverty rate will increase from 44.2 percent of the population in 2018 to 45.5 percent in 2030, with about 120 million Nigerians living below the $1.90 per day indicator for poverty (Mähler 2010; World Poverty Clock 2019). Average population growth is projected at 2.34 percent, which would give Nigeria an estimated population of 265 million by 2030. In 2017, the mortality rate for under five years old was ten out of 1,000 (The World Bank 2019). The unemployment rate for the young population (15–35 years) was 13.7 percent in the third quarter of 2015, 19.1 percent in 2016, 25.5 percent in 2017, and 29.7 percent in 2018 (National Bureau of Statistics 2019, 3). In general, it increased from 18.8 percent in the third quarter of 2017 to 23.1 percent in 2018.

Based on Ross’ (1999, 301) study, resource-rich countries are unwilling to expand growth in other sectors of the economy. This is peculiar when resources are extracted by foreign multinationals, and their profits are repatriated instead of reinvested locally. Capital flight reigns in such economies. The government tends to be repressive and intolerant of anything that may disrupt oil production and oil revenue. Thus, the local civil society remains undeveloped and suppressed by the government’s might and the influence of the oil companies. This represents the Nigerian reality whereby oil MNCs like Shell Petroleum Development Company (SPDC), in connivance with public officials, continue to extract petroleum products without regard to the development of the local oil-producing communities and respect for fundamental human rights of the inhabitants (Akinola 2011). For instance, during the exploration of crude oil by MNCs like SPDC, associated gas (AG) is flared (instead of trapping or its conversion to domestic use) into the Niger Delta atmosphere, thereby constituting threats to lives, agriculture, and climate. The Niger Delta community, comprising the oil-rich communities, endures stark poverty, environmental degradation, underdevelopment, hopelessness, and gross exploitation. Militancy, oil insurgency, and oil bunkering thereby become the response to legitimate demands for oil-producing communities’ emancipation (Akinola 2011).

Since oil discovery and commercialization in Nigeria, demands for the development of the Niger Delta have been met with the state’s repression and eventual execution of the renowned playwright and activist, Ken Saro Wiwa and the other members of the Ogoni Nine in 1995 (see Akinola 2011). There were strong insinuations that a major oil MNC had prevailed on the military regime to execute the activist for an unhindered flow of crude oil from the Ogoni oil-producing community of the Niger Delta. Nigeria experienced international isolation because of this human rights violation. The state’s repression is one of the attributes of an oil-dependent and rentier state.

Oil extraction leads to an influx of multinational oil companies to the country. The effect is the immigration of expatriates who occupy key positions in the companies, while non-professionals and menial jobs are usually reserved for the local population, mostly on a contractual basis. Many of them are paid in international currencies and into bank accounts in their home countries, thereby denying the state income tax and resulting in capital flight (Eboh 2013). The period of oil boom impacted on the employment rate in the country. The employment class represents a country’s labor force and comprises the economically active population involved in productive labor (see Table 21.3).



Table 21.3 Unemployment rate in Nigeria (1970-2018)




	Unemployment rate in Nigeria



	Year
	Percentage





	2018
	22.6



	2011
	16.99



	2008
	19.7



	2003
	14.8



	1987
	7.0



	1980
	6.4



	1976
	4.3



	1970
	4.3





Sources: Different sources, including World Atlas Data (2019)




After the tremendous rise in oil prices on the international market in 2011, the official unemployment rate fell to 10.0 percent in 2013, 7.8 percent in 2014, and increased to 9.0 percent in 2015 (World Data Atlas 2019). In 2015, there was a major slump in oil prices, which translates to a dramatic reduction of government income and the Nigerian economy’s shrinking. While corruption and patronage cases increased during the brief oil boom in 2011, leading to mismanagement of the oil wealth, the economy also reacted to oil price fluctuations in the international market. The subsequent reduction in government revenue contributed to a rise in unemployment.

Oil economies experience higher levels of rent-seeking and corruption in comparison to non-resource-rich economies. Nigeria has demonstrated a high degree of corruption at all levels of government. Institutional corruption has also permeated the country’s bureaucracy. Political corruption continues to truncate every attempt at both economic and political development. Bribery and corruption have become a norm in the civil service. Vote-buying and selling have characterized elections (Akinola 2009, 269). This relates with the perspectives of de Kock and Sturman, that “oil rents … provide the incumbent with a means of buying ‘social peace’ via the corruption of politicians, the media and the intellectual community” (2012, 34). While oil dependence increases the severity of corruption, other factors peculiar to postcolonial African states account for corruption. For instance, in the 2018 Corruption Perception Index, Somalia occupied the 180th position, Zimbabwe was ranked 160th and Nigeria occupied the 144th position (Transparency International 2019). Both Somalia and Zimbabwe are non-oil-producing countries.

During an audit in 2012 as part of its oversight responsibilities, the Nigerian National Assembly discovered that the fuel subsidy fund had been defrauded of $6 billion between 2010 and 2012 (BBC 2012). The national legislature instituted a panel to expose cases of corruption in the fuel subsidy administration. The committee’s report was tainted with allegations of bribery and corruption levied against committee members by an oil investor during the investigation. The rentier state is not motivated to be accountable to its subjects: it thrives on buying loyalty and acceptance through many illicit modes. The enactment of the Anti-Corruption Bill in 2003, leading to the establishment of the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and Independent Corrupt Practices Commission (ICPC), has not significantly reduced corruption. This is largely due to the pervasiveness of corruption and politicization of the anti-corruption agencies. The agencies became a tool of the “all powerful” presidency to fight opposed voices and, in the process, lost the opportunity to effectively combat corruption (BBC 2012).

Nigeria had the opportunity to diversify the economy, especially during the oil boom of the 1970s and high oil income between 2003 and 2015, but the motivation was low due to the buoyancy of the oil sector. Important sectors like the manufacturing sector, which could have acted as a solid base for the economy, were neglected. The first serious attempt to adopt a liberal policy framework was adopting the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) in the 1980s. SAP was aimed at diversifying the economy’s export base through economic liberalization, commercialization, and privatization of public enterprises. Its adoption and associated economic liberalization led to increased export of agricultural products, further enhanced by the devaluation of the country’s currency (UNEP 2012). The rise in exports of food and cash crops resulted in food scarcity and a sharp rise in food prices at the domestic market. Indeed, cocoa became the major non-oil export from the late 1980s to the early 1990s.

Aside from the lopsided export market, SAP failed to create a solid foundation or an enabling environment for agricultural productivity, mainly due to a subsidy cut in the agricultural sector. Another major reason for its failure was the neglect of political and public service reform. The administration of Olusegun Obasanjo (1999–2007) tried to resuscitate SAP under the new title, National Economic Empowerment Development Strategy (NEEDS). The strategic objective of NEEDS was to diversify the economy away from oil and foster private sector development through community participation. Through rent-seeking, Obasanjo empowered the Dangote Group of Companies, owned by Aliko Dangote, to establish a cement industry and engage in other sectors of the economy (Akinola 2019). The company recorded significant successes and is presently the second-highest employer in the country after the government.

False Assumptions of the Resource Curse

Literature is replete with the negative impact of resource extraction, oil in particular, on economic and political development. However, some studies have shown that oil rent does not necessarily lead to institutional unproductivity, as some states like Qatar recorded some forms of positive economic performance despite its oil dependence. Indeed, not all resource-rich countries have failed economically. Aside from citing Norway as an example of a country that avoided the Dutch Disease, Indonesia, another oil-dependent country, has recorded high economic performance. Indonesian exceptionalism in respect of economic performance was attributed to its “better control over its expenditures, … development strategy more balanced among physical infrastructure, education, agricultural development and capital-intensive industry; … higher proportion of spending toward rural areas; and accru[al of] less foreign debt” (Alexeev and Conrad 2009, 3).

Furthermore, Stiglitz recalls the example of resource-rich Sierra Leone and Botswana experiencing contradictory socioeconomic and political reality (Polterovich et al. 2010: 1). Sierra Leone plunged into a civil war, but Botswana recorded political stability and economic growth. Non-resource-dependent countries like Ethiopia, Senegal, and Rwanda are among the ten fastest-growing economies in Africa (African Development Bank Group 2019), but three countries (Ghana, Tanzania, and Cote D’Ivoire) with the high deposits of natural resources made the list. Ghana has an annual growth ratio of 6.3 percent, Tanzania recorded 6.4 percent, and Cote D’Ivoire has a 7.4 percent annual growing rate (Amira 2018). Based on International Monetary Fund’s 2019 economic outlook, the five best performing African countries are Ethiopia at 8.3 percent, Rwanda at 7.8 percent, Ghana at 7.6 percent, Cote d’Ivoire at 7.1 percent, and Senegal at 7.0 percent. Out of these are two resource-rich countries: Cote D’Ivoire and the oil-rich Ghana.

Is resource curse a permanent position? In other words, is the present situation of oil-dependent country static? While the proponents of the thesis are silent about this, history has shown that the economic projection of a country is not static. Indeed, the high volume of oil wealth might have resulted in very high growth rates in the initial stages of extraction and slower rates when the oil deposits eventually matured and experienced a boom (Alexeev and Conrad 2019: 4). Will this be the Nigerian story? Oil appears to be a curse presently, but a display of slight pragmatism by the political elites, who have held the country captive and mismanaged national wealth, could trigger the developmental surge of the oil-rich Nigeria. While Ross’s earlier studies expressed a pessimistic view of the relationship between oil and development, his later studies became more skeptical. Ross posits that “just because oil-rich countries collect less tax revenue does not ipso facto demonstrate that its government is weak or ineffective” (Ross 2012, 215). He further agrees that the impact of oil revenues on institutional capacity might be damaging, but he debunks the general perception that oil wealth directly explains the institutional failures of oil-producing countries. Generally, the resource curse assumptions took a universal viewpoint without considering country-specific studies. For example, the Nigerian case is unique because the resource curse or Dutch Disease could provide no suitable explanation for the underdevelopment of the Nigeria oil sector.

As established by studies, oil economy and rentierism account for the “curse of oil,” but fail to resolve the institutional failures and dwindling economic fortunes of oil-dependent countries. Amidst the pessimism surrounding the oil economy, an oil boom may present a window of opportunity for developing or poor countries to catch up. Despite the intermittent activities of oil militancy in the oil-producing communities in 2017 being responsible for a drop in oil production from the 1.426 million barrel per day (mbpd) in February to 1.269 mbpd in March, Nigeria still occupied the position of the second-largest producer of crude oil in Africa at that time, after Angola (Akinola 2018, 128). The country is the world’s eighth-largest oil producer and the fourth largest exporter of liquefied natural gas (LNG) with significant proven gas reserves—seventh largest worldwide.

Nigeria is blessed with an estimated 35 billion barrels of oil and more than 180 trillion cubic feet of natural gas in reserves, which could last for up to forty and 110 years, respectively. The government planned to raise its oil production capacity from 3 million b/d to 5 million b/d with hopes of hitting the 50 billion barrels’ oil reserves by 2020 (Akinola 2018: 127). Such huge income, especially as crude oil once hit as high as $140 at the international market, could fund developmental programs. Since 2006, China has made major investments in Nigeria’s offshore oil fields, including a forty-five percent stake (at the cost of $2.3 billion) in the Akpo and Egina fields. In 2017, a Chinese bank invested $250 million in Nigeria’s oil sector (EIA 2019). So far, these investments have not translated to national wealth or improvement in the standard of living of the average Nigerian, which corresponds with a rentier state’s attribute.

Even in periods of declining prices, however, the country could emulate Angola by maintaining fiscal balance through well-negotiated loans. Angola carefully devised a policy of seeking oil-attached loans abroad to repay the loans through crude oil. This guarantees payback, reduces the debt trap, and shortens the span of repayment if oil prices become very high. Governments of oil-dependent states are only interested in “how to split the profits between companies and governments, fail to compensate the state and communities for depleting their resources and related environmental damage or loss of livelihood” (NRGI Reader 2015). However, the recent check on the excesses of the South African communication giant, MTN, by the Nigerian government reveals the possibility of curtailing exploitation by MNCs in Nigeria. Oil business has attracted global powers and their companies to the country. Contrary to the negativity surrounding MNCs’ operations in Nigeria and the expected subservient position of the state, a serious government can renegotiate with the MNCs and engage in “learning-by-doing,” and also enforce their compliance to the legal framework guiding the operations of foreign companies in Nigeria.

The failures of both SAP and NEEDS did not deter the present administration from implementing policies to reduce oil reliance. In February 2018, the government appointed Olusegun Awolowo to lead the Nigerian Export Promotion Council (NEPC), which aimed to increase the exports of non-oil resources and products (Africa Check 2018). The NEPC boss provides an understanding of the differences between Nigeria’s foreign earnings and GDP. Awolowo maintains that the service sector has been in the lead regarding GDP, but oil remains the major export. While oil has dominated the Nigerian economy in the post-oil boom of the 1970s, Nigeria can still boast of a few iron and steel industries, steel rolling mills, pharmaceutical industries, food processing industries, and the thriving gigantic Dangote Cement Industry (Akinola 2019, 6).

Conclusion

This chapter has located the oil economy and rentier state debates in the Nigerian context. It engaged the attributes of the oil economy and the character of a rentier state and established that Nigeria manifests the characteristics of the “resource curse” and “Dutch Disease.” The literature demonstrates that the resource curse hypothesis explains the nature of the oil economy and rentier states. Despite the generally accepted argument that oil extraction generates negative outcomes for development, the chapter also exposed the shortcomings of oil economy assumptions and rentier states and demonstrates that some high-performing countries are resource-rich. Compared to other non-oil-dependent countries in Africa, economic performance has not been significantly higher in oil-dependent countries like Nigeria. It may be right to suggest a general pattern of the underdevelopment of Third World states by the developed countries, irrespective of the volumes of natural resources in the concerned countries. Nigeria is still a major industrial hub of Africa; Non-oil dependent countries in Africa—apart from South Africa—are not categorized as industrial.

Conventional literature on the oil economy presents an export-led and industry-driven (emphasis on manufacturing) economy as a major indicator of economic development, while liberal democracy is seen as political development. During both SAP and its replacement NEEDS, neo-liberal ideologies introduced in the 1980s and early 2000s were adopted to revitalize the Nigerian economy’s non-oil sectors through market liberalization, limited government, and state divestiture. Despite the Nigerian state’s attempts to use oil income to develop the manufacturing and industrial sectors, the country still manifests an attribute of Dutch Disease. Efforts to diversify the Nigerian economy keep failing because of the lack of commitment and policy short-sightedness of the ruling elites. The effect has been a “paradox of plenty”: dwindling economic fortunes of the majority of Nigerians in the face of immense oil wealth.

The inflow of revenues from oil export has made no significant improvement in Nigerians’ lives and has not translated into consistent economic growth and development. In particular, oil revenue has no positive effect on the oil-producing communities where oil extraction has engendered poverty and environmental degradation. Presently, there are sparse efforts by the government to declare poverty and emergency or reduce the high rate of poverty in the society. In Nigeria, about seventy percent of the poor live in rural areas and are majorly engaged in smallholder agriculture. Despite this, the agricultural sector is much undeveloped. Nigeria’s budgetary allocations have been based on oil price projections, which have been mostly distorted, thereby making the country disposed to borrowing in the period of glut in crude oil prices at the international markets. Nigerian citizens have not enjoyed the dividends of democracy, while the promises of liberalization have eluded them. Genuine democracy is lacking in societies where the citizens have no ownership of the public and government and where there is an absence of connection between the citizens and the state (Mohammad 2017).

The Nigerian population demonstrates political apathy due to government non-performance, which also accounts for the hostility between the population and the state. The entirety of the Nigerian state revolves around oil. Oil determines the nature of both its politics and policies. The patronage that accompanies allocation of oil contracts and oil blocs becomes so competitive that only those privileged in the corridors of power could be accommodated in the oil-wealth web. Politics becomes fiercely conflictual and monopolized by the oil elites, while electoral processes are commercialized and characterized by conflict and vote-buying. Access to oil wealth came to be the sole motivation for involvement in politics at the federal level, and the political turf is characterized by conflict and bloodletting. Many wealthy Nigerians make their wealth from the public spheres, either illegally or illegitimately. The oil sector is under the direct management of Nigeria’s highest office, the presidency. It has become fashionable for the president to also act in the Minister of Petroleum’s capacity, thereby overseeing the oil business and ensuring “good governance” in the oil sector. The result has been the unimaginable rot and mismanagement of both the upstream and downstream sectors of the oil industry.

Future direction of research may engage with the direct impact of colonialism on African countries’ oil economy, like Nigeria. Indeed, Nigeria’s colonial heritage remains a decisive factor that accounts for its underdevelopment despite its oil wealth. Similarly, colonialism influences the nature and structure of the country’s public institutions. The institutional incapacity of Nigeria predated oil extractions. The public institutions inherited by the colonial administration were not designed to develop the country but fashioned to enhance indirect rule and colonial hold on society. Lastly, it is important to study how oil-dependent countries have been subjugated economically by globalization waves. Oil extraction and oil economy emerged at that critical period that coincided with globalization waves; thus, its impact on such economies should not be minimized.
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Chapter 22 

Dictatorship and Democracy in Nigeria, 1966–1999

Eghosa E. Osaghae

Introduction

A long-term perspective of Nigerian politics of the period 1966–1999 would most likely be characterized as a period of military rule. This is not only on account of the dominance of military regimes in the period—twenty-eight of the thirty-three years—but also because the templates for the four or more years of democratic rule (if we include the short spells of diarchy that had an admixture of military and civilian rule in the periods 1991–1993 and 1995–1996) were dictated by the military (see Table 22.1 for a summary of post-independence governments, 1960–1999). Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere, the long shadow of military rule, including most especially the far-reaching institutional changes and transformations authored by successive governments that changed the country’s social structure and political culture and economy and subsisted long after military rule ended in 1999, can only be likened to Peter Ekeh’s (1983) characterization of colonialism in Africa as an epoch rather than episode (Osaghae 2018). Briefly, as a variant of path-dependence in this case, an epoch is a social structural, institutional, attitudinal, and orientational formation which subsists long after the regime has ended, while the effects of an episode do not subsist beyond the regime. Although this useful distinction does not depend on the length of event, this was a major factor in the overall impact of military intervention and rule in Nigeria.

Even so, it will be inaccurate to say that the period 1966–1999 was defined exclusively by military regimes, defined simply as rule according to military decrees, rules and precepts. True, military rule was dominant, as civilian political activities especially those involving political parties were banned most of the time, but the military did not have a monopoly of the political space. First, military rule was punctuated by full-fledged civilian democratic rule in the Second Republic (1979–1983), and fledgling military-civilian diarchies that between 1991 and 1993 (so-called Third Republic) had military government at the federal level alongside an elected National Assembly and elected civilian governments at the state and local levels; and between 1995 and 1996, military government at the federal and state levels, and elected civilian governments at the local level. Second, although military interventions were often hinged on serving corporate military interests, no military government was strictly military both in terms of composition of major organs and the forces that shaped military coups and political agendas. Military governments were civil-military coalitions in which influential politicians, top civil servants, police officers, academics, professionals, judges, traditional authorities, and leaders of various interest groups played crucial roles as ideologues, technocrats, ministers, governors, and members of panels (on fiscal relations, creation of states, local government reforms, transition think-tanks and panels, constitutional committees, etc.). The cooptation of leading, influential, and credible politicians was part of the legitimizing strategies of military governments that came in under uncertain and unstable circumstances, notably those of Gowon and Abacha. Some of the more notable examples include Chief Obafemi Awolowo, who was made Vice Chairman of the federal executive under General Gowon and was believed to have masterminded the economic policies that saw the country through the civil war years and the years that followed; J.S. Tarka, Anthony Enahoro; Okoi Arikpo; and Aminu Kano. Under Abacha, notable politicians of the period like Lateef Jakande, Samuel Ogbemudia, Tom Ikimi, and Ebenezer Babatope, served in key ministries and played leading roles in policymaking, while the Babangida government had the distinction of being the military government that made the greatest use of academics, technocrats and other professionals.



Table 22.1 Post-independence Governments in Nigeria, 1960–1999




	Period
	Regime Type
	Head of State





	Oct. 1960–Jan. 1966
	Civilian/Parliamentary Democracy
	Tafawa Balewa



	
	First Republic
	(Prime Minister)



	Jan 1966–July 1966
	Military
	Gen. J. T. U Aguiyi-Ironsi



	July 1966–July 1975
	Military
	Gen. Yakubu Gowon



	July 1975–Feb. 1976
	Military
	Gen. Murtala Muhammed



	Feb. 1976–Sep. 1979
	Military
	Gen. Olusegun Obasanjo



	Oct. 1979–Dec. 1983
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Military cooptation of civilians was therefore more usual than is often imagined, even though Dent (1970) is largely correct in his observation that the military considered civil servants and academics to be more reliable corporate partners, and preferred them to “discredited” politicians whose misdemeanors of corruption, divisiveness, and misrule provided the justification for military intervention. In fact, one of the cardinal objectives of the military-directed transitions, especially in the 1990s, was the “cleansing” and “sanitizing” of the political class to ostensibly get rid of “moneybags” and “godfathers,” and ensure that only those deemed to be upright and acceptable to the military rulers participated in the new breed politics. This gave rise to what has been described as the class of Army-Brought-Ups (ABUs) that inherited power from the military and became a major factor in the sustenance of elements of military governance that we have characterized as epochal. The diarchies already referred to represent another dimension of the civil-military mix. In addition, some coups and military governments were openly sectional and represented a continuation of the country’s divisive politics by military means (Luckham 1971; Miners 1971). The coup of January 1966 that was led by Igbo officers and in which mostly Northern political leaders and army officers were killed, the July 1966 coup that saw the revenge of the killings of Northerners, and the January 1990 coup whose leaders claimed to represent the “marginalized, oppressed and enslaved people of the Middle Belt and the South,” were some of the more dramatic instances of partisan military politics. The civil-military mix reinforces Perlmutter’s (1977) rejection of the idea of a monolithic and cohesive military and that of a crass military–civilian dichotomy because, as he argues, “in a complex society, neither the military nor the civilian sector can be restricted to its functional role” (Perlmutter 1977, xiv).

A third reason the military could not have monopolized the political space is that, notwithstanding the cooptation of civilians and formation of broad-based coalitions, military rule was vigorously contested and opposed by civilian leaders, civil society, and some segments of the military itself. This was partly on account of the perceived partisan and repressive character of military governments, but it had more to do with the generic acceptance of the dominant paradigm of military subordination to civilian control that also regarded military intervention and rule as aberrations. The self-serving rationale for military interventions as short-term “corrective” and “rescue” missions by military juntas also took its bearing from this perspective. All this forced military governments to commit to early return to civil democratic rule almost as a requirement for regime legitimation. Those that did not (for example the Buhari government), or dillydallied (Aguiyi-Ironsi), reneged (Gowon), or schemed for self-succession (Babangida, Abacha) faced strong opposition and were overthrown by rival military coalitions which hinged their overthrow on failure to restore civil democratic rule. In the latter part of military rule, however, commitment to return to civil rule and democratic transition programs increasingly moved from being regime legitimation formulas to devious tenure elongation and military control ploys. This plunged the country into the throes of the “abysmal tunnel” (Joseph 1996), “transition without end” (Diamond et al. 1997) and “permanent transition” (Lewis 1999), and saw the intensification of opposition to continued military rule by civil society (professional associations, labor, student, women and youth groups, pro-democracy and human rights groups, ethnic and religious associations, and their foreign collaborators). For the most part of the 1990s when opposition to military dictatorship was at its zenith, many pro-democracy activists were forced to flee into exile, and through groups like National Democratic Coalition (NADECO) elicited global support for the anti-military movement.

The unresolved tensions and contradictions generated by continuous cycles of military intervention and rule on the one hand, and what one might call the democratic imperative of return to civil rule on the other, produced an alternation between dictatorship and democracy for the period under review. The task of this chapter is to interrogate the bases of these contradictions and alternations and the efforts to manage (and mismanage) them through a series of failed and dubious democratic transitions, but which finally saw the installation of civilian democratic rule in May 1999. As the analysis will show, the triumph of democratic forces owed much to the resilience of civilian opposition, as well as to the deconstruction of the myth of superior military morality and capabilities and, finally, the supportive global milieu.

Conceptual Handles

This chapter adopts an institutionalist approach that highlights the (formal) structural basis of regime types, but at the same time emphasizes human agency in shaping regimes, transitions, and transformations. We begin by briefly clarifying the meanings and interfaces of the core concepts used. By dictatorship we mean military authoritarian rule, which in the Nigerian context, was down to the following operational definition by the “ordinary soldier,” which also differentiates military government from civilian government in an interesting way:


To the untutored legalism of the private soldier, “military government” means power in military hands, including his own, and the rule of the law of the gun. Civil government would be interpreted by them as implying their own subordination to the civil power as in the days before 1966. (Dent 1970, 92)



Military dictatorship had two defining elements. First, it operated within a framework of impunity and unaccountability, which Nwabueze (1994, 4) describes as “lawless autocracy, that is to say, a government not limited by law.” The framework hinged on Decree No. 1 of 1966 (Constitution Suspension and Modification Decree) which established the supremacy and omnipotence of military decrees and ousted any challenges in court. Decree 1 was amended by subsequent military governments to expand the scope of unlimited power as suited their circumstances. Decree No. 5 of 1972, reaffirmed by Decree No. 32 of 1975, and Decree 1 of 1984, for example, empowered the head of state to unilaterally remove the Chief Justice. Decree No. 13 of 1984 banned civil proceedings in any court for any matter related to a decree; Decree No. 8 of 1983 ruled out appeals on decisions of special tribunals set up by the military; Decree No. 2 of 1984 authorized indefinite detention on security grounds; Decree No. 6 of 1984 allowed the head of state to freeze assets of people suspected to be corrupt; and so on. The various decrees as well as military, police, and secret intelligence and security agencies were used by successive governments to suppress human rights and opponents of military rule (Achike 1980). At the initial stages, the circumstances of the civil war, which was fought with the declaration of a state of emergency, provided an enabling environment for extending the reaches of authoritarian rule. With such unlimited and unaccountable power, it goes without saying that military dictatorship had a high corruption coefficient. Indeed, the country’s oil wealth, which was exclusively controlled by the federal government (see Chapter 21), provided the opportune field for corrupt enrichment of military leaders and their cronies (Adejumobi and Momoh 1995; Lewis 1996; Omitoogun 2003). A panel appointed to investigate missing funds from proceeds of crude oil sales in the Central Bank in 1994, headed by Pius Okigbo, reported that $12.4 billion USD was misappropriated because “Neither the President nor the Governor of the Central Bank accounted to anyone for these massive and extra-budgetary expenditures … These disbursements were clandestinely undertaken” (African Business 1995, 24). The huge sums of money allegedly stolen by past military leaders estimated at over £150 billion GBP (African Business 1995, 24) and including over £5 billion GBP recovered from the famous Abacha loots, evidence the high corruption index of military dictatorship.

The other structural factors for military dictatorship lay in the core principles of military organization, namely centralized and hierarchical authority and unity of command, which were antithetical to those of federal government which revolve around irrevocable sharing of power between a central government and constituent governments in a manner that allocates to each level matters on which it takes final decisions. Thus, while military organization requires unitarist-centralist arrangement, federalism involves centralization (in the sphere of the central government) and non-centralization (in the sphere of constituent governments). From the very word go, it was clear that the military could not operate in a federal setting, and General Ironsi consistently maintained that a military government could not pretend to run federally. Even though expediency and realpolitik forced subsequent heads of state to commit to federal arrangements, what they had were highly centralized arrangements with the federal government as the determinate level of government on which state (and local) governments depended. These essentially unitary arrangements enjoyed the support of power-seeking senior federal civil servants who pushed for greater and ascendant power for the federal government ostensibly to counter divisive and centrifugal forces of regionalism. This was especially true of the era of the “super permanent secretaries” who wielded great influence under Gowon and some part of the Mohammed/Obasanjo government. The super permanent secretaries led the opposition and repudiation of the Aburi Agreements that could have prevented the civil war on the grounds that the agreements drastically reduced federal powers and entailed a return to the dangerous era of extensive regional power and autonomy. The dominant powers enjoyed by the federal government, which included taking over matters that previously belonged to the states in the areas of education, healthcare, and taxes, was a major boost for dictatorship.

The framework of lawless autocracy also included the emasculation of the legislative and judicial arms of government, as well as of civil society. In the absence of legislative assemblies which remained suspended under military rule, legislative functions were taken over by military councils. The judiciary remained in place, but its powers were curtailed by the ouster clauses that underpinned the supremacy of decrees, refusal of government to obey court orders, and the power of the military leaders to unilaterally remove judges including the Chief Justice. The use of military and special tribunals to try cases of armed robbery, drug trafficking, and failed banks and financial institutions that regular courts ought to deal with further emasculated the judiciary. Nonetheless, the judiciary was far from subdued or acquiescent and, through a number of landmark judgments against government, struggled to assert its independence. In Governor of Lagos State v. Ojukwu (1986, 2 NWLR, PT. 18:621), Supreme Court Justice Andrew Otutu Obaseki asserted that “the rule of law means that disputes as to the legality of acts of government are to be decided by judges who are wholly independent of the executive… The judiciary cannot shirk its sacred responsibility to the nation to maintain the rule of law.” Such periodic acts of judicial activism clearly placed the judiciary in the pro-democracy bracket. As for civil society, political parties, political associations (including ethnic associations at various points), and political activities were suspended, while labor, student, academicand professional unions and associations, and pro-democracy and human rights groups which were at the vanguard of opposition went through cycles of proscription, suspension, and incarceration of leaders. For reasons that had to do with the roles they played in giving vent to opposition and exposing misdeeds and atrocities of military leaders, the media, especially private media, was a major target of repression. Journalists were routinely detained and assaulted and newspapers were shut down from time to time. Some of the more extreme assaults on the media included the shaving of Minere Amakiri’s hair (the Nigerian Observer’s correspondent) with a broken bottle, and his subsequent detention on the orders of the Rivers state governor for daring to publish unpalatable news about the governor on his birthday in July 1973; Decree 4 of 1984, which made false reports about the government and its officials and reports calculated to embarrass government and its officials criminal offences (two journalists, Ladi Thompson and Nduka Irabor, both of the Guardian newspapers, were jailed under this decree); and the killing of Dele Giwa, editor of Newswatch, by a letter bomb which was believed to have been planted by the federal government in October 1986. All of this is not of course to deny the fact that successive military governments also used state-run and pro-government media for propaganda and to counter “opposition” media.

The second defining element of (military) dictatorship, following Decalo (1985), is its location in the person of the head of the ruling junta as reflected in the tendency to name military governments after the respective heads of state (or dictators in this case): General J. T. U. Aguiyi-Ironsi (January–July 1966), General Yakubu Gowon (July 1966–July 1975), General Murtala Muhammed and General Olusegun Obasanjo (July 1975–September 1979, Obasanjo succeeded Mohammed, who was assassinated in a failed coup in February 1976 in essentially the same government), General Muhammadu Buhari (December 1983–August 1985), General Ibrahim Babangida (August 1985–August 1993), General Sani Abacha (November 1993–June 1998), and General Abdulsalami Abubakar (June 1998–May 1999). This was mostly on account of the wide-ranging, if not absolute, powers wielded by the head of state despite the existence of bodies like the Supreme Military Council, Armed Forces Ruling Council, Provisional Ruling Council, Federal Executive Council, and National Council of States which played legislative and executive roles. Ironsi was designated “Supreme Commander” while Babangida was “President and Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces” with exclusive powers to appoint top political officers and military, police, and security chiefs. Military governors wielded comparable powers in the states and were, therefore, dictators in their own right but they were answerable to the head of state who had powers to appoint and remove them. For our interest in this chapter, one point in emphasizing the preeminence of the head of state is that although the essence of military dictatorship was the same across governments, the level of dictatorship differed from one head of state to the other. For example, it has been pointed out that the military governments of the 1980s and 1990s (Buhari, Babangida, Abacha) were far more fragrantly authoritarian than those of the 1960s and 1970s (Gowon especially) which were more benevolent and deferred more to the country’s federal-liberal traditions (Olagunju et al 1993). The degree of involvement of civilian politicians who desired a quick return to civil rule was another important factor. The relative mildness of Gowon’s government at the initial stages owed a lot to the presence of Awolowo and other influential civilian political leaders. By the same token, the ultra-authoritarianism of General Buhari could be explained by the very limited roles played by civilian political leaders. Also, Abacha’s authoritarianism, which was arguably higher than Buhari’s, did not become atrocious until after the civilian political leaders like Jakande, Ogbemudia, and Babatope left the government. Finally, the moderate authoritarianism witnessed under Babangida’s years of permanent transition (1990–1993) could be attributed to the space allowed for democratic politics that led to the installation of civilian rule at the state and local government levels—the repressive character of the government heightened after the collapse of the democratic structures following the annulment of the June 12 presidential election (see below). To summarize, dictatorship in Nigeria was characterized by the following: military rule, personal rule, emasculation of political space and human rights, violent repression, over-centralization of power, and absence of constitutional rule and accountability. The level of dictatorship was however moderated by several factors including, most notably, the degree of involvement of politicians and space allowed for democratic politics.

By democracy we mean the opposite of military dictatorship and all movements, struggles and activities toward the installation of civilian democratic government. It entails rule by elected civilian politicians based on the constitution and other laws, regulations and practices that are capable of restraining authoritarian tendencies and promoting military subordination to civil authority, federalism of the non-centrist variety, rule of law, competitive party politics, human rights, participatory governance, and accountability. Democracy further hinges on flourishing civil society and political spaces that provide the enabling environment for the foregoing elements to thrive.

Defined in these terms, democracy was highly circumscribed and in short supply in the period under review. It could be argued that the Second Republic was the exception because its democracy had many of the defining elements, but even so, it operated within received orders (legislated “national” political parties, presidential system) by the military acting as a Praetorian Guard and was sacked for not living up to the orders. All other so-called democratic dispensations were military-led diarchies with closed spaces and imposed structures. One of the most notable of these was the two-party system, which was imposed by military fiat under General Babangida, whose political parties were “manufactured,” funded and run as agencies of the federal government. There were also restrictions on participation as certain categories of politicians were excluded and civil society organizations especially pro-democracy and human rights bodies, were suppressed. For these reasons, it could be argued, democracy-as-regime type was notable for its absence during the period under review. Nevertheless, to the extent that it was the desired goal and therefore the rallying point of sustained opposition to military rule, the movements and struggles to restore or install democracy, which forced military governments to adopt democratic transition programs, were an integral part of the operational definition of democracy. As already indicated, this chapter will focus on the democratic transition programs devised by the military, which provided the middle grounds for resolving the fierce contestations between forces of dictatorship and democracy.

A Brief Review of the Literature

There is a large body of literature on politics and government in Nigeria in the period 1966–1999 (Dudley 1982; Oyediran 1979; Oyovbaire 1987; Osaghae 1998; Wright 1998; Agabje et al. 2004; Adeoye and Ayoade 2005). The vast majority is devoted to military intervention and rule, including the ways in which military politics as a whole exemplified the trends of unstable civil-military systems in developing countries and Africa; the Nigerian context of military rule as a continuation of politics by means of the barrel of the gun; comparisons of civilian and military regimes and of military government; and consequences of military rule, including its emergence as a power factor (Janowitz 1964; Dudley 1973, 1982; Adekanye 1981, 2005). The literature on trends and patterns focuses on why the military intervenes, with corporate interests, modernizing roles, politicization of social forces, political instability and economic factors being some of the most prominent (Huntington 1968; Perlmutter 1977). With regard to Nigeria, personal ambition, professional issues, politicization of diversity, and political instability are emphasized (Adekanye 1989a, 1989b). Perlmutter (1977, 11–12) makes the interesting point that “Although few military officers choose politics as their vocation, the military profession can serve as a political base,” which best describes interventions in Nigeria, which increasingly revolved around a few scheming officers who featured prominently in the post-civil war coups. The “praetorian conditions” of highly divisive, violent and unstable character of politics in the country in the First Republic were also conducive to military intervention (see Chapter 19), especially as the military was not insulated from the effects of divisive politics and instability (Panter-Brick 1970; Luckham 1971; Adekanye 1989a). The adoption of the quota system in the recruitment and career prospects of soldiers and officers politicized the institution, while the involvement of the military in internal security operations to quell the Tiv riots of 1960 and 1964 and electoral violence in the Western region in 1965 among others, as well as the contests between the president and prime minister (and the political forces they represented) for control and loyalty of the top military hierarchy heightened praetorian and interventionist proclivities (Panter-Brick 1970; Adekanye 1989b). After these initial beginnings, military intervention and rule subsequently assumed their own dynamics and contexts of partisanship and power play that shaped the overall character of military rule in the country.

Our concern is however with the dictatorial character of military regime, how individual military governments played out this character, and how the dictatorial character interfaced with the forces of and demands for democracy. In the literature, these elements, especially the dictatorial character, is explained in terms of the highly centralized and regimented principles of military organization, the degree of support or opposition from local and external constituents, poorly developed capacities for representation and reconciliation of conflicts among others, and the ambitions and personalities of individual heads of state (Odetola 1978; Dudley 1982; Osaghae 2018). The bottom line was how the level of dictatorship strengthened opposition to military rule—the more dictatorial, the more vehement the opposition was. Thus, the scale and depth of opposition to the ultra-authoritarian governments of the 1980s and 1990s (Buhari, Babangida, and Abacha) were far greater than opposition to earlier military governments. Two other factors, one internal and the other external, further explain the intensified opposition. The internal factor had to do with the desperate attempts at self-succession by Generals Babangida and Abacha, while the external one related to the post-Cold War changes in the global reception to authoritarian rule. Regarding the latter, while the indulgent circumstances of the Cold War were tolerant of military authoritarian rule, the so-called global democratic revolution and the triumph of neoliberalism as the dominant regime-setting ideology suffocated it. The reinvigoration of civil society and opposition groups in Nigeria and the intensification of the struggles to oust the military owed a lot to the support offered by powerful external sources, especially at times when opposition could no longer operate within the country. All these developments are well covered in the literature (Osaghae 1998; Hyslop 1999; Agbaje et al. 2004).

The other area of interest to this chapter that has received a lot of attention in the literature is the transition to civilian rule programs of the military governments. A lot of the analyses has been undertaken within the democratic transition framework that emerged as the most popular perspective for the comparative study of transitions from authoritarian rule and democratization processes in Eastern Europe, Latin America, and Africa. The focus was not only on the modes of transition, but also the prospects for sustainable installation or consolidation of democratic regimes (Koehn 1987; Agbese 1991; Ojo 2000, 2014). The improbability of relapse to authoritarian rule, measured in such empirical terms as the two successful consecutive election test offered by Huntington (1992), became a focal point of interest. Given Nigeria’s records of failed military-managed transitions, especially the emergence of what were correctly captured as “permanent transitions” and “transitions without end,” many scholars were not optimistic of viable democratic outcomes (Lewis 1993, 1999; Ihonvbere, 1996; Beckett and Young 1997; Fayemi 1999). But the point has to be made that the earlier scholarship on military transitions in Nigeria were far less critical and supportive of transition programs (Oyediran 1979; Oyovbaire, 1987; Agbese 1991; Olagunju et al. 1993). While some scholars sought to rationalize what they considered to be corrective and reformist transition agendas, others were more interested in the problem/conflict-solving capacities of innovative instrumentalities and policies that defined the transition programs, such as adoption of the presidential system in place of the parliamentary system of old, “grassroots democracy,” creation of more states, strengthening of local governments as a third tier of government, national political parties (or zero-party democracy that was contemplated at one time), federal character principle, social mobilization, and so on. This slant of scholarship took its bearings from the supposed remedial, innovative, and experimental nature of the transition programs, which provided the basis for debates and evaluations, but, as we have said, scholars were a lot more tolerant, even supportive of the initiatives. It took the indeterminacy of transitions and their conversion to regime prolongation and self-succession devices to provoke the critical writings of the mid- to-late-1990s, including criticisms of the roles of academics in subverting democracy (Ibrahim 1997).

Finally, although democracy-as-regime was in short supply in the period under review, scholars still found it necessary to engage the subject. Some did so by examining the debilitating consequences of prolonged military dictatorial rule on the character of the state, federalism, and democracy (Wright, 1998). The breaches of the rule of law and human rights, militarization and violence of political mobilizations, hyper-centralization of legislative competences, and fiscal powers were some of the implicated problems. But there was also attention on democracy proper, with the Second Republic, which was the only full-fledged democratic regime in the period, taking center stage (Falola and Ihonvbere 1983; Adamolekun 1985; Ayeni and Soremekun 1988; Joseph 1987). The main focus was on the institutions of government, especially as the country was having the first taste of the presidential system (which was adopted in place of the parliamentary system), separation of powers, political parties, elections, fiscal relations and revenue allocation, state and local governments, intergovernmental relations, and the extent to which the new dispensation had addressed chronic problems of ethnicity, religion, regionalism, and political stability. A few studies compared the First and Second Republics, presumably to gauge the efficacy of the new foundations laid by the military (Oyediran 1979; Ayeni and Soremekun 1988). The general consensus was that the pathologies of civilian politics that accelerated the collapse of the First Republic were still intact. The political parties, in particular, rekindled the ethno-regional and corrupt tendencies of the First Republic, polarized the country along old political divides, and produced badly contested and inconclusive elections. It could not have come as a surprise when the military overthrew the civilian Republic in December 1983 to usher in another long period of dictatorship from 1984–1999.

Transitions: Dictatorship and Democracy Battlegrounds

We have stated that transition or return to civil rule programs, which later came to be analyzed within the frameworks of democratic transition and democratization that came with the third wave of democracy (Huntington 1992), presented the platforms or what I call battlegrounds for dictatorship–democracy interfaces and contestations that were propelled, as Momoh and Adejumobi (1999) argue, by attempts by the military to monopolize power. The structural-normative basis for this was the prevalent liberal tradition of military subordination to civilian control which meant that military intervention or rule was an aberration that could not last for long, and that state power had to be restored to civilian democratic rule as quickly as possible. The import of this was not lost on the military leaders themselves, who presented their interventions as necessary but temporary and short-lived—only for the period that was required to correct the ills of civilian rule. The only exception was General Buhari, who refused to commit himself to any return-to-civil-rule program on the grounds that the country’s economy was too messed up to allow for the “luxury” of a return. This was one of the major grounds for his overthrow. Almost all the transition programs had time frames for handing over power to elected civilians, but only two military administrations—Generals Mohammed/Obasanjo (1975–1979) and General Abubakar (1998–1999)—ended up doing so. General Ironsi’s transition was stillborn, while General Gowon reneged on the handover date of October 1, 1976 and was overthrown for this reason. Generals Babangida and Abacha vacillated on terminal dates as they turned transition into tenure elongation and self-succession devices. So, there was such a thing as the imperative of “democratic restoration,” though one is not sure that this was central to the “logic” of intervention as Olagunju et al. (1993) claim. Return to civil rule was simply the norm that provided legitimacy capital for military leaders (Onyeoziri 1989).

There were five transition plans—or “experiments” in the period under review (Oyovbaire 1987; Momoh 1997; Momoh and Adejumobi 1999). The first was by General Aguiyi-Ironsi, the very first military dictator. Perhaps it would be a misnomer to say that he had a transition plan because no clear-cut plan was announced. All the government offered was an ambiguous promise a return to constitutional rule “according to the wishes of the people” after it would have maintained law and order; preserved the country’s unity; eradicated regionalism, corruption, and dishonesty in public life; and accelerated economic development. Ironsi set up transitional study groups on these problematic areas, including one to study the factors that militated against national unity and the emergence of a strong center, which was a strong indication of the government’s unitary inclinations. However, none of the study groups met before Decree 34 that abrogated the country’s federal system and replaced it with a unitary arrangement, which was enacted in May 1966. That decision seemed to confirm the suspicions that the coup that brought Ironsi to power had an ethno-regional agenda to install the Igbo in power, and Ironsi was promptly overthrown and killed.

The lessons of Ironsi’s overthrow were not lost on General Gowon, the next military ruler. He quickly restored the federal arrangement, and at the end of the civil war (1966–1970), promised to return the country to civil rule (this was partly in response to demands for a return to civil rule during the war, which in one instance earned Lateef Jakande, of the Nigerian Tribune, detention for seventeen days in March 1969 for an editorial demanding the end of military rule). Gowon initially indicated that he would hand over in two years but amended this to six years in his 1970 Independence Day address, which gave a new date of October 1, 1976. A nine-point program was subsequently issued, which listed conduct of a census, review of revenue allocation, organization of national—as opposed to regional—political parties, creation of states, eradication of corruption, implementation of the Second National Development Plan (1970–1974, later extended to 1976), reorganization of the military, and finally, state and federal elections, as items of the transition timetable. The program appeared to be on course when the ban on political activities was partially lifted in 1972 to allow for a national debate on a new constitution. The debate had a curious entry by the super-permanent secretaries of the era of a military-directed one-party option with General Gowon continuing as head of state. This cast a huge doubt on the sincerity of the transition, as Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe’s proposal for a power-sharing diarchy between military and civilian politicians also did to a lesser extent. In the end, no effort was made to produce a new constitution beyond the debate. The situation was the same with most other items on the transition agenda—review of revenue allocation based on the report of the Dina Commission was inconclusive; creation of states generated a lot of excitement, but nothing was done, and the provisional results of the census in 1973 produced so much acrimony that the final results were never published (the implementation of the national development plan was the only notable exception). The census seemed to be the last straw that convinced Gowon that the country was not ready for civilian rule. He subsequently declared that the October 1, 1976 handover date was no longer realistic and was overthrown. It must however be said that alleged extensive and unchecked corruption under Gowon, including the notorious “cement armada” that involved the bribes and kick-back laden importation of twenty metric tons of cement for the construction of barracks and other infrastructure, which the country’s ports could not handle, and the brazen corruption of military governors and senior bureaucrats, was another major factor for his overthrow (Falola and Heaton 2008).

The third transition program was that of the Mohammed–Obasanjo government. It was the first transition plan that had the semblance of careful planning, with targets and timelines (Oyediran 1979). The timetable had five phases:


I. Creation and establishment of new states (August 1975–April 1976); Constitution drafting (October 1975–September 1976)

II. Local government reorganization, reforms and elections, Constituent Assembly to consider draft constitution (September 1976–October 1978)

III. Delimitation of electoral constituencies, lifting of ban on political party activities (October 1978)

IV. Elections into legislature and executive at state level and federal level (July–August 1979)

V. Handing over to elected civilian governments at federal and state levels (October 1, 1979)



The timetable was followed to the letter, despite General Mohammed’s death in a failed coup in February 1976, his successor, General Obasanjo kept faith with the transition and handed over power to elected civilians in 1979. The transition program’s high points were the supposedly corrective institutional efforts at enhancing the viability and legitimacy of democratic politics in the country. This led to the adoption of the American-type presidential system in place of the parliamentary system practiced until 1966; creation of seven more states and reform of local government, which was elevated to the third tier of government with allotted jurisdiction; legislation of political parties with national spread; adoption of the federal character principle to prevent the domination of government and its agencies by people from a few ethnic groups; and adoption of a more participatory revenue allocation system among others. To avoid the First Republic’s pitfalls, the government set parameters for a new brand of politics that was expected to eliminate winner-takes-all politics and encourage consensus politics, decentralization of power, accountability, free and fair elections, and de-politicization of the census.

The other remarkable thing about the transition process was that although the templates were dictated by the military leaders who also had the final say, there was some openness that allowed for participation. This was especially obvious in the debates on various aspects of the constitution and democracy and the convocation of a representative Constituent Assembly that debated and passed the final constitution. In addition, the government appointed a Constitution Drafting Committee (CDC) made up of eminent jurists, constitutional lawyers, academics, and representatives of various interest and professional groups, including students and women’s associations. The CDC produced the draft that the Constituent Assembly considered and finally passed into law with some injections by the military government. The significance of the transition process’s openness needs to be underscored because the state of emergency declared in May 1967 which reinforced the dictatorial infrastructure and the ban on political activities, was still in force—they were only lifted in September 1978. Also, the transition was taking place amid a totalizing agenda that saw the federal government extending its sphere of control to include primary school education, universities, television and radio broadcasting, and the two largest newspapers—Daily Times and New Nigerian. The government also established the National Security Agency to enhance its capacity for intimidating the administration’s critics (Dudley 1982, 103), dismissed over 10,000 public officers, thereby dismantling the traditional security of tenure in the civil service, and weakened labor and student unions through interest-begotten legal reorganizations.

The transition doubtless took place under disenabling authoritarian circumstances, including the alleged manipulation of the electoral process to install the outgoing military government’s preferred party and candidates, and this could very well have been a factor for the short period the Second Republic lasted. By December 31, 1983, the Praetorian Guard concluded that the civilian politicians had failed to live up to expectation and promptly overthrew them. In fact, certain events, such as the disquiet within the top military hierarchy over massive declines in defense budgets and the attack on Chad to free Nigerian soldiers held hostage in that country in 1983 in defiance of government policy that was considered feeble, had signposted what I have referred to elsewhere as “military custodian complex” and fragile subordination to civil authority (Osaghae, 1998, 167). For good measure, the new government described itself as an offshoot of the Mohammed–Obasanjo administration.

All this is, of course, without prejudice to the performances of the civilian politicians, especially in the poor management of the economy and electoral politics, but the government of General Buhari turned out to be one of the most dictatorial in the country’s history and used the excuses of a battered economy and indiscipline in public life to not only justify the draconian decrees and regime of state terror through detentions of politicians and critics without trial, execution of convicted drug peddlers, and the “war against indiscipline,” but also why the country could not afford the luxury of a quick return to civilian democracy. Therefore, there was no transition plan, and, needless to add, the ban on political activities remained active. General Buhari was accused of being too rigid and self-righteous by other administration members, especially in his opposition to currency devaluation and other instruments of structural adjustment proposed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) as well as return to civil rule. The poor human rights record of the administration, especially the selective detention and imprisonment of politicians, was also cited as illustrative of Buhari’s high-handedness. These were the factors that led to his overthrow in a palace coup in August 1985 led by General Ibrahim Babangida and the government’s more conservative elements.

The next and fourth transition plan was that of General Babangida (for highly favorable assessments of the transition, see Olagunju and Oyovbaire 1991; Olagunju et al. 1993). It has the distinction of being the most convoluted of all transition plans. Subsequently, it was a transition that seemed endless—which was pretty much the case because Babangida was forced to relinquish power very much against his wish. Much of this is attributable to Babangida’s apparent scheme to prolong his stay in power and possibly transform into a civilian president, but there was also the factor of the transition’s simultaneity with the World Bank/IMF-authored program of structural adjustment, which demonstrably increases authoritarianism (Gibbon et al. 1992). The transition was taking place amidst economic hardship and repression of popular movements, strikes, demonstrations, and other civil disobedience acts by labor, students, professional associations, universities, human rights activists, and pro-democracy groups against the impoverishments and deprivations of structural adjustment and military dictatorship. Universities and media organizations were shut down at various times, and student and staff unions and labor unions and professional associations were proscribed at will. Several journalists, leaders, and activists of pro-democracy and civil liberty organizations were detained, prevented from traveling out of the country, and, in one instance, a leading journalist, Dele Giwa, was killed by a letter bomb. Ethnic and religious mobilization, such as those by the Ogoni and other Niger Delta minorities, also reached new heights as groups struggled to cope with diminishing resources and austerity by exploiting the openings offered by democratic transition. But, while it cannot be denied that the effects of economic recession and structural adjustment may have complicated the transition process, the effects were unforeseen. The same cannot be said for the transition plan itself, which seemed to have been deliberately designed for elongation and self-succession purposes by Babangida’s appointed Political Bureau, whose blueprint for transition left the determination of the date of return to civil rule and (sequential) stages of transition to “the conviction of the executors that reasonable minimum progress had been made” (see Osaghae 1998, 212).

The transition was not lacking in conceptualization, structure, and reforms, and it even had the benefit of a national political debate, notwithstanding that participation was circumscribed at various points (such as when university teachers were told to only teach what they were paid to teach, and when debates on subjects like federalism and national unity were foreclosed and declared no-go and non-negotiable areas). The transition attempted to address, albeit in highly experimental ways, what were considered to be the structural problems of statehood and democratic stability. The highlights included a new constitution which went through a constitution review committee, constituent assembly and ratification by the military government; introduction of a two-party system in which the two national “test-tube” parties were literally “manufactured” and run by the government after the political parties that applied for registration were rejected (Akinola 1990); electoral reforms that included experimentations of direct and indirect voting methods to ostensibly reduce electoral fraud; a program of social mobilization that was expected to install a new social order; a census exercise whose outcome as before was inconclusive; creation of more states and local government reforms; and attempts at creating a new class of client politicians through a cycle of banning and unbanning that reserved the spaces for ABUs and kept out opposition politicians.

The greatest problem the transition faced, however, was the terminal date. October 1, 1990 was first announced; then October 1, 1992; January 2, 1993; and, finally, August 27, 1993 (Diamond et al. 1997). After several twists and turns, postponements, and cancellations, elections were held to inaugurate executives and legislatures at the state and local government levels. This produced a diarchy of elected civilian governments at the state and local levels and, at the federal level, military executive and elected civilian legislature at the National Assembly. However, the transition came to an abrupt end when the culminating presidential election of June 12, 1993, which was adjudged free and fair and won by M. K. O Abiola, was annulled by Babangida. This seemed to confirm the suspicion all along that General Babangida did not intend to relinquish power. Still, there was more trouble because the annulment reawakened old political divisions and conflicts. There were fears that another civil war could erupt.

The annulment also provoked intensified opposition to Babangida’s continued stay in power and military rule as a whole. At the domestic level, the elected National Assembly and some sections of the military opposed the annulment, and there were ceaseless strikes, riots, and demonstrations coordinated by the Campaign for Democracy and its allied labor, student, academic, and professional associations in different parts of the country. On the global level, the United States led other world powers to isolate Nigeria and impose limited sanctions. These developments laid the foundation for the June 12 movement that crystallized around the National Democratic Coalition (NADECO), the body that led the final onslaught against military rule. One strand of the movement insisted on the restoration of the “stolen mandate,” while the more persistent one pushed for an end to military rule. These were the circumstances under which General Babangida was forced to unceremoniously “step aside” and hand over power to an Interim National Government (ING). The ING had a civilian Interim Head of State (Ernest Shonekan) but retained the military minister of defense and Babangida’s close ally, General Sani Abacha, as de facto military overseer. The suspicion that the interim arrangement was a ploy to keep the military in power, which was confirmed in November 1993 when General Abacha sacked the interim government and became head of state, led pro-democracy groups to step up pressure for a return to democracy. Abacha’s takeover and dissolution of all democratic structures (elected governors and legislatures, political parties, electoral commission) only served to increase the tempo of the struggle against military dictatorship.

General Abacha turned out to be one of the most authoritarian military dictators the country ever had. This was probably a direct consequence of the enormous hostility, isolation, and harassment his government faced within and outside the country, but the catalog of detentions/imprisonments, assassinations, and human rights abuses was unprecedented (Babatope 2000). Some of these, such as the bomb attacks on and assassinations of opposition, mostly NADECO leaders (Alfred Rewane, Kudirat Abiola, wife of M. K. O Abiola), which forced many of them to flee into exile, were related to the struggles to restore the June 12 victory of Abiola, who was detained until his sudden death in 1998. Others, including the execution of Ken Saro Wiwa and eight other Ogoni minority activists in defiance of global protests, and the constant harassment of media, human rights activists, and pro-democracy groups—notably Campaign for Democracy (CD), NADECO, National Union of Petroleum and Natural Gas Senior Staff Association of Nigeria (PENGASSAN), National Union of Petroleum and Natural Gas Workers (NUPENG), Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU)—simply manifested the acts of state terrorism and repression that defined the regime. Even the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in Nigeria was banned from the country. The repression was so extreme that, for the first time and even with travel restrictions, opposition elements and groups were forced to flee into exile and operate abroad. These groups, notably NADECO abroad, Organization of Nigerians in the Americas, Nigerian Democratic Alliance, and National Liberation Council, played leading roles in turning up the global heat on Nigeria. The execution of the Ogoni activists in 1995 led to a hardening of global opposition to Abacha not only through continued isolation, such as suspension from the Commonwealth and imposition of sanctions by the USA, EU, and others, but also support for pro-democracy groups, especially those in exile.

Part of Abacha’s response to the unprecedented opposition was to tread the old legitimation paths of transition to democratic rule, although it is more accurate to say that he was forced to do so under pressure from intolerant global and local forces. The first phase of the transition involved convening a controversial constitutional conference that recommended rotational presidency, thirteen percent derivation revenue to oil-bearing states (derivation being “compensation” to states for contributing the bulk of centrally collected revenue), restoration of a multiparty system, and produced a draft constitution. The conference was opposed by pro-democracy groups because it fell short of the conference with full sovereign powers that they demanded, but it served the purposes of the government, especially as it left the date of handover to elected civilians open-ended and at the pleasure of the military government. The transition plan had become traditional items—the creation of more states and local governments, registration of political parties, and staggered primaries and elections at various levels—with a handover date of October 1, 1998. New states and local governments were created, but almost all other transition items were manipulated to serve Abacha’s self-succession agenda. Five political parties were registered, but they ended up adopting Abacha as the consensus candidate, while, as was the case under Babangida, primaries and elections were held, canceled, and postponed several times to ensure that opposition elements were kept out of the process. Also, vocal opponents and perceived opponents within the military and civil society, including General Olusegun Obasanjo, General Musa Yar’Adua, General Oladipo Diya, Dr. Beko Ransome-Kuti, and several journalists were framed in a trumped-up coup plot and sentenced to various jail terms. The sudden death of General Abacha in June 1998 brought the transition and devious succession plans to an abrupt end. Then the death in detention of M. K. O Abiola, winner of the June 12, 1993 presidential election shortly after, heightened the pressure to terminate military rule.

The overwhelming domestic and global gale of opposition to continued military rule gave Abacha’s successor, General Abdulsalami Abubakar, little or no option than to ensure early restoration of civil rule. The sudden death of Abiola, whose installation as president could possibly have provided an alternative pathway, further reduced the choices. Besides, it was clear that from 1984, when the military returned to power, it had crossed the limits of welcome, and the lot fell on Abubakar to redeem whatever was left of the military’s corporate image and institutional social capital. And, of course, pro-democracy groups were unrelenting in demanding immediate termination of military rule. These circumstances propelled Abubakar to execute the shortest, hurried but successful transition plan of all the military rulers. He did well to lay a good foundation for the transition by dismantling all the Abacha era’s transition structures, releasing political detainees, including those convicted by military tribunals on allegations of involvements in coup plots, and granting unconditional return to those in exile. He also scaled down the operations of the dreaded State Security Service and repealed military decrees that had given teeth to dictatorship by making decrees unquestionable and authorizing detention without trial. After three political parties were registered, elections took place at the local, state, and federal levels between December 1998 and February 1999. A new constitution, based largely on the 1979 constitution, was drafted by bodies appointed by the military government was promulgated, and finally, power was handed over to elected civilians at all levels on May 29, 1999. This simplified narrative should not, however, fail to mention that the transition took place under conditions of military dictatorship and rule by decree and violent suppression of civil unrest, such as the excessive use of force to quell resource-ownership agitations in Bayelsa and Delta states in December 1998. Also, the constitution was produced without consultation or participation of key stakeholders and passed by military fiat. This has remained a serious point of contention in the country as the constitution has been criticized for consolidating the authoritarian legacies of military rule by holding obnoxious laws like the National Security Agencies Act and the Land Use Act sacrosanct. But Abubakar’s dictatorship was nowhere near as restrictive as those of Abacha and even Babangida, and this was doubtless a crucial factor in the successful transition that marked the end of prolonged military rule. Even so, it is worth noting that the transition led to the handing over of power to a democratically elected president, Olusegun Obasanjo, who was also a former military dictator.

Conclusion

The major conclusion drawn from the analysis of the alternation and contestations between dictatorship and democracy in Nigeria in 1966–1999 is that it was always going to be difficult for a military dictatorship to survive or triumph over the forces of democratization and democracy. For one thing, the prevalent norm of military subordination to the civil authority provided an abiding normative frame that defined military intervention and rule as an aberration. This ideological foundation explains the tenacity and resilience for anti-military and anti-democratic struggles (Lewis 2016). Even when military intervention’s justifications seemed reasonable, military rule was expected to be transitory and temporary. To this extent, the attempts at regime elongation and self-succession, which were concomitant with increased dictatorship, only served to strengthen opposition to individual dictators and military rule in general. Then, of course, there were the intervening variables of economic decline, structural adjustment, and global democratic revolution that proved to support democratization struggles in Nigeria despite the contradictory forces that they sometimes propelled. Another strong factor, and one that finally ensured the triumph of democracy, was the deconstruction of the option of military rule. Military dictatorship undermined and eroded its own legitimacy and authority based on claims to a superior morality of military rule. As we pointed out, General Abubakar was confronted with this limited option, and his decision to speedily handover to elected civilians was part of a face-saving attempt to redeem what was left of the military’s social capital. The fact that military rule had also become anachronistic in the face of the so-called global democratic revolution and the (neoliberal) regime change agenda that drove the revolution provided the necessary—and helpful—global frame.
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Chapter 23 

Religious Nationalisms in Nigeria

Matthews A. Ojo

Introduction: Defining the Term and Context

Religious nationalism refers to the consciousness generated by religious and sometimes ethnic affiliations that promote the solidarity of a group of people in relation to its past and legacies and the building or reinforcement of individual and group’s religious identities. It works through accepting religious symbols and values against any national integration formulas, whether conceived constitutionally or from any perceived national ethos. Religious nationalisms may also include any collective consciousness of belonging to a common heritage or investing meaning in an identity that has been fueled commonly by a culture created from or by religion. Such consciousness has often been strengthened by shared historical narratives against which the present epoch is defined, differences from other collectives concretized, and political behavior influenced. This religious consciousness has often provided an ideological framework for collective actions in a competitive political space.

The consciousness of religious nationalism has clashed with legitimate claims of other collectives, particularly the state’s cohesion. These claims could have been expressed in the agitation for the Sharia, or the demand for equal treatment of Christians and Muslims by federal and state governments, or the recognition of religious symbols, such as Islamic dressing, in the public and educational institutions. Moreover, despite the secular clause in Section 10 of the 1979 Constitution, the federal and state governments have continued to promote religion in various ways, the most notable being sponsorships of pilgrims to the Holy Lands. Consequently, Nigerians take religion in the public sphere as normal and desirable; thus, religious conflicts at the local level, which often were inconsequential, have attracted national attention.

In the early twentieth century British colonialism, the process of state formation in Nigeria created new identities and modified existing ethnic and regional identities. These new identities revolved around religion, ethnicity, and territoriality overlapping with one another, though with varying degrees of differentiation. More importantly, the British influenced the patterns of the spread of Christianity and Islam in the country in the early twentieth century, thus creating differences among the adherents of the religions. By independence in October 1960, Christianity and Islam had created their own nationalities and infused these solidarities with secured boundaries, which in the post-independence era would have far reaching consequences for national cohesion.

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of religious nationalisms in Nigeria from a historical perspective. It highlights the causative factors located within British colonialism, ethnic politics, and geopolitics, then examines the trajectories of religious nationalisms and their consequences. The study reveals that identities in Nigeria are primarily constructed around religion and ethnicity, fusing into each other. Religious identity has in some circumstances in the past strengthened ethnic and regional identities and has largely determined access to governmental economic and political opportunities, which indirectly continued to sustain religious nationalisms. Secondly, the dominance of religion in Nigeria’s public sphere calls into question the creative role of religion in identity politics, the need to redefine the secularity of the state, and the need to sustain healthy religious pluralism and peaceful co-existence in the country amidst competing religious nationalisms. When religious identity became politicized in a pluralistic nation, it usually tended to undermine national integration. While the issues pertaining to religious pluralism and religious conflicts in Nigeria are rather broad and complex, it is incontrovertible that religious nationalisms have been legitimized and have become alternative institutions promoting social mobilization and competing with the state for the allegiance of the people.

Summarizing the Theoretical Perspectives

Previous studies on religion and politics have often been embedded within a general discourse of identity politics, regionalism, and the nation-state in modern Nigeria, which have brought in various disciplinary perspectives because of the subject’s complexity. Social scientists have largely focused on the structural integrity of the Nigerian state, including the formation and nature of the modern state, governance and the contending constituencies, and sources of instability against the background of colonial legacy and ethnic politics. Generally, the structuralist perspective dwelled on the state’s predatory nature, its political actors, and the conflictual competition for resources among the contending ethnic or regional groups, which have further highlighted the cleavages in the struggles by clientelist groups for national resources. While the nation-state’s nature and content may throw light on the persistence of religious conflicts in the country, there are several complexities to the problem.

There are a few historical works by J. F. Ade Ajayi (1984), Obaro Ikime (1980), E. A. Ayandele (1974, 1979), etc., which provide trajectories of the evolution of the Nigerian state and the problem of national integration, and the creation of religious nationalisms. These historical studies principally highlight British colonial policies and the process of nation-building in post-independence Nigeria. For example, Yusufu Turaki (1993) and Matthew Kukah (1993) discussed the role played by British colonial administration in the institutionalization of the social-political roles of Muslim and non-Muslim groups in the colonial hierarchical structure of Northern Nigeria and the consequences of such policy in creating superior status and hence dominance for the Hausa-Fulani group and socially inferior status and subordination for the non-Muslim ethnic groups.

From these previous studies, three theories have emerged.1 First, the conflict or privatization thesis has focused on the conflictual nature of religion within the state and against the stiff competition among the religionists and political actors. The two major religions have shown negative tendencies of stiff competition to the neglect of national integration. The second was the manipulation thesis. It was Andrew Walls in 1978 that first suggested the manipulation of religion for sectional interest. After that, Bala Usman’s (1987) exposition of the manipulation thesis in the late 1980s, until recently, has been widely accepted. When Nigeria moved from agriculture to the petro-dollar economy and then centralized the nation’s financial resources, political actors began to use religion for social mobilization in the hoarding and distribution of national resources. Indeed, scholars such as Kukah (1993), Turaki (1993), Kastfelt (1994), and Ibrahim (1991) tried to locate the causes of the religious crises of the 1980s and the 1990s, like the formation of the state from the British colonial legacy, or the manner religion was put into use in national politics.

Thirdly, the ethical theories have dwelled on Christian–Muslim relations and religious dialogue as tools to achieving peaceful co-existence among the religionists. The discourse centers on interfaith relationships and options for promoting peace initiatives to resolve the religion cum ethnic conflicts rather than examining the essence of the conflicts. A recent ethical treatment of religion and politics was undertaken by Simeon Ilesanmi. He postulated that religious pluralism is not an evil to be overcome; rather, it is to be celebrated. Hence, instead of being seen as a separating force, the prevalent religious pluralism could form the basis of religious harmony once a dialogical approach could be introduced and thereby invest the political realm with civility and moral guidelines (Ilesanmi 1997). Consequently, instead of being in conflict, Christians and Muslims could see themselves as moral agents working for political justice and seeking to shape the political systems for all mutual benefits, not the exclusive rights of a few, which the culturalists or ethnicists will do.

Religious Pluralism, Ethnicity, and the Nigerian State

Nigeria’s estimated population of 186 million as of 2018 is divided sharply between about 75 million Christians and Muslims and about 33 million adherents of traditional religion.2 Each of these religions comprises denominations and sects, all existing and competing for membership. This religious pluralism has been shaped by the geopolitical phenomenon, which has historical roots in British colonialism, Christian missionary enterprises, and Islamic expansion—all of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Because Christianity and Islam accounted for about eighty percent of Nigeria’s population, national cohesion has been seriously threatened anytime Christians and Muslims were polarized into opposing camps over religious and national issues. Overall, the success of any democracy does not depend only on the constitution or the electoral processes but on those values that can accommodate divergence and sustain stability among the peoples.

Additionally, Nigeria’s geopolitics is reflected in the three major geographical areas which had a great bearing on religious nationalisms. Islam is dominant among the Hausa-Fulani and Kanuri ethnic groups in Northern Nigeria. Over two-thirds of the population identify as Muslims. Christianity is strong among the Igbo and minorities such as Efik, Urhobo, Itsekiri, and Ibibio in eastern and southeastern Nigeria, while the two religions co-exist and among the Yoruba of western Nigeria, though with a slight Christian majority. In all these regions, African traditional religions still existed, accommodating the world religions, and it has largely determined the worldview of the people.

Lacking the personnel and finance to create a new administrative system, the British colonial administration, on its arrival in Northern Nigeria about 1899, preserved the existing monolithic culture and regional integration and then expanded the powers of Muslim rulers they governed by a system called Indirect Rule. In 1914, the British brought together the two Protectorates of Northern and Southern Nigeria to form present-day Nigeria. However, the British pursued different development plans and administrative systems that created variances among the regions because the primary objective of colonialism was to protect British economic interest for a steady supply of natural resources to the United Kingdom (Tamuno 1999; Boer 1984) (see Chapter 14). The creation in the 1940s of three regional governments in the North, West, and East indirectly strengthened the existing regional and religious differences (see Chapter 18). With independence in 1960, these cleavages were magnified by the emergent political parties representing regional and ethnic interests (Nnoli 1978; Vickers 2000). Ethnic hostilities that broke out in the mid-1960s in Northern Nigeria eventually precipitated the Nigerian Civil War in 1967–1970 (see Chapter 20). After the Civil War, the regions were abolished, and smaller units called states were created, though some were dominated by ethnic solidarities. Overall, Nigeria’s political terrain is a complex interplay of power relationships among the three regions.

As part of the colonization agenda, the British constructed state formation on ethnicity by considering major groups such as the Hausa-Fulani, Igbo, and Yoruba as superior to others. Eventually, ethnicity took up new social and political force in colonial and independent Nigeria. Osaghae and Suberu (2005) noted that by wedging different ethnic groups together in unworkable political configurations and promoting ethnic differentiation, British colonialism became “the most single important factor in the crystallization of contemporary identities and identity conflicts in Nigeria.”

In Northern Nigeria, the contest among religion, ethnicity, and regionalism was most spectacularly played out. First, Christian missions were systematically excluded from proselytizing in the Muslim areas in Hausaland, a policy which, according to Kirk-Greene (1968), was wrongly formulated by colonial officers. The British wanted to preserve the existing religious and cultural integration, and based on its notion of ethnicity, similarly treated the Hausa-Fulani people and their religion, Islam, as superior to the myriads of “pagan” ethnic groups in the region (Kirk-Greene 1968; Turaki 1993).

Subsequently, by the mid-twentieth century, the encounters of Christian missionaries with Muslim rulers in Northern Nigeria clearly fossilized a conflictual relationship between Christianity and Islam and between minority ethnic groups that embraced Christianity and the Muslim Hausa-Fulani rulers. In addition, the colonial administration curtailed the establishment of Western-modeled schools by Christian missions in Northern Nigeria even when the colonial government lacked the resources to do the same. The colonial administration wanted a secular education contrary to mission education’s intention (Graham 1960; Fafunwa 1974; Ayandele 1979). Hence, through mission education, Southern Nigeria achieved rapid westernization and development compared to Northern Nigeria. This disparity, among other things, was to become an issue for political agitation in the independence era.

Generally, indigenous Christian converts saw the Christian faith as a means to further ethnic self-determination. Therefore, by the 1950s, many Christian ethnic minorities in Northern Nigeria rallied together to form a political party, the United Middle Belt Congress, through which they championed self-determination and sought social justice against what was seen as the oppression of the Hausa-Fulani aristocracy, which had enjoyed favor and support from the British colonial administration (Turaki 1993; Kastfelt 1994; Barnes 2007; Lenshie 2014). In general, the mistrust and agitation among the ethnic groups have led to a high recidivism rate, which has undermined national integration in Nigeria.

Christianity was introduced to Nigeria in the 1830s by missionary societies from Europe and North America, and most of the activities were concentrated in the South. Attempts by Christian missions to expand to the North from 1900, as already noted, were resisted and curtailed by the British colonial administration. It was only the construction of the railway in the first decade of the twentieth century that created in-roads for Southern Christians into the commercial centers of the North.

It is important to note that Christian evangelization and Islamic expansion coincided with existing cleavages. According to Kastfelt (1994), religion and ethnicity intersected and played a crucial role in the political mobilization of minority ethnic groups against Hausa-Fulani domination. Those who felt oppressed sought succor in a new religion, Christianity, and rejected Islam, the religion of their oppressors. Hence, the stage was set for the manifestation of religious nationalism in the pre- and post-independence decades.

The presence of Islam was first recorded in the Kanem–Borno Empire, in present-day northeastern Nigeria, in the eleventh century and became the dominant religion in the empire by the fifteenth century. Islam was introduced into Hausaland in central Northern Nigeria in the fourteenth century by Muslim traders from the Sahara region, and by the end of the fifteenth century, the faith had taken root (Balogun, 1980). Islam initially spread among the ruling class, where Islamic scholars served as advisers to the local rulers. In the early nineteenth century, a jihad led by a Fulani cleric, Usman dan Fodio, succeeded in Islamizing a large North population (see Chapter 12). The jihadists purified Islam of syncretism and imposed Muslim rulers, called emirs, over the conquered people to ensure total adherence to Islam. Primacy was conceded to the Sokoto Caliphate, where the jihad had originated. This caliphate comprised autonomous emirates under Muslim rulers who regularly sent tribute to Sokoto and ensured the implementation of Islamic theocracy (Abubakar 1980; Kenny 1996). By the mid-nineteenth century, the administrative and judicial systems, and the social lives of the people, were based on Islamic doctrines, and almost everyone intimately linked to religion, to such an extent that a common Islamic culture prevailed in the predominantly Muslim areas of the North3 (Paden 1973; Ikime 1979). As already noted, the British preserved this regional integration and indirectly expanded the emirs’ powers over other ethnic groups that were not part of the emirates. This would become a thorny issue from late 1999 when state governments in the North embarked on implementing Islamic Criminal Laws at the local level.

Overall, colonial politics greatly influenced the interaction of the religions. While Northern Nigeria claimed an Islamic-Arabic cultural heritage, southern Nigeria was greatly influenced by a Western-Christian legacy. These legacies have influenced the formation of ethnic, regional, and religious identities since the nineteenth century. Likewise, these configurations have equally affected political affiliations and expressions. Therefore, because of the intertwining of religion into other spheres of society, religious pluralism has largely become a political issue, and religious differences continue to be manipulated for sectional interests.

Religious pluralism in itself does not necessarily breed conflict. Not all religious conflicts will impact the nation-state. The link between religion and politics becomes problematic mostly in nations where a minimal level of national integration has not been achieved. Consequently, Nigeria’s religious pluralism has been marked by conflicts since the 1980s, and by the 1990s, the conflicts had reached an alarming proportion.

Religion, Geopolitics, and the Sharia Controversy

One of the major geopolitical issues which brought religious nationalism to the fore was the consideration over the expansion of the Sharia—a legal system which had hitherto operated in the North as customary law and restricted to personal and family laws—to include criminal jurisdiction. The Sharia debate had surfaced three times in the post-independence history of Nigeria—1977–1979, 1988–1989 and 1999–2000—and on each occasion, it polarized religious and regional nationalists. Therefore, the Sharia debate could be seen as a metaphor for the larger contest between the two dominant religions in the country for political space.

The draft constitution of 1977 made provisions for the establishment of a Federal Sharia Court of Appeal that would have powers equal to the existing secular High Courts and Courts of Appeal because from colonial times, Sharia has operated within the existing judicial system of Northern Nigeria on personal and family matters similar to Customary Law in Southern Nigeria (Aniagolu 1990). The new provisions were hotly debated throughout 1977, which eventually sharply divided Christians and Muslims into opposing camps. Generally, while Christians voiced opposition against entrenching the Sharia in the constitution, Muslims, mostly from the North, supported the expanded scope of the law. Christians wondered why the government was going to fund a purely religious legal system meant for one religion’s adherents. At the same time, Muslims argued that Sharia was an essential part of their religious practices. The new provision would go a long way to address miscarriage of justice in cases involving Muslims (Ofonagoro et al. 1977; Kenny 1996; Iwobi 2004).

In the Constituent Assembly, which was set up to ratify the draft constitution, Christians and Muslims were again sharply divided over the issue. Although a compromise was accepted with the Federal Military Government’s truce, the ruling elite who had generated the debate invariably succeeded in their task of manipulating religion, because from then on, religious nationalism assumed equal significance as ethnic nationalism. The 1979 constitution was a significant revolution because it changed the existing parliamentary system inherited from the British to a presidential system similar to the American one (see Chapter 22). Regional autonomy and constitutions were abolished and replaced with a single national constitution. One major anomaly is that Nigeria’s federation does not provide for the states’ devolution of powers. Rather, the center monopolized power and dominated decision-making in the country. Arising from the Sharia controversy, religion became an important factor in Nigerian politics and in identity politics and further heightened the existing geopolitical problem in the country.

A serious controversy was generated over the Sharia when the governor of Zamfara State, Alhaji Ahmed Sani (Yerima Bakura), after signing two bills for the establishment of Sharia courts, announced the full implementation of a new law in the state from October 27, 1999, but later gave assurances that it would not be applied to Christians. Ahmed Sani’s proclamation was followed by statements from the governors of Yobe, Borno, Bauchi, Kano, Niger, and Kaduna that they would consider similar plans. The press coverage of the controversy on the implementation of Sharia, and its consequent crises in Nigeria between October 1999 and April 2000, presents an interesting discussion about the relationship between religion, law, and national identity in a religiously pluralistic society.

Though Governor Sani was a political actor, his actions regarding the Sharia were conceived within the religious realm. When he declared that he had Allah’s mandate to introduce the Sharia, he was investing a religious authority upon himself. Likewise, at the launching ceremony of the new law in Zamfara, Governor Sani accused Muslims of being dormant for too long and called upon them to wake up and revive the faith (Ludwig 2008). Political actors could promote a religious agenda because Islam does not distinguish the private from the public sphere by its inherent nature.

An attempt in February 2000 to introduce Sharia in Kaduna State, with an almost equal population of Christians and Muslims, resulted in violence. The ethnic groups in the southern part of the state, who were mostly Christian, have been agitating for self-determination for a long time, thus making the state a boiling point for Christian–Muslim relations. Though not conquered by the nineteenth-century jihad, the British had in the early twentieth century imposed non-native Muslim rulers over them. In earlier religious violence in the state in 1987, 1988, 1992, etc., indigenous Christians had violently resisted their marginalization by the Muslims who controlled political power. The anti-Sharia protests were, therefore, part of the continuing process of fighting against marginalization and subjugation. A demonstration by Christians against the Sharia on February 21, 2000, was attacked by Muslims, and in the mayhem that followed, hundreds of people were killed on both sides, and a substantial part of the city was destroyed.4 Amidst these crises, the National Council of State met and recommended the suspension of Sharia’s implementation in the North and a return to the status quo.5

There is no clear-cut answer about the constitutionality of the implementation of the Sharia in Northern Nigeria because Section 275 of the 1999 constitution provides for Sharia Court of Appeal’s establishment by any state that desires it. Likewise, Section 277 and 286 give the State Assembly powers to extend the jurisdiction of courts within the state. What later became apparent was that there were inconsistencies in the constitutional provisions regarding Sharia and religion generally (Iwobi 2004; Nmehielle 2004). Although different issues were raised from different perspectives during the Sharia issues, the underlying issues of competition and conflicts between Christianity and Islam—each seeking dominance of the public sphere and state power for sectional interests—remained unchanged.

The propositions for the expansion of Sharia’s scope, which began in 1999, could be seen as attempts to redefine the status of Islam in a pluralistic Nigeria. First, the Sharia became a symbol for group solidarity and further, a means of internal regeneration, supported by the grassroots who see religion as the only bulwark against Christian expansionism, the rampaging capitalist economy, and the failure of the centralized state. Some Muslims believed that Islam has been forced to accommodate the values of the secular political order to its detriment, whereas pure Islam with its absolute stance in matters of faith and morality ought to dominate the political order. Secondly, the implementation of Sharia primarily was an attempt to create and expand the religious space. Hence, through Sharia’s banner, Muslims were challenging the monopoly of the state as the only regulatory authority for the protection of public order. Rallying around the Sharia gave Muslims another opportunity to look at Islam for principles for public order and personal spirituality (Ludwig 2008). However, Casey (2008) noted that the implementation of Sharia in Kano City in 2000 fragmented Muslims along the lines of “authentic” Muslims who favored immediate enforcement of Sharia and the “marginal” Muslims whose Islamic identities were connected to their ethnic origins and argued for a gradual approach. It is not surprising that Islam would aim at the political sphere because Islamic traditions tend to foster a different understanding of the state. To many Muslims, religion is a model for public order, and the state is made better when it is constituted based on religion. However, such a religiously conditioned moral order with its exclusivist tendencies would generate controversy in any pluralistic society.

Religious Nationalism and Religious Violence

Since 1980, several religious violence incidents have occurred frequently and with much savagery, involving substantial destruction of lives and properties, which have given a coloration to religious nationalism. For example, between December 1980 and February 2006, fifty-eight major instances of religious cum ethnic violence were reported by the media in the country, and most of them occurred in Northern Nigeria (Lateju and Adebayo 2008). Indeed, Jos, a city previously prized for its peace and multiculturalism, was overtaken by several violence incidents between April 1994 and March 2010. In most cases, religious nationalism combined with ethnic nationalism and created conflagrations. The incidents of violence manifested different characteristics and generated different responses from the religious nationalists and the Nigerian government: hence, it is necessary to examine some of them. Religious violence is not susceptible to any one interpretation because of its complexity and because other factors such as the control of political power and the control of wealth and economic resources were also at play. Toyin Falola’s (1998) exploration and analysis of the nature of religious conflicts and violence prevalent in Nigeria and their intersections with national politics from the 1970s through the 1990s provides a comprehensive examination of this intractable religious problem.

The first kind of religious violence was inspired by Islamic millennial groups seeking a purer Islam and denouncing worldliness, then fostering their religious fundamentalism first on fellow Muslims, and later becoming a menace to peace and order. The Maitatsine sect, a fundamentalist Islamic group, rejected Western values and tried to force its own interpretation of Islam on other Muslims. After attacking Muslims and the Police in Kano city in December 1980, a combined military and police force eventually annihilated the sect. Followers of the sect who fled from the city further escalated violence in other cities, Maiduguri, Yola, and other places between 1982 and 1985 (Hiskett 1987). Equally important is Boko Haram’s violence, a militant jihadist sect that attracted public attention in Maiduguri in July 2009. In its proselytization, the sect preached against Western values, including education, attacked fellow Muslims who disagreed with its interpretation of Islam, and rejected the Federal Government’s authority claiming that it was led by unbelievers (see Chapter 33). The founder, Mohammed Yusuf, who was captured alive in a military and police operation against the sect, later died in police custody in suspicious circumstances, and this incident escalated the violence against the public and the government (Adesoji 2011; Umar 2012; Loimeier 2012).

Beginning from 2011, the sect attacked churches on the ground of Christianity being considered a threat to Islamic hegemony, and in April 2014, the sect gained international notoriety when it abducted about 200 schoolgirls, mostly Christians, from a secondary school in Chibok town, Borno State, some of whom were forcefully married to the jihadists. This abduction brought in fully the involvement of Christians under the umbrella of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN), the main Christian pressure group at the national level, which has continued to champion all the abducted girls’ release. Driven from the cities in northeastern Nigeria, the sect went into the forest from where it sporadically launched terrorist attacks on civilians, military personnel, and government institutions. In August 2014, after seizing a large section of Borno State, it declared a caliphate, that is, a theocracy under the Sharia. After that, the Nigerian government sent troops after the sect, though the insurgency has not abated.6 Previous studies have tried to link the Maitatsine and Boko Haram uprisings and have suggested economic deprivation and social alienation as root causes of this kind of religious militancy. This interpretation, however, has ignored the core religious ideology of millennial expectation using armed struggle in defense of Islam, which is considered threatened by Western values.

The second kind of religious violence has been the reactionary riots generated by radical Christian evangelization, provocative rhetoric of preachers, and disagreements over religious teachings, symbols, or practices, which were not acceptable to one party. Although such incidents have also involved African traditional religions, these were localized and never received media attention like the ones involving Christians and Muslims. The first major incidents occurred among students in an institution of higher education in Kafachan, Kaduna State, in May 1987, when Muslims attacked a Christian preacher and his supporters allegedly for quoting from the Qur’an (CAN Kaduna Publicity Committee). The violence soon spread to other towns in the state, polarizing citizens on religious lines, leading to the destruction of places of worship, death of people, the destruction of properties worth millions of Naira, and communities estranged as hostility and suspicion had come to characterize Christian–Muslim relationship (Ibrahim 1989). Similar violent incidents occurred in Bauchi State in the 1990s. In the violent incidents, Christians and Muslims have often traded accusations against each other.

A similar episode of religious violence erupted in Kano city in October 1991, at an open-air evangelistic meeting with the invited German evangelist, Reinhard Bonnke, when Muslim fanatics disrupted the event. In the ensuing violence, Igbo Christians, mostly from Southeastern Nigeria, counter-attacked the rioters and other Muslims for the first time in an attempt to defend their businesses. CAN denied planning this retaliation and contended that it was a spontaneous reaction by endangered people (Boer 2003). Retaliation later dominated the violence between Christians and Muslims. Invariably, these religious riots have significantly diminished prospects for national integration because they added to Christian–Muslim polarization.

The third kind of violence has involved ethnic sensitivities and the quest for self-determination. These incidents have been more devastating and intractable, largely because they have been fueled by historical memories. For example, in May 1992, the Zagon-Kataf riots in Kaduna State generated much media coverage. The Katafs, who were predominantly Christians, engaged their Hausa Muslim neighbors in a war over economic resources control in the area. On May 16, at the end of the second day of the battle, Zagon-Kataf town had been totally destroyed, with hundreds of casualties on both sides. There has been agitation for self-determination by the Katafs, over whom the British had imposed Muslim rulers: hence, the violence of 1992 resulted from deep-rooted hostility between the two ethnic groups (Sulaiman 2016). Religious dichotomy added coloration to the existing cleavages. Although this incident in Zagon-Kataf started as an outburst of ethnic violence, it soon became a religious war between Christians and Muslims purely. CAN became the champion of the Katafs’ cause, while the Council of Muslim Ulama of Nigeria spoke on behalf of the Hausa.7 The Zagon-Kataf riot has significance for national integration because the conflict once again polarized Christians and Muslims at the national level (Lenshie 2014).

The fourth kind of religious violence involves political agitations among ethnic groups, which later metamorphosed into religious riots because the opposing parties belonged to different religious constituencies. In September 2001, there was an ethnic clash between the indigenous Beron, Anaguta, and Afizere groups and the Hausa-Fulani people in Jos (later called Jasawa who also claimed the rights of indigeneship), bringing much destruction and loss of life (Danfulani 2002; Ostien 2009). The quest for political and economic power seemed to have aggravated this crisis, as each group jostled to control certain economic institutions in the state capital. Between February and April 2004, large-scale ethnic clashes and displacement of a large population in both Jos and across the entire Plateau State. Eventually, in early May, the federal government imposed a state of emergency and suspended the legislature and the executive arms of the government of the state. In 2008 and 2010 there were major episodes of ethnic violence in Jos due to the contest for political power in Jos North Local Government, with a total breakdown of law and order. Though ethnic in origin, the combatants were also drawn along religious lines: the indigenous groups who were mostly Christians versus the Hausa-Fulani “settlers” who were Muslims. The Commissions of Enquiry established could not arrive at any solution because the state government and the federal government were at loggerheads on the lawful authority to constitute any inquiry commission (Milligan 2013).

What emerged in these ethnic clashes was that new dynamics were introduced into religious conflicts in the country. The concepts of the “immigrant” and the “settler” received much attention as scholars tried to define the terms within the Nigerian context. Indigeneity was tied to the locality, whether of a town or a local government. The notion of “indigeneity” is also linked to ethnicity. Hence, the “indigene” is a local sedentary religious person, while the immigrant is mobile and progressive, who could claim residency to any locality as his/her place of origin. The immigrants have achieved economic success partly because of mobility, and because the economic system is a free market one, most of these immigrants were able to achieve greater economic success over the indigenous population.

In many cases, this ethnic distinction also cuts across religious divides, more so when the Christian Association of Nigeria came in to champion the cause of the indigenous Christians, while the Jamat Nasril Islam championed the rights of the Muslims labeled as immigrants. Furthermore, the media were drawn into heightening religious and ethnic conflicts by the sensational reporting of religious violence. Today’s Challenge, a monthly magazine published by Evangelical Church of West Africa,8 served as the mouthpiece of Christians, while New Nigerian, later Triumph and lately Daily Trust, though technically secular newspapers, served Muslims’ interests largely because their proprietors were notable Muslims in Northern Nigeria.

As already noted, religious nationalism could portend great dangers for a constitutional democracy such as Nigeria, where minimal trust for national integration is lacking. Critically assessed, the crises suggest a reversal of economic development: those who have achieved mobility and upward movement were penalized. Hence, it is clear that there was a structural tension between the social versus economic and political systems, with religion giving the conflicts new coloration. One plausible explanation for stiff competition in ethnoreligious conflict is what Maren Milligan (2013) has described as “opportunity hoarding,” when trust networks are segmented rather been integrative into a national public sphere. In such situations, trust networks or ethnic categories reinforce their control over and use economic and political resources to exclude other ethnic groups or religious interests.

Renewal Movements and Religious Fundamentalism

Renewal movements that emerged within the three main religions in Nigeria in the early 1970s, brought new directions to religious nationalism as the religions sought to dominate one another. Really, because of revivalism, by the 1980s, religion has become a popular culture activating the sentiments of millions of Nigerians, dominating both the public space and the media, becoming a tool for political negotiation and manipulation, and serving as an additional marker of ethnic and social identities in the country. As will be seen, revivalism indirectly led to radicalizing the leadership of Christian and Muslim youth organizations, as each contested for domination of the public space.

The Charismatic Renewal within Christianity produced the new wave of Pentecostal movements and led to the emergence of a plethora of new independent Pentecostal and Charismatic churches. While some are large, many are still small, and many have atrophied and died. These new churches proliferated under self-styled apostles, prophets, general overseers, and bishops who laid claim to the power to heal all diseases, bless, ensure success and prosperity, and remove demonic oppression and “ancestral curses” (Ojo 1988, 2006, 2012). They also created their own moral communities with a triumphant outlook to social issues. Indeed, for the marginalized, Pentecostal Christianity served as an alternative center of power for social support and provisioning.

By the late 1990s, Pentecostalism had become a major expression of Nigerian Christianity partly due to the enthusiasm that goes with its services, the relative novelty of its message, and increased media attention on its strategy. The denominationalization of the movements from the mid-1980s necessitated several changes in the way they operated. Sunday services were introduced to replace the midweek programs, and they began to compete in the public space with the mainline Protestant churches and the Roman Catholic Church, whose presence in the country dates back to the 1840s.

In the 1970s, Pentecostals and Charismatics were apolitical. They considered the political sphere as a trapping of Satan. Still, in the 1990s a new understanding emerged as they began to claim a redemptive role in the political future of the nation. However, their political behavior during elections showed ambivalence. Pentecostal Christianity represented itself as a form of rupture from the past, working toward a program of personal and collective regeneration and redemption of the corrupt Nigerian society (Marshall 2009). Appropriately described as “End Time Army” (Ojo 2006), they adopted a messianic orientation and constantly waged wars against demons in the public sphere throughout the twentieth century to rescuing the individual as well as the nation. Besides, they spiritualized and linked biblical references to social, political, and economic issues, believing that there were spiritual forces behind most world events. Among its methods to achieve this redeeming program was a “spiritual warfare” directed in imprecatory prayers to known and unknown enemies.

More importantly, after Nigeria’s secret admission in 1986 into the membership of the Organization of Islamic Conference, an international Islamic organization, during the administration of Ibrahim Babangida, head of state from 1985–1992, and after the adoption of Islamic criminal law by some northern state governments in late 1999, Pentecostals and Charismatics began to view Islam as the enemy to be subdued in its spiritual warfare. Anti-Islam rhetoric emerged among Pentecostal pastors: hence, they linked the overt support of the government for Islam with an Islamization agenda (Ojo and Akinrinade 1992), and consequently, the demonization of Islam became a feature of Pentecostal discourse (Ojo 2007).

The formation of the national organization, Christian Association of Nigeria, in 1976 created a unified forum to champion the Christian cause and comment critically on the Nigerian state’s socio-political reality, particularly the federal government, which was considered favoring Islam and marginalizing Christianity (Enwerem 1995). One of the most critical and widely read publications emanating from CAN Youth Wing analyzing the government’s Islamization agenda was titled Leadership in Nigeria (Christian Association of Nigeria 1989). Thus, there was a measure of political sensitization and mobilization under the umbrella of CAN, which has united evangelicals and Pentecostals against Islamic fundamentalism (Ojo 2007).

The rise of Pentecostal political interests also coincided with the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, which also claimed interests in the political sphere, and the relationship between the two major religions has been aggressive. As noted by Peel (2016), there are similarities between Pentecostalism and Salafism as both were renewal movements, carriers of new religious cultures, opposed to the cultural past, seeking to create a moral society, very critical of the Nigerian state, and saw each other as the enemy to be eliminated before achieving its objectives. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 in Iran created a model of resistance to Western norms that were seen as too permissive or anti-Islam. Furthermore, the failing state and economic recession of the 1980s and 1990s alienated many Nigerians who had to resort to their religious constituencies for the security and social services which the state failed to provide. It was part of this religious fundamentalism that was played out in the agitation for the wearing of the hijab and other Islamic modes of dress in secondary schools in southwestern Nigeria in the first decade of the twentieth-first century.

The Muslim Students Society of Nigeria (MSS), which had existed since April 1954 as an organization promoting Islam and championing Muslim students’ religious rights in educational institutions, increased its visibility from about 1977, when the argument over the Sharia generated great interest among Muslims and Christians. In the far North in Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, MSS extremist tendencies were noticed among its leadership, such that by the mid-1980s, Christian students and MSS were engaging each other violently on campus (Hunwick 1992; Kenny 1996). Moreover, under the support and activities of Sheikh Abubakar Gumi, a firebrand Islamic cleric and Grand Khadi of Nigeria, the Izala movement was established in 1978, pursuing a purer form of Islam in Northern Nigeria. Izala resorted to militant tactics to denounce other liberal Muslim groups and sometimes denounced the Christian expansionist agenda (Kukah 1992; Loimeier 2012).

More importantly, some Islamic youth organizations were established in the 1970s and 1980s in various states and cities, each to propagate Islam in its purer form and advance the interests of Muslims in the country. Much mobilization was achieved by promoting Islamic songs and drama in the public sphere, organizing Qur’anic recitation competitions, and the publication of Islamic books. Following the establishment of the National Council of Muslim Youth Organizations (NACOMYO) in Ibadan in 1982, as an affiliate of the World Assembly of Muslim Youth (Adekilekun 2012), Islamic revivalist organizations were brought together under one umbrella for the promotion of Islamic education, fighting against the perceived marginalization of Muslims in the country, and speaking for Muslim youths on all national issues. NACOMYO and the MSS championed the cause of Muslims in the controversy over the location of a cross in the University of Ibadan in 1985–1986 on the allegation that it was sited near the institution’s central mosque. The agitation to remove the cross, erected in 1954, created a crisis in Christian–Muslim relations in the premier educational institution, which was widely reported in the media, further agitating other Christians and Muslims (Hackett 2001).

Also notable was the Islamic Movement of Nigeria, a reformist Shiite group under the leadership of Ibrahim El Zakzaky, which sought a reformation of Islam and created its own constituency of a militant youth front (Kenny 1996). After the Iranian Revolution, El-Zakzaky, with a legacy of militancy in MSS in Ahmadu Bello University, was radicalized and sought to create an Islamic-modeled society in Nigeria. Using the media to propagate his teachings, Zakzaky was able to gain sizable followership in the core of Hausaland. His militant tactics brought him and his group into collision with the Nigerian state, which responded with a fierce crackdown and the imprisonment of hundreds of members in the late 1990s and between 2015 and 2019. The Islamic Movement has rejected the secular authority of the Nigerian government, and after a bloody clash with the military in Zaria in mid-December 2015 in which his son was killed, el Zakzaky and his wife were incarcerated without trial, an episode which has continued causing sporadic violent demonstrations among his followers in Abuja and several cities in Northern Nigeria.9 The pursuit of an Islamic theocracy in Nigeria depicts an instance of religious nationalism in the twenty-first century.

Established in March 1995, the Nasrul-Lahi-il-Fatih Society of Nigeria (NASFAT) emerged into the limelight in the early twenty-first century as a grassroots Islamic revivalist organization winning the trust of millions of educated Muslims in the southwest. Its developmental agenda created small-scale businesses and skills acquisition training programs, while branches were encouraged to establish primary and secondary schools. Promoted by young, educated Muslims, NASFAT side-tracked Muslim elders’ dominance and thereby generated progressive ideas suited for the contemporary world. In May 2007, it established a faith-based institution, Fountain University in Osogbo, Osun State to promote an enlightened Muslim society based on Western education (Adebayo 2012; Adekilekun 2012). In the first two decades of the century, other Islamic universities were established in Southwestern and Northern Nigeria.10 Moreover, by holding its religious services on Sunday morning, NASFAT indirectly countered the Christian proselytization of Muslims and Christian symbols’ dominance in the public media on Sundays.

Ideologically, while Islamic revivalist groups sought theocracy to promote social justice, Christian revivalists were principally interested in those existential issues such as healing, wealth, marriage, and family well-being. Besides, while Christianity has tended to emphasize the separation of religion and politics, Islam has often favored the constitution of the political realm under religion. These contradicting orientations have continued to create distance between Christianity and Islam and fuel the problems of religious pluralism in the country. Additionally, Islamic groups have been championing the removal of perceived advantages that Christianity had gained over Islam during the colonial period and counter Christian evangelism. As a result of revivalism, there has been a heightened consciousness that both religions exist in a competitive relationship. Hence distrust and suspicion have characterized the relationship. Consequently, Christian and Islamic revivalism changed the phase of religious consciousness and solidarity as it brought to fore the involvement of youths and the educated elite, thus magnifying the significance of religious nationalism for a country not yet democratically stabilized.

Christian–Muslim Relations and Bridge-Building Efforts

The first government-backed bridge-building effort toward improving Christian–Muslim relations was initiated in June 1987 after the Kafachan riots with the establishment of the National Advisory Council on Religious Affairs (ACRA), which could not function because the Council could not agree on a choice of a Chairman. The Nigeria Inter-Religious Council (NIREC), established in September 1999 with a national office in Abuja, fared better but its influence waned within a decade. Supported with government funding, mistrust among Council members and lack of grassroots penetration has limited its potentials.

On the local level, the Interfaith Mediation Centre and Muslim–Christian Dialogue Forum, established in Kaduna in 1995 by James Wuye, a pastor, and Muhammed Ashafa, an Imam, both victims of earlier religious violence, have worked toward achieving peace after the Kaduna violence of February 2000. Its documentary film, The Imam and the Pastor has been well received, a remarkable success in promoting religious dialogue and reconciliation among warring parties.11 Overall, religious bodies could be effective in ensuring peaceful co-existence if they could work unitedly.

Conclusion

Said Arjomand (1993) has suggested that in analyzing the relationships between religion and politics, it is necessary to find out in particular situations which phenomenon is primarily religious and which is secondarily political. Accordingly, four levels of analysis can be obtained: (1) politically relevant religious action, (2) religiously conditioned political action, (3) religiously relevant political action, and (4) politically conditioned religious action. This chapter has taken into consideration all the four perspectives because of the complexity of the issue of religious nationalisms in Nigeria.

Although the relationship between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria has largely been conditioned by historical legacies, nevertheless the lack of a strong democratic ethos has created a political space that has been infested with mistrust and competition by religious nationalists. Further, religious and ethnic sensitivities have enabled political actors to create their own constituencies with cleavages which have become solidified since independence in October 1960. Indeed, the vulnerable nature of the Nigerian state has manifested in excessive contests for power among its political elite and its religious constituencies. Therefore, a constitutional democracy such as Nigeria appears threatened because “once the authority of the state depends upon a monopoly of the control of force, contest over who exercises the rent-seeking prerogatives of government easily turns into either a covert or/and overt war among contending factions” (Ayo 2000). Consequently, the prevalent democracy has not been able to accommodate divergence and streamline the competing interests of the political elites and citizens into any unified democratic culture: thus, the conflictual and predatory nature of national politics and governance.

Lacking any shared national identity and by tapping into colonial legacy and ethnicity, religious nationalisms have fostered mistrust and stiff competition among the peoples, making the concept of Nigeria to be viewed as merely geographical and not cultural (Ayandele 1974; Ajayi 1984; Coleman 1971). As noted by J. F. Ade Ajayi (1984) autonomous peoples and cultures have not yet been brought together in any nation-building process to achieve higher levels of mutual trust, shared values, common identity co-operation, and national consciousness. Accordingly, religion will continue to play a significant role in national politics, particularly by energizing ethnic and group identities; a recipe to undermining national integration.

Notes

1.Ilesanmi’s (1995) submission proposed two theories.

2.Deduction made from the 1963, 1991, and 2006 censuses; see National Population Commission, Census News. (Lagos, 1992): 1–2. See also National Population Commission, Details of the Breakdown of the National and States Provisional Population Totals 2006 Census, Federal Government of Nigeria Official Gazette, No 44 of May 15, 2007. Lagos: Federal Government Printers, 2007 and National Population Commission, 2006 Populations and Housing Census, Priority Table Volume III: Populations Distribution by Sex, LGA and Senatorial Districts. Abuja: (April 2010).

3.Paden (1973, 43–44) noted that Islamic affiliation in Kano State in 1970 was about ninety-nine percent of the population of over 5 million in the state.

4.Sunday Punch, (27 February 2000): 11–12. See also, ‘The Sharia Inferno,’ The Guardian, (February 27, 2000): 13–17.

5.See ‘Why the North Surrendered over Sharia,’ Tell, (April 17, 2000): 12–16. See also Sunday Punch, (March 12, 2000): 1 & 2.

6.“Who are Nigeria’s Boko Haram Islamic Group?” https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13809501 (accessed July 28, 2019).

7.See the advert by the Ulamas in Weekend Concord, Lagos, Nigeria (July 14, 1992): 20–21. For CAN see Today’s Challenge, No. 3, (1992): 4–17.

8.In early twenty-first century, the name was changed to Evangelical Church Winning All.

9.https://www.pulse.ng/news/local/how-el-zakzaky-has-become-the-face-of-shiite-persecution-in-nigeria/tfcn0cx (accessed on July 9, 2019). The proscription of IMN by the Federal Government was reported by the media on July 25, 2019, but some legal experts have questioned the constitutionality of such an order in a democracy.

10.Two earlier Islamic private universities in Southwestern Nigeria are Crescent University, Abeokuta and Al-Hikmah University, Ilorin, both founded in 2005. Christian churches actually were in the forefront of private universities with the establishment of Babcock University, Ilishan-Remo in 1999, Bowen University in Iwo in 2001 and Covenant University, Ota in 2002.

11.For more, see https://www.iofc.org/imam-pastor and https://www.voanews.com/archive/northern-nigeria-interreligious-peacemaking-precedes-development (accessed August 8, 2019).
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Chapter 24 

Ethnic Nationalism and Minority Politics in Nigeria

Akin Iwilade and Iwebunor Okwechime

Introduction

In this chapter, we offer a broad contemporary history of ethnic nationalism and minority politics in Nigeria. We focus on the important ways in which ethnic identity has been embedded in broader debates about belonging, citizenship, and ownership in the country, and how these multidimensional interactions are underpinned by competition over access to the economy. In many ways, what we do here builds on the excellent work that has been done by many scholars who have worked on ethnicity in Nigeria for decades. Some of the questions they have explored include how ethnic mobilization is implicated in chronic instability (Ejiogu 2011; Akinyele 2001; Nafziger 1983), the material shifts in both the meanings of “the ethnic” as well as of ethnic identity itself (Mundt and Aborishade 2004), how ethnicity is framed by and plays into the political economy of resource extraction (Fenske and Zurimendi 2017; Obi and Rustad 2011), what ethnicity means for Nigeria’s political institutions and systems more generally (Suberu 2001; Mustapha 1999), its linkage with adverse economic transitions (Mustapha 1986; Jega 2000; Ukiwo 2005) and finally, the “modern” state as a site of ethnic competition (Mustapha 2002a; Ukoha 2005). In all of these, only a few scholars have conceptualized ethnicity or ethnic politics as something with an overall positive impact on Nigeria’s development trajectory. Notable exceptions include scholars like Ake (2000, 97–109) who argue that ethnic difference can indeed be a foundation upon which a truly transformative and radical democratic system of competition can be built.

But why is it so important to understand the nature of ethnic and minority politics in Nigeria? One obvious reason is the sheer complexity of Nigeria’s ethnic universe. The country has about 250 distinct ethnic groups, most of whom had largely autonomous precolonial state structures (Nnoli 1978). The vast majority of these groups are relatively small and number only in the tens to hundreds of thousands. Further complicating this universe is the presence of three dominant groups: the Hausa-Fulani, who are mainly located in the northern part of the country; the Igbo, who are located mainly in the south-eastern corner of the country, but with a substantial population in major economic centers like Lagos, Abuja, and Kano; and the Yoruba, who are mainly located in the south-western corner of the country. These three groups make up about sixty-five percent of the total population and have dominated political and economic activity since independence.

Discussions around ethnicity in Nigeria tend to flow from two perspectives. The first explores ethnicity as a way to aggregate and explain the nature of the competition between the three dominant groups in the country (Jinadu 1994; Mustapha 1998). In that sense, macro-level discourses about politics in Nigeria tend to draw significantly from the elite bargaining and horse trading that shapes the political relationship between the three major groups in their competition for access to state power and resources at the federal center (Mustapha 2002a). This discourse pattern is reflective of the institutional design of Nigeria’s federation which privileges the dominant groups (Mustapha 2002b; Osaghae and Suberu 2005). It however also reflects the underlining potency of idioms of belonging, like indigeneity, which continues to drive debates around who has a right to what resource or power in specific geographical locations (Lar 2017).

Another reason to take ethnicity seriously is its tendency to coincide with other major indices of identity in the country. For instance, the Hausa-Fulani are mainly Muslim and the strident religious narratives of domination and resistance across the country often coincide with broader concerns about the perceived embeddedness of this ethnic group in the political and military power structures of the country. This is especially so in the ethnically diverse Middle Belt region where multiple tensions around land ownership, indigeneity, and farmer–pastoral relationships often spill out into widespread violence (Higazi 2008; Lar 2017). In other places like the resource-rich Niger Delta, ethnic identities and the sense of grievance they represent are intimately connected to access to and ownership of federal revenue from oil (Nwajiaku-Dahou 2012).

Implicit in many of the discussions of Nigeria’s ethnic politics is a strong awareness of the precarious position of many of the countries’ minorities and the important ways in which the tensions generated by this precarity causes violent flare ups that threaten the very survival of the state and make everyday life chaotic for millions of ordinary citizens. The so-called minority question is not problematic simply for the debates around political representation that it inevitably brings up. It is problematic, perhaps more so, because of the inscription of broader extractive and accumulative questions that often coincide with Nigeria’s minority identities. In this chapter, we focus on one of the most important minority identities in the oil rich Niger Delta—the Ijaw—in order to demonstrate the co-location of ethnicity and economic extraction and the way this relationship shapes how ethnic narratives are constructed, mobilized, and deployed in the multiple arenas of competition in the country.

To meet our goals, this chapter is divided into five main sections, the first of which is this introduction. In the section that follows, we ask what it means to analyze Nigeria through the lens of ethnicity and minority identities. How might the frame of “minor belongings” inform the exploration of Nigeria’s complex history? Here, we seek to highlight how ethnic enclaves exist as infrastructures of being within a shifting system of identity formation which, on the one hand, calls into service historical idioms of being and belonging, while intimately dependent on modern narratives of grievance to sustain its social legibility as well as potency. The idea is to then deploy this framing to understand minority politics in Nigeria in the sections that follow. In the third section, we offer a broad historical overview of the emergence of ethnicity in Nigeria’s institutional and constitutional arrangements. We then go on to use the Niger Delta region to highlight both the importance of ethnicity as a tool for understanding political and social mobilization in Nigeria, but also how these are intimately connected to broader questions about economic production, citizenship, and ownership. The fifth section concludes. There, we reiterate our main arguments and offer reflections on what the Nigerian case means for how we might think about ethnicity in contemporary Africa more broadly.

Minor Belongings: Thinking through Ethnicity and Identity Formation

Brian Larkin (2013, 327) described infrastructures as “built networks that facilitate the flow of goods, people, or ideas and allow for their exchange over space.” He further noted that “they comprise the architecture for circulation, literally providing the undergirding of modern societies, and they generate the ambient environment of everyday life.” What if one were to deploy this anthropological notion of infrastructure as a conceptual image to understand both the place of ethnicity and its salience in Nigeria’s political economy? What we do here is to argue that ethnicity is not important in and of itself, but only so far as it helps to encapsulate positions of power and/or marginality or aids in the shifting around of power, history, and governmentality. In that sense, ethnicity represents three important things. First is the more familiar conception of ethnic identities as exclusion and inclusion zones (Jinadu 2004). In this conception, ethnic identities exist as enclaves, or, if you like, culturally autonomous social islands, designed to define what the social group is, who is allowed inward access into it, and who may legitimately deploy its histories. Yet, the social islands are only meaningful to the extent that they can exclude other competing islands. Without exclusion, ethnic identities serve little functional purpose and are clearly not as potent as they can be as tools of social mobilization or aggregation of historical grievance.

The implication of this leads us to the second way in which the metaphor of infrastructure might be relevant as a frame for thinking about ethnicity. In this regard, one might think of infrastructure not as places of being—as in zones of exclusion—but as exchange networks. The relevance of the social islands as zones of cultural autonomy is dependent on the ability to signal autonomy through interactions of power with other groups. Without interactions and contentious exchanges, the value of being of an ethnic group diminishes significantly and allows the emergence of other forms of difference that inevitably rupture solidarity and render ethnicity untenably brittle. Therefore, one might think of ethnicity as flowing through exchange infrastructures—markets, housing, land, state offices, and so on. It thus represents the fluid infrastructures of power and representation through which enculturated groups signal history, grievance, and belonging. It is fluid in the sense that, while there are multiple continuities in the historical, ethnic accounts of rights, grievance, and/or membership, the evolution of the ethnic identity requires a constantly shifting and active process of historical construction, myth-building and sometimes outright fabrication. The ability of ethnic-based interest groups to deploy ethnicity as a tool of competition is therefore framed by these constant flows of history, which underpin the sense of what tactics are legitimate and what concessions are acceptable.

Finally, the material and spatial expressions of contemporary ethnic solidarity are fundamental infrastructures from and through which power flows into external competitive spaces like democratic politics. These infrastructures allow histories of belonging and grievance to be grafted into everyday competition for access to the economy while providing an opening for the very foundations of the group to be negotiated, questioned, and re-envisioned. In many ways, this third aspect of our framing of ethnicity draws insights from Simone’s (2004) notion of people as infrastructure by inviting us to see how social relationships are grafted into spatial realities and dependent, on the one hand, on an anchor of regularity and familiarity, and on the other, on the navigation of the uncertainties of provisional transactions and social positions. What this means in practice for ethnicity is apparent. For one, it illuminates the role that history, myth, and symbol(ism)s play in anchoring ethnic identities as ever-present systems of being for many people. Yet, those anchors’ very nature is constantly being brought into question by the transactions of everyday life in which relationships and identities inevitably intersect in profound ways. To draw on Simone (2004, 408), this creates “a specific economy of perception and collaborative practice… constituted through the capacity of individual actors to circulate across and become familiar with.”

Approaching ethnicity from these perspectives allows us to explore how ethnic identities and mobilizations have interacted with Nigeria’s shifting powerscapes and to deal in particular with what ethnic identity has meant for many of Nigeria’s minority groups. It also allows one to systematically account for how ethnic identities have intersected with other critical idioms of being like religion, gender, class, and generation.

How might this work as an analytical frame for Nigeria? Perhaps one useful place to start would be to identify historical memory, territory, contemporary political goals and grievances, and economic access as assemblages representing the shifting contours of what it means to belong to an ethnic group within a specific temporal reality. Ethnicity would, therefore, not just be about shared history but also about a sense of a collective present and future. For minority groups like the Ijaw of the Niger Delta, this would include a collective sense of greatness fueled by historical dominance of other smaller groups in the area (Ekeh 1996), of centrality to the palm oil trade in the years prior to colonialism (Alagoa 1972), and of ownership of the huge oil resources that underpin state revenue in Nigeria (Obi 2008; Nwajiaku-Dahou 2012). Inscribed on this sense of Ijaw greatness is a potent mix of grievance registers directed at multiple sources of pain, including the Nigerian state and its agents, the oil industry, dominant ethnic groups in the rest of the country, the Ijaw people who are members of complicit elite coalitions in the country and other competing minority groups within the Delta region.

For these assemblages of Ijaw being to mean something within Nigerian politics, it would have to be backed by a materialist narrative about ethnicity that is derived from the ubiquitous presence of oil and the wealth (and poverty) it represents. On the one hand, the reality of oil is central to Ijaw grievance registers; yet, the Ijaw imagination of the future, and indeed of the self, is incomplete without the appropriation of the fluid sweetness of oil. As a part of the infrastructure of Ijaw ethnicity, oil possesses what Larkin described as the causal character of infrastructure (Larkin 2013, 330); that is, the thing that causes identities into being. It is not difficult to see how the temporal materialities of a finite strategic resource like oil might cause specific forms of belonging, identity, and politics into being. But this character is also present in less lucrative but no less critical resources like land, cattle, and cultural assets like religion. In Nigeria’s Middle Belt region, for instance, religion, land, and cattle play a very similar role in generating the assemblages that jointly become ethnicity. The ways in which they mix, religion, land, and cattle in the increasingly volatile Middle Belt region are central to the formation of ethnic identities and the contestations that they can sometimes generate (Lar 2017). In that regard, they possess a causal character and ethnic politics often flows through them. These two examples demonstrate the interesting ways in which ethnicity can be conceptualized as not just an identity but also as an infrastructure that facilitates political relations, whether competitive or cooperative.

A Brief History of Ethnicity and Power in Nigeria

Before we address specific examples of the ways by which ethnicity animates politics and everyday life in Nigeria, it is perhaps useful to provide a brief general overview of ethnicity’s long tortured history in the country. Prior to colonialism, the various groups largely operated as empires (as in Oyo, Sokoto) or as small autonomous city-states as in Benin, Bonny, and hundreds of such political communities across the territory to become Nigeria (see Chapters 6 and 7). These groups maintained relations that could be both conflictual and cooperative, forming alliances, fighting wars, and expanding authority. The advent of the colonial administration became a major catalyst for the explosion of not just ethnic identities but also of the violent resentment it sometimes generates in some parts of the country.

For instance, the indirect rule system allowed Emirs to retain control of many aspects of the colonial administration and aided their expansion into areas for which they never had authority. This was especially the case in the Middle Belt region, where Muslim Fulani Emirs were able to extend their rule over Christian or Animist minority areas (Afigbo 2005). This naturally created significant tensions and generated many of the narratives of dominance, marginalization, and exploitation that still frame politics in that region today.

The indirect rule system also ruptured relations between the major groups and replaced it with an acrimonious competitive politics for access to the colonial state and its successor. This is not to say the major groups were friendly with each other before colonialism: the point being made here is that by constructing the federal system around ethnic identities, the colonial state institutionalized acrimonious ethnicity as a primary site of politics and set the stage for many of the narratives and counter-narratives of marginalization, dominance, and resistance.

For minorities in pre-independence Nigeria, the signs were already there that the dominant ethnic group model of Nigeria’s federalism was fundamentally flawed and offered little protection for groups outside of that mainstream of power.

The Richards constitution of 1947 enshrined the regional structure, which, while it facilitated indirect colonial rule, had the effect of consolidating ethnic identities and centering them as sources of political mobilization (see Chapter 18). As Okafor (1981, 230) elaborates: “The regions were given a firm political identity, and also a situation was created in which there were a large ethnic group and some minority ethnic groups in Region. The three large ethnic groups were the Ibos in the East, the Yorubas in the West and the Hausa-Fulani in the North.” In the annals of Nigerian history, this constitution’s introduction marked the beginning of what has been described as the politicization of ethnicity and the regionalization of politics in contemporary Nigeria (Nnoli 1978, 35). If, as Nnoli has observed, the colonial urban setting was the cradle of ethnicity in modern Nigeria, for Osaghae (1991, 239), “regionalism is the cradle of ethnic minority problems in Nigeria.” The Macpherson constitution of 1954 continued this trend and effectively institutionalized regionalism and ethnic politics in post-independence Nigeria. “It reflected a successful attempt of the emergent privileged local classes to carve out spheres of economic influence for themselves” (Nnoli 1978, 158). It is no compliment to John Macpherson that the constitution that was named after him is described as the “regionalist constitution.” Regionalization meant that competition for political power at the center inevitably became driven by very localized and ethnicized concerns. This was reflected in the political parties that made very little attempt to appeal beyond their regional bases and, in many cases, only to their ethnic strongholds. The implication of this ethnicization was that those outside of the dominant ethnic groups faced very real prospects of permanent political and economic disadvantage, and in places like the volatile Middle Belt, this could have consequences for lives, properties, and histories.

Indeed, the Willink Commission was set up to investigate and recommend ways through which the soon-to-be independent state might manage the fears, grievances, and aspirations of minority groups across the country. Chief among these groups are the minorities of the oil-rich Niger Delta, the minorities in the Middle Belt, and minorities in the Mid-West region. While the Willink Commission brought increased state attention to the concerns of minorities, it did little to resolve the issues, and with independence came a power structure at both the federal center and the in the regions that were heavily dependent on the ethnicization of power as well as the centralization of that power in the dominant ethnic groups.

The report of the Minorities Commission did not support the demand for additional state creation by the ethnic minorities. Instead, it called for safeguards for minorities because the fears of minorities would not be allayed by the creation of new states in any of the existing regions. In the Commission’s opinion, the main safeguards against discrimination should be an independent police force and the inclusion in the constitution of provisions for the safeguard of fundamental human rights. The Commission proposed that part of the Niger Delta inhabited predominantly by the Ijaws, which encompassed Degema, Ogoni, and Brass Divisions in the East, and the Western Ijaw Division in the West be designated a “Special Area.” It proposed establishing a board that should be responsible for the area, with a chairman and vice-chairman appointed by the Federal Government. Moreover, it was proposed by the Commission that some areas such as the Edo and Calabar areas should be constituted as “Minority Areas.” It called for the establishment of a Council in each area to be presided over by a chairman selected from the regional government area. In the Northern Region case, the Commission called for legal reforms to ensure the protection of non-Muslim minorities in that region (Willink Commission 1957, Chapter 14).

Why did the Willink Commission of Inquiry fall so short of the demands of the minorities? To what extent did the Commission’s failure to adopt the demands of the minorities influence the dynamics of post-independence politics in Nigeria? Quite clearly, one would not have expected the Commission to produce a report that would have undermined the colonial establishment’s imperialist agenda for the postcolonial Nigerian State. Hence, the colonial government’s position on the Commission’s proposals should come as no surprise because the Commission’s capacity to act independently and objectively had, ab initio, been hamstrung by certain clauses as contained in its terms of reference. This explains why the Commission came up with several official palliatives to the evident inequity and injustice embedded that characterized the colonial order. Or else why would the Commission affirm that the fears expressed by the minorities were “real,” only to swiftly denounce the same as exaggerated? And why should the Commission deem the creation of new states as clamored for by the ethnic minorities as unnecessary because it was ultimately bound to create a fresh minority? Whose policies was it that created the objective conditions for this political state of affairs in Nigeria? Rotimi Suberu’s (1999, 19) observation on the Commission’s report is significant enough to be quoted here at length:


The Commission would appear to have underestimated the ideological and political potency of the separate state movements. It also ignored the potentially centralizing, integrative and stabilizing role of the new states. Moreover, it overlooked the vulnerability of mere constitutional safeguards for human and minority rights in the face of the increasingly bitter and intense rivalry and competition for power among regional elite. Above all, the Commission evidently shared the colonial government’s thinly veiled opposition to the fragmentation of the redoubtable regional base of the conservative, pro-British Northern political class, which inherited the mantle of power from the colonialists at independence.



Thus, at independence in October 1960 the hegemonic ruling elite that inherited the colonial state could not “work out modalities and reach a broad consensus for a just and equitable basis through which the diverse nationalities in Nigeria can unite, and pursue a common destiny of national development as Nigerians” (Obi 2002, 106). Assessing the flawed ethnic character of the federal structure of the early independence Nigeria, Reed and Mberu (2015, 421) note that:


This structure denied the country’s non-Hausa-Fulani, non-Yoruba and non-Igbo groups the security of their own regions, fuelled ethnic minority agitations and encouraged an enormous degree of ethno-regional polarization. The imbalanced structure became even more structurally lopsided with the creation of the Mid-West region in the south in 1963. These contradictions have bred inter-ethnic violence before independence, immediately after, and ever since.



In many ways, the colonial administration played a significant role in creating the type of competitive zero-sum ethnic consciousness that has come to mar political competition in Nigeria. On the one hand, the colonial state’s realities generated new ethnic imaginations that brought together disparate but culturally similar groups, like the many city-states of Yorubaland. On the other hand, however, as noted above, it established a political system based on the zero-sum ethnic competition by the groups it had consolidated. While this made ruling the colony somewhat easier for the British, it was a recipe for conflict in the newly independent country. It is no wonder that it took just six years for the system to collapse and lurch into a brutal civil war just a year later (see Chapters 19 and 20).

But it was not just high politics that was ethnicized by the colonial State. From trade to religion, everyday life also confronted the discipline of discriminatory and exclusionary laws that sought to preserve the delicate alliance between the British and the elite across the country. For instance, Reed and Mberu (2015, 421), citing Afigbo (1989) and Okonjo (1974), report that “segregation within the Nigerian colony was reinforced by colonial laws that limited the mobility of Christian Southerners to the Muslim North, created a separate settlement for non-indigenous citizens in the North, and limited the purchase of land outside one’s own region.” These discriminatory laws easily grafted onto popular narrations of history, grievance, and belonging in ways that have come to define the politics of indigeneity and thus of rights of access to the huge resources the State continues to marshal and monopolize across the country.

By the time the pressures of structural adjustment arrived in the 1980s, the state’s importance as a source of accumulation became magnified, and ethnicity was called upon by all strata of society to navigate those pressures (Jega 2000).

It is interesting to note that while the dominant groups continued to largely compete and dominate political and economic life in the country, ethnicity’s functional value as an infrastructure of protest and resistance was not lost on minority groups. In fact, the mobilization of ethnicity in the last two decades has been significantly more successful for minorities in many ways. A key example would be the Ijaw of the Niger Delta, whose ethnic-themed challenge of the oil state, alongside those of other groups like the Ogoni, has forced the diversion of significant revenue from the center to the region and inserted their concerns into public life in ways in which the Willink Commission failed to do. Of course, it must be noted that the Niger Delta is unique in the ways its political economy might affect the configurations of accumulation and extraction in the country. Yet, it demonstrates the potency of minority agitations in an increasingly connected world.

Oil and the Minorities of the Niger Delta

Very few places reflect the complex infrastructures, powers, and limits of ethnic mobilization in Nigeria better than the oil-rich Niger Delta. Before we analyze ethnic and minority politics in the Niger Delta, it is perhaps important to explain why this region is such an important one, both as a site to explain ethnicity as infrastructure but also as a critical site of power and resistance in Nigeria more generally.

As a consequence of its “ownership” of the strategic and lucrative oil resource, the Niger Delta is perhaps Nigeria’s most important region. Yet, its marginality as a political and social force within the Nigerian polity cannot be more starkly obvious. For instance, even though the rent extracted from oil contributes a significant proportion of federal revenue and is, in many ways, the main lubricant for Nigeria’s complex system of informalization, clientelism and politics (see Chapter 21), the Delta is one of the poorest regions of the country. This poverty is especially jarring because it exists side-by-side with the oil sector’s stupendous wealth, bringing inequalities and marginalities home in stark terms to everyday people. The shift in fund allocation toward the region over the last decade has done little to resolve the inequalities or address the deficiencies in physical infrastructure (Iwilade 2017). The paradox of wealth and poverty orchestrated by the distributive inequalities in Nigeria is made even worse by the nature of extraction, which has allowed the indiscriminate destruction of the Delta environment and the consequent distortion of livelihoods largely dependent on the biodiverse Delta wetlands (Obi, C.I 2001). The implication being that while the Delta bears the brunt of oil extraction, it receives only an unfair percentage of its benefits.

The adverse impacts of oil exploration are further complicated by how the grievances they generate tend to feed into broader ethnicity politics (Ukiwo 2005; Nwajiaku-Dahou 2009). This is more problematic for ethnic nationalities in the Niger Delta because the resources from that exploration tend to be extracted to benefit elites from outside of the region. While the so-called “national question” has troubled politics for decades in the country (Mustapha 1986), it seems to have particular resonance in the Niger Delta for two important reasons. In the first place, the region is home to minority ethnic groups who, as we have noted earlier in the chapter, are by design rendered largely illegible by Nigeria’s federal system because it is dominated by the politics of the three largest ethnic groups. It is not so much that being minorities is essentially problematic, but rather how the minority identity intersects with marginality and how it is framed as a threat to the dominance of major ethnic groups. This framing, or, if one likes, the Othering of minorities from sites of power, becomes profoundly awkward when the main revenue source of an ethnicized state is located in a minority region. The consequent discordance between the locus of power and the locus of income is partly responsible for why revenue allocation has been so contentious in Nigeria and has become a key part of the debates around ethnicity more generally (Naanen 1995; Obi, I 2001).

The dynamic is even further complicated where some of these ethnic minorities have significantly large populations in themselves, as is the Ijaw in the Niger Delta, who number around 10 million. Ijaw nationalists have sometimes argued that the group represents a fourth smaller majority group rather than a large minority. The idea of the Ijaw as dominant is somewhat grounded in history, as Peter Ekeh (1996) suggests. His work suggests a connection between this history and contemporary resistance to the marginality that the label of minority suggests. He argues, for instance, that there is a “dissonance between the legacies of some historically-dominant minorities and their diminished status in modern political power alignments” (Ekeh 1996, 34).

The above highlights the nature of the Niger Delta’s place within the Nigerian political economy and how ethnic nationalism is a critical source of grievance, mobilization, and solidarity in the region and in Nigeria more broadly. Having established these, we will now examine one of the most important ethnic mobilizations in the Niger Delta’s recent history—Ijaw ethnic nationalism. In doing this, we hope to highlight how ethnicity exists as a source of inclusion and exclusion and how it is deployed to support exchange and transactional alliances among groups. In this regard, we highlight the interesting ways in which Ijaw minority ethnic nationalism became entwined in and sometimes subsumed under a regional “Niger Delta struggle” for access to oil resources.

Oil, Ownership, Alliances, and Ijaw Nationalism

Ijaw nationalism of the last six decades has been intimately connected to oil extraction and the revenue that accrues from it (Nwajiaku-Dahou 2012). This connection to oil offers some insight into the contradictions of a distinct and sometimes militant Ijaw ethnic nationalism that finds value in subsuming itself under a broader Niger Delta identity. The first contradiction is that whereas oil is key to how contemporary Ijaw identity is framed, and in many ways central to nationalist pride, it is nevertheless considered the greatest threat to that very identity. The Kaiama Declaration of 1998 1 made clear the threat that the oil industry posed to Ijaw nationalism when it noted in Article E and F:


E: That the political crisis in Nigeria is mainly about the struggle for the control of oil mineral resources which account for over 80% of GDP, 95 % of national budget and 90% of foreign exchange earnings. From which, 65%, 75% and 70% respectively are derived from within the Ijaw nation. Despite these huge contributions, our reward from the Nigerian State remains avoidable deaths resulting from ecological devastation and military repression.

F: That the unabating damage done to our fragile natural environment and to the health of our people is due in the main to uncontrolled exploration and exploitation of crude oil and natural gas which has led to numerous oil spillages, uncontrolled gas flaring, the opening up of our forests to loggers, indiscriminate canalisation, flooding, land subsidence, coastal erosion, earth tremors etc. Oil and gas are exhaustible resources and the complete lack of concern for ecological rehabilitation, in the light of the Oloibiri experience, is a signal of impending doom for the peoples of Ijawland.



Ijaw nationalism essentially rests within these two frames of pride and consternation in the meanings of and encounters with Nigeria’s oil industry. The second contradiction is that, whereas oil is the primary connection that brings together the many disparate ethnic groups in the Niger Delta, access to its financial benefits is also the primary driver of inter-ethnic conflict in the region. For instance, many of the region’s conflicts have been triggered by contentious politics over land boundaries because ownership of lands with oil deposits would grant rights to substantial rents from extraction. This has driven a wedge between many ethnic communities in the Niger Delta. The Ijaw, being the largest and arguably the most militant, has often been at the center of these disputes. These two contradictions are useful in that they help us understand why Ijaw ethnic nationalism, despite its exclusionary and militant character, can often be deployed in ways that support exchange and transactional alliances with other ethnic nationalities. It also highlights the complex politics underpinning the framing of ethnic identity and the commodification of that identity (Mieu, Comarroff, and Comarroff 2020).

Before we go much further, it is helpful to note some of the many instances of exclusionary militant Ijaw nationalism across the Delta as a way of showing that a pan-Niger Delta minority ethnic alliance is neither “natural” nor inevitable. There are perhaps two notable examples of militant Ijaw nationalism that one might point to in this regard. The first is the Ijaw–Ilaje crisis that engulfed the riverine parts of Ondo State on the western fringes of the Niger Delta between 1998 and 2000. In this conflict, a dispute over ownership of Akpata, a town on a marshy strip of land that is believed to have oil deposits, was the immediate trigger for a bloody clash that took the lives of hundreds of people on both sides. According to Adeleye, Ogoru and Aremu (2020), “the escalation of conflict over this territory was due largely to recent belief that the area was oil rich,” thus indicating the connection between oil and contentious inter-group relations in Ijaw relations with other ethnic nationalities. While tensions between the Ijaw (Arogbo-Ijaw as they are called in that region) and the Ilaje have existed for a while over other issues, including the politics of belonging, political inclusion and indigeneity, the prospect of being excluded from the increased revenue that was to accrue from derivation income was instrumental to the violent rupture of relations. It took a major deployment of federal military forces and multiple mediation attempts before the violence subsided. By the time the crisis ended in 2000, hundreds of people had been killed on both sides, and an uneasy truce has largely held since (Ifijeh 1998, 13; Ajama, interview, 2015)

Another notable ethnicized conflict that the Ijaw have played a prominent role in is the Warri crisis. The Warri crisis has had many iterations over the last three decades. One central feature of all the iterations however is that ethnic nationalism has been key to the construction of grievance and the mobilization of armed militia. Warri is a particularly volatile place in this regard, given significant Ijaw, Itsekiri, and Urhobo populations. This ethnic mix is not, of course, volatile in and of itself. However, ethnic-themed political mobilization since the 1950s has significantly inflamed tensions in the city, with the tensions becoming more and more violent as competition over access to oil revenue has grown. While ethnic nationalities do not receive direct rents from extractive activity, the institutions controlled on their behalf—traditional stools, local governments, and so on—represent significant competitive sites through which access to oil rents can be gained.

As a consequence, these conduit institutions have been at the very heart of the competitive ethnic nationalism in Warri since the 1950s. In 1997, the military government of Sani Abacha created a new Warri South West Local Government and located it in Ogidigben, an Itsekiri area of the city. This generated consternation among the Ijaw community, which eventually degenerated into widespread violence that led to hundreds of people’s death. While the conflict was also related to broader debates about who really first settled in and therefore owned the city, it was fundamentally bound up in the politics of access to the revenue that accrues from oil extraction (HRW 2003).

The two examples above demonstrate that ethnic minority coalitions are not necessarily inevitable or even natural in Nigerian politics. This is perhaps even more so in the volatile politics of the Niger Delta, where many ethnic minorities co-exist within an extractive economy that is fundamentally violent, unequal, unfair, and exclusionary. The militancy of Ijaw ethnic nationalism suggests not just a willingness to challenge the Nigerian State and oil multinationals for the distortions in social and economic production that the extractive industry causes but also a willingness to defend nationalist interests against perceived infractions, expansions, and appropriations by other ethnic nationalities in the region. These two ethnic agendas—of challenging the State and defending against other groups—make the question of why the Ijaw have been at the center of developing a pan-Niger Delta coalition of ethnic nationalities an intriguing one.

Resolution 5 of the Kaiama Declaration underscores the Ijaw’s role in the emergence of a potent pan-Niger Delta coalition of ethnic minorities, which became a thorn in the flesh of the Nigerian state and oil companies. In the article, Ijaw nationalist youth declared that:


Ijaw youths and Peoples will promote the principle of peaceful coexistence between all Ijaw communities and with our immediate neighbours, despite the provocative and divisive actions of the Nigerian State, transnational oil companies and their contractors. We offer a hand of friendship and comradeship to our neighbors: the Itsekiri, Ilaje, Urhobo, Isoko, Edo, Ibibio, Ogoni, Ekpeye, Ikwerre etc. We affirm our commitment to joint struggle with the other ethnic nationalities in the Niger delta area for self-determination. (Kaiama Declaration 1998, Resolution 5)



This article in the declaration establishes several things. First, it reiterates the sense of grievance against the Nigerian state and transnational oil multinationals. This sense of grievance is an essential part of the Ijaw nationalist narrative, and while it is often linked to other identity signifiers like language, it is difficult to conceive of contemporary Ijaw identity without factoring in an anti-state grievance. Asari Dokubo, a major player in the militant youth scene in the region put it quite poignantly as follows when he noted that this:


has something to do with our Ijawness. The Nigerian state is stealing from us, we say no more stealing of our resources. Give it back to us. Our language and our culture which the Nigerian constitution has dubiously eliminated and said that it is Igbo, Hausa, Yoruba [ … ] that will be taught our children, we say no, we want to speak our Ijaw language, exhibit our culture. (Newswatch 2004, 13)



The second thing to note in Article 5 is that the development of a pan-Niger Delta ethnic minority coalition was a deliberate act of movement building that happened despite the “divisive” actions of the state and oil multinationals and perhaps also because of this. These divisive actions include a long history of deliberate divide and rule tactics that have seen oil companies provide funding and support to competing groups (Watts 2007, Nwajiaku-Dahou 2012). Political elites insert themselves into the fractious politics of youth (Iwilade 2017).

The above indicates a sense in which Niger Delta ethnic coalitions are dependent on collective grievances and interests. However, grievances and interests do not explain how these coalitions become viable infrastructures of social action. Because of the fractured nature of minority politics in the Niger Delta and the high stakes of oil revenue, grievances are as much against the state/multinational oil coalition as they are against other groups in the region. This makes the development of Niger Delta alliances built around ethnic grievances profoundly difficult. The 1990s saw a crystallization of mutually exclusive ethnic agendas in the Niger Delta around a different sort of identity—that of youth. By pivoting toward youth as the central mobilizing platform, the disparate groups in the Delta were able to construct viable infrastructures of dissent, resistance, and accumulation that put unprecedented levels of pressure on the Nigerian state and oil multinationals.

The Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), the Niger Delta People’s Volunteer Force (NDPVF), the Niger Delta Vigilantes (NDV), and many violent youth groups like them developed from explicitly youth-focused platforms. While some of these platforms, like the Federation of Niger Delta Ijaw Congress (FNIDC) or the Ijaw Youth Council (IYC), drew on local idioms of ethnic identity, history, and mythology, they were nonetheless dependent for their formation, recruitment, and governance on the ability to knit together a patchwork of youth gangs and militias and inscribing on them a pan-Niger Delta identity. MEND is particularly instructive in this regard and helps to make the point we are advancing here about the centrality of youth gangs, politics, and identity to the creation of a pan-Niger Delta movement on the one hand and the way Ijaw ethnic nationalism found accommodation for other ethnicities in the context of the oil crises. According to Hazen and Horner (2007, 123), “militants created MEND to defend the rights of the Niger Delta’s largest ethnic group, the Ijaw. This identity as an Ijaw ethnic militia remains strong but has been diluted by the inclusion of non-Ijaw groups under the MEND name.” Since this claim was made, it has become apparent that the inclusion of the non-Ijaw groups was made possible by the convergence created by the overlapping loyalties of violent youth networks in the region. Overall, the politics of youth both as an identity and as an organizing principle has allowed exclusionary ethnic loyalties like that of the Ijaw to be subsumed under a pan-Niger Delta identity in ways that have not done damage to the very idea of being Ijaw.

Conclusion

What we have done in this chapter is to offer a broad discussion of ethnic nationalism in Nigeria by arguing that ethnic identity is important only so far as it helps to encapsulate positions of power and/or marginality or aids in the shifting around of power, history, and governmentality. We use the example of the ethnic minorities of the Niger Delta to show how ethnic nationalism can be both exclusionary and inclusive and how competition over access to the economy is often implicated in both processes.

The implications of the above for how we think about ethnic nationalism are profound. For one, it means that we cannot engage with violent or exclusionary ethnic nationalism as if it were a natural product of social relations. For this to occur, struggles over belonging must coincide with broader concerns about access to material production, its tools, and incomes. It is also apparent that ethnic identity is powerful only to the extent that it can define the other. Without the other, ethnic nationalism is essentially meaningless and, at best brittle. This need for the excluded other inevitably opens the door for ethnicity to become an infrastructure of exchange as it seeks to, on the one hand, define the boundaries of belonging, and on the other inscribe that belonging onto modern political economy questions which are, especially in the case of minorities, often trans-ethnic. The example of the Ijaw of the Niger Delta demonstrates how ethnic nationalism has served as a powerful tool of political competition in Nigeria but also highlights the important ways in which it interacts with other forms of identity like youth for it to become potent. Youth identities and the networks that they build represent important infrastructures that can often be deployed to build multi-ethnic coalitions as we have seen in the Niger Delta and create the regulatory regimes through which they are sustained and reproduced. There is a sense in which this role might be played by other identity systems. For instance, Islam in Northern Nigeria serves a similar purpose and is critical to constructing a multi-ethnic coalition that is often simply described as “the North.”

It is unclear how the shifts in the economy—the growing middle class, increased outward mobility, education, and so on—might impact how ethnic identities are imagined, framed, and deployed. It is clear though, that to understand Nigeria’s history one must look at how ethnic nationalism has evolved, what systems of discipline it has interacted with and/or created, and ultimately how actors have deployed it in the unending competition for access to the state.

Note

1.The Kaiama Declaration was made on December 11, 1998 by a coalition of Ijaw activists responding to decades of economic and political marginalization as well as environmental degradation caused by the oil industry and the Nigerian state.
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Chapter 25 

Popular Culture, Literature, and the Arts in Nigeria

Toyin Falola

Introduction

It is hard to tell which aspect is more dominant in the human species: political nature or social being. Nevertheless, few would disagree that humans are, by any measure, political beings whose social nature navigates, constructs, and gives this form living expression (Thiong’o 1981; Amin 1989; Ndimele 2016; Imbua et al. 2012; Barber 1991). These two are in constant communication with the social and physical environment, which informs individuals’ economic position and value. Within this loop, civilization is baked and incubated (Falola 2001). One can then describe culture, simply, as human inventions in response to their environment. This explains why culture is said to be fluid, transient, and mutable (Urban 2001), as events and the passage of time dictate what the environment requests from its inhabitants. We see African cultures transforming from their primordial form since the seventh-century Arab contact, continuing with the eventual nineteenth-century colonization made possible by the fifteenth-century maritime breakthrough in Europe (Falola and Heaton 2008). This Arab contact impacted their environment through the new trading opportunities and relations by shifting their social forms, as they gravitated towards the East, while also providing the people of Africa a model of enlightenment and civilization and—more importantly—a vehicle for social mobility.

It is no coincidence that this occurred as Islam gained prominence, changing practices in trade, politics, socialization, and the economy. The Imams and others knowledgeable about Islam quickly became what one could refer to as archetypal figures, as described by the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung in his archetype theory (Danesi 2019). Following Jung—as done by many other scholars—these figures are embodiments of a particular narrative, sources of knowledge and inspiration, as well as the window for others to read meanings and comprehend signs, symbols, performances, and lived experiences. Humans’ irresistible longing to create an archetype figure among themselves forms the basis for constructing and sustaining culture, norms, and traditions (Mosweunyane 2013).1 Therefore, the extent to which humans’ political and social nature functions and develops reveals how much they have interacted with these archetype figures. By the late 1400s, Europeans set foot on Africa’s shores and began to impact its environment tremendously, even more so than the Arabs. Though the peoples’ symbols and interpretations of wealth were already beginning to change at this time, owing to their shifting understanding of objects through their usage and depiction, the late eighteenth-century Industrial Revolution in Western Europe exacerbated this transformation significantly.

This process can be seen through the theoretical lens of Barthes’ notion of “coding,” instrumental not only in understanding pop culture, as will be shown anon, but the culture in general. As described in his work, performances, objects, and signs can be interpreted through two discursive streams: the plain level, which is not coded and consequently expresses noncoded messages, and the more profound level, which consider a symbolic presence and interpretation in messages through the thoughtful process of reading cultural and ideological meanings into them (Barthes 1991). Applying this, the mutation of African cultures along the path of the East and the West through contact and trading relations was consequent upon two things: the plain and symbolic interpretation of their environment vis-à-vis the objects, performances, and signs that emerged with these periods and the creation and acts of the archetype figure(s) through whom these signifiers were animated.

If earlier civilizations molded their cultures within their enclaves through physical contact with centripetal and centrifugal agents of change, the post-industrial revolutionary years saw cultures no longer constructed and reconstructed in this way, but rather through the medium of technology communicating events, practices, performances, language, symbols, signs, lifestyles, arts, science, texts, possibilities and impossibilities, meanings, trends, and more from one distant land to another (Waldfogel 2018). Fundamentally, the invention of audio and audiovisual devices such as the radio, television, and printing machines that gave rise to magazines, newspapers, pamphlets, and other forms of literature would come to immeasurably democratize cultural forms and expressions. With these media of expression, individual thoughts and expressions matter significantly, as they can invent social changes and defile the so-called high culture. The expressions, social forms, and practices of even a remote area can have a magnetic appeal elsewhere, thereby altering the receiving culture without a conscious assimilation process, as in the so-called high culture.

Popular culture, even when it shares an ambiguous border with the broader generic culture, should then be seen as the culture that evolves among the ordinary people, often challenging the status quo and traditions as it pushes the epistemic value of a people to new limits usually defined only by its commerciality (Storey 2018). This brings the culture to the state of temporality, more susceptible to change than the organic ones. Still, like the organic culture, popular culture also has its concrete elements that have survived over time and are expected to last for centuries to come; these are forms, practices, and interpretations that can be referred to as the nucleus, or rather the ideology, of popular culture productions and reproductions. Among these are the images of a woman, love, money, luxury, pleasure, socialization, and social relations and forms that have moved away from their conventional connotations and meanings through their popular cultural expression. In understanding pop culture, two things are clearly in question: the cultural evolution of a society in a modern industrial world, driven by capitalism and globalization, and the social forces driving these mechanisms. In the following discussion, attempts will be made to analyze these within the Nigerian experience.

Popular Culture and the Making of Modern Nigeria

Pop culture is a form of non-systemic opposition or resistance against established sociocultural rules and practices in society. Its perpetual lean toward this liberal, progressive, and futuristic inclination often brings with it a creative rascality and a distress signal from cultural gatekeepers in every society. Implicitly, pop culture derives its contents—texts, images, performances, and living experiences—primarily through futuristic adaption rather than cultural preservation, serving as an expression of cultural freedom. Being the vanguard of this cultural evolution via the control and use of its media and technological power, the influence of American culture and drive cannot be taken lightly in the pop culture discourse. Suppose there is anything that distinguishes American civilization from that of Western Europe. In that case, it is the latter’s conservative nature and the seemingly progressive leaning of the former, which has facilitated the globalization process and typified the emergence of the United States’ domination of the world stage and politics since the last days of the early twentieth century. As a non-traditional expression of art, media, and meaning-making, the term “pop culture” came to popularity with the Pop Art Movement emerging in the 1940s in America, but the term had been around since the mid-1800s, and the phenomenon it represents became a real force of social change starting in the 1920s with the invention of jazz music, new fashion subcultures such as flappers and flaming youths, dance crazes, popular movies, musicals, radio broadcasts, pulp fiction magazines, and comic books, among other peculiar performative and literary art expressions developing in the United States. In Danesi’s (2020) words: all of this “became characteristic staples of an emerging new open cultural paradigm that stood in stark contrast to the closed puritanical culture that had shaped American society since its colonial origins. The advent of such a ‘profane’ culture was seen as dangerous to society’s moral basis and subversive to Americanism, as it was understood in that era” (Danesi 2020, 150–151).

Popular culture comes to life through advertisements, imagery, and performances that unintentionally publicize specific behavioral patterns, social forms, and forms of consciousness; if the newspapers and magazines advertise or display it—a signifier which could be anything, such as a product, object, person, style—if the movies and TV shows create a narrative around it and the radio programs further amplify it, they all combine to make it familiar, popular, and trending across social groups, classes, and other social stratifications (Adejunmobi 2002). The creation of archetypal figures by and through these channels and their symbolic coding of the performances, images, signs, objects, and all that it conveys, are essential in building a pop culture at any material time. This brings us to the trajectory of this culture in Nigeria, expanding on the introduction. The continuous relationship between Nigeria—as with other modern African states—and the Western imperial powers accumulated into the latter’s colonial domination over the former. By this time, the Industrial Revolution in Western Europe had lessened the need for viable black labor power for the cheap production of American goods, then under the control of various Western European capitals. This resulted in this population of slaves being sent back to their homelands, though it was cloaked in the banner of humanitarianism. As many scholars have rightly noted, Blacks’ role cannot be overemphasized in the making of pop culture.

Through the invention of rap, jazz, and various other forms of art and musical genres, Blacks in the repressive American society revolted against the system and began to carve a new space for themselves in the intensely segregated country. Their contributions did not simply emerge in the 1920s; it had been the vehicular drive behind the Maroon Revolt and other known and unknown forms of Black resistance against white domination. The difference in this period was that their form of resistance during the 1920s resonated with the larger American community, with a further impact on Europe, especially among the youths who were already tired of their societies’ conservative reproduction (Storey 2018). The Americanization of the United States, in which Blacks played a leading role, has come to be the template for pop culture worldwide, from music to fashion, ideology to performance, and all the other products of its creativity. Consequently, its manifestation in Nigeria has its immediate root in society’s multifaceted transformation from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. With the return of the freed slaves, followed by the arrival of Christian missionaries and the British government’s colonial conquest of the area known today as Nigeria, the ground was set for the consolidation of past and present developments into an immeasurable cultural transformation of the colony. The Christian missionaries and returnee ex-slaves played major roles in transforming society through the acceptance and spread of Western education, and the exposure that came with this experience birthed a high culture from where the nuances of popular culture came into being in Nigeria.

Many of these returnees could not afford to lose touch with the Americas’ evolving culture and already were shaping the taste of society themselves. From hairstyles to lifestyles, dressing to expression, ideology to symbolism, music to art performance, the struggle between the modern and traditional was heavily weighted towards the former. By the time the Hope Waddel Press was set up in Calabar in 1846, the Reverend Henry Townsend’s Mission Printing Press in 1856, and the publication of the first Nigerian newspaper, Iwe Iroyin, a few years after in Abeokuta, the race towards modernity had begun in earnest in Nigeria, but not as intensively as would be seen in the subsequent years (Afolabi 2015). The Nigerian printing press’s birth is noteworthy in the history of the Nigerian media and publishing industry; the sources from where pop culture is textualized and distributed. Equally important is that neither Waddel’s nor Townsend’s press would have existed at the time they did without local support, gaining tremendously from that period’s returnees.2

While popular culture was cultivated and evolved to force a seismic shift in the social formation and psyche of the people of America as a form of resistance against the Victorian-Puritanical inherited traditions imposed by its colonial legacies, Nigeria’s was premised on relinquishing what was traditional (indigenous) for the modern (Western). But because of its nature as something popular and trending, these Western values—which remained exotic, requiring specific skills and knowledge to grasp and belong (high culture)—were localized, adulterated to produce Nigeria pop culture. Perhaps no other example of this process better demonstrates it than the pidgin English, a Nigerian language popular across social boundaries and class that originated as the Nigerianization of the British English required to enter the chambers of the evolving high culture in the emerging state. This language has been used to produce much of the country’s popular culture content, with new words created almost every day by the common people, some of which have spread to other parts of Africa. Despite this, the Nigerian pop culture space is still primarily measured by Western standards and value systems, driven by the modern and industrial world culture (Rubenstein 1978).3

Just as both the colonial government and the missionaries needed literate indigenous men and women, so did the European merchants whose goods were advertised on the emerging newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets. The extent to which this phenomenon killed local businesses, industries, and talents cannot be quantified. The introduction and widespread growth of radio and television devices in the later colonial years worsened this already precarious situation for the local industries, as their market and products could not compete in this emerging space that was defining the objects, images, expressions, and general aesthetics of the modernity sought after by virtually all their potential consumers.

Pop culture was also being produced and expressed through nationalists’ literature, many of whom were canvassing their society’s transition into modernity. These writers’ literary productions mediated the link between the traditional and modern by seeking to model a balance between the two. Through their works and post-independent writers, the people could picture the emerging space and the culture that sustained it while they found their place within it. As with the newspapers, Yoruba writing and writers like Chief Isaac Oluwole Delano pioneered this literary space (Falola 2020). Because of the proximity of their towns and villages to Lagos’ coastal city, they also pioneered the film industry in Nigeria, with the likes of Hubert Ogunde taking center stage, coming from the traveling theatre tradition.

Owing to its strategic geographical location, Lagos became the capital of popular culture production in Nigeria during this time and since, a position of influence that has since been extended to the whole of Africa. Although it was already surfacing as a force to be reckoned with in distributing the objects of modernization that had been coalescing since the opening of its waters for European trade in the fifteenth century (Payne 1882, 9), Lagos became ideal for the burgeoning educated class and others seeking opportunities during the colonial period. These were the inhabitants populating the city, young and agile, the first consumers of the new, evolving trends. By the time the country gained independence, Lagos had become perhaps the only city in the world where a prison cell could be better lodging than a private residence, both in terms of congestion and sanitation (Davies 2014). The Jagudas—an eponym that took root in colonial Lagos and was used in referring to thieves—and other skilled and unskilled workers all saw the same opportunity in Lagos, relying on a common strength shared: the ability to integrate into modernization and this evolving culture. Lagos was effectively to Nigerians—especially in the Yorubaland at the time—what America was to adventurous Europeans of the modern age. Upon independence, it became the New York of Africa.

Accordingly, while the population was influenced by the emerging archetypes and coding of European objects, performances, images, and expressions disseminated through the media and everyday personal encounters in the city, they also became the archetypes for their kinsmen in the hinterlands. New and popular cultural elements were created in dancing, music, fashion, socialization, and general lifestyle, based on imported Western cultural forms. Moving to the post-independence period, much has changed in the space, archetypal figures, objects, performances, and codes that produce this model culture. Nigeria, like other African countries, was birthed into the community of sovereign states during the Cold War, a time when, despite the lack of direct conflict between the hegemonic powers, it remained necessary to own missiles with intercontinental range, deadly fighter jets, and the constellation of other military weapons and facilities, data, and content apprehension to match other states. Building a culture that was not heavily influenced by the Western cultural imperial project would mean owning the space and technology through which cultural contents are disseminated. But Nigeria was only, and remains, an independent state in terms of political representation solely, with the economic and technological strength to muster this capability into social viability were dangerously lagging the initial Industrial Revolution that produced the first printing, audio, and audiovisual machines.

This was worsened by the economic crisis that erupted after the bubble-bust resulting from the crash in global crude oil prices in the early 1980s and subsequent World Bank intervention (Tomori and Tomori 2004). The bastardization of the economy and well-being of the population further dampened any local production efforts, including video films, music, and even literature, hampering the creation and incubation of indigenous Nigerian pop culture as the existing media outlets continued to feature and distribute popular foreign contents. To date, Nigeria’s local industries have still not recovered from this. Generally, from production and distribution of VHS consumer video technology for film productions and vinyl records for the emerging musical genres to digital audio and audiovisual innovations that reinvented the Nigeria music and film industries after the recession, the core of the Nigerian popular culture industry transited. Compared to magazines and newspapers, their contents and messages are far more apt to go viral. Within this transition, popular music performed by hierarchically structured bands was replaced with electronic distribution as the “new pop industry gave individuals artistic and economic responsibilities to act as creative entrepreneurs,” (Krings and Simmert 2020), made possible by the creation of audio workstation software in the early 2000s.

The music was shorter, the art signifiers took on pseudo names and were younger, the vans were different—usually younger—and the art, unlike in all their aesthetic forms, even though they found common ground in the topics of discussion: women, love, money, and other mundane issues. Unlike in the pre-digital revolutionary times, these new genres, now fused under the umbrella genre “Afrobeats,” are seldom seen eulogizing “big men” in their music, a typical preoccupation of the hierarchically structured bands. The new “Afrobeats” were losing their base to the millennial revolution in the Nigerian music industry, championed by labels like Kennis Music and Dove Records. As a culture that quickly evolves, the Nigerian music industry is again shifting, now to the form of music produced by Sunny Ade, Ebenezer Obey, Victor Olaiya, Barrister, and Osita Osadebe, albeit with a modern twist. Music produced by likes of Adedeji Olamide (Baddo), Ayodeji Balogun (Wizkid), Adegunle Gold, Chibuzor Azubuike (Phyno), Innocent Idibia (2face), Patrick Okorie (Patoranking), and other Afrobeat artists sometimes come reference or evoke these old musicians. This contemporary aesthetic form stands in stark contrast with the productions of the early hip-hop stars like Eedris Abdulkareem, Eddy Montana, and Tony Tetuila (all from the Redemies group), 2face, Black face, and face (all of the Plantation Boyz), and others who were then struggling to meet the standard of the American music flooding the Nigerian market space, especially in terms of beats.

The claim of these artists to Afrobeat as a term, aside from the confusion of foreign commentators that established this tag with them (Krings and Simmert 2020), could be attributed to Fela’s Afrobeat sound revolution in the 1970s and the fundamental change in their sound in the latter part of the new millennium. Like Aaron Copeland, who fused pop with folk and classical music, Fela began to create a new form of music in 1970s Nigeria as part of his rebirth symbol. Afrobeat came to be a merger of jazz (which he was playing prior), highlife, and soul (Olaniyan 2001). But while the ideology informing Fela’s Afrobeat that demanded music and other art productions of a culture must be a tool for engineering social changes to improve the long-life project of the people and development of their society, the latter artists’ Afrobeats is largely governed by no common ideology other than that which is popular and commercially savvy (Olatunji 2007). Like the Achebes, Soyinkas, and Faletis, Fela was a formidable force at using his art to negotiate the modern space while leveraging indigenous themes and elements. Before Fela’s Afrobeat, there had been domestically successful pop music genres like calypso, highlife, juju, Apala, Sakara, fuji, and many more (Sole 2009; Collins 2015).4 Artists like Bobby Benson, Isaac Okafor, Shina Peters (pioneer of the Afrojuju, which emerged from juju in the 1980s), Sunny Ade, and Dan Maraya epitomized Nigerian musical pop culture until the hip-hop invasion of the new millennium. Like a Palmstore message reads, “show your dancing skills and trend,” Nigerian musicians have internalized this pairing of their music with dance styles and have adopted it in their art. Since the Ijo yoyos, miliki, disco, sinko, and others that reigned in the early years of Nigeria’s independence, to the more recent galala, yahooze, shakushaku, shoki, skelewu, gbese, and countless others produced almost every day, Nigerian dance crazes have evolved as a formidable signifier in the emerging pop culture in Nigeria which many “artists” have seized to their advantage for commercial purpose.

Whereas all of the above largely came into being within the technological capacities of the First through Third Industrial Revolutions, globalization and pop culture in the Fourth Industrial Age has modified the epistemic paradigm of everyday living experiences and possibilities of peoples around the world (Popkova et al. 2019), some of which Waldfogel described as “horrifying descents and confusing loops” (Waldfogel 2018). Now, finding archetypal figures and accessing objects, performances, contents, and other textualized art forms with symbolic and/or plain interpretations do not necessarily require watching TV, listening to the radio, reading newspapers, going through magazines, or buying literature, but rather a network connection brings all these together in a single smartphone device, tablet, or computer. Through this change, the production and dissemination of popular culture are further democratized (Duff 2002). With a personal computer, appropriate software, and a sound system, a conventional studio is replaced, allowing many youths to join this market. The rate and medium through which celebrities (the archetypal figures for popular culture) are produced in this age of social media are appalling, making popular culture even more debased in content and character because its commercial value outweighs its moral or cultural worth. Like elsewhere, the arrival of cable channels like African Magic in 2003, blogs, and other digital innovations contributed considerably to revolutionize the pop-culture production and distribution space in Nigeria.

From YouTube, WhatsApp, Instagram, Tiktok, and Facebook to the cable networks, Nigerians, following the global trend, create new media celebrities out of any act that fascinates them and feeds into their popular consciousness. In the comic scene, online comedians are making waves, leaving stand-up comedians with no option other than to join this space, where they can reach millions of consumers at a time. Broda Shaggy, Taaooma, Barrister Mike, Officer Woos, Woli Agba, and many more are prominent examples of these contemporary comedians who keep their fans entertained via online skits. Traditional stand-up comedians like Basketmouth, Ay, Akpos, and others still popular in the Nigerian comedy industry have switched their productions and distribution to these online media. Like their counterparts in “show business,” they also shape this popular space. As earlier mentioned, even though this space is consistently under reconstruction in terms of language, expression, performance, and packaging, it remains heavily anchored and mediated by Western values. Simply, if it appears on American TV, it is suitable for Africa/Nigeria.

Neocolonialism and the Problematic Nature of Nigerian Pop Culture

What this production shift, caused by recent digital innovations, portends for the future of human society and culture has been a source of concern for scholars like Waldfogel, who explored the critical question: “Are we living through cultural Dark Ages…. or through a digital renaissance?” (Waldfogel 2018). As the evidence shows, though, humanity is nowhere near stepping back into the Dark Ages. Instead of an expected regression in art production due to the loss of revenue thanks to free online downloading, streaming, and reading sites and applications,5 the rate at which these works are produced is unprecedented. Still, the question that remains—and will remain for a long time to come—is how the aggregate of the value-system this so-called digital renaissance portrays impacts the people and shapes society. As the Canadian mass-media theorist Marshall McLuhan rightly observed, the “everyday commercial objects,” which now mostly stream through the Internet and television programs, are to the general public—the audience—what artifacts are to the archeologists, only in this case, these images contextualize the meanings and interpretations of the present, rather than the past (McLuhan 1951).

In this process, dominant meaning systems, stemming from the organic culture and its traditions, are deconstructed, new meanings evolve, and new narratives informing the new normal emerge. This is demonstrated in the ideology behind the contents and narratives of some Nigerian TV shows, film and music productions, and other art forms of “art’ now emerging on social media, all of which shall be commented on shortly through examples. In the meantime, further demystifying this paradigm of understanding, Storey, in his book on cultural theories and popular culture, identified two broad connotative interpretations of culture to unravel the contours, mechanisms, and interpretation of popular culture, which could also be referred to as commercial or mercantile culture. It is essential to understand these two strands, as one explains culture in light of lived experiences or practices—as part of a way of life—while the other puts it in context of signifying practices, as in “texts and practices whose principal function is to signify, to produce, or to be the occasion for the production of meaning” (Storey 2018). In the latter manner, culture as a signifier curates, informs, performs, animates, and establishes the way of life (lived practices) of a society. More often than not, this is time-, class-, and space-bound. Put differently, acts of socializing like clubbing, having dinner with loved ones, and going to cinemas or practices that transcend what, when, and how we eat and drink our consumables, or even our expression and expectations are all constantly produced and reproduced through the culture industry.

But popular culture transcends any limitations on cultural signifying while retaining the power that culture wields in society. Apart from their individual signification, the collective representations of these art productions are “sign-systems” that require examination with the view of “unmasking them and account in detail for the mystification which transforms petit-bourgeois culture into a universal nature” (Barthes 1991). Scholars like Langer—and even Barthes—think that signs and symbols, both of which are present at the core of the performance and visual art productions, are signifiers that communicate readings through sensory reality in a coded manner that is culturally interpreted with symbolic essence and which betrays the purity of mental linguistic communication (Langer 1988). Like other popular art forms, images and performances are thus not stand-alone creations of inspiration unconnected to the general social reality of their time. Sadly, it portends nothing more than confusion—a macabre confluence where the arts and the post-independent state meet. In his 1978 article on Nigerian pop culture, Rubenstein could not but agree with Chinweinzu’s description of the “schizophrenic nature” of the extant relations between Africa and the West. Concluding from his study of five Lagos-based magazines published at the time, the Drum, Spear, Trust, Lagos Life, and New Breed, Rubenstein posed an instructive question that is difficult to ignore:


 … how else can one characterize the juxtaposition of articles in these magazines about current business trends and delta river goddesses, or advertisements for lucky talismans and herbal remedies alongside full page spreads on Yashica and Toyota? Need one point out that such senseless juxtapositions of form and triviality of content echo our own, as farce follows tragedy. (1978, 262)



Since this article was published, much has changed as the Nigerian media industry has taken a new form and been shaped by contemporary globalization trends driven from distant lands. The contradictions and tragedy of the media mentioned above would come to be only the tip of the farce after the African disaster in the following years. The contradictions are not only palpable in the representation of African spirituality and medicine in the Nollywood movies but have also become conventional for the big and small media houses like Punch, Vanguard, the Nation, whose editorials, opinion pages, and essence demand the social reengineering of the Nigerian state but have no problem sharing these same culturally and politically conscious pages with updates about debased TV programs like Big Brother Naija. One can even get news alerts if you subscribe to any of their channels for these petty-minded performances. As with the magazines and newspapers, the confusion in understanding the difference between a talisman and African herbal medicine or science in Nigerian films, for example, awaits you like a tax-collector.

These confusions demonstrate, as with the art produced by every culture, the inner workings of the modern Nigerian state. Barber, in alignment with other scholars previously mentioned, put it correctly in her work on the anthropology of texts—which invariably includes all manners of performance—when she attributes the textual productions of society to the expression of their evolution and being, incomprehensible solely through day-to-day living experiences (Barber 2007). It is a common observation among scholars of Nigerian popular culture to note the disentanglement of these arts—except for literature, which no longer appear to be popular anyway—from the intellectual paradigm governing African cinema and the current debates running through the country (Hayes 2000). The general opposition that the arts demonstrate in analyzing current political events and subscribing to ideologies that don’t call for radical reorganization of society (Adejunmobi 2002) characterizes their generic form. This is particularly true in recent times where the gatekeeping culture of scrutiny and critical evaluation among those in the loop of these art productions, which could have moderated this space in previous eras, is evaporating. A holistic look at this trend suggests that the cause can be laid on its socio-economic condition.

The socio-economic reality of the post-independent Nigerian state (Ige 1995; Maier 2000; Kalu and Falola 2019) has left many in this culture’s production and performance as either starkly illiterate or “half-baked” graduates of the Nigerian education system. Be that as it may, they are struggling to survive in a system that leaves them with no intellectual stamina to engage in the evolving intellectual discourse about Africa, or more narrowly, Nigeria, in their work. Indeed, in the spirit of 1920s America, when the culture began to take root, these artists, until more recently, were outcasts from their families and communities, considered to be lazy, debased, and rascally. They focus on nothing more than for their shows rather than conscious construction of the popular space. Together with the mainstream film industry, the hip-pop culture has helped puncture society’s social fabric with their promotion of certain dressing styles and fashion, expressions, and thoughts, especially among the younger demographic who are the most avid consumers of their art. Most often than not, they create their archetypal figures from these actors, actresses, and “artists.”

Conversely, the news media and other media outlets employing professionally trained and certified staff—some even with better qualifications than a Nigerian university lecturer—bear the sin of earning their living working under a petite-bourgeoise class that owns and controls their industries. An unfortunate paradox is that, even as they supposedly advocate for the people’s progressive course, they are themselves victims of a neocolonial state. The need to keep these establishments afloat, pay staff, and make a profit has shadowed their eagle’s eye.

The TV show mentioned earlier, Big Brother Naija, is the Nigerian version of the various reality shows that began to gain ground in the United States in the latter part of the twentieth century, many years after the economic prosperity of the country had turned its population into exploiting “reality” for leisure and entertainment. The whole idea of pop culture in America came not only in response to the Victorian-Puritanical British cultural system but also as a form of expressing social and economic freedom. The latter motivation kept popular culture stubbornly “popular” in America and the United Kingdom, despite the fierce opposition of the state through laws and other forms of censorship. In Nigeria, this show’s average consumer lives on approximately $2 and works more than six hours per day (Kazeem 2018). In contrast, the average American—who lives well above this pay rate—spends about three hours working per day, according to a recent poll, while the rest of their time is split between sleeping, watching the TV, and engaging in any other mundane activities (Waldfogel 2018). Yet, the Nigerian viewer has been so swept up with the popular trend that they don’t consider the contradictions that keep reproducing programs like this. For one, aside from the time they exhaust on this program, which is to keep them entertained, they are made to contribute to the millions of naira given as reward to the inmates, the “winning” participants. Through this mass-funding strategy and the advertisements they sell, the producers and the participants go home smiling with great profits, while the average Nigerian is left with their problems because, in the end, the shows lack any real purpose or aim other than the success of the program, money, fame, and a life of luxury.

Nothing demonstrates this better than how the inmates are evicted from the house by the audience, who vote to retain or reject them based on the impressions they hold about them based on what is shown on their television screen. A winner emerges from this exercise in mediocrity and irrationality, and one wonders what real skill or ideology makes this person stand out from the other adults housed in the same facility for weeks, performing incoherent tasks that are better left to elementary pupils trying to improve their intellectual faculties and domestic skills. The American government continues to lead the world in technological advancements and innovations through keen educational and research funding—some of which forms the basis for their TV shows—while Nigeria cannot even sponsor comprehensive research into its many plants and herbs. The result has been a perpetual dependence, even regarding art production, as seen in Big Brother Naija.

The point is that the society that birthed these so-called reality shows has invested so much into its people and economy, to the degree that the social environment that engineered it comes naturally in response to its socio-economic realities. Moreover, the recent experience of countries like the United States and Japan has shown that the more a society develops economically, the more debased its social forms.6 But the reverse is seen in Nigeria as they, like other African countries, impose this sociocultural decline on their society even before dreaming of economic prosperity. Ironically, the Nigerian school kids that are supposed to be given the type of Big Brother tasks that shoot mediocrity to fame are inventing gas cylinder gauge systems, fire extinguishers, dummy cars, and much more in local contests, without a single sponsor or attention. The winners of such competitions can hardly go home with quarter-a-million naira. It is the same tale for school graduates, whose first-class certificates have been taken over by rodents. This trend lends some truth—even if only relatively—to the catchphrase that has gained traction among Nigerian youth lately: “school na scam,” education is a scam. Such a program’s glorification promotes the American narrative and twentieth-century culture, where idleness and a fixation on mundane things are rewarded bountifully.

Similarly, a program called Ultimate Love, shown on the same cable channel, offers the illusion that young adults who cannot find soulmates in the “real world” would find one on a reality TV show, where money and fame are at stake. Watching the most recent edition of this program, one wonders how a young adult of about twenty-one-years of age or an undergraduate of about the same age fits into the program’s supposed aim: to matchmake couples into marriage. It is not esoteric knowledge to state that this concept is opposed to the ideology that has been sustaining marriage traditions in Africa instead of the West, where this show’s template is taken from. Need one add that, if Africa has no other value possible to reengineer the human civilization, it has the marriage tradition to bequeath? Marriage in Africa is traditionally between two families, a relationship sustaining the marriage, come what may. Now, where are the parents and siblings of these reality show couples who should share the same conviction of a happy relationship between these two? In a way, such programs like this and the Big Brother Naija reduce African value systems to something inapplicable to the modern world.

Overall, Nigerian youths are deluded by the images and portrayal of love, personhood, money, lifestyles, and other popular content shared by programs like Big Brother Naija and Ultimate Love. Moreover, the most significant gains made by these shows always go elsewhere; but Africa—Nigerian money, in this instance—is used to service European, American, Indian, and Chinese economies.

The forgoing conforms to the larger culture that seems to have come to stay in Nigeria and other modern states: epitomized by fast cars and girls. In 2007, Olumide Edwards Adegbulu, popularly known as Olu Maintain, released an album he titled Yahooze. On the eponymous biggest hit of this album, the artist brought the fraudulent activity popularly known as Yahoo-Yahoo in Nigeria to the limelight as he gloried in his scamming skills and the alert he just received from the show. Whether true or not, the content of the song and the collective representation displayed in work produced by other “artists” in their music (audio and video), actors and actresses in their movies, program hosts on their TV shows, the newspapers and magazines in their content, and the advertisement companies on their billboards, are all sign-systems that inform on the collective consciousness of the society. “Yahooze” was one of the biggest hits at the time, with old and young showing off their dance skills to the tune.

Many of the movies produced locally, save a few recent exceptions, portray Africa as a land of darkness, where possibilities emerge only through blood money rituals and other obscene acts. Even though they end their stories with the tragic turn of events, a narrative form that has been described as the “aesthetics of Outrage,” altogether, they leave their audience with a fear of the unknown. This is only heightened as they garnish the scenes with imagery and narratives of repressive powers beyond the terrestrial meddling in the characters’ affairs. While these narratives could be—and are, in some cases—an accurate representation of the society they project, they also fan the embers of superstitious beliefs that have long held the society to the backwaters, providing an alibi for laziness and, by grand consequence, promote religious slavery. Maybe a study into the relationship between Nollywood and religion in Nigeria will provide scientific proof of how Nollywood movies have helped grown churches and mosques while simultaneously rendering the same population spiritually vacant and these religious institutions ineffective. Hayes also observes that common domestic problems are inflated into mercantilist deals in these movies (Hayes 2000).

Like in the movies, we see an increasing crime rate and corruption in real life. While the churches and mosques are gaining more members, the contradictions are everywhere. The Nigerian culture industry does not reflect any substantial conflict with the realities of modernization they project.7 Revealingly, popular film culture lives beyond the movie screens, especially in the recent digital age. Social media now offers viewers the opportunity to better understand the aesthetics of outrage in these movies. Yes, the artists’ personal lives have become “upcoming events,” sometimes even more important and exciting to their fans than their art and acts. Artists have always held the place of role models and cultural ambassadors in the imagination of their audience—archetypal figures—due to the sensations and emotions aroused by their art. If the movies truly teach about morality, virtue, Africanity, moderation, contentment, and all that is culturally gratifying as they may claim, the nuances exhibited on social media by those producing the knowledge speak otherwise. The aesthetics of outrage in the movies only put the judgmental reactions of their audience to use as temporary relief from their woes. In the long term, the contradictions of modernization and societal changes often expressed in the movies in the form of a moral compass to navigate the evolving society are seen as the drivers of this industry and their artistic productions. These render Nigerian pop culture into a parodical reflection of the unstable theatrical performances of the Nigerian political elites.

Conclusion

Collective performance as a sign-system is palpable in the trends of twenty-first-century popular culture—because of the rate of distribution through the digital loop—when one considers the effect of the archetypes and signifiers on people as a reflectional tangle-like the murmuring of a random song in one’s head. And here lies the greatest strength of the phenomenon: it can influence only an involuntary impulse requiring no conscious presence to be popular. The full lyrics of the song “Yahooze,” which cannot be reproduced here for fear of space, concretize the ideology producing the Nigerian pop culture. As scholars of text and culture have agreed, one could extrapolate that, in the coming centuries, when our grand descendants or some aliens from elsewhere decide to conduct their sociological, archeological, anthropological, or ethnographical studies of our time, it shall be a tale of how our space was invaded by a cacophony of thoughts and debased ideology. A caveat: there is no surety that their pop culture would be better any than ours, for the same reason the present century has been shaped this way. Progress in science and technology might mean improvement in the advancement of free culture and the expression of that freedom, but it is not clear in Nigeria that this would translate into its economic liberation as well, years after political independence.

This is because the expression of cultural freedom in the state, like in other African countries, only feeds the neocolonial structure, and it feeds it fat. The general concern of the worsening education system and Nigerians’ interest in education and conscious thinking will not disappear anytime soon, but the expression of cultural freedom in the coming years will only create more illusions and myths of civilization for mercantile purposes where only those producing the signifiers (the objects, images, and all) will annex the lion’s share (Hancock 1989) and, by implication, shape the narrative. Hence, if the holidays remain in Abu Dhabi, the birthday parties in Dubai, the wristwatches imported from Switzerland, the private jets from the United States, the honeymoons in Athens, the shirts and gadgets from China, the shoes from Italy, the cars from Japan, the hair from India, and our women are forced to bleach to white and walk naked to be perceived as “sexy” (even when they never experienced the kind of weather and environment that made their American archetypes look this way), it remains to be seen how the culture being produced in this process can engineer the economic and political changes the same people are clamoring for. In a global world, driven by capitalism and the defense of the capital, popular culture cannot operate or be produced under a different regime.

This is why it is referred to in this study as a mercantile culture. Since the culture was initiated by Black Americans and found a base across the population, it has been hijacked by big money, and in the current age, big money has been overthrown by digital technology so that any Kola and Dapo can produce and commercialize their popular content with expected returns.

Notes

1.This is even more so in the context of traditional teaching pedagogy.

2.In fact, in the case of the latter, it was the returnees now settled at Abeokuta—a settlement that had just become populated by the Egba and other refugees of the Yoruba nineteenth century wars—that invited him for the purpose of “bringing light” to the nascent settlement.

3.Taking the voice of Chinweizu away from this reality will be a dangerous distortion, for as he rightly observed that there is a “flight from African traditions and those features that recall a past history are, unfortunately, borrowed remnants.”

4.Many of these came from different places: the calypso from the West Indies and highlife from Ghana, and others, like juju, resulting from local mixtures of different genres including jazz and highlife. Others mentioned above would later come to be incorporated as varieties of juju.

5.Although commonly with an ad-supported experience wherein the cost is supposedly covered by the advertisements placed on the site or application.

6.Take marriage and video games for instance. A British child can better sustain the tradition of marriage than an American, and the average Japanese male child is less interested in academic activities than video games.

7.This notwithstanding, musical artists like Folarin Falana (Falz) and Damini Ogulu (Burna Boy) and Nollywood stars like Tunde Kelani and Kunle Afolayan deserve to be singled out for their excellent art that engages current intellectual debates about Africa, with an emphasis on Nigeria, in a subtle, entertaining, and fascinating manner that does not distort the message.
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Chapter 26 

Women and Gender Relations in Twenty-First Century Nigeria

Adanna Ogbonna-Oluikpe

Introduction

Various expressions of resistance punctuate the history and development of the Nigerian state. These expressions are built around broader sociopolitical issues such as inequality, gender, injustice, dominance/power etc. However, with the proliferation of diverse discursive paradigms in cultural and political contexts, the word resistance has come to signify a wide variety of actions—often revolutionary or oppositive—perpetrated in different individual, collective, or institutional contexts. In light of the diverse significations that exist, this study will use and surmise the definition of resistance as “active efforts [strikes, protests, marches] to oppose, fight, and refuse to cooperate with or submit to abusive behavior or control” (Profitt 1996, 25). These efforts in contemporary times are being altered, supplemented, and mediated by digital technological inventions. In a country where sociopolitical injustice and women resistance adapted to fit the times populate historical documents’ demands, the idea of technologically mediated protests is not surprising.

This study addresses the character of women’s agency in digitally mediated sociopolitical resistance in contemporary Nigeria. With its primary focus on the #EndSARS protests of 2020, the study explores the roles women have played in the protest. It engages social media, primarily Twitter, as a mode of facilitating women’s involvement and feminist assertion in the protest and how women use social media in such contexts. In reflecting on the nature of gender relations in the country, it examines gender relations on social media platforms, emphasizing Twitter that is back-dropped by the narrative and history of protest. While contemplating these issues, the paper also examines emergent cultural forms of “resistance” and how they could impact feminist expression and gender relations in contemporary Nigeria.

Feminism and Women’s Resistance in Nigeria

Women in Africa, regardless of repressive gendered structures, have throughout history doubled as instigators and active participants in several resistance actions—protests, marches, organizations etc.—against precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial governance at different levels. Despite their modus operandi, some of these activities have been pivotal to the visibility and advancement of women’s concerns and invariably feminist agitations across the continent. Women in Nigeria have organized and challenged forms of injustice and arbitrary governance through varied activities that have been extensively examined from different perspectives by various scholars. These activities provide context and history to the texture and form of women’s activism in Nigeria.

J. V. Allan’s (1972) exploration of boycotts or strikes and the practice of “sitting on a man” to protest or sanction men and other offenders in precolonial Nigeria emphasizes the authority in women’s organizing and solidarity. The nature of gender interactivity in that era, as explored in her work, is one of power play between men and women. Given that men controlled the dominant power compared to women, women organized to protect their interests and tackle the excesses of men. The Aba Women’s War of 1929 has been subject to various scholarly appraisals regarding the nature of women’s resistance during the colonial era. Matera et al. (2012, 4) describe the women’s actions as a “radical critique of the colonial system.” They also sample opinions of scholars like Leith Ross, who, in her extensive defense of the British imposition of taxes on Southern Nigerian women, suggest that the women’s demonstration was a riot and an uncivilized mob action. Regardless of scholars’ verdict or opinions on the event, the Women’s War of 1929 remains a historical antecedent of women’s revolution, activism, assertion, and feminism in Nigeria. The Egba Women’s Revolt against the increasingly overwhelming tax demands of the colonial government and local authority excesses has also been examined in different contexts.

Byfield (2003) provides an expansive and holistic narrative of the event regarding gender and nationalism in Nigeria. Onyindo (2009) centralizes Olufunmilayo Ransome Kuti within the revolt as one of the earliest and strongest women’s voices to have emerged in that era. Furthermore, Vaaseh and Danladi (n.d.) examine the Akpanya Women’s Revolt in Igalaland as one of the many resistance actions led by women to stop arbitrary tax impositions by British colonizers. The oil boom in the 1970s that redirected Nigeria’s economic focus and attracted capitalist investments in the Niger Delta region of the country took advantage of existing gender disparity in land distribution and ownership to accelerate women’s oppression and marginalization in the country (Turner and Oshare 2011). This precipitated Turner and Oshare’s (2011) examination of the Ogharafe women’s uprising in 1984 and the 1986 Ekpan Women’s Uprising. Their exploration teases out the complex interactions between capitalist invasions, women’s marginalization, and the unstable gender and ethnic relations in the country (Turner and Oshare 2011). In the broader scheme, it reemphasizes women’s mobilization as often against gendered oppressive forces and state-sponsored oppression.

Ukeje (2007), echoing the same view, expansively analyzes a series of protests led by Niger Delta women that called to end the socioeconomic problems, insecurity, and the environmental degradation caused by the operation of the oil multinationals in their region. Specifically, he states that “in 1995, women seized the Odidi oil well owned by Shell in protest against the destruction of economic crops as a result of oil spill over 10 days from the oil site” (Ukeje 2007, 611). Establishing such an intricate connection between women-led protests and the larger sociopolitical concerns illustrates the unique expression of feminism and female assertion in Nigeria. Ukeje’s exploration of women’s mobilization in the Niger Delta over the years instructs on the economic deterioration of the region and the issues of insecurity and environmental destruction in the region. Instances of women demanding jobs for their sons and husbands are distributed among narratives of women’s organizing in the Niger Delta. Unlike feminist mobilizations in the Global North, Nigerian feminist/women mobilizations tend to address general and specific sociopolitical concerns that affect women and the rest of the non-female identifying Nigerian populace (Turner and Oshare 2011). Although some of these movements and organizations do not operate directly as ideological feminist groups, they are rather practical expressions of African feminist theorizing, much in a way that agrees with Mohanty’s (1991, 1) observation that “third world women have always engaged feminism,” although most prefer to be disassociated with the ideology.

African feminism, an expression of the numerous autonomous feminist identifications—that have emerged to displace the hegemony of Western feminism—has over the last three decades experienced a surge in scholarship and activism (Ahikire 2014; Nkealah 2006). This accounts for the multiple conceptualizations of African variants of feminism. These variants have been primarily shaped by the women’s resistance movements and the African people’s cultural legacy. Mary Modupe Kolawole’s “African Womanism” calls for both genders’ parallel existence, in other words, a meaningful coexistence and complementarity, while Hadjitheodorou (1999) critiques it as women waiting patiently for men to change their sexist position. While this stresses the African woman’s non-exclusive approach to resisting factors subjugating women, the passivity implied in “waiting patiently” hardly mirrors the spate of and scholarship on women resistance activities in the country. As if in response, Obioma Nnaemeka’s Nego-feminism centralizes the principles of compromise, negotiation, and balance, which she considers core African values (Nnaemeka 2004).

In her exploration of Nnaemeka’s concept, Aina (2011, 70) considers Nego-feminism an ideology that tries to “detach personal gain and pride from the overall goal of achieving equity for women.” Nigerian women’s mobilization in response to men and women’s issues can be argued to reflect Aina’s interpretation of Nego-feminism as a feminist theory that advocates for the relegation of personal gain and ego and in support of applying balance in the pursuit of a collective societal good. This concept shares similarities with Akachi Ezeigbo Adimora’s “Snail Sense” feminism that discourages confrontation and advocates for tolerance, compromise, and collaboration with non-sexist men (Nkealah 2016). These feminist expressions reflect the multiplicity of women’s experiences and opinions regarding the role, place, and assertion of women in society. These feminist theories were developed by Nigerian women’s confutes rather than affirms assumptions of homogeneity in Nigerian women’s feminist expressions and strategies. This is because women’s movements and organizing, past and present, can be seen as either overtly or subtly applying these feminist paradigms in their struggle against the repressive foundations of gender relations in the country. Hence, while women organizing exists due to the awareness of male hegemony and control, in the Nigerian context, agitation against sexism demands the diplomatic intervention of women’s groups translatable to achieving feminist goals.

Having noted the above, it is imperative to state that women’s activism in Nigeria is located within broader gender and sociopolitical discourses. There is no doubt that women have been and continue to be significant actors in the various calls to end injustice and challenge gender oppression in the continent. Oppression, injustice, and Nigeria can be expelled in one breath: in contemporary Nigeria, systems of oppression and injustice are rife and operative. For a practicing democratic state, the democratic principles of equality, justice and fairness, accountability, freedom, transparency, and responsibility are inoperative. Since its independence in 1960, the country continues to struggle with the divisive forces of religion and ethnicity, which continues to bolster the various oppressive systems in the country alongside tendentious governance. Gender disparity and marginalization of women in politics, education, formal employment sectors, etc., is as much a function of the discriminatory cultural practices and religious belief systems of the citizens as it is a function of the Nigerian government’s gendered policies. Misogyny and subjugation of women are blatantly reinforced by the country’s dominant religious, cultural, and political institutions. For instance, this claim is substantiated with the report that regardless of the overwhelming reported cases of rape in the country, only a handful of rape cases have been convicted in Nigeria’s history. Chukwu Emmanuel Madujibe—a Nigerian human rights and constitutional lawyer—in a report provided by Okah (2020), submits that only twenty-two cases have been convicted. This illustrates, vividly, the judicial injustice and the conspiratorial cultural systems at play in the subjugation and oppression of women in the country.

Moreover, the criminalization of same-sex relations (see Arimoro 2018), the constant formal arrests of citizens without trial (see Salihu and Gholami 2018), the regional politics and marginalization of minority ethnic groups, and the daily infringement on the social contract of securing the lives and properties of citizens by their government are all important conditions that further buttresses these claims of injustice/oppression. By virtue of being the most economically disadvantaged, women are often the most prominent victims of many of these crises (Fapohunda 2012). This consequently fuels the growing unrest and myriad expressions of resistance from citizens in contemporary Nigeria.

In recent times, the narratives of the police’s impunity and the brutality on citizens continue to ignite public outrage. The disregard for due process and the blatant abuse of power is a timely discourse that has stimulated a lot of scholarly interest. Aborisade and Obileye (2017) admit and examine the existence of systematic brutality, abuse of human rights, torture of suspects and extrajudicial killings of citizens by the Nigerian police as a function of the government’s disinterest in the social contract of securing the lives of citizens in the country. The continued prevalence of injustice and the government’s silence to its citizens’ safety concerns would spark a huge outrage that blossomed into a technologically mediated protest—#EndSARS—facilitated by select key feminist actors.

Technology, Feminism, and Activism

Digital technology is constantly redefining human subjectivity and altering the very fabric and strategies of sociopolitical resistance in recent times. Its ability to heighten human agency and autonomy makes it a formidable tool for contemporary activism. Feminist activism in Africa, and invariably Nigeria, is experiencing an evolutionary process tied to digital media’s visibility and connectivity. Following the trend in the Global North, Wajcman (2007, 287) opines that “Feminist theories of gender and technology have come a long way over the last two decades.” In her opinion, although early second-wave feminism considered technology as complicit in reproducing patriarchy, it has come to be known by present-day feminists as “inherently liberatory to women” (Wajcman, 2007, 287), given its ability to accommodate teleological performances of subjectivity by female digital subjects (Bello 2020). Following the history of feminist ideology/activism in Nigeria, there has been a sustained onslaught of resistance; its theorizations and practice are tethered by controversies of its supposed “anti-men stance,” which has led to various compromises or feminist conceptualizations (already examined) that could pass as minor concessions to cultural and popular rhetoric and ideals (Arndt 2002; Nkealah 2007). These controversies and the attendant hesitant reception reveal the predominant patriarchal temper and gendered sensibilities of the country. However, regardless of the nation’s skepticism and reluctant approach to feminism(s), a new wave of feminist agonistic practices can be emerging, especially because digital media is engendering new cultural forms remediate feminist activism.

Given the above, Jouet (2018) is right to argue that the rise of women’s voices against injustice across the country and the increasing number of educated and digitally skilled women are fanning the embers of feminist activism in the country. The capacity of these digital social media platforms—Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, etc.—to expand feminist communities and create virtual safe spaces for feminist discourses, rhetoric, and expression make them potent tools for social mobilization and ideological expansion. The key features of connectivity and interaction make social movements possible to “organize their actions and mobilize their constituencies” (Gerbaudo 2012, 4).

As a result, the attendant proliferation of feminist groups on digital social media platforms is considered a noteworthy improvement on the status and position of feminist ideological expression in the country. However, this expansion does not imply the elimination of sexism in social-cultural interactivity contexts, nor does it mean a successful excise of marginalization and injustice against women on digital platforms. However, what is signified is the pervasiveness of patriarchal and oppressive tendencies that transcend the material into the digital world through sexist practices by Nigerian digital users. Given that part of this study’s aim is to critically examine the nature of women’s agency in an era of digital consciousness, engaging gender relations on virtual platforms is a vital step that uncovers the various patterns of assertive female behaviors in virtual landscapes.

These user-centered platforms enable and democratize a digital interactive culture—a process of synchronous and asynchronous communication among users—that simply requires the basic knowledge of any of the chosen platforms’ workings to participate in virtual conversations. Users have the wherewithal to generate content as well as initiate and sustain connections and networks. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) describe these platforms as belonging to the community content level in the social presence theory due to their capacity to share and post videos, pictures, and other media forms. Yeku (2018) submits that the Nigerian youth user, who might be described as a subaltern in political contexts, recovers sociopolitical agency through digital media to active involvement in the country’s said affairs.

Within these spaces, with specific reference to Twitter, personal ideologies and opinions are expressed in a private–public arrangement, where users maintain personal/private “walls” or “comment sections” with yet a vast majority of public interference from other users. In this scenario, a pattern of interactivity can be identified; responses and reactions enabled by the interactive tools of texts, avatars, emojis and memes are often directed at people’s content. In such instances, patriarchal or oppressive rhetoric peddled around in a bid to silence feminist and women’s voices are often met with witty, sarcastic, confrontational, or aggressive responses that resist the initial oppressive statements and remarks. There is a predominant male-versus-female interactive culture operative on Nigerian Twitter. In other words, the divisive gender rhetoric or—to use the appropriate Nigerian lingo—the “banter culture” that dominates Twitter and shapes its contents reflects a distinct and gendered texture of Nigerian digital subjectivity shaped precisely by the Nigerian brand of “Twitter-activity.” To illustrate this claim, the following excerpt is a short conversation culled from Nigerian Twitter that typifies the said interactive behavior while simultaneously providing insight on assertive feminist/women’s response:


Post: “If your husband’s life does not appreciate after marriage, you are a witch.”1

Response 1 female: “Because God forbid a grown man be held accountable for the failures in his life. Go ahead and blame his wife, ode [fool] … … ”

Response 2 male: “My dear if u study yr bible well about the role of a wife, hmmmmmmm. With all this “I am a feminist” u fit no marry oooo. Ur man can’t be a failure if u are a praying women. Even if he wants to fail he just can’t. That is the power of prayer.”

Response 3 female: who is this one again? Lmao (laughing emojis) Women don see for this country…..

Response 4 male: “that’s a fact. Majority of our today women come with the intention to drain they [sic] men.”

Response 5 female: “Really? To the best of my knowledge women these days take care of their immediate and extended family most times they are the ‘bread winners’…. It is no woman’s fault if her husband’s life does not change for good after marriage.”

Response 6 Male: Online feminist over to you.

Response 7 Male: Feminist outrage loaded.



The above thread is a typical representation of gender relations in Nigeria, albeit on virtual interactive platforms. Cyber-confrontations have become very common on social media owing to the advantage of physical distance and, ironically, virtual proximity, which emboldens confrontational activities on social media since the latter provides a kind of safe space for an unrestrained self-performativity and expression. Although confrontational in some cases, these interactions sell various feminist ideologies to a virtual public while attacking the very ideologies that promote oppressive systems in the country. The above post is in itself a demonstration of religious doctrine, ideologies, and systems that are complicit in silencing, marginalizing, and subjugating women in the country. It invokes the operative culture of women-blaming around the world.

It is not uncommon to see women being blamed when things go awry, like in rape cases, divorce, or even when the male spouse cheats. The culture of blame is further bolstered by patriarchal practices and notions that automatically exonerate men while indicting the women. Nevertheless, responses like 1, 3, and 5 are virtual confirmations of women’s gradual assertion and feminist advocacy. The emergence of proud and daring feminists on the platform with Usernames like: “Feminist witch @DonCorleAnn,” “Feminist witches cousin@IT_IS_LAKESYDE,” “ITB-Feminist Coven Stan#EndSARS,” and groups like the “Feminist Coalition @feminist_coal”—who were at the forefront of the recent advocacy and activism against police brutality #EndSARS—“NigerianFeministForum @NFF2008,” among others, shows that there is an obvious blossoming digital-driven advocacy for women by women across the country.

The #EndSARS Genesis

The 2020 #EndSARS protest by youthful Nigerians against police brutality garnered a great deal of social, political, and scholarly interest. This is especially concerning the breach of democracy and constitutional governance in contemporary Nigeria and the menace of the rogue police force. It can also be viewed as a revolutionary youth movement facilitated by social media to mobilize around a common need. While this study takes these areas into full cognizance, it focuses on gender relations during the protest and the role of women/feminists in the call to end police brutality. But first, there is a need to trace the protest to its antecedent causes. The #EndSARS protest, which will go down in history as one of Nigeria’s most intensive simultaneous virtual and physical expressions of political activism, was instigated by a list of generic factors and specific causes; the former carefully outlined by Falola (2020) is a long history of “human rights abuses, political injustices, prevalence of conflicts undergirded by poor social infrastructure, [insecurity, poverty, victimization and disregard for the youth demography who make up about 60% of the nation’s population]2, and other conceivable injustices.”

“SARS” is an acronym for the “Special Anti-Robbery Squad,” which, as the name implies, was created to combat the menace of armed robbery. Anti-armed robbery operations were formerly the full responsibility of a separate unit—not known as SARS—within the force as early as 1984 (Malumfashi 2020). Simeon Danladi Midenda, in charge of the Benin anti-robbery unit at the time, was said to have successfully combated armed robbery within his jurisdiction and was invited to head the unit in Lagos following a recommendation from the Inspector General of Police (IGP). There, with “15 [plain clothes] officers and two station wagons” (Malumfashi 2020), he formed the SARS Unit in 1992. SARS operated only in Lagos for ten years before it spread to all other parts of the country. The unit transitioned from dedicated crime fighters to a band of extortionists, rapists, and cold-blooded murderers emboldened by the right to bear firearms; abuses that have received indifference from the government.

The hashtag, which is said to have begun “trending” on Twitter on October 4, 2020, was triggered by immediate causes, which are tangible expressions of those factors outlined by Falola (George 2020). Primary among the immediate catalysts is a video that showed the brutal shooting of “a young motorist in Ughelli, in Delta state, [by a policeman] then pushing his body out of the car and driving off with the dead man’s lexus SUV” (George 2020). Within that time frame, a Twitter user, @abba_Kanselem, shared a video that showed a mobile police officer shooting at a defenseless young woman at the Salvation bus stop, Opebi area. The bullet went through her mouth, tearing her cheeks (Adediran 2020). These gory events are just a few among many such incidences. Notable social activists like Segun Awosanya, otherwise known as Segalink, whose advocacy is popularized on Instagram and Twitter, have been campaigning against police brutality since 2017. Awosanya is popularly known to be vocal on the issues of police brutality in the country and has aided in the release and rescue of persons unlawfully detained by the rogue unit. However, the events earlier mentioned instigated a nationwide protest in various Nigerian cities to demand the proscription of SARS; this protest was crowdfunded and managed by the Feminist Coalition.

In the cause of these protests, testimonies revealing the unit’s brazen impunity surfaced en masse, alongside tales of unlawful detainment, rape, extortion, brazen extrajudicial murders, kidnapping, and armed robbery. These injustices are particularly meted out against the youths, often over laughable issues such as owning iPhones, laptops, dying their hair in untraditional colors, or simply being young and walking around the city. While these injustices, unfortunately, apply to all genders, the experiences are gendered. Before and during the protest, online accounts of women experiencing sexual harassments and assaults in unsanitary police cells flooded the cyberspace; the story of Ifeoma Stella Abugu, who was arrested by the Nigerian police from the home of her boyfriend and was found dead the next day, and that of the sex workers who were reportedly raped by police personnel with pure water sachets as makeshift condoms are vivid examples. It is, therefore, no wonder a lot of women, old and young, swarmed these protest grounds. Following the public outrage and the march on the streets, the Nigerian government disbanded the unit while installing a new one, SWAT—Special Weapons and Tactics Unit—almost immediately. This action, that should have quelled the protest, instead fanned the embers because the supposed ban was not the first of its kind. The announcement was the fourth in a list of many “bans” on the unit. So, naturally, the people remained adamant in their request to end police brutality and impunity in the country, sustaining the protest on the streets, which coincidentally, while being leaderless, was being largely managed, legally and financially, by women linked to the Feminist Coalition.

Although primarily geared toward ending the rogue police unit, the protests threatened to metamorphose and expand to accommodate the innumerable concerns of the Nigerian populace. This development reflects Carothers’ and Youngs’ (2015) observation that although protests might be catalyzed or sparked by singular or specific concerns, it often expands to accommodate other issues bothering citizens. Specifically, “within any large-scale protest, different participants are likely to be motivated by very different worries, and even just one individual protester may be propelled by a kaleidoscope of angry motivations” (Carothers and Youngs 2015, 7). In the context of the #EndSARS protests, the varied participants using their virtual and physical placards expressed their deep-seated anger toward corruption and poverty in the country; some others even called for the President’s resignation. Minority and marginalized groups like the LGBTQ communities in the country raised their voices against discrimination. However, the rallying point remained police brutality.

Women and Gender Relations in the #EndSARS Protest

The exigencies of the #EndSARS protest were facilitated by the varied possibilities offered by social media’s distinctive features. To be more specific, Twitter creates a specialized protest ecology that facilitates the publicity of indigenous and localized causes to distant and expansive audiences, hence the massive international involvement in the protest (Segerberg and Bennett 2011). The cross-continental visibility enabled by Twitter accounts not only for the protest but for the public’s cognizance of key actors and antagonists. Segerberg and Bennett’s (2011) observation that Twitter might reveal the complex composition of protest ecology further provides a theoretical basis for the relative transparency of the organizational scheme and the network of relations involved in protest activities like #EndSARS. Although the #EndSARS protest is considered a decentralized activity, the Feminist Coalition in connection with other key female actors like F. K. Abudu, Aisha Yesufu, Modupe Odele, Ozzy Etomi, etc., quickly became the face of the #EndSARS protest. The role of the Feminist Coalition in the #EndSARS protest reflects the non-exclusivist and collaborative posture of feminism(s) operative in Nigeria.

The Feminist Coalition was created in July 2020 by Damilola Odufuwa and Odunayo Eweniyi with a vision to promote equality in Nigeria by focusing on women’s rights and safety, financial equality of women, and the political and legislative power of women (Feminist Coalition 2020). Following the nationwide advocacy and protests, the coalition—like their predecessors who participated in women marches for the collective good of Nigeria—in the following tweet committed itself to raise funds for the protest:


Over the past week, with the peaceful uprising of Nigerian youth around #EndSARS, we decided our first project for the Feminist Coalition would be to help fight injustice through fundraising in order to sustain the peaceful protests and ensure the safety of Nigerians exercising their constitutional rights-by providing food, water, masks, medical aid, security, information and legal aid for protesters. (Feminist Coalition 2020)



Manifesting the existing offline experiences of women across the country, the insidious consequences of the aforementioned “playful” banter culture, and Poepsel’s (2018) notion that existing cultures could find themselves being replicated on social media, this group of women became objects of virtual antagonism from detractors on social media. The most prominent being Segun Awosanya, who, in all fairness, had been a passionate male crusader for the earliest calls to proscribe the rogue police unit. Awosanya identifies as an activist dedicated to addressing the issues of abuse of power and the police’s impunity and has been at the forefront of the fight against police brutality. In my interviews with two Twitter users who have chosen to remain anonymous for personal reasons, Awosanya was easily the first reference in pre-#EndSARs attempts at resolving issues of unlawful police arrests and detention. The logical confusion then is how such a figure became a vocal antagonist of the aforementioned feminist group. To answer this is to contextualize his involvement, or lack of one, in the protest.

Prior to the #EndSARS protests, Awosanya had mediated in a rape allegation case that the key actors of what became the Feminist Coalition were solely invested in. The case involved a young Nigerian girl—Seyitan Babatayo—and Dbanja, popular Nigerian artist. While Awosanya provided virtual feedback on the development of the case, one of it being that the girl was neither being tortured nor silenced into denying her claims as was believed and championed by feminists on the platform, the feminists of Nigerian Twitter disagreed with his reports. However, according to one interviewee, Awosanya’s report became instrumental in the eventual dismissal of the case, heightening feminist agitations of female repression and further straining their interactions with Awosanya. Their gendered “banter” involved subtle insults, virtue signaling, and name-calling by both parties: Awosanya, for instance, called them the feminist coven—a tag they would own and popularize as a countermeasure. Therefore, when the Feminist Coalition “hijacked” the protest, as Awosanya stated in one of his tweets, and their members received the verification stamp (blue checkmark) from Twitter, it easily became a personal assault on his person and his advocacy. In the words of an anonymous respondent, “considering their history, [the protest championed by his ‘detractors,’ although for the common good] was something he will never be comfortable with.” In a series of impassioned tweets, most of which can easily be interpreted as attempts to cast aspersions on the coalition’s obvious good intentions, Awosanya went on a rampage against the group. He referred to them as a “cult,” disassociated from the continued protest after calling for an end to allow the government to implement its decisions and called the efforts of the group an insurrection against the Nigerian government.

Providing further context, anonymous interviewee 1 believes that the “cult group” reference is not necessarily one targeted at demonizing the group. In his opinion, it was about the mob-like politics of (Twitter) feminist groups, the decentralization of their activities with every member pontificating and acting as sole authority, and that the way feminist adherents perform their ideologies is like that of cults. I, however, argue that if this submission truly reflects Awosanya’s opinions and actions, then it is safe to say that he has little to no regard for women/feminist concerns and agitations. His reaction and that of his adherents and supporters could very well be opposed to women’s cause, justifying my claim of the banter culture as a perfect reflection of gender interactivity on Nigerian Twitter. While I stress that women have gendered experiences of police brutality, I must restate that the common victims of SARS’ oppressive gimmicks, following the number of testimonies that emerged, are men. However, this does not, and should not, trivialize or invalidate women’s experiences. It also reveals that while the “banter culture” could sometimes be superficial and playful, it could also indicate a deeper or higher degree of distasteful relations between men and women online and offline.

Awosanya’s reference to the Feminist Coalition as a cult group is antecedent to his past reference to them as “e-Feminist coven,” in the rape case that equally sparked public outrage and, of course, feminist concerns. Key feminist actors on Twitter would eventually adopt or own the label in defiance of the negatives of its implication. This is in line with the variety of interventionist cultures currently of interest to feminist scholarship created by women and girls to counter-patriarchal behaviors that try to undermine women in various capacities (Jouet 2018). In disassociating himself from the movement, while describing it as an insurrection against the government, he would claim that the cause was hijacked by the Feminist Coalition in an attempt to garner publicity and glory. Following his claims, the coalition became accused of being faceless, fraudulent praise seekers by his supporters. Some even went as far as implying that they were opportunists, instigating civil unrest and sending young Nigerians to their deaths. Still stressing a supposed ulterior agenda, Awosanya, in reaction to the group’s alliance and affiliation with the LGBTQ community, further exposed his biases against feminist activities and marginalized identities in the country, a position that glaringly confutes his own history of advocacy.


Kindly call it what it is. This is not #EndSARS movement but an LGBTQ+ and Feminist Movement. Stop impersonating & exploiting the vulnerability of Nigerians, who genuinely want to end impunity. This agenda is dead on arrival. There is no place for insurrection in Nigeria. (Awosanya 2020)



A random sampling of the behavior/reaction of Twitter users to feminist ideologies and key actors through a series of relational “banter” shows that many users are skeptics and outright detractors. Their skepticism or disregard for feminist opinions emanate from their conservative or patriarchal notions. Their often-heated debates against feminist opinions or chauvinistic ideals can be viewed as a function of ingrained patriarchal notions. In that case, a “tweet/thread” about women satisfied with their lives outside of men can only be interpreted as a social anomaly; to them, the woman becomes a non-conformist threat on a mission to destabilize the perceived equilibrium in society. Pockets of combative interactions between men and women on these platforms reveal the Nigerian populace’s core values, especially about gender equality. In other words, people’s posts and comments can be construed as their core beliefs. They are also, to borrow Yeku’s (2018) conceptualization of self-performativity on social media, self-portraits or presentations of self. Christians lean on biblical verses to validate their anti-feminist posturing, while the Qu’ran and age-long practices of female subjugation and silence are invoked by Muslim faithfuls to bolster anti-feminist rhetoric and ideologies. Thus, it is arguably easier for women to gain public acceptance and applause in virtual and physical contexts when they publicly deny feminist ties or simply state that they are not feminist than when they say they are. The 2019 Nigerian female presidential aspirant—Eunice Atuejide—declared herself as “not a feminist,” going ahead to cite that the label is problematic and that the “word means too many things, many of which [she] don’t like” (Odufuwa 2018). This is quite coincidental, given that she was at that moment contesting presidential elections in a predominantly patriarchal society. Thus, the feminist concept and its adherents are perceived to be volatile, unstable, problematic, and unyielding. This perception provides insight into gender relations in the country and the fate of feminists in politics.

Mobilizing around cleavages like gender in any organized cause in Nigeria usually expedites the failure of said cause. This is why when Awosanya pushed the prevailing logic of the protest from a mutual frustration of state-sponsored youth persecution at the hands of the police force into the realm of “gender banter,” it awakened personal prejudices that generated inflammatory statements and resulted in divisive tactics that provided grounds for government invasion. Moreover, the context provided shows that gender grievances are rife and deep in Nigerian society and that clearly, women’s involvement in change actions will experience backlash from persons unable to unlearn the untruth that women’s actions are not worth recognition unless interpreted through the male gaze, or who feel the need to reiterate the role of men to undermine the efforts of women. This is illustrated in the following tweet, a rejoinder in response to the Feminist Coalition’s description of their organization’s goals.

IQ@AntonZeneca:


Without the men on the street, the ladies there can’t achieve anything meaning stop taking the glory…..jimoh and 9 other men are dead, other men have sustained injuries and we are here, some ladies are trying to take the glory for men who have died… lets be humble.



Astaire@enateur:


They didn’t say they can “do it without the men” nor try to “take the glory”, they are just stating what the objective of their organization is, which they listed in their 3 pillars. It is not a competition for glory, they are just contributing to the protests.



Having noted the texture of gender interactivity and relations on Twitter during the protests, I consider it imperative to examine the various capacities in which women featured in the protests.

Virtual and Physical: Role of Women in the #EndSARS Protests

Although the protest is signaled by the popular hashtag, it is as much a physical demonstration as it is virtual. Its expression in a digitally networked society provided an enabling ecology for a simultaneous operation of physical and virtual activism. The march on the streets featured the use of placards, which displayed short phrases that pushed the common agenda to end the rogue police unit. Others were caricatures and farcical representations of bad governance, the indifference of government, heartfelt concerns of the people, among others. This accounts for placards displaying “Buhari has been a bad boy,” “to be young and fresh no be crime,” among others. These statements speak directly to the ugly context of police harassment of youths in the country.

Nigerian female celebrities like Tiwa Savage, alongside other male activists, joined the march in the streets of Lagos. Celebrity culture and status are often assumed to have harmful effects on the youths regardless of country or culture; however, the reverse can also be the case. Youth participation in the protests was accelerated by celebrity presence. Tweeting and retweeting among celebrity users garnered international celebrity attention. Although the tweeting culture might be considered armchair activism, the feature of digital networks that allows transcending spatial barriers accentuates its role in expanding and exposing local concerns to a vast and distant majority. Segerberg and Bennett (2011, 203) surmise this function by describing Twitter streams as “a cross-cutting transmission belt connecting diverse users, uses and different temporal and spatial regions of the protest space.” The proof of this submission in the case of #EndSARS protests materializes in the attraction of the international community, in the form of individual interventions from world leaders like Joe Biden, Hillary Clinton, and mainstream feminists and artists like Beyonce, and also notable news networks. These tweets provided the international community with necessary insight into the security concerns of Nigerian citizens. Like the famed ripple effect, these Twitter-streamed local protests instigated worldwide marches by various Nigerian communities in Diaspora. Additionally, it provided leverage to the citizens to write their own narratives, even while battling suppression, blatant refutation of fact, and falsification of data from the government.

Notable Nigerian feminists, female activists, and artists were also very vocal in their condemnation of the government’s negligence and rogue police unit atrocities. Using their various platforms, they expressed their opinions on the state and affairs of the nation. Feminist novelist Chimamanda Adichie in the New York Times shared a personal experience of her relative’s encounter with the police unit. Using her illustrative skills, she paints a vivid picture of the horrors perpetrated by the rogue police unit and their ugly implications on the poor and average Nigerian (Adichie 2020). Genevieve Nnaji, a popular Nigerian actress, in an open letter appealed to the President to call off the troops who were eventually introduced to quell and shut the voices of the protesters. She also addressed several politicians and their ineptitude in dealing with protest and the brutality of the police force. These posts were copied and circulated in the whirlpool of tweets and retweets, further emphasizing the platform’s functionality in information dissemination.

The Feminist Coalition, in a show of solidarity and support to the protest and the protesters, raised funds—$180,000—to provide a range of services to support these protests (Adichie 2020). These services include feeding the protesters on the streets, providing and financing medical care to wounded—several ambulance dispatches were monitored and reported on their respective Twitter pages—free legal counsel and representation to the unlawfully detained, crowd-funding for families of the victims of the brutish police force, all with transparency facilitated by their Twitter pages. This corroborates Segerberg and Bennett’s (2011) idea that Twitter acts as a window to the protest space. While this conceptualization gestures at the platform’s capacity to reveal the organizational and networked structure of the protests, it also refers to it as a channel used by the actors to reveal the exigencies of the protest organization while also practicing accountability. The affixation of the hashtag ‘#EndSARS’ to the posts made by the Feminist Coalition and all the #EndSARS apologists creates an archive of information on the protests that will enhance further discourses on the issue of activism in contemporary Nigeria. These hashtagged posts, if not deleted or suspended as Twitter has the wherewithal to do so, take an inventory of the events and presents a networked narrative of the various actors, communities and incidents of the protests, especially since “hashtagged messages—and their retweets— may disperse widely in unpremeditated combinations across a variety of feeds and networks” (Segerberg and Bennett 2011). Yeku (2018) also submits that use of hashtags affords subaltern social actors like youths and women in the Nigerian context the opportunity to participate in the political and social-cultural debates.

Additionally, in the spirit of transparency, the Feminist Coalition provided a detailed account of how the funds donated were deployed while also addressing open opposition and distrust from other Twitter users. This further emphasizes the pros and cons of the participatory culture engendered and facilitated by social media platforms. I consider Twitter pages and other social media pages as simultaneously private as well as public platforms. In other words, although the user’s contents are open to the public, the user has sole control of their page. However, the public’s reactions, albeit publicly addressed to the poster, could have a personal or intimate impact on the user. Simply put, the threats, abuses, skepticism, and defamation of character that accompanied the posts of these women on Twitter no doubt could have personal effects and impacts. This, among many other issues, has legitimized cyberbullying’s various concerns (see Menesini and Nocentini 2009).

The involvement of technologically savvy feminist women in the protests and the proliferation of feminist digital groups, as observed by Jouet (2018), is evidence of the gradual bridging the gender digital divide. Therefore, asides from the basic production of content and information sharing, these women have found more creative ways of expressing their feminist beliefs. With a focus on the #EndSARS protests, several logos were popularized in solidarity with the struggle. One such logos was designed by a young female Nigerian tech expert—Ire Aderinokun—whose design became mainstream, although straddled with controversy that coincidentally provides insight into my exploration of gender relations in the country. On October 23, she announced that she designed the logo, while also claiming that men were pained that she had included a female symbol (Aderinokun 2020). While I do not disagree with her claim of male aversion to the inclusion of a female symbol in a logo that should represent the struggle for all, I also do not disregard the place of virtue signaling or as stated by an interlocutor on her post, “virtual bambiala” (virtual begging) on her part—a classic example of the dialogic character of Nigerian Twitter banter—especially given the circumstances that defined the context of her post. The historical antecedents of women’s experience and contribution being rewritten by men often impel women’s constant need to stake their claim and seek recognition for their work. The combative nature of gender interaction on Nigerian Twitter is emphasized by the actions of men who reacted to the discovery of a subtle feminist signification on the logo by pulling it down from their walls. In non-virtual contexts, there is a deep-seated distrust among men and women in the country. The physical marches unveiled this reality as some women confessed their skepticism of marching in male-dominated areas as they feared that the protesters might turn into the abusers they were protesting about (Makinde 2020).

While the protest progressed, an iconic photograph of Aisha Yesufu, a key and foremost activist for women’s rights and an advocate for the Bring Back Our Girls campaign launched in 2014, surfaced on various media platforms in the country. Garbed in a flowing hijab, Aisha Yesufu is described by Ukpong (2020) as having “stood with her legs apart and threw a fist into the air.” The posture effused bravery, strength, defiance, and a firm resolve to end the government’s tyranny and the brutality of the police force. Falola’s (2020) description of her as an activist who is “poised, courageous, determined and fearless, [and] has outlived and withstood longstanding oppressions, not bowing to pressure when at the forefront of her advocacy campaigns … ” surmises her life and times as a Nigerian activist. Her picture has made several rounds on social media platforms and has been digitally enhanced in various ways that transform and portray her image as a symbol of the modern Nigerian woman struggling to end oppression in society. She challenges the dominant narrative of docility and subordination of women from Northern Nigeria. Coles and Mack’s (1991) observation of the Hausa community as structured in a “Male-dominant–Female subordinate” structure gives credence to the import of Aisha’s commitment. Aisha Yesufu’s activism and power show that women in the North are not uniformly subdued or silent to women and Nigerians’ struggles.

Conclusion and Aftermath

Carothers and Youngs (2015, 12) consider the spread and proliferation of protests worldwide as a reflection of the “fundamental shift in the relationship between citizens and the state—a more deliberative form of democratic politics is being forged in the crucible of protests.” The Nigerian government’s reaction to the people’s expression of their human rights supported by Nigeria’s municipal law disregard these theories and the rhetoric of democracy and human rights in the country. Ideally, although permitted in democratic states, government policing of demonstrations is restrained by the implied contract of citizen protection and conditions of the people’s right to freedom, expression, and demonstration (Sampson 2010). Therefore, this process of policing demonstrations should play out without human rights abuses. However, government intervention in the #EndSARS protest falls within the purview of gross abuse of human rights. Nigeria’s history of intolerance to protests and demonstrations resurfaced in the blatant attempts at repressing the people’s democratic rights. There are claims of the government’s introduction of unscrupulous elements in the protests to create chaos and disrupt the peaceful demonstration while providing grounds for the government’s show of force. The chaos metamorphosed into lootings, armed public fights, etc., which resulted in physical injuries to some protesters and death to others. There are police/military-engineered blockade claims to health services and ambulances provided by the Feminist Coalition for injured protesters. While a curfew was declared as a further attempt to gag the people, peaceful protesters were reported to have been shot and killed, and their bodies were carted away by the Nigerian military following the intervention of the military. Although this fact is still being denied and contested by the Nigerian government, several live reports enabled by the convenient video recording features of digital technology and the immediacy of national interactivity and broadcast by social media platforms confirm these reports.

Female Nigerian artist popularly known as DJ Switch, with the mediation of digital technology, streamed the events as they occurred. The public—national and international—was made privy to the protesters’ experiences and plight as they occurred through what I consider virtual proximity obtainable in an exponentially digitally networked culture. DJ Switch’s actions, like other notable women who have featured in this protest, provide context for using discursive paradigms in engaging feminist assertion and the Nigerian women’s agency, influence, and impact in society. Through ingenious transparency enabled by digital technology and applied by her in a bid to protect the realities of the events and the narratives of the dead, Nigerians and the world have access to an unfiltered account of what is currently referred to as the #lekki shooting. Photo narratives and hashtags of the shooting as radical critiques of the authoritarian governance and a performance of the people’s agency have made and continue to make several rounds on various social media platforms worldwide. Dozens of petitions to sanction the government due to its reneging on the social contract, which mandates that they protect their citizens and the government’s gross abuse of human rights, were signed by many Nigerians in subaltern attempts to hold the government accountable.

Typical of many military administrations in Nigeria’s political history, the government began to arrest key players in the protests. The Feminist Coalition is high on the list, and the passports of their members were seized, and their bank accounts were frozen. Many key actors, male and female, were accused of trying to topple the government. There was a massive arrest of key actors of the protests. The Feminist Coalition is still offering and sponsoring legal counsel to the unlawfully charged and detained protesters across the country.

Notes

1.Culled from a sermon and posted on Twitter by User ifeade_lu@ifeeade_lu, November 3, 2020.

2.See GCCA + Nigeria’s Youth: An asset or a consumer time bomb? https:www.gcca.eu/stories/nigerias-youth-asset-or-consumer-time-bomb, and Naira metrics. 13; 9 million Nigerian youths are unemployed-NBS, August 14, 2020. https://nairametrics.com/2020/08/14/13-9-million-nigerian-youth-are-unemployed-as-at-q2-2020-nbs/.
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Chapter 27 

Agriculture, Environment, and Sustainable Development in Nigeria

Chima J. Korieh

Introduction

Agriculture was one of the most significant advances in human civilization. Agriculture is the complex process of cultivating the soil, growing crops, and raising livestock to sustain the human population. Agricultural activities extend to the preparation of agricultural and animal products for human consumption or use and their distribution to markets. Advances in agriculture and the attendant food security it provided enabled humans to settle and develop complex civilizations. These early advances in human civilization lay at the root of contemporary development in other spheres of human endeavor.

Over time, agricultural production has been influenced by sustainability discourses. Traditional agricultural practices such as “slash-and-burn cultivation and crop rotation, for example—are now driving the sector’s decline” (Adenle et al. 2019). These conditions are exacerbated by the long-term ecological impacts of chemical-heavy farming systems, which are unsustainable practices that contribute to land degradation. The situation is further exacerbated by changing weather patterns and unstable sociopolitical dynamics. However, agricultural sustainability means using farming practices and systems that maintain or enhance the economic viability of agricultural production, the natural resource base, and other ecosystems that are influenced by agricultural activities. In the rural agricultural setting, sustainable agriculture helped enhance productivity over time through strategies that minimized the adverse impacts on the natural resource base and minimized the risks associated with climate and market vagaries.

The inability of rural farmers to practice sustainable agriculture and the impact on the environment have led to an agricultural crisis—a term described as the manifestation of low agricultural productivity, food insecurity, and a decreasing farming population in the rural areas (Berry 1993). This definition helps explain how farmers’ or farming practices, demography, the environment, and ecology conditions may shape the agricultural conditions in rural societies. According to National Geographic, “Sustainable agriculture takes many forms, but at its core is a rejection of the industrial approach to food production developed during the 20th century.” While sustainable agriculture in the developed societies with its “reliance on monoculture, mechanization, chemical pesticides and fertilizers, biotechnology, and government subsidies, has made food abundant and affordable, such practices have significant ecological and social cost, including erosion, depleted and contaminated soil and water resources, loss of biodiversity, deforestation, labor abuses, and the decline of the family farm” (National Geographic 2020). While sustainable agriculture helps the environment, there are concerns about its efficiency, especially in developing economies. For pastoralist communities dependent on the rearing of livestock, climate change and changing ecological transformation have forced herders to continually encroach further into agricultural communities.

An essential piece of the agricultural crisis and lack of sustainable practices is agricultural involution in the form of land intensification and movement away from agriculture to non-agricultural activities. Thus, agricultural involution is the process of adaptation in which cultivators respond to a rising population by increasing land intensification. This process can absorb increased numbers of cultivators per unit of cultivated land (Geertz 1970, 32–37). Another form of agricultural involution is both the movement away from farming due to the deterioration in the condition of agriculture and the gradual exchange of staple crops for new crops in response to environmental change and low yields (Iliffe1971, 32). The response to the agricultural crisis in parts of Nigeria has involved both processes.

Overview of Nigeria’s Agricultural Systems

In Nigeria, as elsewhere in West Africa, human life, including agriculture, is dominated by climatic and vegetation belts. Agriculture is influenced by environmental conditions, including rainfall patterns, climate, terrain, traditions, and available technology. In the extreme northeast, as Keith Buchanan (1953, 452) observed, “vegetation of thin grass and fine-leaved or thorny trees links the valley of the Komadugu Yobe and the Nigerian shores of Lake Chad with the Sahel zone and provides a setting for the nomad economy of such groups as the Shuwa Arabs.” Between these two extremes is a wide belt of savanna lands, which falls into two major subdivisions, the Guinea savannas of the south and the north’s Sudan savannas (ibid.). In the extreme south of the northern region lies a narrow zone of degraded high forest that transit into the Guinea forest zone toward the southwest and the eastern parts of Nigeria.

Nigeria’s precolonial societies were predominantly subsistence cultivators, farming with local implements under a system of bush fallowing. In northern Nigeria, farmers practiced some irrigated crop production and intensive rotational farming. Intensive farming is practiced in the urban environs of such cities as Kano, Sokoto, and Zaria. This differentiated aspects of farming in this region from farmers in the southern parts of the country. In the Sudan zone, cereals such as millets, sorghums, and maize are the main crops cultivated. Also, groundnut production was the major source of oil. In the southern part of the northern zone, which coincides with the Middle Belt, both grains and root crops such as yams and cassava are cultivated. A variety of other crops, such as a local variety of rice, is widely grown in the Bida and Zamfara Valleys.

In contrast, sugar cane, a typical crop on alluvial valley lands, is grown in the Sudan zone. The so-called “pagan” cereals, acha (Digitaria exilis) and tamba (Eleusine coracana) are grown on the more deficient upland soils of the Middle Belt (Buchanan 1953, 452). In addition to crop production, the northern region is also a pastoral economy. The relative tsetse fly-free savannas of the Sudan zone support cattle rearing, most of which is dominated by the Fulani. The Fulani nomadism requires constant movement in search of pasture and water as dictated by changing seasonal climate shortages. The mixed farming culture in the northern zone differentiates agricultural practices in this region from what obtains in the south, where the tsetse fly infestation limits animal husbandry, especially cattle.

The southwestern parts of Nigeria’s precolonial economy were primarily based on subsistence agriculture and craft-related trade. Thus, agriculture provided the foundation for the Yoruba economy. For most precolonial and early colonial periods, the main food crops cultivated included beans and yams. Cassava and maize were later additions to the agricultural economy. The main tools are still hoe, ax, and machete. Historically, men provided the bulk of the agricultural labor while women engaged more in trade. Until the colonial period, when cocoa became an important cash crop, farmers in Nigeria’s southeastern region also produced kola as an important cash crop. The agricultural system has been characterized by intercropping and swidden methods, with fallow periods that range between three and ten years. Although agriculture was primarily for subsistence, the political economy was shaped by agriculture leading to the emergence of large settlements in Yorubaland before the colonial period.

Environmental conditions also influenced the agricultural pattern and the staple crops produced. Most of the forest region produced yam, cassava, and maize were the primary staple foods for most Yoruba. Mixed and varied crops, including yams alongside other savanna crops like guinea corn and millet, are grown in Ilorin, Igbomina, Okun, and Oyo areas’ savanna environment.

A variety of labor methods are used in traditional agriculture among the Yoruba of southwestern Nigeria. While the household is the basic unit of labor, with each family working the plot of land allotted to it by the lineage head, other labor sources include “cooperative labor group formed by men of agnatic kin and similar age group” (Ojo 1966). The labor system also relies on other familial, kinship, and lineage networks and obligations. Like other Nigerian societies, the agricultural task is influenced by gender ideology. Men and women are assigned different tasks, while farmland allocation is based on age and marital status. The land tenure system affects the agricultural system. For societies in southwestern Nigeria, most land is held communally by descent groups and allocated to members according to need.

In the southeastern region of Nigeria, the agricultural system is shaped by the forest environment. The most important crops are a variety of tubers, especially varieties of yam, vegetables, and oil palm. The variety of crops and plants domesticated in the region attest to the antiquity of agriculture. According to Bede Okigbo (1980, 11), this complex’s crops included African rice or red rice, Guinea corn, bulrush millet, hungry rice, Bambara groundnuts, cowpea, okra, fluted pumpkin, gourd, and several other plant species.

The introduction of new crops of Southeast Asia origin by the Portuguese, including new species of yam, cocoyam, banana, maize, manioc (cassava), peanuts, and sweet potatoes, revolutionized agriculture, transformed the agricultural system, and provided new varieties of crops of high nutritional value. These crops spread unevenly in West Africa, but they eventually affected the agricultural patterns in the forest region and gender ideology. Such new crops as cocoyam, for example, influenced the gender division of crops among the Igbo. Cocoyam and cassava came to be regarded as women’s crops, and their production was increasingly controlled by women. Besides, women’s role in subsistence food production increased their role in food security.

Other significant impacts of introducing new crops in the forest region included the intensification of land use and population increases. Among the Igbo regions of southeastern Nigeria, population pressure and land scarcity have affected the scope of agricultural production and agricultural sustainability. In most of Igboland, the degree of land intensification has increased significantly over time due to population pressure. As Floyd (1969) noted in the late 1960s, the Igbo occupy a little over half of the land area of southeastern Nigeria but comprise over sixty percent of the area’s total population. In the 1940s, for example, Forde and Jones (1950, 10–13) estimated a population density of 600 to 1,000 persons per square mile over much of the Okigwe Division in the Eastern regions (Forde and Jones 1950, 10–13). And a population of over 1,000 persons per square mile has been recorded in northern Ngwa, Owerri, and Orlu (Onwuejeogwu 1987, 21). Overall, the regional population density is more than four times the Nigerian average as the 1963 census indicates (Smock and Smock 1972, 21). A combination of a very high population and extensive modification of the natural environment exposed the soil in many parts of the Eastern Region to leaching and erosion.

Transition and Transformations in Nigerian Agriculture in the Colonial Period

Agriculture was the most important instrument of colonial modernization in Nigeria. From the beginning of the twentieth century, Nigerian farmers increasingly made the transition to cash crop production. The attempt to modernize indigenous agricultural production systems was a major strategy in achieving the goals of colonization. In Nigeria, colonial authorities sought to draw local farmers into the modern economy through encouraging export crop production and other supplementary products that supported the colonial state and provided the local population with income (see Chapter 15). At the ideological level, the colonial administration was eager to draw local farmers into the “modern economy” through a combination of political and economic policies.

Before 1900, the colonial agricultural policy was characterized as the “botanical garden era” because colonial development efforts in agriculture and forestry focused more on horticulture than crop production (Kay 1972). The colonial agricultural development model in Nigeria was part of the “so-called Nigerian Land Policy of the nineteenth century in which the British wanted agriculture carried on in the traditional forms of African land tenure without mechanization or plantations” (Ijere 1974, 298). The second phase, from 1900 to 1921, was characterized by establishing departments of agriculture in the Northern and Southern Provinces.

From 1900, the colonial government took steps to encourage the expansion of palm produce production, Nigeria’s traditional export. In addition to expanding palm oil production, some Nigerian farmers experimented with cotton, cocoa, and coffee. Colonial officials persuaded some farmers to grow cotton, although the agriculture department recognized the unsuitability of foreign varieties to local conditions and the low prices paid for native varieties. During this era, the indigenous agricultural production system’s efficiency was emphasized because plantation agriculture, colonial observers noted, had caused major economic and social upheaval in East Africa. Colonial officials like Sir Hugh Clifford, the British consul in Southern Nigeria, “saw more advantage in peasant production, despite its relative inefficiency than in plantations” (Ijere 1974, 298). He argued that the African producer was deeply rooted in his land and as such had a greater propensity to remain in his land in an economic crisis, “feeding himself and his family, selling what he could for money when bankrupt planters were fleeing to their homes in Europe, leaving their plantations derelict” (cited in Ijere 1974).

The colonial authorities invested significant resources and attention to agriculture for two main reasons. First was the desire to increase the production of the traditional export of palm oil and kernels, which were essential to British industrial production and the desire to develop other export crops such as cotton and groundnuts from the North and cocoa from Western Nigeria. Second, the need to raise the necessary revenue from export duties and local taxes would support the colonial administration. So, the colonial economic strategy was, essentially, the extraction of agricultural products without any major structural change of the local economy. This emphasis on export production and the administrative changes introduced linked Nigerian producers to the global capitalist system.

The agricultural economy was controlled by three main interests. These included the metropolitan interests which consumed the crops; the large trading companies which organized the collection of cash crops and their subsequent export; and the colonial state, which was interested in the extension of commodity production to increase its revenue from taxation, meet the cost of administration and infrastructural development, and contribute to imperial investment funds. Throughout the colonial era, therefore, the industrial interests, the trading companies, and the colonial state combined to regulate what was grown and how it was grown through the establishment of pricing and marketing arrangements (Korieh 2010).

The encouragement given to local farmers in export production areas was clearly in the minds of colonial officials as they sought ways to balance the needs of the state and the local farmer. O. T. Faulkner, the first director of the Agricultural Department, admitted in a 1922 report that the government had dealt too largely with products which are or might be exported. (Government of Nigeria 1922, 11). For Faulkner and many of his contemporaries, an increase in the farmers’ income was seen as an important parameter of progress and the step that would lead to general progress and economic development. Such progress, however, depended on the transformation of the political and administrative structures of Nigerian societies and greater control of local and foreign trade. As Governor Hugh Clifford told the Nigerian Legislative Council in 1920, the administration’s task would be to maintain the conditions—political, moral, and material—upon which commercial enterprises’ success or failure depended (Clifford 1920).

Such conditions included effective policing of the economic system and structure through the introduction of new administrative control. To a large extent, the state was quite successful in this direction. In the palm oil-producing belt, for example, the immediate organization of palm oil production remained in the hands of the local farmers, but the marketing and pricing mechanism and trade came increasingly under state policy and control. In 1903, for example, Nigeria exported 131,898 tons of palm kernels and 54,257 tons of palm oil to Europe (Helleiner 1966). In1921, the departments of agriculture in the Northern and Southern Provinces were merged to form a single Department of Agriculture. The colonial government relied on an existing, well-developed export market for palm produce. By 1929, the value of exports had increased more than sevenfold and export volume fivefold. This represented an annual growth rate of seven percent and 5.5 percent, respectively, and five percent to seven percent of the Gross Domestic Product (Helleiner 1966).

Significant steps were taken to improve production capacities and the efficiency of rural farmers and their capacity to meet the demands of the export market (Wells 1974). New regulations, including improvement schemes, credits, and extension services, linked the rural producer to state institutions. As early as 1913, the department of agriculture offered agricultural instruction and practical demonstrations to teachers and senior pupils (Korieh 2001; NAE, CALPROF 14/8/712). From 1921, following the merger of the North and Southern Provinces’ agriculture departments, the department increased the dissemination of agricultural techniques, training, and extension services. However, the emphasis was on the cash crop sector, although the food sector was expected to benefit from introducing new and improved seedlings, soil conservation, and improvement. Other programs such as agricultural shows and demonstration farms instilled new work ethics in local farmers. Another measure introduced by the colonial state that affected farmers’ lives and the general population was the introduction of taxes, which had to be paid in cash and with the European currency. This policy drew the local population into a new economy through the production of export crops.

Colonial agricultural policies and improvement efforts were, however, very patriarchal and gendered. The focus on the male farmer led to the neglect of female farmers who often provided the bulk of the farm labor and soil management. The extension and educational services, based on the philosophy of the male “genuine farmer,” meant that only men and boys were considered for extension services and forms of support for the local farmer. This ideology of the male farmer, rooted in European experience, ran contrary to the indigenous farming systems in most parts of Nigeria. So, women were neglected from 1922 when the Agricultural Department provided subsequent educational services and extension programs to assist the native farmer (NAE OWDIST 4/13/70, File no. 91/27). When the Director of Agriculture, O. T. Faulkner proposed to start two courses (a higher and a lower) of agricultural education at Ibadan in Western Nigeria, the goal of introducing new modes of production, limited mechanization, soil management techniques, and general agricultural processing improvements, focused on male farmers. In 1929 in the Eastern Region, boys from the Awka and Nsukka divisions were selected for training in palm oil extraction and nut-cracking machine operation (Korieh, 2010). The department of agriculture began offering instruction to “farmers’ sons,” in practical and demonstration work in addition to instructions in crop science, elementary mathematics, and bookkeeping in 1934 (Government of Nigeria 1935, 26). The policy was pursued throughout the country. From the Western Region in 1936, farmers were selected for training in maintaining soil fertility in the Ogbomosho area of Oyo Province (Government of Nigeria 1937). Similar policies of training farmer’s sons as mixed farmers were implemented by the Katsina Native Authority in northern. In 1938, twenty-eight boys who attended the first course were established as mixed farmers either “on their own or on their father’s farms.” This was followed by another batch of forty-eight boys later in the same year for the second course. In the Bida Native Administration, school farms were established in the Niger Province as a scheme for “establishing boys” from these schools on suitable farms in Nigeria (Government of Nigeria 1938).

The transition to cash crop agriculture throughout Nigeria was varied and depended on the various ecological niches. In northern Nigeria, the predominantly subsistence farmer transitioned to cash crop production as improved communications, the expanding urban market, and the burden of taxation increased. Unlike the Eastern Region, the northern Nigerian agricultural economy was varied even as the cash economy expanded. With the spread of a cash crop economy in other areas, farmers in the Middle Belt concentrated on producing foodstuffs for the internal market. In the Sudan savanna zone, farmers concentrated on the production of cotton and groundnut for export. There are two major crop belts in northern Nigeria: “a northern on the light-textured drift soils; and, to the south, a cotton Zaria-type soils.” Outside this major region the only export of any significance was the cotton production of Kabba, the bean production of Benue Province, and the small-scale in Zaria Province (Buchanan 1953). Another important crop from the northern region was groundnut from the Sudan provinces of Bauchi, Borno, and Sokoto.

Cocoa was the main thrust of economic development in western Nigeria. The cocoa industry development can be traced to the late nineteenth century, when the earliest cocoa farms were established by Lagos merchants and traders (Familugba 2016, 44). Sara Berry noted that Lagos merchants and traders established the earliest cocoa farms in the region who took up farming when their trading and commercial activities were no more yielding the desired dividends. Most of these cocoa farms were established near Agege and Otta in the present Ogun State. However, a few Ijeshas and Ondos planted farms near their trading communities in Southern Ondo. They combined farming with their trading activities, and some of these farms were established at various points along the routes from Lagos to the interior, such as Aiyesan, Atijere, and Ajebandele.

In the 1950s, Nigeria’s share of the world cocoa trade increased from roughly fourteen percent to eighteen percent. In the mid-1960s, cocoa export volume grew from approximately 100,000 tons to 229,000 tons yearly over the 1963–1967 period. Cocoa export grew at a compound average growth rate of about seven percent per year in the ten years between 1956 to 1967. By the early 1960s, cocoa production had risen by about 80 percent above the previous 1950–1951 high following the acreage increase in cocoa cultivation of about fifteen percent. The increase was attributed to the widespread use of insecticides, fungicides, improved seedlings, and other improvements that had been seriously promoted through subsidies, credit schemes, and extension services by the western regional marketing board (Oluwaseyi 2017).

In the Eastern Region, this period’s central economic transformation was an expansion in the oil palm industry and trade. Starting about 1912, the government urged local farmers to expand palm oil, and later kernels production, arguing that oil palm would give better returns if systematically cultivated (Annual Report of the Agricultural Department 1912). The protection of wild groves increased tremendously. For most of the early colonial period, however, palm oil was mainly produced from natural groves and by an expansion in labor by rural farmers who used their skill and knowledge to improve and expand production from native grooves (Dyke, cited in Korieh 2010). The quantity of palm oil and kernels produced increased considerably in the first quarter of the twentieth century. The value of palm oil and kernel exported in 1912 was about £4.5 million (Annual Report on the Agricultural Department 1912, 4). By 1928, the export figures for palm oil and palm kernels were 246,638 tons and 127,111 tons. Revenue from palm kernels exported in 1921 amounted to £3,189,000, and by 1930 it reached £4,429,000. In 1932, there were about 200 native-owned new oil palm plots and fifty-four extensions of old plots in the southern provinces. Farmers took advantage of demand in Europe to expand production and accumulate cash.

World War II and Agricultural Policy

Colonial agricultural policy changed significantly as a result of the outbreak of the Second World War. From 1938, in anticipation of war, the government recognized the need for increased food production while expanding the production of traditional export crops and developing new ones that may be required due to the war. To address the food crisis, the report on the agricultural department for 1938 remarked, “the production of export crops, important as this is to the wealth of the country and the revenue of the government, must not be subordinated to the production of foodstuff for local consumption, for those who are underfed cannot do the maximum amount of work” (Annual Report of the Agricultural Department 1939–40, 1). The changes introduced were a recognition that the biggest problem facing the colonial administration at the outbreak of the war was the rising cost of living and food shortages. Beginning in September 1939, the department of agriculture concentrated on achieving increased food production.

The government implemented new policies to improve the food and export products to support the British war effort and make Nigeria self-sufficient in food. The policies of the agricultural department in this period included: (1) to be ready to help the Imperial Government by producing such crops as it may ask; (2) to ensure that Nigeria was, as far as possible, self-sufficient in foodstuffs, including those that are normally imported from elsewhere; and (3) to do what we can to make the West African colonies as a whole self-supporting (Annual Report of the Agricultural Department 1938).

London expressed the urgency of increasing food and export production. This was a significant shift from the previous years’ laissez-faire policy when the state intervention in the rural agricultural production was minimal. The government urged the colonies to exert every possible effort to obtain the maximum production of export crops. Significant growth was achieved in the export sector. The value of the major export of cocoa, palm oil, palm kernels, and groundnuts doubled between 1940 and the end of the war in 1945. For example, in the palm oil industry, the colonial government initiated several policies designed to increase the supply of palm oil and kernels, both of which were essential for the war. A palm produce drive team consisting of six colonial officials was formed in 1943 and tasked with stimulating production (NAE. File No. 1642-ABADIST-1/26/907). The stress on Nigerian oil was due to the loss of the British Far-Eastern colonies. Throughout the oil palm belt, the government called on farmers to harvest and process their palm fruits. Palm-nut cracking machines were installed at various locations in Nigeria. The export duty on rubber was abolished to encourage increased production of wild rubber (ibid.). The growth in the export sector continued in the post-war period. The government also hoped that there would be continuity in food production and the development of new export crops.

Under certain conditions, local farmers responded positively and bolstered production. In 1941, for example, the Department of Agriculture acknowledged that the demand for all the principal crops and products of Nigeria increased on an unprecedented scale and that peasants had responded positively with increased output. In British West Africa, the increased production of iron in Sierra Leone and tin in Nigeria, and the development of processing facilities, contributed to a doubling of the region’s export trade from $176 million to $344 million between 1938 and 1946 (Coquerry-Vidrovitch 1993, 292).

Environment, Agriculture, and Sustainable Development in the Colonial Period

To what extent was colonial agriculture in Nigeria sustainable and capable of economic development? This question can be addressed by drawing on the literature on sustainability. Gordon Douglass’s three main conceptual frameworks that comprise sustainability are food sufficiency, sustainability as stewardship, and sustainability as community (Douglass 1984). According to this explanation, agriculture is sustainable when farmers produce enough food “to meet reasonable projections of global market demands.” Essentially, a sustainable agricultural system exists when the economic and environmental costs of production remain constant or fall as production expands to meet future demands for foodstuffs without increasing social costs of production (Korieh 2003). Sustainability as a process, as explained from an ecologically informed approach, is a system that can be maintained without interruption, weakening, or loss of valued quantities (Daily and Ehrlich 1992, 763). This approach to sustainability advocates for a condition that is necessary and sufficient for a population to be at or maintain its carrying capacity. Sustainability has also been likened to the ability of a system to maintain productivity, whether of a field or a farm or a nation, in the face of stress or shock including increasing salinity, erosion, or debt (Conway and Barbier 1990, 37).

From the ecological perspective, sustainability as stewardship entails preserving resources while sustaining the yield capacity of agriculture. According to Altieri (1987, 41), “sustainability is the ability of an agro-ecosystem to maintain production through time, in the face of long-term ecological constraints and socio-economic pressures.” Within various conditions, sustainable agricultural practices are concerned with maintaining equilibrium between resource use and resource renewal rather than economic security. In this context, sustainability is concerned with maintaining soil quality and preventing soil degradation through excessive extraction of nutrients and soil erosion. Ecologists share a view that, in the absence of sustained yield management, agricultural systems may suffer an irreversible decline in production. For this reason, population growth and growth in economic demand are often seen as the principal threat to agricultural sustainability (Korieh 2003).

Development programs during the colonial period had important environmental impacts. The extensive exploitation of natural resources and the expansion of cash crop production took place in an increasingly fragile environment overburdened by high population density and a dramatic rate of deforestation (see, for example, Osemeobo 1988). Although deforestation had a deep history, most of Nigeria lost its forest cover in the first half of the twentieth century due to the expansion of cash cropping, agricultural intensification, and increased pressure on land and labor demanded by the economy and high tax burden. Additionally, the extensive use of land for agricultural production affected soil fertility, as farmers devoted most of their labor and land resources to export production (Korieh 2010). The relentless pursuit of cash crop expansion also led to permanent farming practice, reduced fallow periods, and the neglect of traditional soil management practices. Thus, colonial agricultural policies, the pursuit of an exported-oriented agriculture, and environmental conditions progressively led to a fall in crop yields, increased soil erosion, environmental degradation, and food insecurity during the colonial period (Njoku 2014; Opata 2014).

Agriculture in the Post-Colonial Period

The postcolonial era in Nigeria was a period of optimism. In the economic sector, agriculture remained the centerpiece of economic development. The indigenization of agricultural policy in Nigeria began in 1954, even though the country was still under British rule. The Constitution of 1954 ceded agricultural policy and other aspects of economic planning to the regional governments. From this period, the regional governments began to play a significant role in economic planning focusing on industrialization; but agriculture remained the sector that supported foreign exchange earnings (Siddle and Swindell 1990). Thus, the agricultural sector faced greater state intervention, generating contradictions and an agricultural crisis that matured in the 1980s. Agricultural planning by the indigenous elite led to the reversal of aspects of colonial agricultural policy, especially in plantation agriculture and the strategic importance of food production. These ideas played a central role in Nigeria’s agricultural and development programs in the postcolonial period. In several Nigerian regions, farmers responded to the new initiative by establishing small-scale oil palm, cocoa, and rubber plantations.

The emergence of internally self-governing regions led to the emergence of Ministries of Agriculture (MOA). For example, in the Eastern Region, the Ministry of Agriculture resulted from the consolidation of the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries, Forestry and Veterinary Services, and Produce Inspection into a single ministry. The MOA’s establishment increased the role of government in the future development and the utilization of resources. Like its colonial predecessor, the regional government continued to invest in the export sub-sector to generate income and earn foreign exchange for economic and industrial development (Ajaegbu 1976). In the Eastern Region, the reform-minded Premier M. I. Okpara launched one of Nigeria’s most ambitious agricultural programs. Sometimes referred to as the “Okpara Revolution,” the premier’s vision was an agricultural transformation that consisted of large-scale state-run plantations in addition to the production by local farmers (see Eastern Nigeria, The Development of Agriculture in Eastern Nigeria 1965). In Western Nigeria, the Regional Government provided financial assistance to indigenous entrepreneurs, mainly farmers and low-level industrialists, through the Nigeria Local Development Board. Following regional autonomy, the Nigeria Local Development Board became known as the Western Region Development Board in 1949. As was the case in Eastern Nigeria, the Board pursued quick economic development through the development of agriculture. The Eastern Region Produce Development Board (later the Eastern Nigeria Development Corporation, ENDC), a division of the Ministry of Agriculture, pursued the same goal in the Eastern Region (Eastern Nigeria, Development Programme, 1958–1962, 1959). The Corporation spearheaded the agricultural revolution of the Eastern Region government, focusing on the development of plantations, oil palm rehabilitation program, intensification of rubber and cocoa planting, and turning rural farmers into “modern farmers,” among other things (The E.N.D.C in the First Decade, 1955–1964 n.d.).

A major innovation in this period was establishing farm settlements, a program that dated back to the post-Second World War period. Funds from the Colonial Development and Welfare Fund helped establish cotton and groundnut projects in Talabakwa, Mokwa, and Baiduara in Northern Nigeria. The schemes involved settling farmers in villages with government financial and technical support. But by 1954, the early settlements had ceased operation. The settlers found some modern agricultural techniques, which required some level of education, cumbersome and frustrating. The program also deprived local farmers of autonomy and control of their land (Floyd and Adinde 1967, 189–230; Udo 1965).

However, between 1958 and 1964, significant effort was made to improve food production through direct and indirect support. The cultivation of rice, for example, expanded from the late 1950s through the mid-1960s. The regional government also aggressively pursued cassava improvement. The MOA developed a new strain of cassava (manioc) which doubled previous yields. Yet, the food program’s success was affected by the lack of good conditions for rice production and the farmer preference for the cultivation of other lucrative cash crops. The government also continued to provide extension services to local farmers. In 1956, the Eastern Region’s agricultural department started a scheme of “non-residential” practical farm schools in two villages. The farmers, including some women, received training in the use of fertilizers, cultivating citrus, soil conservation, and other subjects. The scheme, according to the report of the agricultural department, “fitted into the normal social and economic life of the village to entail the minimum of disturbance and intellectual effort.” In 1957, the Eastern Region, for example, reorganized the five existing provincial farms into what were known as “circle farms” to provide extension services to rural farmers. The “circles” were headed by the Chief Inspector of Agriculture, who had several subject-matter specialists to advise him. This bureaucratic arrangement extended to the local government level, where agricultural assistants carried out the actual extension work with the assistance of agricultural field specialists who worked directly with farmers. In 1966, about 1,200 people were employed by the Ministry of Agriculture to provide services to local farmers (Eastern Region: Annual Statistical Digest 1965, 79).

By the 1960s, Nigerian agriculture was facing significant challenges. Although the agricultural system remained relatively stable in parts of Nigeria, the Eastern Region faced major challenges, including continuous cropping, food security needs, and sustainable agricultural practices. The Nigerian population rose sharply in the twentieth century, but that rise disproportionality affected the Eastern Region because of the high population density. This had a direct effect on agricultural intensification and land use. Most parts of the country witnessed land-use changes, especially the large-scale expropriation of land for plantation agriculture in the Eastern and Western Regions. In particular, the Eastern Region experienced the expansion of plantation schemes into marginal areas of high population concentration and extensive land use (Korieh 2003). The alienation of land and the development of mono-cropping practices increased the environmental risks and soil erosion and exacerbated food insecurity. Rattan Lal (1987) has also noted that deforestation and conversion to arable land use have drastic impacts on soil properties, water, energy balance, and soil erosion. However, many rural farmers, especially in the land-hungry parts of Eastern Nigeria, cannot afford the luxury of the best management practices because of land scarcity. These environmental conditions have had devastating effects on most parts of the Eastern Region.

War, Petroleum, and Agriculture

The civil war coincided with the period of the First National Development Plan, 1962–1968 (later extended to 1970), which was the platform for the articulation of Nigeria’s development. Very high priority was given to agriculture at the national and regional levels of government. However, the Nigeria–Biafra War affected both the national and regional economies. The war disrupted cash crop production, especially palm produce export, which had historically been the main source of income for farmers in the region. In general, trade and commerce also diminished due to the general insecurity and the mobilization of large numbers of men into the army.

The Biafra government made efforts to address the agricultural crisis. The government stressed food crop production to address food shortages in Biafra. Throughout the war, the Biafran government tenaciously pursued a policy that sought to provide the population and the army with food. The Biafra government pursued an agricultural program that it inherited from the pre-war government. The Biafra Development Corporation (BDC) continued with the Eastern Nigeria Development Corporation’s functions, including the co-ordination of the plantation scheme and cash crop production. However, the main task of the BDC was to solve the problems that emerged because of the civil war. It coordinated the food production program and the overall agricultural industry by converting several acres of acquired virgin forest land into cultivatable lands to produce food crops and raise cash revenue. The emphasis on food production in Biafra represented a major departure from the previous emphasis on export production. Beginning in 1967, the Corporation began to use some of the lands in the region acquired for plantations for maize, rice, onion, tomato, and groundnut production. To meet the region’s protein needs, which had formerly depended on the North, the Corporation embarked on pig and poultry production. The Food Production Directorate was charged with producing maize, rice, onions, tomatoes, and groundnuts in addition to pigs and poultry. The BDC members and the Food Directorate carried out information campaigns as part of the sustained effort to increase the food supply in Biafra. The Directorate hoped to “coordinate the activities of government ministries, public boards, and corporations with interest in land development for food production purpose” (NAE ESIALA 63/1/70-SEC/217).

The agricultural program in Biafra benefited from the plantation schemes of the former Eastern Region. The BDC inherited about 154,000 acres in the twenty-seven tree crop plantation schemes established by the ENDC. While food production was the focal point of state agricultural enterprise, the existing cash crop projects provided the impetus for maintaining these plantations and farm settlements. About 82,000 acres were already under oil palm, rubber, cocoa, cashew, and coconut plants (ibid.). The government sought to consolidate what was already planted for three important but related reasons. First, it was recognized that the capital required for the development of the remaining parts of the estates was not readily available. Second, the Biafran government could not afford the new investment in plantations because the priority was to feed the army and the population. Third, food crops provided quick cash revenue. However, the export of palm produce, the main cash crop of the Eastern Region, declined substantially from 143,000 tons in 1966 to 16,000 in 1967, and by 1968, it had declined to 3,000 tons due to the civil war (Iyegha 1988). Thus, the Eastern Region faced a crisis because of its inability to carry out normal farming activities.

From 1970, the Nigerian economy was significantly transformed by the expansion of the petroleum industry. The growth in oil revenue after 1973 provided the funds for the reconstruction of a war-devastated economy. The emergence of oil permitted a measure of autonomy from foreign aid and the emergence of a powerful centralized bureaucracy (Watts and Lubeck 1983). The rapid expansion of the oil industry in the 1970s increased the country’s revenue base outside the agricultural sector. The export boom led to an increase of nearly ten percent GDP annual growth during the 1970s and early 1980s. Revenue went from a low $411 million in 1970 to $26.62 billion in 1980 (International Financial Statistics 1980, 288).

The dramatic rise in global oil prices coincided with the Second National Development Plan, 1970–1974. Agriculture, mining, and manufacturing were projected to contribute 44.2 percent, 13.4 percent, and 12.4 percent respectively. However, the actual contribution to GDP was only 24.7 percent for agriculture, 45.1 percent for mining, and 4.8 percent for manufacturing. The importance of crude oil to the economy from this period is reflected in the significant increases in export quantity and its contribution to national revenue. Indicative of this was allocating a major part of the revenue to the federal government while the allocation to the states grew from 323.8 million naira in 1974 to 2,534 million in 1979–1980 (Watts and Lubeck 1983). The Nigerian economy’s growth was rapid, with an annual GNP growth of 7.4 percent between 1970 and 1979. This period, however, was qualitatively different from the pre-1970s. The growth in the oil sector was accompanied by a significant sectoral transformation exemplified by a stagnant agrarian economy (ibid.; Gesiye 1986). The general outlook decreased agricultural productivity and an increased reliance on imported foodstuffs (Federal Office of Statistics 1980; Forrest 1981).

The post-oil boom political economy of Nigeria also reflects the sluggish performance of agriculture, especially export production. Investment in agriculture fell from seven percent of the budget in 1971 to four percent in 1981. Given the agricultural sector crisis, the federal government intervened at different historical times through programs that had national and regional consequences for agriculture. With about fifty-seven percent of the allocation to agriculture unspent, the Gowon administration (1966–1975) interpreted this as indicative of a fundamental defect in the design and implementation of agricultural programs. A substantial part of the remaining money was allocated to government projects such as farm settlements, irrigation schemes, and plantation projects for cash crop production. However, there was no direct support for peasant farmers, who contributed over ninety-five percent of both the export and domestic productions. The government’s support for farmers in credits went to a few commercial farmers and bureaucrats disguised as farmers. Under these conditions, many peasants abandoned their farms to seek other forms of employment.

Given the declining contribution of agriculture to the national economy at the end of the Second National Development Plan period, the Gowon regime recognized that oil dependence was a vulnerable economic strategy. For this reason, agriculture received high priority during the Third National Development Plan period, 1975–1980. The plan also recognized the need to check rural–urban migration through a balanced development agenda for both the rural and the urban sectors, but the continued expansion of the oil sector and the opportunities it provided for employment and trade undermined the agricultural sector.

Another major intervention to deal with the country’s agricultural crisis came in 1976 when the Obasanjo government launched the Operation Feed the Nation (OFN) program. The OFN program’s objectives included the mobilization of the nation toward self-sufficiency and self-reliance in food production. But these objectives were not achieved. The program collapsed for various administrative and logistic reasons. Political expediency inhibited its successful implementation. As a program designed to make fertilizers, in particular, available to farmers through the various ministries of agriculture, the scheme faced many logistic problems. Fertilizer often arrived so late in some areas that it could not be applied to crops. Storage facilities provided under the program were grossly inadequate. Unfortunately, the OFN did not target rural farmers who had been the backbone of Nigeria’s agriculture. The political elite usurped the gains that would have been made. The government also restructured the customary land tenure systems by implementing the Land Use Decree in 1978. The decree sought to eliminate the problems associated with traditional land tenure systems and to eliminate any tenure arrangements that inhibited large-scale agricultural development. At the state level, it vested authority over land in the governor of each state. However, the decree created opportunities for the military elite and bureaucrat elite to take land from peasants. Although most rural areas remained relatively unaffected by the decree, communities located on the periphery of the urban centers lost their land to urban development.

During the Fourth National Development Plan, 1981–1985, the government began to accord very high priority to agriculture. The goal was to expand local food production and basic raw materials for industries. Under President Shehu Shagari’s “Green Revolution” program, launched in May 1980, the federal government embarked on developing irrigated farms in the northern parts of the country to develop a system of multiple cropping in the northern arid zones of minimal annual rainfall. The Green Revolution program called for an accelerated increase in agricultural production by removing the provision of agricultural input and extension services to farmers. To achieve these objectives, the government established the River Basin Development Authorities and Integrated Agricultural Development Projects. The projects were attempts to increase rice, sugarcane, millet, sorghum, maize, wheat, cassava, and yams. While the government allocated a substantial amount of 8.828 billion naira to agriculture in this plan period, the legacy of incompetent management, corruption, nepotism, and lack of adequate feasibility studies hampered the chances of success.

Like the OFN, the Green Revolution program ignored the peasant producer. The Green Revolution program achieved very little due to weak and corrupt leadership. Irrigation projects did not revolutionize agriculture in the country. Rather, they created the problems of peasant relocation and land alienation on a massive scale. About 31,000 people were relocated because of the construction of the Bakolori and Sokoto River Dams. These projects did not increase food production. Government incentives also benefited only commercial farmers, who often diverted agricultural credits to other uses (Palmer and Parsons 1977, 412–413). The location of some of the agricultural projects was politically motivated. For example, the establishment of irrigation projects in parts of northern Nigeria was motivated by the need to distribute some of the benefits of the oil boom of the 1970s. The government’s “quick fix” attitude toward agriculture did not reflect its overall development ideology of rural development. The policies of the government reveal the inherent contradiction in the state–peasant relationship (Berry 1993). Failure to provide farmers with adequate incentives and support to permit widespread adaptation of improved techniques led to government agricultural projects’ failure.

The creation of new states in 1976 was accompanied by more reforms at the state level. Like its predecessors, the new states continued to attach a lot of importance to agriculture. At the top of the policy-making apparatus at the state level was the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources. One of the most important agricultural development projects in Nigeria was the Agricultural Development Programmes (ADP). The ADPs, which started in 1974, were federal programs implemented at the state level. These corporations were charged with producing and processing agricultural products (Imo State 1984, 13). For example, in Imo State, the ADP produced maize, cassava, and horticultural crops, including budded citrus and pineapple, all of which had become highly commercialized (Government White paper, 1980, 17). The ADP also engaged in export crop production. However, G. Williams has noted that the benefits “accrued to the rich rather than the poor,” and that “some projects have excluded the poor from access to productive resources and redistributed the assets and incomes to the rich.” (Williams 1981, 25).

Contemporary Environmental Crisis and Struggle for Resources

Sadly, Nigeria’s agricultural crisis has been exacerbated by the ineptitude of Nigeria’s leadership. Perhaps more critical is the environmental crisis in Nigeria’s Sahel region, which has further pushed pastoralists further south. Thus, Nigeria is currently embroiled in a crisis between farmers and herders partly rooted in environmental degradation in the Sahel region (see Chapter 31). According to the International Crisis Group, more than 1,300 Nigerians died in violence involving herders and farmers in the first half of 2018. About 1 million people have been displaced, mostly in the Middle Belt, Northeast, and Southeastern regions.

The conflicts between farmers and herders have arguably become the greatest threat to Nigeria’s peace, security, and social cohesion. Focusing on herders’ operations’ evolving nature and structure, the militarization of herder’s operations has been described as the “new face of terrorism in Nigeria” (Johnson and Taofik 2017). This linear explanation of events that traces herders’ evolution and establishes links to terrorism often ignores the important challenges faced by pastoralists in Nigeria (Chukwuma 2020). The root of the crisis is linked to the struggle over natural resources especially access to grazing land. The agrarian-pastoralist conflict in Nigeria today “is grounded in environmental and political transformations long in the making” (International Crisis Group 2018). It has been noted that herders face an existential threat to their livelihood and, therefore, resort to self-help that may involve violence to ensure their survival.

In a study of conflicts/crises in Nigeria between 1991 and 2005, Fasona and Omojola (2005) found that farmer–herder conflicts accounted for thirty-five percent of the major clashes reported by selected Nigerian newspapers. Since then, these conflicts have escalated in numbers and in intensity. More recent studies have confirmed the frequency of these violent conflicts (Shola 2016; Odeigah and Mawere 2018).

Attention has also been drawn to the impact of environmental and climate change on traditional pastoral life’s suitability. As Okoli (2016) also observed, “herders face an existential threat and, therefore, resort to self-help, even if it means adopting violent means.” Ifatimehin and Tenuche (2009) suggested that these conflicts are responsible for the unsustainable use of land and water resources as the trampling of herds of cattle compact the soil and destroy farm crops. In a study on farmer–herder clashes in Burkina Faso, Breusers et al. (1998) suggest that it had been a long-time phenomenon for herders to search for pasture southwards during the dry season. In the course of the search, they often get entangled with farmers when the herds trample their crops. Scholars have also drawn attention to the difference in the political economy of pastoralists and agrarians. According to the International Crisis Group (2014), pastoralists migrated and sometimes reached agricultural areas in southern Nigeria before harvest time, and this has created tensions that easily have degenerated into open clashes. And Tonah associates the downward movement of herds with the Sahelian drought, which has accounted for the numerous conflictual cases. This view was also advanced in an earlier study by R. Blench (1994) on the Fulani herdsmen in Nigeria. Ofuoku and Isife (2009) believe that the introduction of irrigated farming in the savannah belt of Nigeria, and the increased withering of pasture during the dry season, made less pasture available to cattle herders. The crisis has disrupted life and economic activities for these displaced populations. Yet, the conflict’s roots lie in climate-induced degradation and changes that have significantly reduced the pasture available to herders. These changes have dynamically altered herding patterns in the past few decades, provoking various reactions, including forcing herders to seek alternative pastures in the south. Additionally, the overflow of the crises in the Maghreb and a desire to be closer to the market have driven herders down south. Thus, climatic changes have influenced the agricultural terrain, setting the rural poor (herders and farmers) against each other.

Overall, Nigerian agriculture has undergone significant change from a period of growth and expansion at the beginning of the twentieth century to decline and crisis toward the end of the century. This change has been influenced by several factors, including the nature of state intervention and policy and farmers’ responses to market incentives or forces. Also, agricultural change has been affected by structural changes in the economy, particularly the emergence of petroleum as the main source of government revenue. This, in addition to environmental factors, has affected the nature of agriculture in Nigeria.
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Chapter 28 

Architecture, Infrastructure, and the Built Environment in Nigeria

Toyin Falola

Introduction

In its simplest form, architecture involves the complex designing of structure and aesthetics for the creation of an edifice. However, to prevent confusion between building and architecture in Nigeria, it is pertinent to further define and conceptualize architecture for this study. Simplifying it at first as the “art or science of building,” the dictionary defines architecture specifically as “the art or practice of designing and building structures and especially habitable ones” (Merriam Webster). This definition and the language—“especially habitable ones”—show and clarify that architecture is not restricted to homes but any physical building. Architecture is defined thus:


The profession of designing buildings, open areas, communities, and other artificial constructions and environments, usually with some regard to aesthetic effect. Architecture often includes design or selection of furnishings and decorations, supervision of construction work, and the examination, restoration, or remodeling of existing buildings (Dictionary.com).



The word “architecture” involves planning, constructing, and designing buildings or structures in a way that reveals the aesthetics conceived and executed (What is architecture?). From the above, and as will be seen in this study, architecture throughout history has been used in many contexts as a craft/trade, thereby categorizing it as a science and an art simultaneously. Often, architects employ signature designs though occasionally they convey messages and/or themes. These may be universal or specific to the owner/commissioner (e.g., their power, wealth, position, status, etc.). These are reflected in the physical designs and the materials used to design and construct the building. Thus, the important factors to be considered when assessing any architectural building include the owner of the physical structure, the level of wealth possessed, the architect, and the building contractor.

In examining these aspects, it is essential to differentiate between an architect and a builder. Holmes (2016) has made this distinction in a blog contribution wherein he explains that a builder is someone trained and skilled in the craft of building a home, either from existing plans to which they can make adjustments and improvements as well as add custom features or self-conceived plans; while an architect is a skilled professional tasked with creating a plan or structure for the builder to work with. This serves to classically divide their perhaps similar roles into the brain and the hand. While the architect is the brain that builds the plan for the proposed building project, the builder is the hand that executes what the architect has laid out in their plans. However, this is not to eliminate the existential possibilities of trained architects who double as builders or trained builders who are also fine architects.

Infrastructure is a more glaring extension of “architecture” in that it goes beyond physical structures to include additional facilities primary to the functionality of a system. It is “the basic facilities, services, and installations needed for the functioning of a community or society” (Wiktionary). It is also defined as “the system of public works of a country, state, or region/resources (personnel, buildings, or equipment) required for an activity” (Merriam Webster). These facilities include transportation systems (roads, ports, railways, bridges), housing and industry, electric, water, sewage system, and telecommunications.

Hamutak (2015) classified infrastructure into two parts: hard and soft infrastructure. In his classification, hard infrastructure refers to the tangible, physical components of a state that allows it to function; these are constructed for long-term use by the government and its citizens. On the other hand, soft infrastructure consists of institutions established to sustain the state’s political, economic, social-cultural, health, and educational standards; this includes public agencies, academic programs, etc. These infrastructures (hard and soft) are often publicly funded by the government from taxpayers’ money. Simultaneously, private industries also partially contribute to infrastructural development for their ease of doing business and fulfill their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Here it should be recognized that hard infrastructure, the focus of this study, requires huge financial capital while soft infrastructure relies more on human capital than financial resources.

Chappelow (2020) provides more insight by explaining the importance of infrastructure; he states that infrastructure is “the foundation upon which the structure of the economy is built.” This serves to provide understanding into the impact of infrastructural development on a state’s economy by spurring economic growth. This idea was also expressed by Ayesha (2020) where she expressed that infrastructure is crucial to fostering a country’s economy and alleviating poverty. Specifically, she said:


The expansion in infrastructure facilities such as irrigation, rural electrification, roads, and road transport will promote agricultural growth and setting up of agro-processing industries. These general infrastructure facilities will help farmers and owners of processing industries to get their requirements of raw materials, fertilizers and other inputs at cheap rate and also help them to bring their products to the markets which are located in big towns and cities. (Ayesha 2020)



Here Ayesha emphasizes the importance of infrastructural development in stimulating agricultural growth. Though in Nigeria, economic growth dynamics are not restricted to agriculture. The uptake in the discovery, usage, and exploitation of oil necessitates that a historical examination of infrastructural development’s contribution to economic growth not be restricted to agriculture. Other industries, including oil, power and energy, and citizens’ employment in the labor force will also be examined.

Like the United States, where the Energy Department, Homeland Security, and Transportation Department are responsible for developing and maintaining specific infrastructures, ministers in Nigeria (e.g., the Ministries of Housing, Power, Works, and Transportation, etc.) take care of these structures across the country. However, in the African context, unlike the Western countries, nations attract foreign aid through loans and investments from private companies from larger foreign countries to develop and upgrade their infrastructures.

The lack of many of these infrastructures or their relative inadequacy concerning the country’s demography hinders the growth of many developing countries’ economies, such as Nigeria (Byoungki 2006). This discrepancy highlights infrastructure utilization as one of, if not the largest, metrics used in classifying developed and developing countries of the world. Infrastructural development is a crucial factor in evaluating administrations in developing countries, as administrations strive to meet the demands or set the standard for modernity. Particularly in the capitalist world, good infrastructural development spurs increased productivity as these systems provide ease of production and incur a lower cost, allowing for a higher profit margin and even reduced prices for local sales.

Built Environment, also known as “built world,” refers to “human-made space[s] in which people live, work and recreate on a day-to-day basis” (Roof and Oleru 2008). In essence, the built environment implies that the environment is created for several purposes; it is the artificial creation of man that visualizes how he would like his day-to-day environment to look, evidently for his convenience. In this context, the built environment refers to the science of interrelations between human activities and the engendered environment and includes the management, design, and construction of this environment. This created environment is crucial to the execution of human activities as it provides the enabling setting. This includes “buildings, furnishings, open and public spaces, roads, utilities, and other infrastructure” (Collaborative on Health).

Having conceptualized the trio of architecture, infrastructure, and built environment, it is thus expedient to explain how they interrelate, as deduced from their definitions and their relevance and importance in the Nigerian context. The trio—as will be discussed subsequently as a single concept in most cases except where it is necessary to distinguish—depict the physical structures, constructions, space, and environment in a country, which are all crucial to its day-to-day functioning. They are the enabling and easily assessable metrics through which the development of a country is measured. Thus, for this study, the word infrastructure would be used more often to represent the trio as it is all-encompassing and more inclusive of the other two. As a result, Nigeria’s infrastructural development will be historicized and analyzed in this study, while its evolution and development trajectory will be examined. In this chapter, we will discuss how the country’s infrastructural development, especially in the colonial era, has been influenced by European colonialists’ economic and personal benefits.

Nigeria’s Infrastructural Development Precolonial Era

Narratives, especially Eurocentric ones, have always favored and situated development in Africa within the colonial context. That is, they project that there were no developments in Africa prior to colonial contact with the Europeans. The belief is that for any history of Africa to be constructed, according to A. P. Newton and his ilk, it must start with European activities in Africa. This would serve to endorse the narrative that Africa, or in this case, Nigeria, had no infrastructural developments prior to colonization. However, this perspective begs the question of how precolonial Nigerians were able to conduct intra- and inter-ethnic trades in the country.

Before addressing the state of precolonial Nigeria, it is apt to refer to Nigeria’s earlier history, such as the classical times. During this period, the Nok civilization located in Central Nigeria from about 500 BC to 200 BC, with an impressive knowledge of iron, set up places of habitation in Ife and around (Prucnal-Ogunsote 2001). Mark Cartwrightrecognized the Nok’s terracotta sculptures. These sculptures were the first in West Africa to have been created after mastering iron-smelting technology; the Nok then began to experiment with many varieties of architectural designs (Cartwright 2019). Although the civilization is most famous for its sculptural designs and construction, the aesthetics of their building constructions cannot be overlooked, such as those of another key period in the nation’s history, Yorubaland’s existence in the medieval era. Prucnal-Ogunsote captures the architectural situation of medieval Yorubaland descriptively as thus:


In the Yoruba zone… well-planned cities like Ile-Ife (11th century), Ilesha and Ekiti. The populace lived in compounds each of which had a large house set in a square-shaped space bounded by a high wall. Some were more than a half-acre in size and provided living space for a large family and kinsmen. There was only a single entrance. Inside, the compounds were divided into numerous rooms. Until the early twentieth century, most of the compounds as well as the Oba’s palace were roofed with thatch. (Prucnal-Ogunsote 2001)



When examining the variation in Nigeria’s architectural designs, it should be noted that the climate, geography, and human physiology have played a major role in the design and its institution and continue to do so. In the case of the North, this led to the construction of “curvilinear conical and mud-roofed structures” while “rectilinear thatch-roof mud houses” were often the case in the South (Prucnal-Ogunsote 2001).

As hitherto hinted, one of the major impacts of infrastructural development is on the economy; these developments aid and facilitate trading contacts and movement within Nigeria’s regions and between one and another. Nkwocha and Dibia emphasized how the built environment of pre-European-contact Nigerians relied on the creation of bush paths for ease of transportation to and from the workplace, especially among farmers, hunters, and market women (Nkwocha and Dibia 2014). It also facilitated inter-community transportation and pedestrian communication. Although this mode of transportation can be considered unsophisticated, it also could be imagined that this adapting of the environment through constructed paths must have been in existence since man began the act of hunting and gathering and embarking on long journeys. As in other parts of the world, people in Nigeria had started the exercise of artificially creating their environment for work and recreational purposes. Specifically, Nkwocha and Dibia posits that navigable rivers, streams, and creeks, like bush paths, were used by precolonial Nigerians of Owerri-Igbo to link with their neighbors, chiefly by traders and farmers who actively engaged in long-distance trade and commerce (Nkwocha and Dibia 2014). Canoes were also used to promote intra- and inter-group relations among the Owerri-Igbo communities and neighboring communities. The origin of roads and their economic importance has previously been discussed:


The origin of many Nigerian roads has remained very controversial. However, Falola and Ogunremi (1986:17) explain that primitive roads in the forest region were constructed by hunters, who had to create tracks while searching for games and by farmers, who were connecting one farm with another. As society stabilized, primitive communities used farmlands and farm trees to situate their boundaries. Pre-literate communities in the Owerri Igbo region constructed bush paths through communal efforts to boundary farmland spots. These bush paths served as transport routes that linked one neighbouring community to another. With the passage of time, these local paths gained both commercial and strategic importance because they were exploited by traders and head porters who participated actively in both internal and external commerce. (cited from Nkwocha and Dibia 2014: 219).



Although these paths or roads were not tarred, they constituted a veritable means of transportation that eased people’s movement from one place to another and their communication.

Adeokun, in her analysis of the precolonial architecture of the Orowa in Ile-Ife, submits that the compounds were ascribed to the highest importance in Yoruba town in a traditional setting (Adeokun 2013). Further, she asserts that:


These traditional domestic buildings have thick mud walls (cob structures between 6–12 inches), bamboo rafters or other termite resistant timber with thatched roof construction, and room sizes based on a standard module of 10 feet (ese bata mewa) (Osasona, 2007: 4). Some modifications were found in most of the traditional houses sampled; mainly in the use of corrugated roofing sheets instead of thatch, and occasionally, cement: sand plaster to mud walls. The traditional multi-generational family compound (agbo’ le) comprises of a group of Courtyard-type or Orowa-type houses or both. The courtyard house with its inward focus of small rooms around a large courtyard/impluvium or a series of interconnected small courtyards/impluvia was more common among the chiefly ranks and often developed in an agglomerative way, while the Orowa house is usually without courtyards. The case study town Ile-Ife is in a hot and humid forest region, and the effect of the weather is that open shaded spaces are more comfortable, particularly in the daytime. As such, thick adobe walls, coupled with small windows, the sloping roofs with eave overhangs, are commonly found in response to the weather. This architectural form of small rooms around a communal space is common in West Africa, as seen in Bini architecture…. Bedrooms tend to be small (about 2.8m x 3m), and are frequently without windows, and until recently without door locks, and [are] used mainly for sleeping. (Adeokun 2013)



The example of Ile-Ife made by Adeokun brings to light the influence of the climate on architectural designs in precolonial Yorubaland, as it was in precolonial Nigeria as a whole and indeed in West Africa.

Besides natural factors as enumerated above, considering Nigeria’s cultural diversity, some architectural designs also mirror the people’s cultural lifestyle and highlight their heritage symbols (Agboola 2014). These intangible factors account for variations in architecture, designs, themes, materials, and other infrastructure development aspects. Like culture, religion has also greatly influenced architecture in Nigeria; this is especially true of Islam before the coming of the Western colonizers.

Islamic Influence on Nigerian Architecture

Following the incursion of Islam south of the Sahara, Islam’s movement into West Africa began to show an influential presence in Hausaland, starting with Borno in the eleventh century. It later fully penetrated other areas by the sixteenth century, especially in Kano and Katsina, as Muslims took over the trans-Saharan trade.1 Since then, religion has contributed to some of Nigeria’s most delicate architectural designs, particularly in the northern region. These designs manifest chiefly in mosques, holy centers, Arabic schools, and even homes of wealthy or top Islamic religious leaders. Most notably, this influence is recognized worldwide as the Hongkiat survey ranks the national mosque at Abuja among the world’s top fifty most attractive religious centers (Adegboyejo 2018). It has provisions for a library, an Islamic school, and a conference center capable of hosting 500 persons at once. The Kano Central Mosque was first constructed sometime in the fifteenth century before it was reconstructed by the British during the colonial era centers (Adegboyejo 2018). Another Islamic construction built in precolonial Nigeria is the Lagos Central Mosque erected on Nnamdi Azikiwe Street in 1841 centers (Adegboyejo 2018). These buildings exemplify the integration of culture into architecture, created before the arrival of colonists, which has manifested in the form of dynamic aesthetics and thoughtful design, worthy of international recognition.

Christian Influence on Nigerian Architecture

Christianity first established contact with the western coast of Nigeria in the fifteenth century when the Portuguese established trade relations with Warri and Benin’s kingdoms (Galadima and Turaki 2001). However, it did not penetrate the country until the 1840s with the abolition of slavery and Bishop Ajayi Crowther’s return in 1841 alongside other slave returnees. Upon their return, churches opened at their respective convergence places, such as Abeokuta and Lagos, and spread across the country. To spread the gospel, Henry Venn advocated strongly for developing settlements and creating a built environment for preachers and parishioners to carry out their mission.2 While Manchester merchants began developing the cotton trade and apprenticeship schemes, the missionaries also started introducing modern architectures, buildings, medicines, and printing in Abeokuta, Lagos, and eventually at Onitsha and Lokoja (Galadima and Turaki 2001).

They also built sundry churches and schools using then-modern architectural designs. According to Adeboye, Adeyemi, and Moyo, “in other to achieve this (a place of worship), ecclesiastical architecture evolved as a result of the need for sacred space to start the missionary work” (Adeboye, Adeyemi, and Moyo 2014). Initially, the first attempt at building a church found a model in traditional architecture, in what the authors describe as “organic ecclesiastical architecture” with the use of Agia tree, bamboo, and thatched roof in Badagry, Lagos (Adeboye, Adeyemi, and Moyo 2014). However, this was not to be for long as described by the author; the missionaries adopted the Western gothic style of architecture:


The quest for development later produced the St. Thomas Anglican Church, Badagry which was built in 1845 in Gothic style, and it became the first church building in Nigeria thereby pioneering ecclesiastical architecture (cited in Adeboye, Adeyemi, and Moyo 2014: 20). At that same time, there was the need to provide a decent living apartment for the clergy…. So, existing domestic buildings could not be used for their residence. Previous experiences during the slave trade period helped these Anglican Missionaries to bring with them a two-storey prefabricated timber house from Sierra Leone in 1852 for their accommodation. Field survey confirmed that the building has been preserved as a monument because it was the first [storied] building in Nigeria. (Adeboye, Adeyemi, and Moyo 2014).



This helps to explain Christian missionaries’ contribution to the architectural growth of churches and introduce new designs of houses in Nigeria. Some of the houses, as seen, arose out of the need for habitats other than the regular local housing provision in the South-West of Nigeria. What further enhanced this was the import of prefabricated timbers. With this model, many more followed:


A similar house was built in Lagos and another one in Ibadan two years later. This form of house and construction pioneered high rise residential buildings in Nigeria. The missionaries tried to create a status for themselves because the alternative could have been mu thatch since the brick construction was comparatively expensive. The model became a prototype for the first set of colonial buildings described by Mary Kingsley as “abominations” because of their noisy roofs and open verandas (cited in Adeboye, Adeyemi, and Moyo 2014: 21)…. A stable environment for construction to flourish begun in 1863 encouraged the construction of monumental church buildings. Afro-Brazilians contributed immensely at that time and in fact became the backbone of the building industry in Nigeria (Godwin, 2005). All the early churches that were built were foreign mission established…. These early established Churches attached liturgical and theological meanings to the architecture of their church buildings. They introduced the ornamentation around the entrance porch to announce the holiness of the interior sacred space. The aisle tried to draw the congregation to the altar and the pews on either side became the gangway of a ship carrying worshippers to God. The altar, the holy heart of the building, was contained in a separated and sacred space (cited in Adeboye, Adeyemi, and Moyo 2014: 21).



Indeed, lands were allocated in Lagos to the missionaries, upon which they constructed varying church buildings with the backbone being the Afro-Brazilians as identified by Adeboye et al. Some of these early churches built using the gothic style of architecture include “The First Baptist Church, No. 24 Breadfruit Street, Lagos (1883–1887); Holy Trinity Church, Ebute Ero, Lagos (1912–1929); The Cathedral Church of Christ, No. 29 Marina, Lagos (1925–1946); African Church Cathedral (Bethel), Broad Street, Lagos (1928) ….” (Adeboye, Adeyemi, and Moyo 2014).

Architecture, Infrastructure, and Built Environment from Colonial Times to Present

Today, Nigeria continues to house substantial modern architectural designs along with massive and productive infrastructures across the country. These encompass the built environment necessary for thriving economic, political, and socio-cultural structures in the country and even the peoples of the country and their ease of living. With Lagos being the hub of initial colonial settlements, it is understandable to look at Nigeria’s infrastructural development with Lagos at the center. From the time Lagos became a colony in 1861 to early 1900, there was an influx of settlers of both the Yoruba and non-Yoruba, such as Igbo, Edo, Izon, Hausa, etc., which increased, especially in the late 1930s. Meanwhile, the Europeans resided at Ikoyi, where urban development was concentrated, establishing the army barracks and police force (Olukoju 2013).

Furthermore, in the twentieth century, the Bubonic plague (1924–1930) created a population shift and refocusing on urban development as neighborhoods were evacuated, and swamps like Oko Awo were drained (Faleye 2017). As a result, people moved to the mainland, where the Ebute Metta and Yaba housing schemes and the creation of the Lagos Executive Development Board (LEDB) to be in charge of town planning and “urban renewal” were situated (Olukoju 2013). However, it is important to state that the government was not alone in providing housing, thereby leading to unregulated and disorganized urban development; migration into these “settlements” and the poor execution of the laws guiding town planning persisted. Many local communities like Mushin, Ikeja, Ajeromi, Somolu, Oshodi, and Agege, under local administration by district councils, also did not have the material and legal capacity to affect town planning (Olukoju 2013). This provided rooms for private urban developers to seize the opportunity to develop the communities and provide housing as they deemed fit and as it benefited them, thus unregulated.

Banking

Banking is another institution worthy of examination. To facilitate trade in Nigeria between the British merchants and traders in Nigeria, monetization was introduced into Nigeria’s economy, which necessitated the founding of commercial banks in the country, with the first being the Bank of British West Africa (BBWA) in 1894, which later became First Bank of Nigeria (Agajelu 2018). BBWA maintained the banking monopoly for about thirty-two years until Barclays Bank was established in 1926, while the Central Bank of Nigeria was later founded in 1959 to oversee both banks’ activities.

Transportation


“The material development of Africa is summed up in one word— transportation.”

Lugard. (Olubomehin 2012)



The transportation system in the precolonial era was crude and insufficient for modernity or adequate for trade. Trekking makes long-distance trade tedious, and roads were not suitable for automobiles. These shortcomings prompted the necessity for a transportation infrastructural revolution. Indeed, Lord Lugard highlighted the economic importance of this, as quoted by Agajelu. According to him, “that produce worth £30 a ton at the port of shipment will have cost its full value to transport over a distance of less than 200 miles, leaving nothing for original cost of production and profit to the producer” (Agajelu 2018). Lugard’s attention highlights the profit-driven development of the colonial masters. With Nigeria blessed with suitable waterways connected to one another, the British colonialists took advantage of this natural provision and built ports and harbors from which raw materials were exported and finished products imported. From here, the colonial investment in transportation commenced, especially with Governor Ralph Moor’s promulgation of the Roads and Rivers Ordinance of 1903 (Agajelu 2018). According to Agajelu, water transportation had its limitations in facilitating colonial trade (Agajelu 2018). This failure is attributed to the waterways’ location, which did not always lead directly to the site of production, and the far distance of these sites to the waterways fostered the necessity for alternative means of transportation. This led to the development of railways and an increase in the construction of road transportation. Lawal, in his work, argued that the development of the transport system was not for the interest of Nigerians but the “improvement and expansion of British commerce, trade, as well as its distributive system” (Lawal 1997).

According to Agajelu, six major factors facilitated the heavy investments in rail infrastructures in Nigeria during the colonial period. They are:


1. The British were curious about the interior of Nigeria.

2. The British needed to create new markets in the interior of Nigeria for the expansion of trade.

3. As earlier mentioned, the British desired to connect the waterways with the far interior to enhance the movement of exports from the interior to the coast.

4. The mass importation and exportation of goods and lack of good roads to convey them.

5. Following the amalgamation, the problem of effective movement of colonial officers across the country became a challenge.

6. The need for the military to control territories in the interior so as to assert their authority over Nigerians. (Agajelu 2018)



Railway construction started with the first from Iddo, Lagos to the Yoruba hinterland following the persuasion of Liverpool and British merchants in Lagos in 1898, with the first proposal for one drafted as far back as 1877 in Lagos (Agajelu 2018) by John Whitford, who mirrored the selfish designs of the British saying:


Think of the benefit that it would be to England in increasing markets for manufactured goods and receiving additional produce in return. And lastly, reflect upon the fact that it would civilize the savage and prepare him for the missionary. (Whitford 1967)



Chuks Oluigbo captures railway development of Nigeria as follows:


The earliest railway line running from Lagos into the Yoruba hinterland was to begin from Ebute Metta and run through Abeokuta-Ilaro. Construction work on the line commenced at Iddo in 1898, got to Ibadan by 1901, and from there to Jebba on the Niger in 1909. The line advanced to Kano in 1911, and the Lagos-Kano route was opened to traffic on January 1, 1912. Subsequently, a permanent bridge across the Niger was constructed and opened to traffic in 1914. (Oluigbo 2013)



While the Lagos–Ibadan railway lines were under construction, the then-governor of the Northern protectorates commenced constructing a railway line in 1901, which started at Zungeru to Kaduna (Oluigbo 2013). According to the same source, in 1907, he began another railway construction from Baro in Niger, which passed through Zungeru and Zaria to Kano. In 1914, the Bauchi Light Railway was constructed, ending at Buruku in Jos for the mining of tin in the region (Oluigbo 2013). In the Eastern region, coal was discovered in 1909 at Udi, in Enugu, prompting a rail line that linked it to Port Harcourt; the construction commenced in 1913 and ended in 1916 before eventually linking up with the rail line at Kaduna in 1926 (Oluigbo 2013).

Between 1919 and 1939, famously regarded as the inter-war years, several other rail lines were constructed, which linked the regions. Indeed, they effectively sealed the geographical unification of the entity called Nigeria. While not losing sight of the main motive for these several rail lines, trading depots were established along these rail lines in cities such as Ibadan, Ilaro, Abeokuta, and Osogbo in the West; Kafanchan, Kaduna, Kano, Jos, and Ilorin to the North; and Enugu, Port Harcourt, Otukpo, Makurdi, Uzuakoli, Aba, and Umuahia in the East (Njoku 2001). These strategic locations facilitated trade across the country and improved the exportation of raw materials. It is also noteworthy that the inter-region railway development created the emergence of trading centers that encouraged population shifts and an upsurge of urban centers across the country. The economic importance and improvement were not to be missed by Njoku, who noted the increase in groundnut export from 955 tons to 8,910 between 1910 and 1915 and by 1925 with increased rail lines to 127,226 tons (Njoku 2001). The professor of history in Nsukka further records that:


Up to the 1940s, the railway played a central role in passenger and freight traffic in Nigeria. In 1924–5, the year reliable railway data began to appear, the tonnage of goods increased from 560,000 to 1,002,000 in 1927–8. In 1937–8, when the Great Depression began to ease off, the tonnage was 1,201,000. Passenger traffic increased in 1924–5 from 1,923,000 to 3,851,000 in 1929–30, and then to 8,426,000 in 1936–7. (Njoku 2001)



It is imperative here to recognize that though an increase in population movement and transport of Nigerian goods occurred due to the construction, the initial motives of construction and beneficiaries of this movement of materials and goods were colonial figures. This understanding of prioritizing colonial interests must then be extended to road transportation. Given that rail transport would take more time and would not serve as a means of private transportation for government personnel, the first motorized road was constructed in Nigeria in 1906, traversing Ibadan to Oyo (Odeleye 2000). The pace of road transport development was such that by 1914, there existed 3,200 kilometers of roads running through the country and by 1926, this incredibly increased to 41,780 kilometers (Odeleye 2000). The revolution of road transportation, using the case study of Western Nigeria, was in 1920. This year is primarily instrumental as Olubomehin explains. The earlier roads before 1920 were slightly better than what existed precolonial and could only accommodate “light motor vehicles” (Olubomehin 2012). The economic interest in allowing for larger quantities of goods, heavier types of goods, more motor vehicles and larger motor vehicles for trade and administration purposes spurred the establishment of better roads involving the native and provincial administration and specifically developed more road networks in Ondo and Ijebu, which were the remaining provinces in Western Nigeria (Olubomehin 2012).

Olubomehin also discussed the contribution of the missionaries to road contribution in Nigeria:


In the Lagos Colony, Gershion Ricketts who was a missionary spearheaded the construction of a road to link Agbowa with Sagamu and Ikorodu (Adefuye, 1983: 145). Ikorodu was a popular Remo commercial and river port. Hitherto, the link with Ikorodu from Agbowa was by canoe. Ricketts recruited labor from the age groups in Agbowa for the road construction. He gave the technical direction and also provided most of the equipment used. The Agbowa—Ikorodu road completed in 1923 injected life into the economic development of the Colony because it facilitated the transportation of food products from Agbowa and rubber products from Itoikin—Ago Hausa area to Lagos. (Olubomehin 2012)



It is also important to point out that the increased demand for agricultural produce and raw materials exportation from the country increased the need for more road networks, especially in the South-West of Nigeria. The dynamics of road transportation in Nigeria changed after the First World War, with more Nigerians getting involved in the job/business of road transportation; this ultimately led to and allowed for the privatization of the industry. For instance, while S. O. Ojo and Mayegun opened the business in Abeokuta and Salami Agbaje in Ibadan, W. A. Dawodu was the foremost transporter in Lagos, with Awolowo and Odutola holding forte in Lagos (Olubomehin 2012). This resulted in an increase in the number of vehicles operating in the then South-Western region in Nigeria. In Oyo province specifically, the number of vehicles existent increased from 174 in 1921 to 504 in 1924.3

Besides the colonial government and indigenous private individuals, foreigners also invested in the road transport business. For example, Weekes Transport was firmly established in Eastern Nigeria from where it expanded to Osogbo in Oyo in 1927, operating in several places across the South-West, such as Ogbomoso, Ife, Abeokuta, Ede, and Ijebu-Ode (Drummond-Thompson 1993). Additionally, Lebanese and Syrian businessmen possessed trailers used in hauling cargoes and other road vehicles in huge numbers (Stewart 1961). These contributed to the country’s economic growth, increased trading activities, urbanization, and population growth. Road transportation was also crucial to the development of firms and industries in the hinterland. According to Olubomehin:


From 1920, many of the firms started opening shops in different parts of Western Nigeria. In Ijebu province, Messrs John Holt and Miller Brothers which had been in the Ijebu lagoon market of Ejinrin since 1917 moved to the in-land town of Ijebu Ode 40 Afr. J. Hist. Cult. and opened a store there in 1923. Further in-land, Messrs G.B. Ollivant and Paterson Zochonis started business in Oyo in 1921. Between 1923 and 1924, Messrs Maclver Limited and MacNeil Limited operated in parts of Ondo province. (Olubomehin 2012)



These trading firms intensified economic activities in South-Western Nigeria. They promoted trading activities in the hinterland and facilitated the export and import of raw materials and finished goods.

Electricity

The history of modern electricity infrastructure in Nigeria dates to 1896, although it was not until 1929 that the Nigerian Electricity Supply Company (NESC) was instituted.4 The total capacity at inception in Lagos was 60kW, while the establishment of the NESC in 1929, fifteen years after, allowed for nationwide accessibility to electricity. Electricity reached Kaduna in 1929, Enugu in 1933, Maiduguri in 1934, Yola in 1937, Zaria in 1938, Warri in 1939, and Calabar in 1939 (Awosope 2014). Though, it was not until 1950 that electricity in the country was centralized and unified under the Electricity Corporation of Nigeria (ECN) via Ordinance No.15, while the Native Authorities (NAs) were allowed to maintain the management of their electricity system (Awosope 2014). The colonial government also established the Niger Dams Authority (NDA) to generate electricity using a hydro-power system (Awosope 2014). With the Ordinance, all-electric generating systems in the country, both owned by the government or by native authorities, came under the ECN control. The consequence of this, according to Awosope, was the improvement of “the electric power supply in the country through grid connection of generation, transmission, and distribution of electricity.” (Awosope 2014)

The rise of urbanization across the country, the increase in infrastructural developments, and the population shifts across the board meant an increased demand for electricity in Nigeria, hence, the establishment of more power stations in Kano, Ibadan, and especially Ijora, which supplied power to Sagamu, Ikorodu, Ijebu-Ode, and other satellite towns in Western Nigeria (Awosope 2014). The economic dimension of this increase in the supply and demand for electricity is best seen in the pattern of power installation and distribution. The major focus of power distribution was to places of economic importance to the colonial masters. For instance, in 1923, a two-megawatt plant was installed at the Kwali River by the miners of tin in Jos (Simpson 1969). Subsequently, in 1929, a private firm—the hitherto mentioned NESC—was instituted near Jos to ensure the management of the hydro-electric power plant located at Kura to supply power to the mining industry (Simpson 1969). Similarly, the United African Company (UAC) established a new private power enterprise in Sapele to provide power to the African Timber and Plywood Company (Simpson 1969). This concentration of quality and substantial power supply to specific parts of the country versus others was a determined emphasis on those economically viable areas to the reigning powers.

Water Supply

Water supply is another crucial infrastructure worthy of examination in this essay. In the precolonial era, the primary sources of water in Nigeria were rain (primarily), rivers, ponds, and streams. Wells had started being dug before Nigeria’s amalgamation in 1914 by Nigerians to cater to their various needs. However, the introduction of a modern supply of water was not available until the twentieth century. With the development of urbanization in Nigeria and the regional pattern/timeline, it is no surprise that Abeokuta and Lagos in Southern Nigeria benefited from water supply first in 1911 and 1914, respectively (Akpen 2019). In the northern part of Nigeria, however, the water supply had hitherto reached Lokoja through condensers to obtain it from the river and was consumed by Lord Lugard and the European hospital in the city as early as 1904 (Akpen 2019). While the modern water supply was not entirely to serve the Europeans’ economic interest, it was selfishly designed to suit their personal use. This is especially the case given unclean water heightened the risk of malaria. Hence, it remained a concern. Akpen captured the indifference of infrastructure developers regarding the native people and their structures:


Clay padded wells were drilled close to the residential houses inhabited by the Europeans. Each of the wells was equipped with a pump tube where water was easily pumped instead. However, this scheme was rather expensive and was later abandoned because it was more expensive importing the pumping machines from England. (Akpen 2019)



However, despite their reluctance to commit the needed finances to the development of water supply, the belief in the pollution and impurity of Nigerian waters5 forced the British to make it a priority in an era dominated by the construction of rails and roads. However, from 1917 to 1929, a serious commitment on the part of the government, especially with the Nigerian Township Ordinance No. 29 of 1917 on urban amenities, prompted the shifting of attention to the water supply (Akpen 2019). Indeed, the water project is believed to have been one of the biggest funded by native authorities in Northern Nigeria.6 With this development in 1930, water supply increased from 39,500,000 in 1931 to 137,021,028 in 1936 (Akpen 2019). However, even with this development, the Second World War brought a huge challenge to the development of water infrastructure in Nigeria due to the concentration of colonial efforts to export raw materials, especially agricultural produce. Most importantly, there were fewer European personnel, resulting in lower water demand. However, upon the completion and return of more colonial personnel, water treatment and distribution programs in Nigeria heightened from 1945 to 1950.

Conclusion

This study has examined the architectural and infrastructural development of Nigeria before and after colonization. While the colonial administration developed Nigeria to some extent through the imposition of infrastructure, a closer look at the development pattern indicates that most of this development was for Nigeria’s economic exploitation along with administrative bias and benefits, as it was in other African colonies. Lastly, and equally important, the “built environment” created by these structures was pointedly created for the benefits of colonial citizens and authority figures with a strict disregard for the quality of life for the native people of Nigeria.

Notes

1.See, “Islam in Nigeria.” Accessed October 8, 2020. https://www.ascleiden.nl/content/webdossiers/islam-nigeria#:~:text=71%20527%203354).-,Introduction,evident%20in%20Kano%20and%20Katsina

2.See, Church Missionary Society Archive, Section IV: Africa Missions. Retrieved from http://www.ampltd.co.uk/collections_az/CMS-4-03/description.aspx on October 10, 2020.

3.National Archives, Ibadan (N.A.I.), CSO 26/11874 Ondo Province, Annual Report, 1924:129.

4.See Nigerian Electricity Regulatory Commission. Accessed October 13, 2020. https://nerc.gov.ng/index.php/home/nesi/401-history#:~:text=Electricity%20generation%20started%20in%20Nigeria,Company%2C%20was%20established%20in%201929.&text=In%202O10%2C%20the%20Nigerian%20Bulk,electric%20power%20from%20generation%20companies

5.See NAK/SNP, File No 27857 “Public Water Supplies-Purification of 1937.”

6.Lugard and the Amalgamation of Nigeria: A Documentary Record Being a Repr. Of the Report by Sir FD Lugard on the Amalgamation of Northern and Southern Nigeria and Administration, 1912–1919, Together with Supplementary Unpubl. Amalgamation Reports, and Other Relevant Documents. Frank Cass, 1968.
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Chapter 29 

An Afrocentric Overview of Education, Health, and Welfare Service in Twenty-First-Century Nigeria

Jamaine M. Abidogun

Introduction

This chapter looks at social services in Nigeria and their status in the twenty-first century. It is necessary to understand what is being looked at, how it developed, and how it is being measured or evaluated. The framework for this is necessarily Afrocentric to avoid slanting the review and the results to a Western, neo-colonial viewpoint. While the chapter begins with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Indicators, it then puts into perspective what this means on the ground. Specifically, why is it that Nigeria has not fallen into a failed state status even though it ranks in the bottom third of countries on the UNDP Human Development Indicators. The answer is that African institutions remain in existence alongside and within the nation-state Western-based institutions of education, health, and welfare. This chapter provides a brief sampling of how these African institutions survive and continue to contribute to a nation's wellbeing.

According to the UNDP, in 2019, Nigeria ranked 158th out of 189 countries and territories (2019a, 2) based on their Human Development Indicators presented as “composite indices of human development” (ibid., 1). These indicators and indices are largely based on scaled rankings of Western-based institutions and citizens’ access to and benefit from them, including such institutions as health, education, employment, and related social welfare services (UNDP 2019b).1 But these statistics are only half the story. Nigeria’s social services in the post-independence era consist to this day of African and Western health, education, employment, and social welfare institutions that at times run parallel to each other or act as complementary to the other or even transform into hybrid or syncretic institutions, so they may or may not fall under institutions or agencies that are reported as official from the state and national systems to organizations like the UNDP. As an indication of the validation problems with these rankings, even though the UNDP never directly refers to African indigenous institutions, their report includes the following warning:


There is no single African trend in inequality, not even clear regional trends. Income distributions evolved in a wide variety of ways across countries, which underlines the role of national institutions and policies in shaping inequality. Given the important differences in data quality across African countries, the lack of harmonization of data collection instruments and welfare concepts, and the irregularity of survey availability, comparing inequality trends is a perilous exercise, and the results must be interpreted with great caution. (2019b, 116)



This is the case because historically, these Western institutions were never uniformly established and accessed across Nigeria. Even though Western institutions and practices were introduced during the colonial era, they rarely extended their services beyond urban centers where the British colonials governed and conducted their business and trade except for access roads and rail for trade reasons. For this reason, the majority of Nigerians from the colonial period to present access a dual system of ethnonational institutions and state-operated Western institutions that run parallel to or co-mingle in a syncretic fashion to provide social welfare options in education, health, and social welfare services. In this chapter, Western institutions refer to the institution’s model’s origin, i.e., education, healthcare, or welfare. They are historically Western colonial impositions that Nigeria inherited and then adopted and adapted to the nation-state. Although African institutions’ inclusion may not move Nigeria into the top third of countries for social services indicators, it does help explain how Nigeria continues as a nation-state despite its dismal rating in the UNDP Human Development Indicators.

Ethnonational institutions exist within Nigeria; their historical placement within the nation-state is explained by Toyin Falola, “National identities [nation-state] are newer, created mainly during the twentieth century, …Ethnic identities are much older…. The groups remain today, reorganized into different modern countries and constituting the basis of identities different from the nation-state…. Ethnic nationalism [therefore] involves a commitment to an established cultural group, the old nation and identity” (2003, 128). This chapter does not address the politics of nation-state versus ethnic nationalism. Rather it uses the term ethnonation to recognize the ongoing reality of multiple African civilizations, each with their own education, health, and social welfare institutions co-existing, somewhat reconfigured due to colonial and neo-colonial transformations, within Nigeria’s borders (Abidogun 2012). This reality is central to understanding the complexity of Nigeria’s education, health, and welfare operations.

African indigenous or ethnonational social institutions, including education, health, and welfare structures and practices as part of Nigeria’s national system, are often overlooked, especially by external observers, such as the UNDP. The reason for this oversight is that these institutions are constitutionally governed primarily at the local level. Even though they often operate at state and regional levels, the Nigeria Constitution leaves the primary oversight with emirate or traditional councils. F. A. Olasupo and I. O. Fayomi summarize Nigeria’s recognition and official support of ethnic local governance introduced through the 1976 Local Government Reform as:


a landmark in four important respects that proved to empower it. The empowerments are in the areas of uniformity, making the newly reformed democratic local government councils a third tier of government with constitutional recognition, and the separation of traditional rulers from the local government council and constituting them into a separate council known as traditional or emirate councils (fourth estate of the realm)….

Today in the academia, they (emirate/traditional councils) are referred to as the “fourth level of government” or “fourth estate of the realm,” grass-root government or community government, village government, or local development agencies’ village development organs, etc. These traditional councils are seen as “alternative non state structures that can respond to the economic and social needs” of the people. (2017, 98–99)



This fourth estate of traditional rulers provides a point of governmental contact with ethnonational social, health, and education institutions that operate through local communities and create state and regional networks. Constitutionally within the national government, the 1976 Local Government Reform created a dual council system that served as a function of the nation-state and served the ethnonation.

Even where Western institutions did exist early on, the British policy of indirect rule largely left Nigerians to decide whether to adopt or participate in these institutions. The two primary motivations to adopt Western institutions were either to gain access to colonial trade and income (to pay colonial taxes) or to gain political access to the colonial system. Missionary groups were the dominant groups in establishing and running these institutions within colonial Nigeria, but always under British authority. Many Africans in colonial Nigeria did become converts and eventually ran or extended these services, especially women. Winifred Nwaefido Obasi provides examples from the Igbo colonial experience where “Igbo women had some of the first interactions with Western medicine in Southeastern Nigeria through the medical mission’s activities” (2018, 163). She further explains how the result was often the combining of Igbo medicinal and Western medicinal practices. These were limited yet important interactions during colonialism that shaped early dualist or syncretic transformations in the Western and ethnonational institutions. Because of the geographically limited imposition of many Western-modeled social institutions during the colonial period, and with no mandate (unlike the French or Belgian assimilation policies), it is common to this day in Nigeria’s post-independence era to experience African indigenous-based social services in various contexts either in place of or in tandem with Western-derived social services. After all, it was not until the post-independence era via Nigeria’s national and state agencies that Western-derived social service institutions were established as commonplace across the country. While social services cover a broad range of civil institutions, this chapter’s focus is primarily on developing education, health, and social welfare agencies. In keeping to the limits of one chapter, social welfare is described here as social work in the areas of family welfare, such as child and elderly services.

African civilizations’ indigenous or traditional social service institutions’ origins date back to a conservative estimate of 2500 BC when Niger-Congo-speaking people began to migrate south of the Sahara due to desiccation of the Sahara region. This early date is a reminder that within Nigeria’s borders are hundreds of ethnonational societies, who continued to maintain and develop these institutions to the present day. In the twenty-first century, these African indigenous institutions are reconfigured due to colonial and post-independence contestations over what is Nigerian and whose political and social status is taken into account regarding resource allocation socio-political access. Like the early Christian converts mentioned previously, most Nigerian personnel who work in Western derived institutions or international organizations adopt, resist, and transform these institutions within their institutional constraints; resulting in the inclusion or syncretic transformation of their particular ethnonational knowledge or practices incorporated into their work (Abidogun 2011; Nwaefido Obasi 2018). Even though violent competitions occur between the nation-state and local controls, African indigenous institutions have met the test of time and, to varying degrees in a variety of forms, continue to provide ethnonational indigenous social services.

Education

African Education

African education is often referenced as “traditional” or “indigenous” to indicate that it was and is a product of African civilizations. As A. A. Abdi observed, “Neither Europeans, nor Africans, nor Asians or others would have existed continuously without organized systems of learning that actually possess and pertained to the now formalized, so-said big questions of philosophy of education” (2020, 205). These systems are the foundation of African education systems to this day. Initially, these systems were misidentified as limited to meet local needs and presented as such even in Nigeria secondary social studies curriculum, as “the traditional or natural education where ideas, norms, attitudes, values, beliefs and culture are original to the people” (Munakaya and Floyd 1985, 21).2 Several instructional methods common to most African education systems to facilitate knowledge production and learning were developed over time to include age grade, gender division (or gendered spheres), and apprentice or mentored learning methods. These instructional organizations and methods remain common practices across contemporary Africa.

Age grade methods appear throughout Nigerian cultures; for example, the Igbo and Yoruba civilizations, with well-defined systems that class children according to their age or generation. These groups learn tasks and skills in age-referenced sequence. Learning of local or family history to basic chores, such as yard care or household chores, may begin with children aged five to six years old and have little or no gender division involved. As the age grade matures, gender division is introduced for various skills and content to acculturate youth to societal expectations and control who and how specific knowledge is produced and transferred within the education system. For example, gender division is common for rituals and rites, especially related to puberty or initiation rites to signify entry into adulthood. Also, many traditional occupations base training along age grades with gender divisions. In rural areas, male age grades may learn skills in clearing fields and house building or hunting, scribe or in-depth mentoring in history or literature, while female age grades learn crop tending, basic herbal or medicinal remedies, childcare, and cooking. It is also common to find religious or spiritual leadership mentoring/learning within both genders, but with specific roles or titles as the focus of their training. It should be noted that these skills and knowledge bases are at times accessible to children without gender consideration, especially if there is only one gender in that generation in the family or a child demonstrates extraordinary promise or potential (see Abidogun 2018; Emeagwali and Dei 2014; Kolawole 2006; Ogundipe 2007). This is a brief summary of commonalities across many West African indigenous education systems.

Occupations are learned in African education, most commonly by apprenticeships. Common occupations for girls may be marketing, sewing, pottery making, or basket weaving, while boys may learn carpentry, bricklaying, or automobile repair. Specific civilizations’ arts are developed and taught via this system, such as beadwork, sculpture, weaving, cloth making or dyeing, carving, woodworking, or mask making. Each African civilization varies somewhat in these gendered divisions. Mentors may be related or nonrelated depending on the cultural norms of each ethnic group; this mentoring may also be augmented by public school vocational courses where available.3 Integrated across this basic education structure are the more abstract aspects of knowledge production and learning, including history, government, philosophy, religion, and the arts. These areas are taught by mentors through oral tradition and guided practice. Content concepts and structures are developed and transferred through oral interpretation, participant-observation, instruction, and practice from generation to generation at times in a guild, other times as family disciplines, and still others on an individual basis based on merit and demonstrated the potential of the student. While indigenous knowledge and practice are the cornerstones of African education, their development is intertwined with Islamic and Western education (Abidogun 2018, 2020; Dei 2018).

Islamic/Muslim Education

Islamic religion and Muslim culture brought another education system centuries ahead of Western education via the trans-Saharan trade routes to Africa. The trans-Saharan trade routes were active as early as the seventh century BCE across Northern Africa, where they were predominately controlled by Phoenicians out of Carthage, who gradually expanded into West Africa. By the fourth-century CE, through the introduction of the camel, the trans-Saharan trade routes brought traders from Northeast African and Southeast Asia (now known as the Middle East) (Shillington 2012, 54–56, 85–92). These early routes continued developing and growing in West Africa across and back into Northeast Africa, creating triangles of economic trade and production. By the eighth-century CE, Islamic traders, who regularly traveled into West Africa, introduced Islamic religious and Muslim education practices along these routes. Islamic or Muslim education slowly spread across Northern Nigeria, initially via accountants’ sharing of written accounting methods and itinerate mallams’ (Islamic teachers) religious teaching along these trans-Saharan trade routes. In Northern Nigeria, Islamic religion and Muslim culture gradually influenced the ruling classes of Hausa and Fulani ethnonations. By the fourteenth century CE, Islamic religion and Muslim educational systems were in full evidence among the Hausa and Fulani ruling classes (ibid., 190–193).4 Mallam schools became an integral part of their societies. Arabic was introduced and incorporated into the languages, and Qur’anic scripture was taught as rote learning to the upper classes. Expansion of Muslim education left the use of indigenous languages largely intact, especially Hausa. Bunza (2020) describes how Hausa was utilized as a language of instruction to expand Islamic learning from Timbuktu through “invention of new scripts of Hausa characters known as Ajami. The characters are Arabic letters in indigenous languages … Hausa, Kanuri, Yoruba” (2020, 135). He explains how this literacy system allowed significant Islamic religious and Muslim cultural knowledge to be transferred via indigenous languages to be adopted across Hausa Fulani societies (see Chapter 3).

The mallam school was the first separate educational institution in West Africa. That is, it was a system that took children away from their home environments for the sole purpose of learning for periods at a time. A mallam would give formal instruction to young males, ages nine and older, in Qur’anic teachings. Initially, Arabic proverbs were memorized without interpretation. As Islamic influence increased, the gradual development of academies and tertiary education came to include full Muslim-based education and religion, including arts, history, literature, the sciences, and social sciences (Bunza 2020).5 With these developments, the Hausa and Fulani transformed their societies into a hybrid of Arabic and indigenous languages and Islamic and African cultures. In the twenty-first century, these schools and academies continue alongside and in combination with Nigeria’s current national education system. This unique mixture results in combining traditional education as previously described and Islamic and Muslim education to create an Afrocentric Islamic or Muslim culture with the attending Islamic social services in place. Today Western education adds another layer to their education systems that experienced much conflict to the social detriment of many Northerners as Islamic extremist groups like Boko Haram, which as kidnapped and killed Northern students at these institutions. E. Yusuf, Eze, and A. Yusufu describe this threat: “Currently Boko Haram is the most lethal of all the sects. The sect has spread fear all over the Northern part of the country, even though their criminal activities are felt more in the Northeast and Northwestern parts, particularly in Borno state” (2016, 126). Still, Western education participation remains the key to employment and economic access across Nigeria and is the educational measure of growth for global assessments.

Western Education

European contact and British colonialism would shape Nigeria as a nation-state, including its educational institutions. Trade schools and European mission schools in West Africa often worked as business partners and were clearly established by the nineteenth century CE across British African colonies. In Nigeria, by 1846, the United Presbyterian Synod of Scotland established a school at the Old Calabar River (Calabar, Nigeria) off the Gulf of Benin. As a result of the Berlin Treaty (1885), England took formal control by the end of the nineteenth century over Nigeria’s Northern and Southern Territories. The first British government-run secular school was established in 1910 that established the mandatory curriculum in government and colonial missionary schools. Still, the British left the day-to-day operations of colonial schools in the hands of missionary organizations, which over time shaped a Christianized, Western-educated core across Nigeria’s Western and Eastern regions (Esedebe 1980). It was not until 1925, with the establishment of the Advisory Committee on Native Education in the British Tropical African Dependencies (Advisory Committee), that the British colonial administration began to enforce a uniform curriculum that, “1. The British government reserved the right to direct educational policy and to supervise all educational institutions.” But, at the same time, it agreed, “2. Voluntary missionary efforts in the field of education were to be welcomed and encouraged with a program of grants-in-aid” (1925, 2 as cited in Urch 1971, 259–260). Due to British indirect rule policies, this colonial education mandate was limited in the Northern Nigeria territory to accommodate the already present Islamic/Muslim education system. At this time, African education was not recognized because anything African was viewed as tribal or primitive. The Advisory Committee clarified this sentiment in their official policy as, “4. Education should be adapted to local conditions in such a manner as would enable it to conserve all sound elements in local tradition and social organization, while functioning as an instrument of progress and evolution” (ibid.). British colonials held central the Eurocentric idea that African institutions were not adequate nor on par with Western institutions to produce a civilized or modern society.

By the end of British colonial rule, Nigeria’s Western education curriculum consisted of six years of primary school, five years of secondary school, and two years of senior secondary school. The senior secondary level, or A level, was roughly equivalent to an associate degree. Well into the 1980s, outside major urban areas in Southern Nigeria, most communities had access only to primary schools. Many secondary schools were boarding schools; rural students could test into and attend secondary schools away from their home communities (Fafunwa 2019).

A three-year bachelor’s degree was made available by 1949 through what would become the University of Ibadan. This university first functioned as an affiliate of the University of London and was expanded to train medical students in Western medicine. There was also a teacher training program and a few general education courses for content knowledge. No full degree was granted without the student’s final year attendance at the University of London (University of Ibadan 1989). As part of the mandate for independence, the University of Ibadan became independent and fully accredited, and the University of Nigeria in Nsukka was established as the first Nigerian founded university.

Western education’s adoption was interestingly viewed as central to the pan-African movement that advocated for African control of education to support nation-building. The movement sorely fell short, with a few exceptions, like Kwame Nkrumah, in identifying Africa’s own education systems as a nation building source. Nigeria’s Nnamdi Azikiwe, first governor-general, wrote, “Black Africa has no university. Black Africa has no intellectual center where the raw materials of African humanity may be reshaped into leaders in all fields of human endeavor…. give the Renascent African a University … and this continent can become overnight a continent of light” (1968, 144). His statement was understood as a need for Afrocentric education that taught about Africa for Africans. The irony was that most of the new independence leaders were European-trained African elites, who themselves were often detached from and/or held disdain for African culture and, like the Euro-colonial counterparts, assumed the absence of a valid African education system (Abidogun 2013). For these reasons, the British curriculum was slow to change. As late as the 1980s, education professor Michael B. Adeyemi noted that Nigerian social studies focused on “rote memorization, moral education, dislike for indigenous culture, and respect for western education” (1986, 202). Still, the ideal of pan-Africanism lingered and rose again to today, where decolonization of the curriculum and syncretic integration of African education in the national system are discussed and recommended by academics, including most recently, Jamaine Abidogun (2018), Jamaine Abidogun and Toyin Falola (2020), George Sefa Dei (2018), Gloria Emeagwali and Edward Shizha (2016), Samuel O. Oloruntoba et al. (2020), and Njoki N. Wane (2014) in Nigeria and other African countries. As the primary social service that literally develops the knowledge base and the philosophical and applicational details to all other institutions, the ability to syncretically acknowledge and support African education institutions within a Western modeled nation-state system is key to Nigeria’s continued development and national security.

Health

The UNDP’s 2019 Human Development Indicators cite that “there are also inequalities in key elements of human development such as health” (2019b, 5). Their report places Nigeria 158th out of 189 countries and territories in the “Low Human Development” category in measuring Nigeria's health indexes. Their report attributes this low health score, identified as poor health care at 27.6 percent, as a causal factor to multidimensional poverty in Nigeria, and its associate institution education as poor education at 32.2 percent as a causal factor to multidimensional poverty. Neither of these figures is surprising, as the national poverty rate and the UNDP poverty line (set at $1.90 per day income) fall at 46.0 percent and 53.5 percent, respectively (ibid, 321). Nigeria’s healthcare index in the report is based on, “The indicators on quality of health are lost health expectancy, number of physicians, and number of hospital beds” (UNDP 2019a, 7). Nigeria is at the bottom third of countries in healthcare indexes, with one of the two factors “missing” in this report. The two reported factors were “lost health expectancy” at approximately 14.3 percent of the population and the number of physicians at 3.8 per 10,000 people, with the number of hospital beds unreported (2019b, 325). To understand the full impact of healthcare in Nigeria and review these reported figures, African or indigenous forms of healthcare need to be considered.

It is not surprising that there is no official number reported for hospital beds, as the majority of Nigeria’s communities have small clinic hospitals where there maybe three to five beds maximum. These clinic hospitals are run by private physicians and, as clinics, it is not clear that the beds are necessarily reported to a state or national health department.6 For example, one private clinic had two rooms with one bed each; another private clinic and treatment compound had approximately seven rooms with one bed each, and a third had five rooms with one braided mat each. It then becomes more complicated as Western-style clinics and medical centers are more accountable than African-style clinics and medical centers to state-mandated reporting. As explained by an African bone doctor in Alor Uno, they are registered or licensed, but there is no regular or mandatory reporting required of their private hospital. Of the three examples listed, one was a Western-style clinic hospital run by a fully licensed Western medically trained physician (so he counted as one of the 3.8 per 10,000). The second and third clinic hospitals were licensed as traditional or African medical practitioners. Therefore, they were not counted as physicians in the UNDP’s report.

In looking at accessibility to healthcare, these African indigenously trained physicians or traditional healers are more accessible both in numbers available and in affordability. The services are specialized just as many Western-trained Nigerian medical physicians specialize in their training and practice.7 The second example listed above was The Center for Psychic and Healing Administration, located in Awka (see Figure 29.1) run by Flora Ilonzo, a traditional healer and herbalist trained within her ethnonational tradition. Her training was from family members with knowledge and skills transferred from generation to generation. As she explained, this knowledge came from “her great grandfathers” and she was mentored by her elders from a young age (Interview with Flora Ilonzo, February 7, 2014). She was also a Western-trained biochemist who prepared and administered herbal remedies at the Center.



[image: image]

FIGURE 29.1 Center for Psychic Healing Administration. Awka. Nigeria. February 7, 2014.



The third clinic hospital, Ede Oriji Osogwa (see Figures 29.2 and 29.3), was operated by two trained traditional bone doctors, father and son, with no Western medical certifications. Their training was also family-based. As such, their lineage was considered a medical or healer lineage, specifically in bone treatment (Interview, October 28, 2013). Neither the biochemist nor the two traditionally trained bone doctors are counted within the 3.8 physicians per 10,000, yet they are all licensed to treat patients in Nigeria (Abidogun 2018). What one may experience more often is a blending of Western and traditional healthcare based on availability and preference. For example, one patient interviewed at the Asogwa clinic explained, “He was still in the [Western style] hospital and when it wasn’t getting better he now came here.” He explained, “There is a big orthopedic hospital here in Nsukka. I was there one day and they brought a traditional bone setter to help them” (Interview, October 30, 2013). Based on that experience, he decided to come to the Asogwa clinic.

During the course of this author’s fieldwork, the patient quoted above fully recovered from a compound fracture. In interviewing science faculty at the University of Nigeria as to whether people preferred African or Western-trained healthcare, they consistently responded that it was a fifty–fifty split that took in many factors, from the type of illness, to accessibility, to trust issues, to affordability (Abidogun, Fieldnotes 2013–2014).
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FIGURE 29.2 Bone Center Sign. AlorUno. Nigeria. 2013. Oct 28.

Photo by Jamaine Abidogun, October 28, 2013.
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FIGURE 29.3 BoneCenter.AlorUno.Nigeria.2013.Oct28.

Photo by Jamaine Abidogun, October 28, 2013.



Like the patient interviewed above, it is not uncommon for African medical practice and Western medical science to become a syncretic process. This syncretic process's primary form is through women’s traditional roles as primary caretakers for family members. As historian Winifred Nwaefido Obasi documents, this syncretic process likely began with the introduction of Western medicine through missionary nurses:


The Igbo had an extensive method of sanitation and food preservation methods that involved the use of heat, salt, ventilation and elevated platforms, techniques that remain relevant today in the absence of stable electricity…. [Yet] Often in villages, the mission stations were the only places where formal [Western] structured health teaching was given. These interactions suggest that indigenous women actively incorporated women missionaries [and their knowledge] into their lives but often they negotiated and defined the terms of the interaction. (2018, 166)



The second, less common, syncretic development is the increased collaboration of African healers with Western-trained doctors or scientists. In the Asowga bone doctors’ case, they routinely go to the local orthopedic clinic to collaborate with Western-trained physicians in treating patients (Interview with ROA, October 28, 2013). In another case, an ethnobiologist, Fred Ozioko8 and pharmacologist Felix Ifeanyichukwu, work closely together with local healers to analyze herbal medicines in identifying active ingredients and dosage strengths. Both Mr. Ozioko and Dr. Ifeanyichukwu, were trained African herbalists prior to their Western science training. A growing awareness of African indigenous and Western derived medicinal sciences’ complementary value is becoming more readily accessible to academicians and practitioners.9 There are multiple reasons for Nigeria’s low UNDP rating in healthcare, such as Nigeria’s lack of stable infrastructure, (i.e., electricity, clean and dependable water supply and high-quality Western-style medical universities) and the high poverty rate that precludes most Nigerians from higher education. Therefore, the continued presence of ethnonational healthcare knowledge and practices remains vital to society. In twenty-first-century Nigeria, just as in colonial times, African healthcare systems remain accessible and viable options for most Nigerians either instead of or collaborate with Western-style healthcare.

Welfare Services

Welfare services begin with birth in any society and reappear at crucial times throughout one’s lifespan. Where does social welfare come from in Nigeria? How is it administered or assessed? According to the UNDP Nigeria 2019 Quality of human development report was based on fourteen indicators, to assess:


The quality of health, education and standard of living. The indicators on quality of health are lost health expectancy, number of physicians, and number of hospital beds [were described above]. The indicators on quality of education are pupil-teacher ratio in primary schools, primary school teachers trained to teach, percentage of primary (secondary) schools with access to the internet, and the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) scores in mathematics, reading and science. The indicators on quality of standard of living are the proportion of employed people engaged in vulnerable employment, the proportion of rural population with access to electricity, the proportion of population using improved drinking water sources, and proportion of population using improved sanitation facilities. (2019a, 7)



The charted tally for these indicators left Nigeria in the bottom third of countries on assessed indicators, with seven of the fourteen indicators missing data, so they were not assessed. As with healthcare, and to a lesser extent education, social welfare that supports quality of life is largely dependent on African social norms and practices based on group allegiance and support. For the UNDP, it is equated with “employment, the proportion of rural population with access to electricity, the proportion of population using improved drinking water sources, and proportion of population using improved sanitation facilities” (ibid.). In this last section, social welfare is not interpreted as infrastructure to be counted, which is access primarily dependent on the nation's wealth and the people. Quality of life is interpreted via social welfare as supporting the individual’s wellbeing from birth to death. A few examples demonstrate the continued dependency on African ethnonational indigenous institutions to create support networks of extended family and community members to fulfill social welfare needs. As with education, these associations via family and community transform over time and context to incorporate both Western origin affiliations and ethnonational indigenous affiliations. In both instances, these affiliations work to complement or often substitute for Nigeria’s nation-state institutions.

In Figure 29.4 below, Yoruba traditional priests oversee a naming ceremony with family and family friends who celebrate the baby’s survival of its first week and bless it with her or his legal name and provide several pet or nicknames to ensure good fortune and protection throughout the child’s life. In addition, gifts of clothing, money, and even laundry soap are offered to the family to assist in the child’s survival (Abidogun, Fieldnotes, Ibadan, 1991; Nsukka 2013–2014). Welfare in Nigeria is a family and community affair with little to no support from government institutions, such as health departments or social welfare offices. In one visit to a welfare office in Enugu state, the researcher found the building in disarray with one clerical person present with a worn-out manual typewriter on her desk and a social worker in the back office with piles of dusty folders piled in a heap at the back of the hallway (Abidogun, Fieldnotes, Nsukka, March 2014). During the visit, the social worker explained his primary role as mediating family issues in the home. For example, a husband and wife who want to divorce may be counseled on implementing other strategies or options to negotiate their conflict and remain married (Interview, 2014). It was apparent that the social worker was viewed as a substitute mediator when traditional family and community associations or councils failed or were dysfunctional.
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FIGURE 29.4 Yoruba Priests Naming Ceremony, Ibadan.

Photo by Jamaine Abidogun, 1991



Where does social welfare come from in Nigeria? How is it assessed? As with the naming ceremony, the majority comes from extended family and community members. There are official agencies, some tied to non-government organizations (NGOs), that may periodically infuse funding for specific projects or programs. For example, in a site visit in 2004–2005, a UNICEF grant helped fund a local evening school in Nsukka so working youth could attend classes. The majority of the students came from families that were forced to make their children find employment due to poverty. In some cases, these children were boarded out to either extended family or other families to work as house helps. At times, especially when it was a relative’s home, a condition of their work as live-in house help was that school fees be paid for the child. In the best situations, that is what occurred, and the child went to school during the day and worked in the home in the evenings. In many cases, no education was afforded to them, so a UNICEF evening school program that did not require fees served as their sole opportunity (Abidogun, Fieldnotes, May 2005). Unfortunately, such programs are normally financially unsustainable once the grant funding is used. They are often tied to specific issues and populations, so they are not expandable to other groups or do not directly benefit the general population.

Conversely, falling back on African education systems, the age grade acts as a marker for social welfare networks for learning stages. As Julius Adekunle describes, using the Yoruba as an example, “The age-grade system is found throughout Yorubaland … To promote socialization, facilitate training … and inculcate the spirit of community co-operative, children or youth are brought together to form associations…. Older groups serve as mentors to younger ones” (2006, 379). These associations are for life, working as social support clubs that see their members through life. Members assist each other through their formal Western education experiences, network in finding viable employment, and helping with family during major life events, like the birth of a child or the death of a family member. For most communities, these age grade associations see one through life. Additional associations, such as those of the village’s daughters or wives, found in Igbo societies, also network to support each other through life events. In the nation-state Western derived institutions, the same support networks are created through school alumni associations and professional occupation organizations. Yet, in areas where there is severe poverty or family disruption, the last resort is government resources.

This increasing reality, especially in impoverished rural or urban areas, leaves government resources to provide some relief. In two areas of family disruption, as Figure 29.5 shows, especially where the strain of economic survival can splitter families, such places as orphanages or remand centers become home to Nigeria’s youth. Some are government-run, like the one in Figure 29.5, while others are church or private charity-run centers, like a Place for Hope Orphanage, funded by an American Christian ministry (Abidogun, Fieldnotes, 2013–2014). Places like homes for motherless children, orphanages, and remand centers for wayward youth are increasing across Nigeria. In addition to any government funding, they may also rely on private volunteer and charitable donations (Abidogun, Fieldnotes 1991, 2013–2014; Okoye, Ngozi, and Agwu 2017).10

The other increasingly insecure population in need of social welfare supports are elderly persons. While the CIA Handbook (2018) places Nigeria’s elderly population at about 6.6 million or approximately 3.3 percent of the total population, Kafayat Mahmoud (forthcoming) explains the traditional support for the elderly, as:


When people reach ripe old age, it is normal for them to expect that their children will pay them back for the care they received when young. The form of support older persons receive includes physical, instrumental, financial and emotional support. In fact, the family and kinship networks provide up to 90 percent of social support to older persons, with minimal contribution to care by the national government.11
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FIGURE 29.5 Ibadan Orphanage Remand Ctr.

Photo by Jamaine Abidogun, 1991.



Mahmoud describes a changing national landscape in Nigeria with decreasing family support for the elderly, citing changes in traditional gender roles, where the women who ran households and may have generated informal income close to home, like neighborhood market stands, are no longer staying home. They are increasingly completing formal Western education and engaging in full employment that takes them away from home for most of the day.12 In addition, more young adults, who may have stayed at home and provided some assistance, are leaving for schooling or employment at greater rates. To address this growing social welfare issue, Mahmoud cites the need for “understanding new conceptualizations of intergenerational support, and extent of acceptability between older adults and children…. as Nigeria experiences a shift to a more individualist society” (ibid). He concludes that further formalized investigation in how to best provide viable support options for the elderly is warranted.

Throughout this final section, the Western institutions are almost invisible, whether it is social denial that family structures and supports are changing to a more individualist society as Mahmoud suggests above, or there is no government will or mandate to fund and develop viable options to protect those who are most vulnerable in Nigerian society. It is like a mix of both issues that result in each perspective assumes the other system will carrying these social welfare responsibilities. As with education and healthcare, Nigeria’s nation-state welfare institutions are sorely lacking, as reported by UNDP (2020), due to a high poverty rate at 46.4 percent on a multidimensional scale and an unstable infrastructure with only twenty percent of the population having secured access to potable drinking water; and electricity even availability at only thirty-one percent to the rural population.

Conclusion

As discussed above, most Nigerians access a dual system of ethnonational institutions and government, NGOs, and privately operated Western institutions that run parallel to or blend in a syncretic fashion to provide social welfare options in education and health and social welfare services. This access to dual institutions, unfortunately, does not miraculously move Nigeria into the top third of countries for social services indicators, but it does help explain how Nigeria continues as a viable nation-state despite its dismal rating in the UNDP Human Development Indicators. While access to employment, access to electricity, improved drinking water sources, and improved sanitation facilities are crucial to Nigerians’ quality of life, the social services, including education, healthcare, and social welfare, go to the heart of sustaining the wellbeing of the individual within Nigerian society. Collectively, these are the institutions that enable a society to establish and maintain stable family and community networks to support one another throughout their lives. This overview of Nigeria’s social services in education, health, and welfare services demonstrated that African institutions continue as parallel or integrated systems with the Western institutions to provide for the society. Yet it is to the Western institutions that the world, and Africa by its silence, credit the rise, fall and ultimate stability of African nations, like Nigeria. The recommendation here is that African and global organizations, like UNDP, create new methodologies that account for African ethnonational indigenous social service institutions and develop measurements that will provide needed feedback to support and develop both African indigenous and Africa’s Western derived institutions as complementary assets to Nigeria’s society. In this way, not just for Nigeria but also for other African nations, African civilizations’ indigenous social institutions may receive the resources and support necessary to significantly increase quality of life indicators that support Africans’ wellbeing. This will increase the nation-state’s health and stability so that individuals can effectively contribute to Nigeria’s wellbeing and its development through complimentary and syncretic processes of African indigenous and African Western derived education, health, and welfare institutions. As a nation-state, Nigeria’s government institutions play a huge role in maintaining adequate infrastructure and educated personnel to supplement individual support networks. Just as important is that Nigeria’s government step up to claim its African ethnonational institutions to supply adequate resources and recognition so that Afrocentric values and processes are not lost to the detriment of African societies in a globalized context.

Notes

1.For the complete United Nations Development Programme Human Development Indicators, see: UNDP, Human Development Reports (HDR 2019): Global Human Indicators at http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries.

2.J.C. Munakaya and B.N. Floyd, eds, McMillan Junior Atlas for Nigeria for Social Studies Classes, Ibadan: Macmillan Nigeria Publishers Ltd, 1985; and also defined as limited in Western venues, see: The Reader's Digest Association Ltd, Guide to Places of the World, London: The Reader's Digest Assoc Ltd, 1987: 474–475.

3.For a full discussion on African Education systems see: Samuel O. Oloruntoba, Adeshina Afolayan, and Olajumoke Yacob-Haliso, 2020, Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Development in Africa, Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, Springer; Cati Coe, 2005, Dilemmas of Culture in African Schools: Youth, Nationalism, and the Transformation of Knowledge, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

4.Detailed historical timeline and development of the Trans-Saharan Trade and Islamic expansion across North and West Africa is provided in Kevin Shillington, 2012, History of Africa, Third edition, London: Palgrave Macmillan.

5.For a full discussion of Islam education in West Africa and Islam’s influence in Africa, see: Mukhtar Umar Bunza, 2020, “Islamic/Muslim Education in Africa: From North to West Africa,” in The Palgrave Handbook of African Education and Indigenous Knowledge, edited by Jamaine Abidogun and Toyin Falola, 127–150, Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan/Springer; and Marie Miran-Guyon and Jean-Louis Triaud, 2013, “Islam,” in The Oxford Handbook of Modern African History, edited by John Parker and Richard Reid, 243–262, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

6.Jamaine Abidogun, fieldnotes from Fulbright Research Program on Gender and Science Education, hosted by African Studies Institute, University of Nigeria, Nsukka. Data collected via field visits to clinics and interviews with Western trained and African trained healthcare providers (2013–2014).

7.For an overview of this African healthcare, see Nancy Rose Hunt, 2013, “Health and Healing,” in The Oxford Handbook of Modern African History, edited by John Parker and Richard Reid, 378–395, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

8.An account of Fred Ozioko’s work in the Enugu state area is found in Jamaine Abidogun, 2011, “Education Transformations and Traditional Medicine in Nsukka, Nigeria,” in Environment and Economics in Nigeria, edited by Toyin Falola and Adam Paddock, 206-222, New York, NY: Routledge; also a detailed analysis of an array of herbal medicines is described in Fred Ozioko and Felix Nwafor, 2018, “Igbo Indigenous Science: An Ethnobiologist Perspective,” in African Science Education: Gendering Indigenous Knowledge in Nigeria, edited by Jamaine Abidogun, 68–88, Oxfordshire, UK/New York, NY: Routledge.

9.For a fuller discussion of healthcare options also see, J. Abah, D. Mashebe, and D. Denuga, 2015, “Prospect of integrating African Indigenous knowledge system into teaching of the Sciences in Africa.” American Journal of Education Research 3, no. 6: 668–673; and Blessing Nonye Onyima, “Pan-African Doctoral Schools and Knowledge Production in Africa: Experiences, Issues, and Testimonials of Participants,” in Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Development in Africa, edited by Samuel O. Oloruntoba, Adeshina Afolayan, & Olajumoke Yacob-Haliso, 109–130, Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, Springer.

10.As was the case with the Ibadan Orphanage and Remand Center in 1991. The researcher had occasion to join a small volunteer group organized by a US diplomat’s spouse and an Isreali contractor’s spouse to provide cooked food, hygiene items, and some clothing for the children at the center. As the workers also held low paying jobs, the volunteers would stay at the Center for the day to ensure that the children ate the food and used the hygiene products, while some of the clothes inevitably left with some of the workers at the end of the day.

11.For a full description of elderly traditional support system and its current challenges in Nigerian societies, see V.J. Animasahun & H.J. Chapman, 2017, “Psychosocial Health Challenges of the Elderly in Nigeria: A Narrative Review,” African Health Sciences 17, no. 2: 575–583; and Funmi Togonu-Bickersteth, 1989, “Conflicts over Caregiving: A Discussion of Filial Obligations among adult Nigerian Children,” Journal of Cross-Cultural Gerontology 4, no. 1: 35–48.

12.For an in-depth look at the current changes and challenges in Nigeria’s elderly social welfare, see: Uzoma O. Okoye, 2012, “Family Care-giving for Ageing Parents in Nigeria: Gender differences, Cultural Imperatives and the Role of Education,” International Journal of Education and Ageing 2, no. 2: 139–154; and Awoniyi B. Adeyanju and Folorunso D. Omisakin, 2017, “Experiences of IJAW Women Living with their Daugthers-in-Law in Bayelsa State Nigeria,” Indian Journal of Gerontology 31, no. 3.
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Chapter 30 

Federalism and Politics in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic

Cyril Obi and Godwin Onuoha

Introduction

Nigeria’s return to democracy on May 29, 1999 marked the advent of its Fourth Republic. The political transition from decades of military authoritarianism to elected civilian rule marked the re-opening of the democratic space amid high expectations of democracy dividends from hitherto excluded or aggrieved groups. These fueled an upsurge in demands by various individuals and groups for the restructuring of Nigeria’s federalism. Nigeria’s history and multi-ethnic composition, its position as the continent’s most populous country and largest economy, and as an oil producer and exporter provide the context in which issues around restructuring are fiercely (and sometimes violently) contested along complex ethnic, religious, and regional lines. The regions (and later states) that comprise the Nigerian federation have witnessed a high degree of centralization and a gradual rolling back of their powers, particularly after oil emerged as the main source of government revenues and export earnings from the 1970s (Ovwasa 1995, 76).

The perceived lop-sided and centralized structure of the federation following successive military intervention from 1966 to 1999, was characterized by increased federal control of oil revenues, creation of more states (from twelve to thirty-six) and local governments, and the progressive erosion of derivation as a principle of revenue allocation. The concentration of political and economic power at the federal or central level and the de-facto subordination of the other two tiers of the federation to the central government fueled alienation and marginalization feelings. By the late 1980s, following the global economic recession and adopting a socially harsh economic reform program—the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP)—there was growing agitation by the ethnic minorities movements of the Niger Delta for self-determination and the control of their (oil) resources. The reduction of the (oil) revenue derivation principle (allocating/distributing revenues in proportion to the source/region from which it is obtained) by the federal government from fifty percent to three percent led to severe protests by ethnic minorities in the oil-producing Niger Delta region (and states), who see this as a ploy by the central government (dominated by ethnic majority groups) to marginalize them and limit their access to the huge oil revenues derived from their regions. These protests rekindled the historical struggles of the ethnic minorities of the Niger Delta for self-determination and autonomy.

The resurgence of the current debates on restructuring is partly linked to developments that have shaped the trajectories of federalism at the global level and political developments within Nigeria, particularly the struggles against military authoritarianism. After the disintegration of large federations and multi-ethnic states, such as the USSR, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia’s dissolution into Czech and Slovak republics following the end of the Cold war, there are perhaps as many failed or failing federal experiments as there are successful ones.

The clamor for restructuring or state-reconstruction found expression in the convening of sovereign national conferences in some African countries such as the Benin Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Mali, Niger, Togo, and a failed attempt under Nigeria’s military regimes in the 1990s. Renewed agitation for restructuring or the “return to true federalism” in Nigeria has drawn on the failures of political actors in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic to seriously contemplate the issue, let alone address it comprehensively. There is a widespread belief that not much has been done in this regard since 1999, and as a result, many Nigerians have become very vociferous in their demands for the restructuring of the federation. Some of the flashpoints of the demand for restructuring which has dominated public discourse in recent times include the nature of Nigeria’s fiscal federalism, revenue allocation formula, power-sharing system, devolution of powers within the framework of federal–state relations, creation of new states, internal security arrangements, self-determination for ethnic groups, elusive questions of citizenship rights and entitlements, and, in extreme cases, demands for the outright and complete dissolution of Nigeria’s federal apparatus.

This chapter is divided into five sections. The introduction sets out the main issues and debates on federalism and political restructuring in Nigeria. This is followed by a conceptual exploration of the term “federal restructuring” and why the demand has become more prevalent in post-transition Nigeria. The third section examines demands for restructuring Nigeria’s federalism from a historical perspective, particularly against the background of the First, Second, and Third Republics’ failures and the prolonged period of military rule. The fourth section interrogates the demands for and debate underpinning the agitation for restructuring Nigeria’s federalism since 1999. It reviews efforts made so far at political reforms (National Political Reform Conference in 2005 and National Conference 2014) and focuses on ongoing demands for political restructuring, including the responses of the Nigerian state and their implications. The fifth and concluding section explores the prospects for political restructuring, including the politics of the various forces engaged in the ongoing political struggles and what all of these portend for the country’s future.

A Conceptual Exploration

The concept and practice of federalism and the experiences of federal states have attracted sustained scholarly attention (Watts 2008; Burgess 2006; Karmis and Norman 2005; Hueglin and Fenna 2005). The classic definition of federalism is offered by K. C. Wheare, who describes it as the “constitutional sharing of powers and functions between the center or federal government and the other units of government” (1963, 10). Wheare’s definition derives from the federal principle of “dividing powers so that the general and regional governments are each within a sphere co-ordinate and independent” (1963, 11). This definition has been criticized by scholars as either overtly legalistic (King 1982, 77) or placing undue emphasis on the dichotomy between central or regional governments (Birch 1955, 306). But Wheare’s primary distinction between federal forms of government and other forms of government remains widely adopted among federalism scholars. Critical to this definition is the existence of two autonomous or co-equal centers/tiers of power. Building on Wheare’s formulation, scholars view federalism as a deliberate political design to manage the dual but difficult task of maintaining unity in a political system with diversities (Jinadu 1979, 15), or “a system in which more than one level of government, each with different expenditure powers and tax responsibilities exist in one country” (Mbanefo 1993, 61).

Nigeria is a multi-ethnic state with an estimated population of 200 million people. It comprises thirty-six states, a federal capital territory (Abuja), and 774 local governments. It is generally believed that there are more than 250 ethnic groups and the same number of languages in Nigeria (Bell-Gam and Iyam 1999). Other estimates range from sixty-two ethnic groups (Murdock 1975), 143 (Olatunde 1978), 161 (Gandonu 1978), 248 (Coleman 1958), 374 (Otite 1990), 394 (Hoffman 1974), 500 (PEFS 2001), to 619 (Wente-Lukas 1985). Nigeria’s three largest (majority) ethnic groups—Hausa-Fulani, Igbo, and Yoruba—combined constitute more than half of the entire population, while the eight largest groups make up nearly two-thirds of the population (Nnoli 1995, 27).

The population disparities and the attendant differences in the political influence of these ethnic groups divide these groups into two broad camps: the majority and minority ethnic groups. The majority ethnic groups inhabit an identifiable geographical zone or region. The dominant ethnic group in the North (Hausa-Fulani) and other ethnic groups residing in the region are mainly Muslims, while the Igbo and other South-East groups are predominantly Christians. The situation in the South-West and North-Central (also known as Middle Belt) differs because in the former, the Yoruba are both Christian and Muslims, while in the latter, the minority ethnic groups are mainly Christians. This geographical distribution of ethnic groups in Nigeria allows for the overlapping of ethnic cleavages and other group identification markers, such as region (of origin), language, and religion.

The federal system is usually adopted in ethnically diverse countries to ensure greater political participation, provide a measure of autonomy for the federating units, and address inequality among various segments of the population, especially in Africa, where the national question has remained largely unresolved. Thus, adopting a federal system of government as an “article of faith” after independence was a necessary step for guaranteeing and sustaining Nigeria’s unity and viability (Suberu 2005, 139). The arrangement brings together two levels or units of government who can act independently of the other and constitute a final authority in an entity with diverse ethnic cleavages seeking to be united within a political space. The constitution guarantees that the power and authority division resides in each federating unit as agreed by the actors. However, establishing such a principle or system does not guarantee its effectiveness or efficiency in practice. The success and consolidation of such a system in attaining national cohesion, unity, and equal citizenship is based on the interplay of existing social, cultural, political, and economic forces in those contexts.

The functioning of a federal system is not unproblematic. However, a federal system’s essence is to guarantee a political association in which citizens can determine their own relationship with the other groups in the federation. Historically, this is particularly important in the Nigerian context where the formation of the federation was not based on the coming together of prior sovereign entities but was imposed in a top-down, non-aggregative, contentious, unitarist, and unconsolidated manner; and ultimately, it fails to accommodate prior existing ethnic communities within the state (Suberu 2005,:139).

Against this backdrop, any federal system’s efficient and effective performance, especially in a multi-ethnic country like Nigeria, cannot be taken for granted. Hence, the idea of restructuring broadly refers to the process of constant and continuous adjustments in federal political arrangements to enable them to accommodate the political interests of diverse groups and distribute power, resources, and roles equitably. It is expected that restructuring will enable Nigerian federalism to perform more effectively and efficiently by responding to changing demands, priorities, and society dynamics. What matters is not the adoption of a “standard” model of federalism or what has been referred to as “true federalism” by some analysts and political commentators (Suberu 2005, 147; Jega 2020). Rather, it is the adoption of structural political reforms capable of ensuring equity in sharing power and resources, balancing between the tiers of government, prosperity, political unity, and stability.

Perspectives on Restructuring Federalism in Nigeria

The debate(s) around the restructuring of Nigeria’s federalism is not new and has always been a subject of sustained scholarly inquiry (Awa 1976; Akinyemi 1979; Oyovbaire 1985; Osaghae 2001; Suberu 2005; Elaigwu 2007; Dan-Azumi, Jega, and Egwu 2019, 2–3). Nigeria’s federal system’s highly centralized and unequal nature partly accounts for the failures of its development efforts and its continued inability to address and respond to the demands for political restructuring. Its failings place the country on a perpetual political precipice.

The contradictions and structural imbalances inherent in Nigeria’s federal system are reflected in its multiple systemic failures, fears of domination, and marginalization felt by groups in certain sections of the country; a governmental collapse in the First, Second, and Third Republics; decades of military authoritarianism; economic crises; large scale mismanagement of oil resources; and ongoing communal conflicts. These have negatively impacted the center’s ability to hold the country together, avoid large-scale state collapse, and mediate the fissiparous tendencies inherent in the country’s crisis-ridden federal structure.

Dan-Azumi, Jega, and Egwu (2019 2–3) provide a succinct overview of the five phases of the struggle for political restructuring in Nigeria as follows: 1914–1947, 1947–1966, 1966–1983, 1983–1999, and 1999–present. In this regard, they show the roots and trajectories of the quest for Nigeria’s political restructuring from colonial to postcolonial eras. The fusing of the protectorates of Northern and Southern Nigeria in 1914 as a British colony by Lord Lugard created obvious defects that laid the foundation for future political restructuring, first with the 1922 Clifford Constitution that ensured that the entire territory of Nigeria fell under two separate administrative systems for the next twenty-five years (see Chapter 14). The Richards Constitution of 1946 and the Macpherson Constitution of 1951 created a new Legislative Council that brought Northern and Southern Nigeria and the three regions: Northern, Western, and Eastern together. The post-Second World War political restructuring in the form of regionalization marked a watershed in constitutional developments, ultimately set the stage for the re-orientation of the nationalist movement into three mutually antagonistic groups (along the three regional lines: Yoruba in the West, Igbo in the East, and Hausa-Fulani in the North) and defined the enduring structure of Nigerian politics in the postcolonial era (Olusanya 1980) (see Chapter 18).

The formal consolidation of an ethnically diverse federation by the Lyttleton Constitution in 1954, when Nigeria embarked upon regional self-rule, formed the roots of certain structural inequalities that were to later haunt the country after independence in 1960. The regional federal system harbored some destabilizing tendencies that invariably aggravated tensions within Nigeria. These include perceptions of Hausa-Fulani domination by Igbo and Yoruba ethnic groups in the Eastern and Western Regions, based on the perception that the Muslim-Hausa Fulani-dominated Northern Region that comprised fifty-four percent of the country’s population and seventy percent of its landmass (Suberu 2005: 142). It also fueled agitations by minority ethnic groups for constitutional guarantees and safeguards against any form of domination by the majority ethnic groups that dominated power at the regional level.

The fault lines in the Nigerian federal project began to manifest immediately after independence in 1960 in relation to the political crisis in the Western Region and the failure of the opposing political coalitions, the Nigerian National Alliance (NNA) and the United Progressive Grand Alliance (UPGA) to agree on the terms and conditions of regional and national elections. These and other related developments led to the First Republic collapse following the military coup in January 1966 and a countercoup in July of the same year (see Chapter 19).

After the January 1966 coup, the Federal Military Government (FMG) under Major-General Johnson Aguiyi Ironsi embarked on political restructuring by promulgating a series of decrees that ended the post-independence federal arrangement by replacing the regional structures with a unitarist one. This resulted in protests in certain sections of the country who saw it as an attempt by another section of the country to dominate power at the national level. On July 29, 1966, a countercoup set off a chain of events that resulted in additional political restructuring. It led to the reversal of the unitary reforms, based on the creation of twelve states from the old four regions, and changes to Nigeria’s fiscal federalism, both of which resulted in a return to a federal political structure—albeit a highly centralized one. The creation of twelve states brought to a head the disagreement between the new Federal Military Government headed by Colonel Yakubu Gowon and the Eastern Region’s military governor, Colonel Chukwuemeka Ojukwu, who refused to recognize Gowon as the new Commander in Chief and the new states carved out of the region. This resulted in the secession of the Eastern Region with the declaration of its independence as the Republic of Biafra on May 30, 1967 and a three- year civil war that ended in the victory of the federal side, and its consolidation of a highly centralized federal political structure (see Chapter 20). This was further consolidated by subsequent state creation exercises in 1976 (nineteen states), 1987 (twenty-one states), 1991 (thirty states) and 1996 (thirty-six states).

The excessive post-civil war centralization of power robbed Nigeria’s federal system of legitimacy while fostering state dependence on federal fiscal allocations. It undermined the basic idea of federalism as a union of co-equal entities under one sovereign government in a manner that guarantees those entities their (separate) individual powers. Beginning from 1975, the Murtala Muhammed regime (which had overthrown General Gowon in 1975 for, among other reason, reneging on his promise to hand over power a democratically elected government) set in motion the process of producing a new constitution by appointing a Constitution Drafting Committee (CDC), which was followed by a Constituent Assembly, and finally, the inauguration of the second republic based on the 1979 Constitution, which basically retained the centralized structure of the Nigerian federation. The civilian government that emerged from the election of President Shehu Shagari in 1979 was rather short-lived and was overthrown in 1983 by General Muhammadu Buhari, marking the collapse of the Second Republic. After replacing Buhari in another military coup in August 1985, General Ibrahim Babangida set in motion a process that culminated in the 1989 Constitution. The 1989 Constitution and the Third Republic effectively collapsed with the annulment by Babangida of the June 12, 1993 elections (believed to have been won by a Yoruba politician from the South-West, MKO Abiola), who later left office amid widespread street protests against his truncation of the transition, and handed over to an Interim National Government (ING) (later declared illegal by a court) led by Ernest Shonekan. General Sani Abacha overthrew the ING on the 17th of November, the same year. Abacha established the 1994/1995 National Constitutional Conference (NCC) to debate political and constitutional reform of the country’s political structure and process. The recommendations of the NCC were, however, not fully implemented as he died in 1998, paving the way for General Abdulsalami Abubakar, who handed over power to a democratically elected government in 1999 (see Chapter 22).

Some Issues in Nigeria’s Fiscal Federalism

The post-civil war reconfiguration of the Nigerian federation broadly coincided with the emergence of oil revenues as the mainstay of the economy, followed by remarkable changes in the revenue allocation system (see Chapter 21). Real changes in the revenue allocation system began to occur in re-organizing and modifying the “redistributive imperatives” of the Distributive Pool Account (DPA) in 1970. These changes found expression in Decree No. 13 of 1970, which stipulated that fifty percent of DPA resources be shared equally among states, while the other fifty percent went proportionally to their populations, thereby benefitting those regions that had been split into more states. This was followed by Decree No. 9 of 1971, which appropriated 100 percent offshore rent and royalties to the federal government, and Decree No. 6 of 1975, which transferred eighty percent of all on-shore mining rents to the DPA, and twenty percent to be shared by the states based on the principle of derivation. Because these changes prioritized an allocation system based on population and equality of states, the clamor and agitation for “statehood” and state creation became an important factor in allocating social opportunities in the Nigerian federation (Suberu 1991, 500).

Military centralized Nigeria’s fiscal federalism. The Shagari administration set up the Pius Okigbo Commission to examine the revenue allocation formula but did not reverse the centralized structure of fiscal federalism, particularly as it related to the control and distribution of oil revenues—the fiscal basis of the state. The severe cut in the oil derivation principle of revenue allocation led to protests by the oil-producing states. Of note was the renewed agitation of the ethnic minorities of the oil-rich Niger Delta region for more states and the control of the oil produced from their region, which by Decree no. 51 of 1969 and successive decrees had been taken over and controlled by the federal government, excluding the Niger Delta region from exercising any ownership rights while bearing the adverse environmental costs of oil production. This later culminated in the early 1990s in the launching of a locally rooted global campaign by the ethnic minority Movement for the Survival of Ogoni People (MOSOP), led by Ken Saro-Wiwa, demanding from the federal government the right to control oil, compensation for oil pollution, and self-determination (Obi and Rustad 2011).

The advent of General Babangida in 1985 provided the context for some of the most far-reaching changes in the country’s revenue allocation formula. The regime did increase the share of derivation allocated to oil-producing states to three percent and set up the Oil Mineral Producing Areas Development Commission (OMPADEC) as a federal agency to develop oil-producing areas. This formula practically remained in effect even after the exit of General Babangida. The constitutional conference organized by General Abacha provided another opportunity to address the derivation formula but was considerably bogged down by the details of percentages and allocation parameters involved. The Southern delegates demanded fifty percent derivation, as was the case in 1963, while the Northern delegates conceded only six percent. When the issue was brought before a plenary session of the conference, a consensus of thirteen percent derivation was reached by a committee led by Major-General Shehu Yar’Adua (Rtd.) (Nwala 1997). Following sustained pressures for a change in allocation principle to reflect the source of the nation’s wealth—the Niger Delta, Nigeria’s oil-producing region—and despite the hanging of nine Ogoni leaders and crushing of the MOSOP uprising by the Federal Military Government in 1995 (Obi and Oriola 2018, 1–2), the increment of the allocative principle of oil derivation to thirteen percent was inherited by the Fourth Republic in 1999 and remains the status quo to date.

The Birth of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic

The Fourth Republic had a rather short gestation period of less than a year between General Sani Abacha’s death on June 8, 1998, and the handing over of power by his successor, General Abdulsalami Abubakar, to a democratically elected government on May 29, 1999. The Fourth Republic had its roots in the Second Republic (1979–1983) and the convoluted and problematic nature of the short-lived Third Republic (1992–1993). Much has been written about the Babangida-Abacha-led transitions. Following the collapse of the Third Republic, General Abacha, under immense domestic and international pressure arising from the fallout of the annulment of the 1993 presidential elections, convened a constitutional conference for political reforms in 1994/1995, which was boycotted by a coalition of opposition groups including the National Democratic Coalition (NADECO), which called on Abacha to handover to the winner of the 1993 presidential elections and demanded the holding of a Sovereign National Conference to restructure the Nigerian federation. Rather than accede to the opposition’s requests, Abacha announced a three-year transition on October 1, 1995. The constitutional conference recommendations (which lacked any real legitimacy) did not call for any significant political restructuring or political reforms. However, six additional states were created on October 1, 1996 (bringing the total to thirty-six states).

Under the new transition program, a new electoral body—the National Electoral Commission of Nigeria—was created, and five political parties were registered: Committee for National Consensus (CNC), United Nigeria People’s Convention (UNPC), National Centre Party of Nigeria (NCPN), Democratic Party of Nigeria (DPN), and Grassroots Democratic Movement (GDM), which all adopted General Abacha as their presidential candidate. Following Abacha’s death, the five parties were dissolved, all political prisoners were freed, and General Abdulsalami Abubakar announced a new transition timetable on July 20, with May 29, 1999 as the date for handing over power to an elected government. On August 25, he announced an election timetable. By December, the Constitutional Debate Co-ordinating Committee (CDCC) headed by Justice Niki Tobi submitted a draft constitution to the government. In the February 1999 Presidential elections, General Olusegun Obasanjo (rtd), a former military head of state (following Murtala Mohammed’s assassination in a failed coup attempt in 1976), was elected as the president. The 1999 constitution, which was practically an updated version of the 1979 constitution, was passed into law by military decree, and Obasanjo was sworn in as president on May 29, 1999, to usher in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic.

In terms of its origins, the Fourth Republic was rooted in military authoritarianism and the democratic struggles that followed the Third Republic’s collapse. This had two broad political implications. The 1999 constitution that formed the legal and political basis for the Fourth Republic was not the true reflection of Nigerian people’s will and aspirations, opening the door to the questioning of its legitimacy. Secondly, demands for the political restructuring of Nigeria’s militarized and centralized federalism, which had been suppressed by decades of military authoritarianism, would find expression in an era of a democratic (re)opening with renewed agitation by hitherto marginalized groups and movements for a renegotiation of the distribution of power and resources across the three tiers of government and the diverse identity groups in the country.

Renewed Agitations and Responses to Restructuring Since 1999

Since the advent of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic on May 29, 1999, the agitation for restructuring Nigeria’s federalism has gained greater traction as a critical part of public political discourse. Following the 2019 General Elections, the calls for restructuring have grown louder from ethnic, regional, political, and religious groups, as well as from political parties, elder statesmen, traditional and religious leaders, civil society organizations, among others (Bello 2017; Ola-David 2018; Moghalu 2018; Aliyu 2020; Onyekwere 2020).

According to Dan-Azumi, Jega, and Egwu, the contentious issues underpinning the demands for political restructuring include the “devolution of powers, fiscal federal arrangement, and other specific issues of governance such as public accountability, electoral reform, strengthening of political institutions, federal character and state creation” (2018, 2). There are various tendencies within those demanding for political restructuring or what Jega (2020) describes as the quest for a “judicious and equitable de-concentration and reallocation of power and resources from the center to other federating units.” These tendencies are aptly summarized by Dan-Azumi, Jega and Egwu (2018, 3), as ranging from:


 …moderate calls to tinker with the federal structure of the country (i.e. devolution of power from the federal to state governments) to rigid demands for reverting to the old regional structure, which obtained in the First Republic, or a slight variation of it, dubbed as “true federalism” to the more extremist demands for secession, and for the creation of an independent state of Biafra, by a group calling itself the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB).



Opadere (2018, 157–168) adopts a slightly different approach focused on the dominant and suppressed perspectives to political restructuring. He interrogates the concept of restructuring, noting how it has meant different things to different political actors, ranging from those in government favoring slight or modest political reforms of various aspects of the political structure and process. This dominant view sometimes frames restructuring as being too complicated and unattainable or unrealistic in the Nigerian context. On the other hand, the suppressed groups continue to agitate for far-reaching changes such as devolution, resource control, a return to the 1963 federal constitution, and the creation of additional states or geopolitical zones. What flows from the foregoing is that there are diverse viewpoints about what constitutes political restructuring and how it can be achieved.

The immediate context for the current agitation for political restructuring is based on the perception that the 1999 constitution was an arbitrary imposition by the military on Nigerians and the belief that successive administrations have not fundamentally addressed the inequities and structural imbalances embedded in the centralization of power and resources in the federal government, which is controlled by a section of the country to the exclusion of other sections. The various approaches can be gleaned from the agitation of various identity groups, the national assembly activities, political parties, and the responses of various democratic administrations to such demands.

Some of the ethnic organizations demanding the restructuring of the federation include the Ohanaeze Ndi Igbo, Afenifere, Pan Niger Delta Forum (PANDEF), Ijaw National Congress (INC), Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), Arewa Consultative Forum (AWC), Middle Belt Forum (MBF), and the Movement for the Actualization of the Sovereign State of Biafra (MASSOB), O’odua People’s Congress (OPC), among others. While most of their demands range from modest constitutional changes/adjustments for devolution of power and resources from the federal to state levels and a return to the “true federalism” of the First Republic with strong regions and a weak center, a few like IPOB, MASSOB, O’odua Nationalist Coalition (ONAC) and Yoruba Liberation Command (YOLICOM) have called for outright dissolution or secession from the Nigerian federation.

After sustained clamor from virtually every section of the country and credible threats to the disruption of oil production by the Moujahid Dokubo Asari-led Niger Delta People’s Volunteer Force (NDPVF), an Ijaw ethnic militia group, President Obasanjo finally bought into the idea of a political reform conference at the end of 2004. Given Nigeria’s status as the continent’s largest oil producer with an output of 2.5 million barrels per day, accounting for over ninety percent of the country’s foreign exchange earnings, these threats were seriously viewed by the global oil industry. Prior to this time, the NDPVF kidnapped oil workers and occupied oil installations to express its grievances and protest against years of neglect by the federal government that left the region in a state of poverty and underdevelopment (Obi 2006). The NDPVF’s threat to blow up oil installations in the Niger Delta immediately rippled through the global oil market and the Nigerian president responded by dispatching a presidential jet to convey Dokubo Asari, the leader of the NDPVF, to the presidential villa for a discussion. Dokubo Asari reiterated his demand for a Sovereign National Conference that would produce a new federal structure, address the concerns of the people of the Niger Delta and grant them ownership of their resources.

At the convocation of the National Political Reform Conference (NPRC) in February 2005, President Obasanjo warned that the conference should not lead to the country’s disintegration, clearly putting limits on demands for restructuring. According to a news report (Owete 2014), the contentious issues include:


… rotational presidency, derivation principle/resource control/fiscal federalism, devolution of powers, ban on former military head of government/military administrators from politics, use of electronic voting machine for elections, immunity clause for president, governors and their deputies, state creation (especially for the South East), tenure of the office of the president and governors.



However, at the end of the 2005 conference, delegates from the South-South geopolitical boycotted the closing ceremony in protest after their demand for a fifty percent derivation principle of revenue allocation was rejected by those from the North. The conference rejected the call for the creation of more states, did not recommend a change in the revenue allocation formula, called for the principle of the rotation of power (presidency) between the north and south, and the geopolitical zones to be enshrined in the constitution, as well as the retention of the three tiers of the federation. Apart from the president’s self-serving motivations, the NPRC was considerably undermined by its lack of support from the National Assembly, the absence of impartial monitors, a predetermined and narrow political agenda, and the lack of guarantee or provision for implementation. Predictably, the proposals of the NPRC were thrown out in the lower and upper chambers of the National Assembly in May 2006, effectively confirming the collapse of the conference and President Obasanjo’s Third-Term Agenda (Singer 2006). In protest against the overwhelming dose of government influence, a pro-democracy opposition group known as PRONACO, founded by Nigeria’s Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka and nationalist leader Anthony Enahoro among others, held a parallel people’s conference in October 2005, in which it pushed for a sovereign national conference of all ethnic groups in Nigeria to renegotiate the basis of the federal union. PRONACO’s alternative conference resonated with the clamor for greater autonomy and a loose (decentralized) federal system demanded by the Yoruba of the South-West. These demands gained momentum with the emergence of the Gani Adams-led radical faction of O’odua People’s Congress (OPC), an ethnic militia group committed to defending Yoruba interests in the South-West (Akinyele 2001; Adebanwi 2005). It was remarkable that even in the predominantly Muslim North where a national conference has been perceived with suspicion as a “Southern” ploy to control the bulk of the country’s wealth domiciled in the region, the Arewa Youth Consultative Forum (AYCF) opted to covertly participate in the PRONACO conference (Singer 2006).

As it turned out, PRONACO also proved to be crisis-prone. Its plenary session planned for October 1, 2005 was postponed twice, and its financial viability came into question when its plan to attract donations from well-meaning Nigerians failed to materialize. There was a leadership tussle, disputes over proposed timetables, and personal differences between its leaders, all of which threatened to derail the conference. The conference was further undermined by the arrest of the leaders of several ethnic movements who opted to participate in it, namely: Mujahid Asari Dokubo (NDPVF); Ralph Uwazuruike (MASSOB); and Frederick Fasehun and Gani Adams (OPC). The government justified the arrests because the groups were challenging the country’s unity and territorial integrity, and their leaders were charged with treason. Despite the feeling in certain quarters that PRONACO had been infiltrated by pro-government elements, the organization succeeded in organizing regional meetings, continued to attract disparate groups into its fold, harmonized and produced the 2007 People’s Constitution proposing restructuring the country along the following lines: replacing Nigeria’s thirty-six states and federal capital territory with eighteen regions, devolution of power from the center to the regions, decentralization of the police, adoption of a parliamentary system of government. All these were rejected by the government, while the recommendations of its own conference were largely ignored.

The government’s next effort to respond to demands for restructuring was inaugurated by President Goodluck Jonathan in March 2014. Some of its recommendations included the creation of eighteen new states, increasing the amount of revenues allocated to states in relation to the federal government, a modified presidential system of government drawing on elements of the parliamentary and presidential systems, rotation of power between the north and south and the geopolitical zones, two tiers of government and the scrapping of local governments, and other governance-related reforms. However, these recommendations were not implemented as President Jonathan lost power in the 2015 elections, and the new government basically set aside the recommendations of the 2014 conference.

The emergence of retired General Muhammadu Buhari (a former military head of state) as president after winning the 2015 elections on the All Progressives Congress (APC) platform has had implications for the struggle for the political restructuring of Nigeria’s federalism. The issues that have animated the debates since Nigeria’s return to democratic rule in 1999 have continued to gain ground under Buhari’s presidency, particularly since his re-election in the 2019 elections. Of note have been the demands for a power shift between Nigeria’s six geopolitical zones, state creation, the equitable distribution of powers between the federal government and states, including as they relate to the principles of revenue allocation, particularly derivation and a measure of state autonomy in certain spheres. Also of note are questions about the distribution of political offices equitably and fairly, policing at the state level, and self-determination for ethnic groups.

However, it could be argued that while those demanding for restructuring seem to have found common ground on the need for the devolution of power from the center to the states, they are yet to reach a consensus about anything else. Of note are the position of Afenifere, which is advocating for six autonomous regions and a federal capital territory that is free to own and develop their resources based on a return to “true federalism” as enshrined in the 1960 and 1963 constitutions (This Day 2017). On its part, Ohaneze Ndigbo seeks the transformation of Nigeria’s six geopolitical zones into regions, with an additional state for the South-East; it also seeks the retention of the presidential system with a single six-year term and five vice-presidents from the five other geopolitical zones apart from that of the president (Kolawole 2018, Njoku 2018). On its own part, the MBF, while accepting states as the second tier of government, is advocating for an increase from six to eight geopolitical zones, the creation of state police as well as the creation of additional states and power rotation between the North and the South (The Sun 2020; Elumoye and Orizu 2020). In a related position, the Niger Delta Self Determination Movement (NDSDM) called for restructuring to enable regions to freely use their resources for their development (Ebiri 2019). However, groups like the Northern Elders Forum (NEF) are opposed to political restructuring, preferring a focus on principles of fair play, equity, and good governance (The Cable 2020).

The prevailing scenario has produced some discernable trends and tendencies. There appears to be a faction of the dominant political elite in the ruling APC who maintain that there is no guarantee that a restructuring exercise will advance national cohesion, unity, development, and peace. Some have gone as far as arguing that “[the] opposition is using restructuring to destroy Nigeria” (Inyang 2017; Fasan 2017). In his 2018 New Year Address, President Buhari rejected the call for restructuring, asserting that “my firm view is that our problems are more to do with process, than structure” (quoted in Ogundipe 2018). Despite the president’s position and that of the APC, political restructuring demands have continued unabated. In the face of the growing security concerns across the country, particularly in reaction to the escalating farmer–herder conflicts and a spate of kidnappings, the states of the South-West geopolitical zone came together to float the Western Nigeria Security Network (WNSN), also known as Amotekun, made up of community-based operatives assisting police in maintaining security at the local level. This has sparked off demands by similar groups in the South-South, South-East, North-East and North-Central for similar regional security outfits to combat the rising threat of insecurity. Although this falls short of the demand for state-level policing, it indicates that the struggle for the restructuring of Nigeria’s federalism will continue for the foreseeable future. In February 2020, the Senate Committee on National Review invited memoranda from the public to amend the 1999 constitution sparking off a new crescendo on all sides in the political restructuring debate.

Despite the president’s position and that of the ruling party on political restructuring, several factors have played into the persistent demands for the Nigerian federation’s political restructuring. Of note is the continued overarching federal dominance of power and national resources, the general state of insecurity across the country (the military is deployed in thirty-two of Nigeria’s thirty-six states) due to the long-running insurgency by Boko Haram extremists in the North-East, and banditry in the North-West and North-Central states. The situation has also been complicated by widespread farmer–herder conflicts in most of the country’s geopolitical zones, persisting tensions in the restive oil-producing ethnic minority Niger Delta region, high-level criminality and kidnapping in cities and along interstate highways leading to massive loss of lives and property.

Also, there is a perception in certain sections of the country that appointments to top-level federal positions, particularly in the security sector, have been largely slanted in favor of persons from the northern section of the country aligned to the President and his inner circle. The high level of youth unemployment and widespread poverty also feeds into popular alienation from governments at the federal, state, and local levels and increased agitation for “democracy dividends” in the form of basic infrastructure, employment, and human security. Despite a lack of consensus on a definite political agenda, many political groups, statemen, and civil society organizations are not only demanding political restructuring but are pointing to the risks of the government’s neglect of such calls. They note that the current federal structure unfairly privileges a section of the country or hegemonic group (that contributes little or nothing) that controls access and distribution of federally controlled oil revenues at the expense of other groups that are excluded from accessing resources or federal appointments (Ameh 2017; Yauri 2018). In a recent op-ed article by the former chairman of Nigeria’s electoral body, the delicate nature of the current conjuncture of events is succinctly captured as “overheating the polity,” underscoring the challenge facing the country as addressing “the issue of restructuring the Nigerian federal system without upsetting the apple-cart; that is, how to add value to the structure and systemic efficacy of the federal arrangement, without unleashing instability occasioned by the mobilization of ethnic, regional, and religious sentiments and identities” (Jega 2020).

Conclusion

The persisting demands for the Nigerian federation’s political restructuring pose a major challenge capable of undermining political stability. Some feel that a section of the country has unfairly taken advantage of and benefited from the prevailing unequal political structure to monopolize power and control national resources. The politics of federalism in the Fourth Republic has therefore pitched those who seek to break the perceived centralization of federal power within a post-civil war arrangement by emphasizing the need for devolution, decentralization, and equity against those that defend the centralized model of federalism as a bulwark against instability, disunity, and political disintegration, drawing on the country’s checkered political past.

Some of the agitation for political restructuring is driven by the perception that the federation’s current structure is no longer economically viable. The argument is that the current federal arrangement relies on oil produced from an ethnic minority geopolitical zone, which bears the brunt of oil production and whose people are marginalized from federal power, while other zones benefit disproportionately from federally controlled and distributed oil revenues. Closely related to the argument of the unfairness embedded within the current arrangement is the view that most of the current states rely on monthly federal allocations of oil revenues, without which they cannot survive, justifying the call for a return to economically viable regions that are capable of generating their own internal resources and channel them towards regional development, while contributing what is left to the center. This calls for a reversal of the current distributional logic that focuses overwhelming power in the federal government and those controlling its executive power while emphasizing the development of a political economy that taps into a logic of regional economic production and development, and more recently, security.

The real issue perhaps lies in the geopolitical and class dimensions of the current agitation for the restructuring of Nigeria’s federalism in a manner that radically shifts the locus of power to the federating units, or what in several ways reflects the logic that underpinned the pre-1966 model: strong regions and a weak center. However, the exact model of government being sought by advocates of restructuring is not clear even to those advocating for decentralization, even as the calls for restructuring continue to animate Nigeria’s Fourth Republic’s politics. However, there is an urgent need to redistribute power and resources from the center fairly and equitably to effectively reduce the zero-sum struggles for power at the federal level and re-balance the relationship between it and the other tiers of government. The prospects for the future raise more questions than answers, given the ways factions of the political elite have gone about fighting for or obstructing political restructuring. The challenge remains how the Nigerian state will find the political will to mediate current struggles, renegotiate, and navigate the path of equitable and sustainable political change. It will also depend on political leaders, elites, and citizens’ capacity to envision, organize for, and engage in building participatory and democratic structures and processes for reinventing the Nigerian federation along more equitable, equally participatory, and developmental lines.
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Chapter 31 

Dimensions of Nigeria’s National Security and Development Challenges in Changing Global Contexts

N. Oluwafemi Mimiko

Introduction: Concepts, Context, and Theory

Security is an end in itself for any human community. Its import is mostly felt by its absence. Security also serves as a means to an end, a prerequisite for development, which every human society seeks. Civilization is ultimately defined by security. While the state may function as a mechanism of class domination and appropriation, its primary raison d’être as a platform for delivering on its constituent members’ aspirations for safety (security) and material advancement (welfare) remains axiomatic. The organization of security and the welfare of the people (society) constitutes ab initio, the central purpose for which the latter chose to cede a measure of its freedom to the state (government)—for it to organize the framework for collective peace and security. As John Locke puts it:


for the mutual preservation of their lives, liberties, and estates, which I call by the general name “property”. The great and chief end, therefore, of men’s uniting into commonwealths and putting themselves under government is the preservation of their property. To which in the state of nature there are many things wanting …. (Locke 1981, 380–381)



In the context of the state of nature as a milieu in which “there are many things wanting” that its seemingly more benign representation by Locke actually coheres with Thomas Hobbes’ conception of the same as a fatally suffocating environment. This, therefore, accords the state the natural mandate of organizing the framework for guaranteeing the security and welfare of the people, a value made practically unattainable by the state of nature.

The same principle is the bedrock of the “Fundamental Objectives and Directive Principles of State Policy” provision in Nigeria’s 1999 Constitution (as amended) (Federal Government of Nigeria 1999). Specifically, Chapter II, Section 14(2)(b) thereof indicates that “The security and welfare of the people shall be the primary purpose of government.” The centrality of security and welfare (“lives, liberties, and estates”) to statehood is, therefore, firmly established on those grounds. Indeed, so firmly ingrained it is that failure on the part of the state, acting through government—its principal agency—to guarantee “property,” amounts to a violation of its social contract’s sanctity with the citizenry. Demonstrable inability or failure to deliver on this commitment is deemed enough basis for popular rebellion against the state (Gurr 1970). As explicated by Locke:


… for all power given with trust for the attaining an end being limited by that end, whenever that end is manifestly neglected or opposed, the trust must necessarily be forfeited and the power devolve into the hands of those that gave it, who may place it anew where they shall think best for their safety and security. (1981, 385)



While the lucidity of Locke’s thought has been vigorously examined in the literature, not so its assumptions in relation to the realities of changing times. One such is that the overarching basis for the state’s existence, which Locke so passionately referenced, is now virtually inverted. I argue that the state has since developed a life of its own and practically stopped being a product of the commitment to the defense of “property” in Locke’s conception. It has since equated an apparatus in the hands of its custodians—the governing elite—for organizing and appropriating privilege and wealth in the interest of that tiny segment of the population. The elite superintends over state apparatuses not for the benefit of any popular collective, as envisaged in Locke’s thought, but the service of the particularistic interests of elites, thus approximating an instrument of class domination and exploitation (Marx and Engels 1998).

A similar inversion pattern also underpins the code on the right to rebel, which supposedly regulates the state–society relationship. A range of variables actively compromise the state’s ability and/or willingness to guarantee its constituents’ property, but rather than getting rebelled against because of implied infidelity, state structures often get defended and consolidated. The perspective of society is often so blurred by issues extraneous to delivery on the advertised mandate, thus ensuring, contrary to Locke’s projection, the state’s resilience, even where it fails to guarantee the safety of “lives, liberties, and estates.” In this category are several socially constructed identities that so often easily firewall a non-accountable state against rebellion. An example is a situation in which an identifiable constituency in a country chooses to tolerate a leader’s vile and parochial instincts that should ordinarily be called to account, but is not, just because leader and constituency are of the same ethnoreligious stock, in a land defined by multiple layers of ethnic and religious cleavages. Where such a rebellion as envisaged by Locke occurs, it is frequently a consequence of elite fracture rather than the state’s inability to deliver on the promise of protection of property. The point being made here is that more often than not, it is a contestation of members of the ruling elites over the modalities of power-sharing and the privileges thereto that propel rebellion against particular factions or fractions of the ruling elite, not necessarily because the state has proven incapable of delivering on the agenda of social welfare and justice, or national cum human security, which ordinarily should be its very forte.

The substantial presence of security and welfare in a polity conveys a sense of development, taken here in a broader context, beyond economic growth, conceived by Davidson (1981) as the mere expansion in the productive capacity of a people. It is evident, where development is defined substantively as a general improvement in people’s quality of life, that the Nigerian state has not acquitted itself creditably. Measured in terms of access to health care, education, and other critical social services, the country lags far behind most countries of the world. Its per capita income hovers at a minuscule $2,374.4 in 2019, making it one of the poorest countries of its size and population (World Bank, 2019). With about 87 million people in poverty, the country is now regarded as the world’s extreme poverty capital (Kazeem 2018). Some 13.2 million school aged children in the country are out of school (Universal Basic Education Commission, in Adedigba 2015)—a figure higher than the population of 122 countries out of the 195 member nations (including two observers) of the UN (Worldometer 2021), not counting many other territories that are still outside of the UN system (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2019; Worldometer 2010; https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/population-by-country.htm). Life expectancy is fifty-five years, reputed by the United Nations to be the world’s fourth-lowest, better only than Sierra Leone, Chad, and Central African Republic (Sanni 2019). Nigeria is a victim of acute infrastructure deficit, with its “overall quality of infrastructure” put at eighth in West Africa by the World Bank (Nigerian Investment Promotion Council 2018). Unemployment, especially among its youth, who constitute more than sixty percent of the country’s population, is put at 23.1 percent in 2018 by the National Bureau of Statistics (Olawoyin 2018). These elements come with profound security implications, which call to question the general state of development in Nigeria.

Here, security is conceived as of two dimensions—national and human security. National security addresses concerns over the physical security of a country and safety from external threats to its territory, citizenry, and core values. It equates to the protection of the state against external aggression through economic, military, political and diplomatic means. On the other hand, human security equates to a situation in which the conditions that undermine personal security or stoke up fear in the minds of the citizenry are contained or eliminated. It consists of the insulation of individuals and communities from circumstances that strike at the very heart of their sense of personal security, including non-existent or marginal access to material means, without which livelihood is practically meaningless. It is a guarantee against, among others, loss of self-confidence and human dignity, attenuation of choices, and highly compromised forms of existence.

The foregoing provides the context for explicating the nature of the security and development challenge, which Nigeria faces. Is the challenge existential or temporal? How does the overall shortage of development, which in all practicality is the country’s extant default position, feed into the security narrative and vice versa? Does the Nigerian state reinforce or attenuate the prevailing patterns of peace and security in the land? This chapter interrogates these issues, and the specific security and development pathways for Nigeria, within the political economy’s rubric.

The political economy framework ordinarily makes for an in-depth exploration of how complex interactions between political and economic variables shape power relations, and the social reality consequent upon the same. As Alozieuwa (2010, 18–31) aptly notes, it unravels the “economic motives behind political and social actions, ….” Without such a tool, comprehension of the nature of state–society engagement in any social formation tends to be superficial. It facilitates a robust appreciation of the patterns of interaction of the security and development variables invoked in this discourse, based on which I make two basic arguments. First, that the Nigerian state, by its nature and pattern of operations, propels insecurity in the country. Secondly, given the convoluted manner in which it is organized, the Nigerian state is capable of reproducing neither security nor development and must be recomposed to deliver on these twin objectives that constitute the raison d’être of state.

Following this conceptual and theoretical exploration are discussions of the evolution and character of the Nigerian state, dimensions of the more contemporary security and (economic) development challenges confronting the country, and ways out of insecurity and development crises.

Evolution and Character of the Nigerian State

The Nigerian state emerged from colonialism in 1960. Prior to that date, the constituent nationalities, some with rudiments of statehood, were “pacified” by the British colonialists, over one hundred years (see Chapter 13), making the modern Nigerian state, to all intents and purposes, a creation of colonialism. A marked feature of the new state consisted of the survival of critical fault lines, which were, on purpose, not smoothed out by the British during the long years of colonial despoliation. Sustained (mis)management of the new state’s fault lines set Nigeria’s evolution on a pattern of social instability that continues to define its existence. The political system atrophied rather rapidly, such that by the mid-1960s the fledgling federal system of government bequeathed by the colonists had given way to military governance (see Chapter 19). At least six unsuccessful democratization attempts were made prior to 1999, when the current phase of democratic experimentation commenced (see Chapter 22). Twenty years on, it has remained clear that what the country has managed to put in place is, at best, a democradura—some form of illiberal democracy (Mimiko 2017). Fundamentally flawed “elections” that are hardly consequential throw up a crop of leaders of comparable ideological and attitudinal outlook, who make forlorn attempts at creating the basis for a modern political economy, but in a manner that questions the development status of Nigeria.

The transition in the economic structure, binary in nature, was as swift as what took place on the political plane. Its agricultural base quickly gave way to dominance by crude oil, especially from the early 1970s, when Nigeria’s place in the global crude oil market became established via its membership of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Evidence of growth in the economy abounds, no doubt, with GDP moving from $4.20 billion in 1960, and $568.50 billion in 2014, to $397 billion in 2018 (www.data.worldbank.org). Yet not much has happened in terms of expanding the productive (non-extractive) base of the economy (see Chapter 21). No marked improvement in the quality of life of most Nigerians has been noticeable. Instead, what obtains is a situation in which the enclave economy represented by crude oil continues to grow but without much impact on most Nigerians’ living condition. The sector is dominated by international capital and its local lackeys. Its growth is despite considerable negative environmental externalities, which it reproduces in the crude oil-bearing Niger Delta region. Nigeria is one of the five economies that account for half of the global poor population, put at 368 million in 2015 by the World Bank (Katayama and Wadhwa 2019). It is also one in which a tiny ruling elite thrives on rent-seeking activities, cornering a disproportionate percentage of collective wealth, and living in obscene opulence. These provide a tapestry of security challenges, latent and otherwise, which have defined Nigeria in contemporary times.

Latent National Security Challenges

Nigeria does not face any external security threat of note. All the countries with which it shares land borders—Cameroon, Chad, Niger, and Benin Republic—pale in national power terms and do not pose any credible threat. While virtually all of these countries were colonized by France (Cameroon only after the Second World War), and continue to hold some form of allegiance to same, the possibility of a type of entanglement that would attract the direct involvement of the former colonial power against Nigeria is remote. The Bakassi Peninsula status was a recurring dispute in Nigeria’s delicate relations with its eastern neighbor, Cameroon. Even this has been resolved through the UN system in the early 2000s, albeit in a manner that remains quite controversial (Mimiko 2017, 57–60, 70–72, 78–81). Virtually all these neighbors also have one major security challenge or the other to contend with. Perhaps the most important is the Boko Haram insurgency, which had by 2015 spilled over from the Nigerian end of the Lake Chad basin into Niger, Chad, and Cameroon. Working out a collaborative framework for effectively tackling this challenge has since become a core element of each of these countries’ foreign policy.

There is growing concern over a ring of military bases allegedly being put up by the United States around Nigeria. Within this framework are airstrips in Niamey and Agadez, Niger; Garoua in Cameroon; and a proposed air defense system in Benin Republic. In all, the United States, as of late 2018, had about 3,000 troops in the countries of the Chad Basin—Nigeria, Chad, Niger, and Cameroon; and Mali—with at least 1,200 of them in Niger, which also hosts a drone base (Lichtenbaum 2019) said to be worth $110 million (Hultman and Kramer 2020). The troops were officially deployed to act against extremist groups operating in the region, which forms part of the Sahel axis. Identified as a part of this elaborate deployment agenda is the March 2018 military agreement the United States entered into with Ghana, described as “the legal framework to govern the ongoing security cooperation” between the two countries (US Embassy in Ghana 2018).

While the strategic ends of the elaborate deployment of military facilities around Nigeria remain contentious, it is arguable that such stands to compromise the country’s scope for independent action in the region. It remains unclear, for instance, whether the United States took Nigerian government leaders into confidence before sending a secret military mission into the country in October 2020 to rescue an American hostage held by some militants in the northern part of the country (Reuters 2020). Such heavy foreign military presence also makes Nigeria quite susceptible to external blackmail in a region marked by growing volatility, the emergent crisis of identity in Anglophone Cameroon on Nigeria’s eastern border inclusive. This has far-reaching spill-over effects for Nigeria and thus constitutes a security threat of sort.

Of particular significance in Nigeria’s security consideration is its porous land borders, through which undocumented immigrants from across the West African sub-region stream into the country. The Free Movement of Persons, Residence, and Establishment Protocol, under the aegis of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), allows for movement of people and right of residence for ninety days, without a visa, within the region. This has remarkably opened the floodgate for a pattern of uncontrolled migration that takes advantage of this relative fluidity of cross-border movement legitimized under the Protocol. This is further widened by the streaming into the country of armed renegade ex-soldiers and sundry militia from Libya, and across the Sahel, with the virtual collapse of the North African country (Reuters 2016). Indeed, much of the more dramatic security issues with which Nigeria has had to cope in its northeast axis and around the Benue Valley are fueled by the transnational movements of people and small arms and light weapons (SALW). The UN’s SALW programming, and Nigeria’s own efforts in this regard, are of no significant impact in stemming the tide of illegal trafficking of weapons into the country (Frohlich 2020; VOA News 2020). It remains to be fathomed how the directive handed down by the Nigerian government for this category of illegal aliens to register within six months—i.e., by mid-2019 (Daily Trust 2019a)—will address the core security issues here. The same goes for the December 2019 proclamation of a new policy, effective January 1, 2020, granting visa-on-arrival status to all Africans traveling to Nigeria.

The Gulf of Guinea is one of the more important navigation routes for maritime trade, covering 6,000 kilometers from Senegal to Angola, a considerable part of which abuts Nigeria. Some ninety percent of all trade to West Africa travels by sea through the Gulf, where piracy and other acts of criminality abound, with kidnapping numbers setting global records in 2019 (UN Office on Drugs and Crime 2021; Financial Times 2020). It is doubtful if the Nigerian Navy is appropriately positioned to administer the type of security coverage the navigation route requires. This has been demonstrated over time in the ease with which common criminals dominate the space (UN Office and Drugs and Crime 2021). Thus, the conclusion is inevitable that in the circumstances of Nigeria’s overall limited military capability and modest naval engagement in the Gulf of Guinea, a major external aggressive action therein may not encounter much resistance from the country.

At least three countries on the continent—Egypt, Algeria, and South Africa—are ranked in that order, ahead of Nigeria, by the Global Fire Power (2020), in terms of military capability. Nigeria’s military-industrial complex is weak, even by African standards, making the country completely dependent on imported military hardware. It is the third-largest importer of arms in Africa, after Algeria and Morocco (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 2019). Thus, with no credible weapons production system, Nigeria, or indeed any of the four countries in the same category with it, cannot lay claim to any ability to sustain a credible form of warfare or sustained external security challenge. The excruciating material privation that a growing number of Nigerians face constitutes the very bedrock of simmering instability.

Extant National Security Challenges

The most pronounced of the conventional security challenges Nigeria currently faces is the Boko Haram insurgency and what is depicted by the Global Terrorism Index 2015 as “Fulani militancy”—armed attacks by itinerant, mostly Fulani herdsmen on sedentary farming communities across the country (Institute for Economics and Peace 2015, 2). Others are banditry in the northwest zone; and kidnapping for ransom all across the country (Campbell 2020)—all of which make Nigeria a huge landscape of palpable security concern.

In the decade starting from October 2009, Boko Haram has taken a decidedly violent posture. It is adjudged by the UN to have killed in excess of 36,000 people and brought about the displacement of more than 2 million others of early 2020 (DW 2020). It is regarded by the Global Terrorism Index 2015 as the second most violent terrorist organization in the world (Institute for Economics and Peace 2015, 2). Sporadic clashes between pastoralists and farming communities in Nigeria have a long history, but a unique feature of the nascent phase of the herders–farmers conflict in the country is the wanton violence that underlines it. Accounting for 1,300 deaths within the first six months of 2018, such conflicts are now regarded as “six times deadlier than Boko Haram-related attacks” (International Crisis Group 2018).

The core issues around which the conflicts revolve are the expansion of the spatial scope of the Sahara desert—itself a consequence of climate change—implying shrinking space for grazing for pastoralists, and the drying up of Lake Chad, which had provided “a lifeline to about 30 million people in four countries” (UN, in Africa Renewal 2012, 24). Grazing routes of precolonial origins that hitherto existed across the country, and through which pastoralists had trod to graze their animals from north to south, have been greatly eroded by massive land usage. Lake Chad has shrunk to one-twentieth of its 1963 size (UNEP 2008), translating into “shortage of local water, crop failures, livestock deaths, collapsed fisheries, soil salinity, and growing poverty” (ibid.) for the populations around it. The UN Food and Agriculture Organization refers to this as an unfolding “ecological catastrophe” (Africa Renewal 2012, 24), warning that the lake could disappear within the century (ibid.). Nigeria’s President Muhammadu Buhari has also noted that the reduction in the scope of the lake propels insurgency in the region (Punch, Jan. 18, 2016). Added to all these is the weak resource governance regime that reproduces intra-group conflict in Nigeria (Mimiko 2013, 119–237).

Conflict Management as a Challenge to National Security

A core element of the contradictions defining the Nigerian state is its penchant for mismanaging otherwise benign security challenges, thereby turning them into effective national security threats. The extra-judicial killing of the founder of Boko Haram in 2009 was a factor in the subsequent radicalization of group members. It is further evidence of institutional failure. A functional state with strong institutions would not have summarily executed a sect leader apprehended hale and hearty, not just for dictates of the law and sacrosanctity of human rights, but also the professional value of the opportunity afforded for interrogation of such a prime suspect. The Boko Haram leader’s murder became the trigger factor for the change in his group’s orientation from a benign but potentially dangerous formation to one overtly committed to violence. It is imaginable that had the killing not taken place, Boko Haram could have remained, at best, a low-grade security concern, considering that it had existed for many years prior to its adoption of the violent option.

The Nigerian government’s inability to anticipate the security implications of a receding Lake Chad on communities that depended on it provided a conducive environment for conflict to fester. The changing structure of the lake had become noticeable back in the 1980s, but the Nigerian state did not provide any form of succor or launch any program of survival for displaced families and communities. Massive population movements from the Chad basin to the Middle Belt had actually commenced in and around 2010. This was when many of the herders, who constituted the bulk of the communities affected by the changing structure of Lake Chad, moved southwards in search of water and pasture for their livestock. The Benue Valley, with its lush green vegetation, provided a natural attraction for such populations. Yet, there was no coordinated response to the Nigerian state’s evolving demographic shift (Interview with Babagana Wakil, 2018).

Grazing routes had been a part of the colonial and early postcolonial pattern of rearing cattle in Northern Nigeria. It is a traditional animal husbandry scheme, and a long-standing way of life for Fulani pastoralists, even if now it has become otiose in the face of modern patterns of animal husbandry. The routes got systematically eroded as communities became more complex, thus putting farmlands in danger of being tramped upon and farm products being ravaged by cattle. The decimation of the routes occurred over several years and should have elicited some form of action on the part of a more responsive state through the provision of a credible alternative to this economic form. Such anticipatory acts were put in place neither in response to the gradual erosion of the grazing routes nor the systematic shrinking in Lake Chad’s scope, thus providing context for an inevitable crisis (ibid.).

Similarly, a major factor in the Boko Haram insurgency’s sustained operation consists in the pattern of the response of Nigeria’s security forces that suggests some degree of brutality and recklessness. In particular, there are reports of torturing and killing of innocent citizens in the terror-belt. Amnesty International has issued reports on these concerns virtually every year since the commencement of full military operations against the sect in the mid-2000s (Amnesty International 2018, 2019). While these abuses have been denied, with the military often inputting the most obvious of them to “collateral damage” (Odua 2017), incidences of ruthlessness may not be ruled out, given the intensity of the government’s pressure on the military to rapidly subdue the terrorists. A sore point for the repentant bandits and kidnappers with whom the Zamfara State government began to engage soon after the 2019 elections is the type of treatment they claim the security services meted to them (Punch August 6, 2019). It was such that motivated them, they argue, to take to banditry and kidnapping, indicating that had the challenges been better managed, it might have been possible that the recourse to criminality on the part of the victims would not have been necessary.

Boko Haram began to meet a forceful response from the Nigerian state after the partisan outlook with which the conflict was initially attended was done away with. Significantly, this orientation is not replicated in relation to the herders–farmers conflict. Indeed, one perspective has located the brazenness with which the Fulani herdsmen have operated since the emergence of Buhari as president in mid-2015 to the confidence that they had a supporter in him. President Buhari is himself a Fulani cattle owner and a patron of the Miyetti Allah Cattle Breeders Association of Nigeria (MACBAN). In the circumstances, not much has taken place in terms of an effective response to the militants by the government, fueling such concerns about the official perfunctory response to this menace. It is regarded as quite unusual that Buhari’s government is wont to justify their acts rather than calling the rampaging herders to account. The country’s former defense minister, General Mansur Ali, indicated that the herders had not much of a choice, with the old grazing routes having been practically taken over by farming communities (Adetayo 2018). He demanded that the legal tools put in place by Benue State, one of the most affected by these conflicts, to stem the tide of open grazing of cattle, be abrogated, it being the basis of the bellicosity of the herders against whom such laws were directed (ibid.). Above all, in addition to indicating his commitment to bringing back the grazing routes, all that President Buhari would offer after more than three scores of Benue farmers had been slaughtered mid-2018, allegedly by Fulani herdsmen, was an admonition that the indigenous farming communities cohabit peacefully with their pastoralist neighbors (Toromade 2019; Babajide 2018). Very significant in all of these is the claim by the Sultan of Sokoto, considered the spiritual head of the Fulani, that indeed eighty percent of the kidnapping taking place in Nigeria were perpetrated by Fulani; adding, however, that such does not make all Fulani in the country guilty of the crime of these rogue elements (PM News 2021).

The violent confrontation by the Nigerian military with the leadership of Indigenous Peoples of Biafra (IPOB), and the unfolding repression of members of the Islamic Movement of Nigeria (IMN), fit into this general narrative. The head of IPOB, Nnamdi Kanu, was an innocuous young man, involved in online advocacy of his fascination for a new “Biafra Republic” over the country’s south-eastern geopolitical zone. His agitation was a passable reaction to the general frustration with the erosion of autonomy of Nigeria’s constituent units and the generally poor governance outcomes from the Nigerian state. Kanu was practically transformed into a folk hero of sorts as soon as the government arrested him. His incarceration for several months, without trial, the government’s refusal to release him until after several court directives, the subsequent invasion of his home by military men, and his dramatic escape and flight out of the country completed this transfiguration. The IPOB/Biafra crisis continues to simmer and in a manner in which a blowout at any time would not come as a surprise.

The situation of the Shi’a Muslim community in the country is akin to IPOB’s. The Shi’a are relatively few in Nigeria and certainly much smaller in number than the more established Sunni sect. A good number of them, mostly in the northern part of the country, are organized into the Islamic Movement of Nigeria (IMN) under Ibraheem El-Zakzaky. While their periodic street processions in some cities of the north were an irritant to non-members, not many expected this ordinarily passable phenomenon to degenerate into a major security challenge to Nigeria. A confrontation with the military, following a rather minor traffic incident in December 2015 in Zaria, led to the death of at least 350 IMN members (Amnesty International 2019). The group’s core leadership was promptly detained and remains locked up despite court orders that they be released (BBC News 2019b). IMN members have demonstrated a few times since then in Abuja, demanding their leaders’ release (Benson 2019). Virtually all the protests degenerated into violence. By order of a Federal High Court, the Nigerian government declared the group a terrorist organization and promptly proscribed it (Adesomoju 2019)—an act condemned in civil society circles as equating “suppression of freedom of religion and association” of the Shi’a community (Amnesty International 2019; Ezugwu 2019). Given how the issues have evolved, it is predictable that an outcome similar to what the country has had to confront vis à vis Boko Haram may be underway if the emergent pattern of state engagement of IMN is sustained.

There is also an international dimension to the Nigerian state’s engagement with the IMN. Such may follow, and in all its complexities, the historical tension pattern between the global Sunni and Shi’a sects in Islam—led by Saudi Arabia and Iran, respectively. While the preponderance of the Nigerian Muslim leadership is Sunni, enjoying some form of comfortable relationship with Saudi royalty, Iran has consistently demonstrated its support for the IMN, calling severally for the release of El-Zakzaky, for medical attention in the country (Abioye et al. 2019). In late August 2019, the Nigerian government formally presented a claim in court that IMN was a linchpin for Iran to replicate its 1979 Islamic revolution in Nigeria (Elombah News 2019). It is difficult to ascertain the validity of this claim.

State Structure as Conflict Arena

The critical question here is, what is it in the Nigerian state’s nature that makes the foregoing the dominant pattern of its response to social pressures? The Nigerian state operates under the yoke of at least three challenges—focus and commitment, structure, and limited capacity—all of which define its character and set the parameters of its operations, including managing social pressures.

Focus and Commitment

The Nigerian state is not oriented to servicing the people’s welfare, as it is but a mere tool of truly primitive accumulation in the hands of an unimaginative and bankrupt elite, which is bereft of any viable development plan. The ruling elite is incapable of nurturing its own enlightened self-interest by providing a basis for self-legitimacy, in minimal development, that would keep the impoverished mass of the people in some form of sustainable, if false, contentment. Rather, it actively seeks and works for the people’s impoverishment, as an instrument of control. These tendencies account for the opulence in which members of the elite live (its legislators are, for instance, virtually the best paid in the world) in the face of the debilitating poverty the mass of the people endure (Cole 2020). This was the structure of the colonial state dedicated to the exploitation of the colonized. The state was inherited at independence by Nigeria’s political elites, but rather than recomposing it to serve popular democratic purposes, they simply maintained the structure and functioning as an instrument of domination and exploitation.

To this end, the state runs on economic and political exclusivity, validating the thesis by Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) that extractive political and economic institutions in Africa constitutes the primary basis for the reproduction of poverty on the continent. Sustaining this narrow and convoluted use to which the state is put, as explicated in the state capture thesis (Mimiko 2018), compels the desperate struggle for control over it by different factions and fractions of the governing elite. Such struggle often manifests as the politicization of ethnic and religious differentiation, election acrimony, coups d’état, civil war, and grand corruption, the proceeds of which are needed to build a war chest requisite for the continued dominance of the public space and sustained usage of same as a platform for appropriating collective wealth. This is the focus and commitment yoke that the Nigerian state bears.

Structure

Britain handed over a warped federal system to Nigerians at independence. One of its three components, the Northern Region, was allocated more than half of the federal House of Representatives’ membership and was thus better privileged than the other two combined (see Chapter 19). This is the very antithesis of the federal principle that prescribes that no one of the federating units must be big enough to overwhelm or be capable of exercising a veto over an entire federation (Mimiko 2006, 1–21). Thus, it is arguable that the Nigerian federal system was indeed structured in the first instance to fail (ibid.). The military intervention in the governance processes further compromised what little federal orientation the immediate postcolonial system had, as the military imposed its own hierarchical structure on the nation. The most profound evidence of this was the formal substitution of a unified structure for the federal system through Decree 34 of 1966, by the military head of state, J. T. U. Aguiyi-Ironsi; the virtual abolition of the three (four from 1963) regional governance structure by the Yakubu Gowon junta mid-1967; and the virtual seizure by the central government of the nation’s crude oil deposits, via the Petroleum Act of 1969. All these were consummated through the country’s imposition, at the starting point of each democratization project the military midwifed, of constitutions that are unitary in everything but nomenclature, the 1999 Constitution (as amended) being the latest in the series.

The process of centralization was further consolidated during the Civil War. This left the Northern Region in a much more assured state than prevailed before the conflict. It sustained the system’s total dominance by the Region (Mimiko 2006, 1–21). The control is guaranteed in contemporary times by a string of contentious census figures; and multiplication of what ordinarily should be federating units, through the creation of states, and with them, Local Government Areas (LGA), by the central government, not based on any reasonable criteria, but as part of this global agenda of domination to which the country has been subjected. Thus, while the former Northern Region now comprises nineteen states, the former Eastern and Western Regions between them account for seventeen. Whereas the old Northern Region has 419 LGAs, the other two combined have 357. The pattern of revenue allocation, to the extent that it is done based on these units, therefore, remains significantly skewed. The deployment of the biometric card reader in the 2015 elections further consolidated the evolving arrangement. While its use was enforced at voting units across the southern states at the election, it was haphazardly deployed in the north, facilitating multiple voting infractions, and subsequent return of outrageously high poll figures from the northern constituencies, even in places most affected by the armed insurgency. For instance, whereas Borno State, the epicenter of insurgency in the country, returned some 908,284 votes for the two leading political parties—APC and PDP in that order—in the presidential election, the relatively peaceful Oyo State, of comparable population, with its capital city (Ibadan) reputed to be one of the largest on the continent, delivered 731,919 votes (BBC News 2019a).

The ensuing arrangement promotes frustration and alienation of communities from the Southern States, and predictably, undermines stability and development. It provides the context for the argument that the particular manner in which the structure of governance is organized in Nigeria undermines the basis of national integration and security. It is a system that is arguably more centralized than any other federal system in the world and running a revenue allocation formula in a manner that is completely at variance with the spirit of fiscal federalism. Its economy is bereft of incentives for a productive engagement. The crude oil sector operates as an enclave, only marginally linked with the larger economy, serving only as a platform for rent collection (see Chapter 21).

Capacity

The Nigerian state is non-hegemonic, non-autonomous, and lacks capacity. It thus has been incapable of delivering development on a scale that could confer legitimacy on it. One factor in this is the leadership recruitment process (or lack of it), which permits the ascension into leadership positions of all manners of individuals. Many politicians do not possess the basic intellectual preparation and wherewithal requisite for functioning in those positions. Therefore, it is the case that much of what is wrong with Nigeria is not corruption, as it is so widely assumed, but the lack of leadership capacity. There would seem to be a systematic decline in the quality of those who rule Nigeria, from independence through military rule to the extant dispensation of civil governance. Indeed, it is possible to locate within this broad context of poor leadership virtually all the security challenges that Nigeria has faced since 1960. These range from the errors attendant upon the coups d’état of 1966 through the mismanagement of the negotiations preceding the Civil War, the annulment of a free and fair election in 1993, the mismanagement of oil rents, the monumental corruption in the public space, and the sustained alienation and marginalization of particular ethnonational constituencies across the country.

The Boko Haram insurgency (and the brewing secessionist and Islamic sectarian pressures in different parts of the country), banditry, and herders–farmers conflicts are fundamentally products of this shortage of capacity at managing otherwise benign nation-building pressures, allowing such to fester and degenerate to crises of monumental national security proportions. Beyond this, successive Nigerian governments failed to organize the national economy to sustain the growing youth population, much of whom soon became completely alienated from the nation’s political economy. That this was the case despite the expansive potentials for wholesome development possessed by the country inevitably made the northeast—the region most affected by multidimensional poverty—the very axis of instability. Thus, in the manner of its operations, the Nigerian state emblematized by perfunctory attention to human capital development possibilities is a precipitate of crises and insecurity in the country. What are the specifics?



Table 31.1 Percentage of out-of-school primary school-age children (by state)




	S/N
	State
	Geopolitical Zone
	%





	1
	Zamfara
	North-West
	76.2



	2
	Borno
	North-East
	73.4



	3
	Niger
	North-Central
	50.0



	4
	Kaduna
	North-West
	32.2



	5
	Taraba
	North-East
	31.9



	6
	Oyo
	South-West
	23.3



	7
	Ebonyi
	South-East
	18.0



	8
	Rivers
	North-Central
	12.6



	9
	Kogi
	North-Central
	8.6



	10
	Edo
	South-South
	6.9



	11
	Anambra
	South-East
	3.9



	12
	Ekiti
	South-West
	2.9





Source: Extracted from Federal Ministry of Education, Abuja 2015, 75




Of the 13.2 million out-of-school children in the country, sixty-nine percent are in the northern part of the country (UBEC in Adedigba 2015; Olaiya in The Guardian, Nov. 8, 2018), with Kano alone accounting for 1 million (UNICEF 2019). The figures for Borno, Yobe, and Adamawa, the Boko Haram insurgency axis, are 73.4 percent (Table 31.1), 63.5 percent (Table 31.2), and 32.9 percent (Table 31.2), respectively, as compared to less than ten percent in the southern states. The out-of-school children figure for Zamfara, the epicenter of banditry, as shown in Table 31.1, is 76.2 percent—the highest in the country.

In 2018, only twenty-eight candidates in Zamfara State took the common entrance examination into Federal Government Unity Secondary Schools, compared to over 9,000 in Anambra State, with a comparable total population (Aluko in Punch, April 6, 2018). At the junior secondary school level, 69.4 percent of Borno’s children, 64.3 percent of Yobe’s, and 30 percent of Adamawa’s were out of school, as reflected in Table 31.2 below.



Table 31.2 Percentage of out-of-school junior secondary school age pupils




	S/N
	State
	%





	1
	Borno
	69.4



	2
	Yobe
	64.3



	3
	Adamawa
	30.0





Source: Extracted from Federal Ministry of Education, Abuja 2015, 75




The number of Nigerians living in absolute poverty, i.e., “those who can afford only the bare essentials of shelter, food and clothing,” moved from 17.1 million in 1980 to 87 million in 2018, equaling half of the population (World Bank, in Katayama and Wadhwa 2019). The figures for the northwest and northeast geo-political zones, where Boko Haram and banditry are most active, are 77.7 percent and 76.3 percent, respectively, in 2010, compared to 59.1 percent in the Southwest. The development gap between the northeast and other parts of the country, which was quite wide prior to the onslaught of terrorism, has been made wider by the destruction attending the activities of Boko Haram in the northeast axis (Brechenmarcher 2019; Dunn 2018; Human Rights Watch n.d.). The same applies to the parts of the northwest affected by banditry.

Away from the northeast and northwest, which are the main theaters of instability in contemporary Nigeria, the country’s efforts in relation to the development enterprise generally are a loud testimonial to how the shortage of capacity can make a country of the scale of Nigeria’s potentials come to naught. A survey of the government’s major economic policies over the years—from import substitution, through indigenization, to structural adjustment and its different variants—bring this into bolder relief (Mimiko 1999: 129–159; Ndiyo 2018). The country embraced neoliberal orthodoxy in a manner that has served to undermine rather than enhance the structure and productive capacity of its economy. It is also a part of the narrative of limited capacity that the Buhari administration in its first two years gave no direction to the economy. It was not until April 2017 that it unveiled the Economic Recovery and Growth Plan (FGN 2017), which was subsequently undermined by a perfunctory implementation, a poorly managed budgeting process, and an opaque foreign exchange regime.

The State as a Threat to National Security

It is evident from the foregoing orientation that the Nigerian state, either wittingly or otherwise, by its actions and/or inactions, creates the basis for a threat to or constitutes a threat to national security. To be sure, the government can be a threat to security by itself. In its action, it institutes a system of exclusivity that stokes up centrifugal forces, disdains diversity, and implements socio-economic programs that impoverish rather than uplift the mass of the people. It does so if it administers a culture of impunity and abuse of power; superintends over large-scale corruption; and exhibits a general disdain of the people, including wanton abuse of their democratic rights. It is also not unimaginable that the government of a country can be so beholden to another in such a manner that it becomes a “useful idiot” of sorts, routinely, albeit unwittingly, compromising national security in the service of a clearly asymmetrical relationship.

The dimensions of insecurity in Nigeria interrogated in this chapter are all propelled by identical forces; that is, the Nigerian state’s failure to deliver on its principal mandate of protection of “lives, liberties, and estates” of the society. Thus, every one of the security challenges is a mere symptom of this deeper, underlining social malaise. They all are, in different degrees, armed with criticisms of the state by a population left behind for several decades by a careless governing elite. The country’s youths have just now revolted via their acts, emblematized by the late 2020 End SARS Protests, which in mainstream thoughts are considered criminal and convoluted.

In October 2020, massive street demonstrations broke out across (mainly southern) Nigerian cities (Akinwotu 2020; Olaoluwa 2020). Tagged “#EndSARS Protests,” these street actions, lasting for a few weeks, were directed at getting the government to disband the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) of the Nigeria Police Force, which had been notorious for its acts of brutality against the youths. The outlook of the protests rapidly broadened to include a demand for “good governance.” The government and its officials were caught unawares. The massive scale of the protests and sheer dexterity at organization—including fundraising—that the coordinators demonstrated evidently got the government worried. On October 20, 2020, uniformed soldiers swooped on and fired live shots at the group of demonstrators massed at the popular toll gate at Lekki, a suburb of Lagos, the country’s commercial capital. There were indications that in the melee, lives were lost, and several of the protesters sustained different degrees of injury. The government argued that some form of breakup of the protests was inevitable, given that they had been infiltrated by hoodlums who had set at looting and destruction of public and private facilities across the cities. It is notable, however, that government did not seem to understand the character of the protests, as a spontaneous eruption of anger on the part of a blighted youthful population that had for so long been subjected to intense economic and daily survival pressures, with which it could no longer cope. Reference to hoodlums, who supposedly hijacked the protests, also underscores the failure on the part of the government to undertake a nuanced interrogation of the protests’ context. The fact was lost on it that those referred to as hoodlums were actually a creation of the Nigerian state, which by its failure to discharge its mandate of catalyzing development, invariably made “hoodlums” of its youthful population that should have been otherwise gainfully engaged.

Conclusion: Extirpating Nigeria’s National Security Threats

The Nigerian state has failed to demonstrate the requisite capacity for administering development, as it is structured to entrench and sustain exclusivity. It parades a ruling elite that obscenely lives off the people, with such reckless impunity and without any sensitivity to the reality of poverty that stokes up the land. It is an elite that has proved adept at the deployment of mass pauperization, chicanery, and violence in the service of power. Modest and staccato attempts at mainstreaming service to the people, at the sub-national plane, noticeable at different periods from the run-up to independence, are often so easily stanched and reversed by an overbearing and highly centralized state structure that claims all powers. Elections in the country have not made too much of a difference. They are largely inconsequential, denying the democracy project a strong foundation in legitimacy. These, above all, account for the unfolding spectacle of conflicts and fears that undermine Nigeria’s national security and pose an existential threat to the state.

A critical first step for Nigeria is re-ordering its structure of governance away from extant centralization, which has held it down for so long, making it incapable of effectively administering neither development nor security. The reports of the 2014 National Conference (FGN 2014) and APC Committee on True Federalism (Ajayi 2018) come with profound and identical recommendations that can serve as the basis for canalizing the reconfiguration of the country’s structure of governance.

There is no alternative to ramping up the military campaign against Boko Haram. The relevant security agencies must find a way to extirpate banditry, kidnapping, and violent confrontation between farmers and herders. However, it is important that these be calibrated within the larger context of deliberate and massive intervention to improve conditions of living across the country, especially in the northeast area. The recharging of Lake Chad may substantially alter the country’s security picture, as this would provide the basis once again for a meaningful living for populations around it and the possible return of those earlier displaced by diminishing economic opportunities in the area. The nation’s foreign policy can be positioned to obtain requisite international support for this expensive initiative.

While the ecological basis of the desperation of herders for suitable pastures for their animals must be acknowledged, the legitimate concerns of indigenous farming communities across the country for their farms, and perhaps more importantly, the security of their land, can also not be marginalized. Ranching is the most economically plausible response to the herders–farmers conflict when defined strictly as over pasture and water for cattle. Even this must be delivered strictly as a private enterprise and not in any manner directed by the state that may change existing land ownership patterns, the type that may smack of an undeclared commitment by the government to a program of demographic reconfiguration of the Benue Valley. In this regard, reports that Fulani herdsmen are quick to rename villages they forcefully occupy have been the basis of concern (Vanguard 2018). Above all, the Nigerian state can admit of greater capacity in conflict resolution. This requires of government greater sensitivity to the complex ethnonational configuration of the country and a correct appreciation of its duty as an impartial arbiter mandated to create the basis for security and development for all Nigerians.
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Nigeria’s Impact on Diasporic Cultures in the Americas

Matt D. Childs

Introduction

West Africans from what today comprises the nation of Nigeria and its bordering countries have been crossing the Atlantic for over five centuries. From the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, European slave traders based in ports dotting the Bights of Benin and Biafra sent over 3.5 million enslaved Africans across the Atlantic to toil and labor in the Americas. Although Europeans conquered and colonized vast territories in the Americas, Africans far outnumbered Europeans three-to-one among migrants who crossed the Atlantic from 1500 to 1850. Mechanically and steadily, the trans-Atlantic slave trade that moved this mass of humanity across the Atlantic through violence, torture, and intimidation remains the largest forced oceanic migration from one continent to another in human history. The mammoth scale of the enterprise of human enslavement and shipment across the ocean has left political, social, economic, and cultural legacies that continue to shape the four continents bordering the Atlantic to this day (Eltis and Richardson 2010).

Slave traders, imperial rulers, colonial functionaries, judges, lawyers, entrepreneurs, merchants, and mercenaries reduced Africans from human beings into captive commodities. Although transformed into statistical factors in building New World empires for Europeans, West Africans from Bights of Benin and Biafra were not empty vessels lacking humanity. This chapter analyzes the cultural legacies of the trans-Atlantic slave trade to the Americas by examining the impact of captives taken from the Bights of Benin and Biafra and their corresponding interior hinterlands in forging diasporic cultures in the Americas. Yoruba and Igbo culture, in particular, emerged and solidified during, and in part, as a product of the slave trade to the Americas. Consequently, as Yoruba and Igbo languages, customs, and beliefs became widespread from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century in the region today that makes up Nigeria, they also became some of the dominant cultural influences shaping the African Diaspora in the Americas (Bay and Mann 2001; Falola and Childs 2005; Falola and Njoku 2016).

This chapter begins by first examining several analytical models and theoretical frameworks utilized by scholars to study the emergence of diasporic cultures in the Americas. In examining these explanatory paradigms, particular attention is drawn to how scholars have used the Yoruba and Igbo experiences as empirical evidence in formulating their theories on the formation of diasporic cultures in the Americas. Next, the chapter turns to an analysis of the enslavement process in the Bights of Benin and Biafra that laid the foundations for diasporic cultures to form and be transferred to the Americas. Then, an examination of how the horrific and traumatic middle passage particularly forged a distinct bond among captives from the Bights of Benin and Biafra. This new diasporic identity drawing on the enslaved places of origin on the other side of the Atlantic served Africans’ individual and collective struggles to rehabilitate themselves after being torn from the kith and kin of their ancestral communities. The final section examines how enslaved Africans recreated Yoruba and Igbo cultures by drawing upon customs and traditions from their homelands and modifying them to a New World setting through such belief systems as Santeria, Vodun, and Candomblé. The vibrancy and prominence of people of Nigerian ancestry in the African Diaspora tell a much larger history of how, for over five centuries through conflict and captivity, trauma and travel, and inventiveness and ingenuity, the customs and cultures of the Bights of Benin and Biafra and their interiors not only survived in the minds, thoughts, and action of their descendants but also reshaped the empires and nations of the Americas.

Interpretive Models and Competing Paradigms for Studying Diasporic Cultures

Given the central role that enslavement of Africans by Europeans played in the history of the Americas from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century, the topic has received notable attention from scholars for over a century dating back to W. E. B. Du Bois (1896). Historians have developed several modes of inquiry for studying the historical, cultural, and social consequences of New World slavery for shaping the Atlantic World over the last five centuries. Historians have drawn upon the ancestral homelands of enslaved Africans taken from West Africa, and Nigeria to provide some of the most important documentary evidence for developing interpretive models and paradigms for studying the African Diaspora. Indeed, with the possible exception of the Angola/Kongo region of West Central Africa and its link to Brazil, scholars have utilized the Bights of Benin and Biafra time and again as the homelands for studying the African Diaspora (Bay and Mann 2001; Falola and Childs 2005; Falola and Njoku 2016).

Among the early pioneers in slave cultural studies linking both sides of the Atlantic was anthropologist Melville Herskovits, who created a typology of cultures identifying those that were more or less African depending on cultural practices. Notably, he drew upon fieldwork from his studies of Dahomey and Haiti to analyze the cultural practices of Africans enslaved from the Bight of Benin (Herskovits 1941). Similarly, Brazilian sociologist Nina Rodrigues studied enslaved Muslims in Salvador, Bahia, to show how Islamic religious and cultural movements in the nineteenth-century Nigeria influenced urban slavery on the other side of the Atlantic (Rodrigues 1935). And Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz, who coined the term “transculturation” to convey the new culture that emerged between Spanish and African interactions, drew upon his interviews with former Yoruba slaves as examples of the historical process whereby Cuban culture was shaped by the African Diaspora (Ortiz 1940). All three of these scholars charted important empirical and conceptual territory in linking the Bight of Benin to the Americas via the trans-Atlantic slave trade, but they tended to read current diasporic cultural practices observed through fieldwork among people of African descent in the first half of the twentieth century back onto the past. For example, one common feature in their analyses was a tendency to regard African cultures as being “transplanted” in their entirety, thus being a clear “continuation” of African beliefs and practices.

By contrast, in a widely influential essay, Sidney Mintz and Richard Price argued that as a result of what they concluded was the random nature of the slave trade, Africans imported into the Americas “did not compose at the outset, groups” that could be identified with a single specific and unifying culture traced to an Old World homeland. Mintz and Price did not ignore the cultural traditions Africans brought with them and even analyzed some of their practices, but they forcefully suggested that scholarship should examine the creation of Creole cultures and innovations in the New World in response to their shared enslavement. Mintz and Price focused on how diverse African cultures came together and began to invent new bonds of association and identity born out of slavery through the process of Creolization (Mintz and Price 1976, 18–19). Mintz and Price provided the greatest challenge to the view of slave culture advanced by Herskovits, Rodrigues, and Ortiz, which has subsequently represented the two dominant perspectives about diasporic cultural practices in the Americas as either perpetuating African traditions or birthing hybrid creolized cultures.

From the 1970s to the 1990s, the literature on slavery in the Americas, especially United States slavery, largely followed the Mintz and Price Creolization model with its emphasis on New World innovations in the formation of African American culture in building communities of resistance. The struggle and inventiveness in responding to changing circumstances under enslavement by Africans analyzed by historians resonated with the United States Civil Rights Movement’s contemporary struggle for inclusion in the nation-state. The literature emphasized slaves fighting for human rights and incorporation into society rather than cultural origins in Africa. In the 1990s, Ira Berlin built upon the Creolization model by connecting the paradigm to early African/European interactions when he developed the term “Atlantic Creole.” According to Berlin, these transatlantic cultural brokers served as cultural and political intermediaries between nascent slave communities and European settler communities, were often fluent in multiple languages, and were able to deftly bridge cultural divides (Berlin 1998). More than twenty years after Berlin first coined the term, “Atlantic Creole” has now become a regular title in books and articles on slave culture in the Americas, with special attention drawn to the remarkable skills and fascinating lives of these individuals (Sparks 2004; Heywood and Thornton 2007; Landers 2010).

While Berlin was developing the concept of the “Atlantic Creole,” African Diasporic studies began to challenge the Mintz and Price Creolization model. Previously, scholars studying the culture of the enslaved in the Americas often used contemporary descriptions of African folk customs and telescoped backward to explain historical practices. Scholars such as John Thornton and Paul Gilroy argued that the African Diaspora was a process shaped by experiences on both sides of the Atlantic (Thornton 1998; Gilroy 1993). The publications by Joseph Miller (1988), Patrick Manning (1990), Robin Law (1991), Linda Heywood (2002), Paul Lovejoy (2000a), Sandra Greene (1996), Edna Bay (1998), James Sweet (2003), Michael Gomez (1998), Kristin Mann (2007), and David Eltis (2000), provided a corpus of secondary texts with a detailed historical analysis of precolonial Africa. In particular, the study of the trans-Atlantic slave trade has been revolutionized by collaborative scholarly efforts, computer assistance, and the construction of long-term data sets spanning centuries. As a result, it has become easier for scholars to eschew the generic non-descriptive terms “Africa” and “African,” and identify more precisely the cultural origins of slaves and their New World destinations. The statistical databases on the trans-Atlantic slave trade assembled by an international team of researchers headed by David Eltis have gathered a massive amount of demographic and biographic source material on the lives and experiences of slaves in the Diaspora (www.slavevoyages.org). The quantitative and qualitative data in these works fundamentally challenge the conclusions made by Mintz and Price about the random nature of the slave trade that supposedly resulted in a “crowd” of different cultures. Historians have begun to identify specific migrations patterns from statistical and cultural sources that link slave-exporting regions in Africa with specific destinations in the Americas. (Heywood 2002; Curto and Lovejoy 2004; Falola and Childs 2005; Hall 2005; Falola and Njoku 2016).

These interpretative paradigms for understanding the African Diaspora have strengths and weaknesses. The Creolization model gets at the heart of the creative adaptive process all slaves had to go through but does not distinguish this process very clearly from the adjustments to new environments that all migrants, slave or free, had to go through. The Atlantic approach, in the words of Paul Lovejoy, “is important because it places the ‘middle passage’ in the middle” of the slaves’ experiences” (2000b, 2). Nevertheless, this approach underplays how African cultural forms were developed within and during enslavement. The “Atlantic Creole” model conceptually bridges the Creolization and Atlantic approaches, but some problems can also be discerned. Most of the literature on Atlantic Creoles focuses on those diasporic Africans who were conversant and even comfortable operating in European worlds and who used certain markers of western civilization such as European languages and the mastery of writing and being people who practiced European religion. In addition, there were many generations of Atlantic Creoles in the African Diaspora. Every time European traders created new zones for the trans-Atlantic slave trade to thrive, a new group of Atlantic Creoles came into existence. Collectively the insights of these various models and approaches help historians to understand the dynamics influencing the transformation, recreation, and reformulation of African diasporic culture in the Americas, and underscore that ultimately there is not one African Diaspora, but many that require many perspectives to understand Atlantic slavery across time and place. We will examine how these various diasporic models illuminate the Nigerian experience from enslavement in the Bights of Benin and Biafra, the Middle Passage across the Atlantic, and life and laboring under racial slavery in the Americas.

The Enslavement Process in The Bights of Benin and Biafra

African diasporic cultures had their origin in Africa, a culturally diverse continent that unfortunately still needs to be stressed because, despite decades of scholarship to the contrary, many continue to hold onto an image of a universal culture tied to tribalism and primitivism (Miller 1999; Miller 2012). Even within the region of what today amounts to Nigeria’s nation and bordering countries, the area represented diverse polities, religious systems, languages, and cultural traditions. African religious diversity alone during the era of the slave trade, not to mention other markers of culture such as language, were far more numerous and more complex than anything in Europe that pitted largely confessional differences between Protestants and Catholics (Lovejoy 2000a; Falola and Childs 2005). To understand the transformation, recreation, and reformulation of diasporic culture in the Americas and their ancestral origins on the other side of the Atlantic, two large provenance zones can be identified as the homelands of the Nigerian Diaspora: the Bight of Benin and the Bight of Biafra.

Within the Bights of Benin and Biafra and their corresponding hinterlands, Africans would have drawn somewhat narrow circles of political and cultural inclusion, reflecting kinship (family) and kingship (political) associations. In the fifteenth century and continuing into the nineteenth century, the enslavement process in Africa transformed African politics, society, economics, and culture. Broadly speaking, from 1450 to 1900, the military and political leaders of West Africa attempted to consolidate large areas into centralized states through the forceful incorporation of smaller polities. Kingship networks in state-building service began to assert authority over kinship associations at the community and village level. Warfare and enslavement in the service of political centralization and empire-building drastically reduced the number of stateless societies all along the Atlantic basin. The simultaneous process of political inclusion of small states and the rise and subsequent political fragmentation of larger states in Africa, combined with the rapid expansion of slavery on the other side of the Atlantic in such places as Brazil, the Caribbean, and the United States, provided a deadly scenario for the Atlantic slave trade to flourish. The political and military conflicts in West Africa served to infuse slave cultures in the Americas with a certain degree of cultural multilingualism and cosmopolitanism. It made Africans familiar with various spatial and cultural dislocations (Thornton 1998; Lovejoy 2000a; Green 2019).

Assessing how Africans become transformed into Atlantic slaves requires an exploration of how Africans understood the enslavement of Africans on the continent. None of these African criteria for enslavement emphasized racial characteristics defined by notions of Blackness and Whiteness. Similar to justifications provided by Christianity, indigenous African religions and Islam legitimated enslavement as providing initiation into the enslavers’ belief system. If a slave showed a mastery of the religion of the master, he or she might be able to justify emancipation. Other concepts that served to justify enslavement included not being part of an ethnic community, being the subject of an existing rival polity, or being people who found themselves outside kinship relations. Like other groups throughout history, religious, ethnic, and political differences among West Africans often manifested themselves through warfare. Captives captured in war often became enslaved. Once African indigenous forms of enslavement through warfare became braided with the European trans-Atlantic slave trade, millions of captives would be sent across the Atlantic to the Americas (Manning 1990; Thornton 1998; Lovejoy 2000a; Green 2019).

A distinguishing feature of slavery in Africa compared with slavery in the Americas was that enslaved status was often not permanent (see Chapter 10). While the goal of providing “civilization” to the enslaved was most certainly a self-serving justification, to a certain degree Africans were less hypocritical than their European counterparts. Once enslaved African could demonstrate some mastery of the dominant culture and had the economic resources to have their freedom purchased, they often could leave enslavement and become part of mainstream society. In the Americas, such transitions between slavery and freedom were exceptional rather than normal. Moreover, even where a freed population emerged in the Americas, most notably in cities and towns, masters never regarded free people of color as equals. As slavery in Africa was not associated with race but was concerned with many other factors such as debt, kin-networks, ethnicity, political conquest, warfare, and dependency, African enslavement was a more flexible and transitional status to the relatively rigid nature of American enslavement by race. The important point to emphasize is that while African slavery was distinct from its New World counterpart, the institution did exist in Africa itself, and most of the enslaved had experiences with slavery in Africa before shipment to the New World. This provided a cultural framework and the possibility for transferring some African diasporic cultural practices to the Americas, even while the enslaved had to adapt and survive in a new environment on the other side of the Atlantic.

To understand how the enslavement process operated in the geographic region of what would later become the nation-state of Nigeria, several examples will illustrate the varieties of enslavement and their destinations in the New World. The process of linking a homeland and its culture, which was carried in the minds, customs, and traditions of captives and then subsequently passed onto to their kith and kin in the Americas, has been the primary way the African Diaspora has connected the plantations societies of the New World to West Africa.

In the Bight of Benin, two powerful empires extended their political influence mainly through slave raiding activities. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Dahomey Empire became the dominant military and political force in the region through slave raiding. The “success” of Dahomey in acquiring and producing slaves extended its political and military influence both towards the interior and the coast. As enslavement in West Africa became entangled with the escalating demand of the transatlantic slave trade, the social, cultural, political, economic, and military traditions particular to West Africa were exported along with slaves to the other side of the Atlantic (Law 1991; Law 2004). Dahomey eventually came to control the Atlantic slave port of Ouidah and turned it into the embarkation point of more than 1 million enslaved Africans with Spanish, British, French, Portuguese, British, Brazilian, American, and Cuban slave traders all loading their ships with human cargo to labor for white masters in the New World.

Historian James Sweet provides a fascinating and detailed individual portrait of the process of enslavement in the Bight of Benin and its consequences for shaping the African Diaspora. Utilizing a lengthy inquisition record of a Sakpata priest given the name by his Portuguese enslavers of Domingos Alvares, who was captured by Dahomean slave traders and sold to Brazil in the eighteenth century, he can reconstruct a fascinating individual portrait of a single enslaved individual. Sweet shows how Alvares and others like him were particularly singled out for capture and banishment to Brazil as a slave because he came from a family of healers who served at the community level to challenge the centralizing power of Dahomey. Despite his enslavement in Brazil, Domingos Alvares continued to work as a healer by administering to fellow captives from the Bight of Benin and those from other parts of Africa who sought out his services. Eventually, Alvares developed such a large following of clients that he operated three different community religious and healing centers and earned enough money from his therapeutics, healings, and divinations that he bought his freedom (Sweet 2011). Thus, Dahomey’s enslavement, sale to European slave traders, and shipment across the Atlantic did not completely cut off individuals from their native cultural practices. Rather, the trans-Atlantic slave trade provided a scenario whereby certain beliefs and customs were spread to individuals from different parts of West and Central Africa that met for the first time in the Diaspora.

The Oyo Empire, also in the Bight of Benin, followed a similar rise to that of the Dahomey Empire due to slave-raiding activities (see Chapter 10). The Oyo Empire benefited materially and militarily from its participation in the trans-Atlantic slave trade as the slaves were provided by its neighbors. The enslavement of neighboring groups weakened their rivals and contributed to the centralization of kingly power. Over time, however, the growth of royal authority and centralization produced opposition by non-Oyo leaders who saw their power and prestige decline rapidly. Ultimately, the never-ending European demand for slaves resulted in tensions within the Oyo polity itself, reaching the point that civil wars erupted. The Oyo themselves became the first time the principal slaves left the region. European demand for slaves proved to be one of the key factors in explaining the rapid rise of the Oyo Empire and its downfall by civil war (Law 1977).

The rise of empires built upon human enslavement in the Bight of Benin produced a notable steady supply of captives for European slave traders from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century. A dominant trading pattern can be identified from this experience that links specific exporting regions of Africa with particular destinations in the Americas. The conflicts produced by the empires of Dahomey and Oyo produced a pronounced enslaved migratory pattern, most notably to the northeastern Brazilian region of Bahia, the French Caribbean colony of Saint Domingue (present-day Haiti), and the Spanish colony of Cuba. The region of Bahia remained a dominant center for sugar production from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century. During that period, more than half of the 1.5 million enslaved Africans imported into the region came from the Bight of Benin. In the nineteenth century, more than half of all the slaves exported just from Lagos’ port ended up in Bahia (Eltis and Richardson 2010). When the French radically transformed the colony of Saint Domingue into the world’s largest sugar producer in the second half of the eighteenth century, one in every three slaves exported from Ouidah was shipped to the island. In the nineteenth century, Cuba took over world sugar production after the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) destroyed the industry on the island of Hispaniola. As with Brazil and St. Domingue, when the sugar industry shifted to a new region in the Americas, so too did the destination for slaves leaving the Bight of Benin. In particular, the period from 1790–1830 that coincided with the Oyo Empire resulted in a marked increase in Yoruba captives arriving in Havana which, as a later section of this chapter explains, gave birth to Cuban Santería (Eltis and Richardson 2010; Falola and Childs 2005).

The clearly defined patterns of the trans-Atlantic slave trade linking the Bight of Benin with the Americas not only illustrate the rise and fall of precolonial empires and the shifting centers of sugar production in the New World over centuries, but also help scholars link strategies of slave resistance back to West Africa. Historians have recently begun to connect the military conflicts in the Bight of Benin that resulted in enslavement to creating resistance cultures in the Americas. Knowingly or not, slave traders and masters often imported slaves from militarized cultures. Historians have argued that the military and cultural background of African slaves shipped from the Bight of Benin represented a central, if not decisive, feature of the 1791 Haitian Revolution, the 1835 Malê revolt in Bahia, Brazil, and the 1843–1844 La Escalera Rebellion in Cuba, rather than simply representing a local response to New World enslavement (Thornton 1991 and 1993; Reis 2003; Barcia 2014; Finch 2015).

In contrast to the slave-raiding empires of Dahomey and Oyo in the Bight of Benin, the structural, political, and social dynamics of the Bight of Biafra slave trade have long puzzled scholars, even though over 1.5 million slaves departed the region from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century (see Chapter 10). David Northrup’s pioneering study summed up the issues with his title: Trade Without Rulers (1978). Despite the absence of a strong centralized state, the enslavement of Africans rapidly increased in the second half of the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth century with over 1 million slaves embarking from the Biafran ports in concert with expanding plantations in the United States South and the British Caribbean. Building on the work of other scholars, but with special attention to the cultures and customs of trading networks, historian G. Ugo Nwokeji was able to explain the central role of Aro traders in facilitating the rapid spread of the slave trade into the interior despite the lack of a centralized empire like Dahomey or Oyo (Nwokeji 2010). From their homeland of Arochukwu, the Aro created what Nwokeji refers to as a “trade diaspora”—sending merchants to establish communities throughout the Biafran hinterland that traded in slaves and other agriculture products and material goods. In this case, the lack of a centralized state facilitated the rapid spread of the Aro “trading diaspora” precisely because a militarized polity did not exist to check against the rapid expansion of external traders into communities the interior and ports on the coast. From a twenty-first-century perspective where globalization and powerful transnational corporate entities transcending political boundaries have become normative, the Aro trading network that operated in precolonial Biafra during the eighteenth century appears hauntingly modern in its efficiency.

Similar to a clearly defined migratory pattern of enslaved Africans from the Bight of Benin heading to Brazil, Haiti, and Cuba, the Bight of Biafra also demonstrated a propensity to specific destinations in the Americas. As much as eighty percent of the human captives shipped from Biafra in the second half of the eighteenth century ended up in British colonies in the Americas. With Barbados emerging as a center of sugar production in the second half of the seventeenth century and Jamaica in the eighteenth century, along with the rapid expansion of rice cultivation in the Carolinas and Georgia in the United States, the most profitable colonies of the British Empire were built by laborers predominantly from the Bight of Biafra. As a result of the well-established trading patterns, British slave-trading merchants became entrenched in the ports of Bonny, Old Calabar, and Elem Kalabari by solidifying relations with the Aro trading network. This connection between the Bight of Biafra and its hinterland with British American colonies on the other side of the Atlantic continued until the prohibition of importing enslaved Africans into British Colonies in 1807 and the United States in 1808. As a result, where Igbo culture in particular planted its deepest roots and its cultural legacies can be most visibly traced to this day is in the British Caribbean and the United States. (Eltis and Richardson 2010; Nwokeji 2010; Falola and Njoku 2016).

In summary, Africa’s enslavement process originated out of slavery practices indigenous to the Bights of Benin and Biafra and their hinterlands. Over time and especially from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, however, as the trans-Atlantic slave trade developed and expanded, enslavement in Africa increasingly became shackled to slavery in the Americas. The rapid expansion of sugar, coffee, cotton, tobacco, and rice as lucrative staple crops in the Americas’ tropical climates intensified these deadly connections between West African slaves and European colonies in the New World. Once Europeans manacled African enslavement to labor demand in the Americas, over 3.5 million enslaved individuals were torn from their families and home communities in what today makes up Nigeria and its bordering countries and shipped across the Atlantic.

The Middle Passage

The Middle Passage refers to the trans-Atlantic shipment of slaves from the African continent to the Americas. It was this process of uprooting through violent means of capture and warfare, trans-Atlantic forced migration, dispersal throughout the Americas, and then longing to recreate a homeland in the Americas, which distinguishes the African Diaspora from other involuntary migratory flows. However, the harrowing experience of the Middle Passage did not just begin and end at ports of embarkation on the African coast such as Ouidah or Old Calabar and disembarkation in the New World. The “middle passage” created a common African Diaspora experience, which included enslavement, transportation, and waiting for shipment to the New World while penned at slave forts on the African coast, and arrival in American port cities, waiting to be sold to new masters, and then funneled to rural plantations. Collectively, this middle passage experience served as an important foundational moment that transformed Africans into Atlantic slaves. Despite the diversity of the slave experience in the Americas, one of the commonalities shared by all slaves who came to the Americas was that they left from African slave ports, experienced a trans-Atlantic voyage, and arrived at American ports. Given that most slave societies in the Americas did not produce a self-sustaining slave population that grew by natural increase (with the notable exception of the United States), the trans-Atlantic slave trade was the one historical experience most commonly shared by members of the African Diaspora spread across time and place throughout the history of New World slavery (Smallwood 2007; Byrd 2008; Miller 1988).

One way to conceive of the capturing, enslaving, and movement of Africans from the interior to be sold to European traders along the Atlantic littoral is to see Africa and its hinterland geographically as several funnels. The funnel’s wide mouth extends into the interior with the narrow tip emptying its content at African port cities. Historians of slavery in the Americas have long recognized that the enslavement funneling process often resulted in ethnic communities emerging in the Americas, such as Kongos, Igbo, Minas, Carabalis, Lucumis, and Nagos (Hall 2005). Ethnonyms (ethnic names) commonly found in the Diaspora were widespread among the Americas’ enslaved population. Nevertheless, these ethnonyms are not found with the same regularity and frequency in West and Central Africa. For example, the unified Yoruba identity such as Lucumi or Nago that developed in the Diaspora is difficult to locate in Yorubaland beyond very restricted locations before 1850. Further, such terms as Carabali, while frequently used to designate Africans’ place of origin and a common identity, may only tell scholars the port and region of Old Calabar the enslaved left from (Law 1997; Law 2005; Lovejoy and Ojo 2015).

The wide-scale employment of ethnic designators in the African Diaspora, and their relative absence on the African mainland, serve as indices about the transformations in African culture produced by Atlantic slavery. In Yorubaland, for example, the multiple ethnicities, languages, and kin-based communities became enveloped into an overarching Yoruba identity in the Diaspora. As João Reis argues, the “Yoruba of the Oyo, Ehba, Ijebu, Ilesha and Ketu kingdoms became Nagôs in Bahia through complex exchanges and convergences of cultural signs with the help of a common language, similar divinities (Orishas), the unification of many under Islam, long experience as subjects of the Oyo alafins (kings), Yoruba urban traditions and, obviously a life of slavery in Bahia” (Reis 1997, 355–393). In other words, the Yoruba wove an identity based upon commonalities of culture in the Diaspora and did not draw rigid lines of cultural distinctions by kinship and kingship, as would have been done in Africa.

In Biafrans’ case, scholars argue that the term “Igbo” was at first used to refer to outsiders who arrived at the exporting Atlantic ports of Bonny, Old Calabar, and Elem Kalabari. Over time, Biafrans from the interior adopted and embraced an Igbo identity as part of a transformation from their natal/kin communities of the interior to create diasporic ties of solidarity with fellow captives during the trek to port cities, imprisonment at the coastal slave forts while awaiting shipment across the Atlantic, and then most forcefully as a result of the intimate bonds that emerged during the horrific trans-Atlantic crossing (Byrd 2008; Nwokeji 2010). That these ethnic identities were to a certain degree created by the slave trade operating in the Bights of Benin and Biafra and then forged from collective diasporic experiences does not make them any less African or authentic. Rather, their emergence and widespread use in documentation from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century demonstrate how the trans-Atlantic slave trade and its social and cultural processes were transforming identities in Africa and the Diaspora.

An indication of how African culture became reshaped through Atlantic slavery is the changes in cosmological beliefs and the terms the enslaved used to describe their experience. In the Americas, among slaves exported from the Bight of Benin, several deities associated with cholera and smallpox became more prominent than they had been in Africa. In the Kingdom of Dahomey, Sakpata, the god of smallpox, climbed the deity pantheon as the slave trade penetrated into West Africa’s interior, spreading death and disease in its destructive wake. As enslaved Africans called upon the supernatural to seek assistance and guidance in dealing with their enslaved illness, these transformations in belief systems through the elevation of deities serve as a cultural index at the level of religious consciousness of being converted from Africans to Atlantic slaves. Sakpata priests became increasingly powerful as adherents sought out their healing powers resulting from the intensification of the slave trade.

Consequently, Dahomean King Agaja singled out the Sakpata priests and their followers for enslavement and exported them to the Americas to remove the local supernatural threat. This turned a religious problem of imperial rule in Dahomey into an Atlantic cosmological phenomenon. The act of enslaving, banishing, and exiling the Sakpata priests via the trans-Atlantic slave trade served to funnel this religious knowledge and healing practices throughout the Americas (Sweet 2011; Law 2004; Pares 2006).

As Africans arrived at the coast, European slave traders, African merchants, and the slaves themselves began to draw clear distinctions between indigenous African slavery and trans-Atlantic slavery. At Atlantic slave forts, local merchants and traders separated the enslaved brought from the interior from the local slave population who worked at the slave forts owned by African and European merchants. These “castle” or “factory” slaves, as they became known, had different customary rights from the Atlantic slaves, usually maintained some ties with their local kin and ethnic communities, and some family members even redeemed them from slavery. European traders stationed at slave forts frequently ran into trouble with African rulers when they violated local customs about the treatment of castle slaves. In ports in the Bight of Biafra and the Bight of Benin, “Igbo” or “Lucumi” captives from the interior were treated more harshly because they did not have any of the limited security that kinship and kingship communities could offer. In a cultural and legal sense, Africans on the coast drew distinctions between those slaves still connected to kinship and kingship communities in Africa and those separated from such associations. Consequently, the distinction between diasporic Africans and West Africans was being made even before arrival in the Americas via the trans-Atlantic slave trade (Smallwood 2007; Byrd 2008).

The cultural process whereby Africans from the Bights of Benin and Biafra were funneled into enslaved Atlantic laborers was not unlike sand passing slowly through the narrow neck of an hourglass. It became crystallized during the middle passage. Thousands of Africans violently resisted the trans-Atlantic slave trade, and some did indeed succeed in freeing themselves, but their actions did not abolish the trans-Atlantic slave trade dominated by European political imperatives, naval power, and merchant capital (Diouf 2003). Ties of ethnic solidarity among Diasporic Africans intensified during the trans-Atlantic voyage. Sidney Mintz and Richard Price insightfully drew attention to this intimate bonding encounter on the slave ship, yet they erred in assuming that the Africans would have been complete strangers and that they only met for the first time on the slave ship (Mintz and Price 1992). Historian Russ Lohse provides fascinating examples of several slaves from the Bight of Benin who maintained lifelong relations and identified each other as “carabelas” (caravels) in reference to their shipboard bonding experience from surviving the horrific middle passage even though they were owned by different masters and labored in different locations (Lohse 2014).

For those Africans who survived the cramped, unhealthy, disease-infested, and deadly middle passage, arrival in the Americas resulted in slaves being held in yards, stockades, and barracoons until prospective buyers came calling for purchase. As a result, the funneling process that transformed Africans into Atlantic slaves continued in the New World at American port cities. Penned up once again until sold or auctioned off, Africans continued to forge associational ties among those who shared a common diasporic cultural background and a historical experience of the middle passage. The first year for Africans in the Americas resulted in exceptionally high mortality rates, which only made the desire to find and communicate with fellow captives from their homelands in the Bights of Benin and Biafra a necessary act of survival. Slave trading merchants in the Americas routinely used what they referred to as countrymen to assist recently arrived Africans to acclimate and adjust to their enslavement in the Americas (Byrd 2008; Smallwood 2007).

Recreating Diasporic Africa in the Americas

The cultural priorities and strategies employed by the enslaved upon arrival in the New World to survive, adapt, and reconnect with their ancestral homelands were similar to those of voluntary migrants, even if their available choices and opportunities were far more constraining. Enslaved Africans attempted to recreate cultural familiarity in their strange new land by congregating with fellow countrymen, by speaking African languages such as Yoruba and Igbo, by practicing African religions, by performing songs and dances similar to those from Africa, by cooking sacred and everyday food items such as yams to provide a taste of Africa under slavery, and most importantly by struggling to establish kin and family relations to provide some personal stability. That diasporic Africans ultimately could not replicate African cultures, as they existed in Africa, should come as no surprise given their enslaved status. However, what should come as a surprise and serves as a testament to Africans’ cultural ingenuity under severe duress is that they did create diasporic cultures that spoke both to their African origins and their New World experiences.

Masters throughout the New World recognized that Africans from the Bights of Benin and Biafra did not represent an undifferentiated mass of laborers but brought with them forms of social organization and cultural differences that they perpetuated and refashioned in the Americas as survival strategies. In Iberia and Latin America, recognizing ethnic and cultural differences among Africans occurred through religious lay brotherhoods. Slavery had been firmly established in Seville a century before the Conquest of the New World in 1492. Municipal authorities appointed a steward to settle disputes between slaves and masters and allowed the African population the right to gather on feast days and perform their own dances and songs. Also, black Congregationalists established religious brotherhoods (Phillips 2004). These practices were then carried to the Americas. From the beginning of Atlantic slavery and New World colonization, the Catholic Church played a fundamental role in justifying slavery and creating spaces for an African collective identity to become institutionalized through cultural organizations.

For the Spanish Caribbean island of Cuba, the presence of Catholic brotherhoods that included the population of African ancestry can be traced to the sixteenth century. In 1573, the Havana Town Council reported that Africans took part in the procession of Corpus Christi, and several wills indicate that they regularly made donations to sodalities. Historians Alejandro de la Fuente and David Wheat found that many Yoruba and Igbo ethnic groups proliferated in Havana and organized important brotherhoods during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (de la Fuente 2008; Wheat 2016). Most brotherhoods selected a patron saint that they honored on their feast day with elaborate festivals and ceremonies. An eighteenth-century Havana Bishop complained that these brotherhoods often disregarded their religious duties and sacraments and created “scandalous and grave disorders… when they congregate on festival days” (quoted in Childs 2006, 102). By carving out an institutional space for themselves within the Catholic Church, Africans refashioned their New World institutions to speak, in part, to their places of origin on the other side of the Atlantic.

Colonial authorities reluctantly allowed Africans to form ethnically organized mutual-aid and religious societies that displayed a great deal of independence from the Catholic Church. Over time, these somewhat more independent organizations became known as cabildos de nación. These societies thrived in port cities throughout Latin America. They were largely an urban phenomenon. By the end of the eighteenth century, over a dozen cabildo houses in Havana were founded by Calabari (Igbo) and Lucumi (Yoruba) members. The key to the cabildos’ success and the lay brotherhoods was the ownership of a house where Africans could collectively meet. The shared house could be a boarding-house which rented rooms; a conference center for holding meetings and reunions; a school for education and training in the artisan trades; a bank by collecting membership dues, offering loans, and even purchasing the freedom for slaves; a theater for dances; or even a funeral parlor. The cabildo houses provided a sacred space for ethnic solidarity in a society increasingly divided along racial lines between slavery and freedom (Childs 2013).

The origins of the New World African lay brotherhoods and cabildos can be traced to Catholic brotherhoods of Spanish origin, but analogous societies were common to the Bights of Benin and Biafra. At the port of Old Calabar and surrounding regions in the Bight of Biafra, an all-male secret society known as Ekpe formed as early as the second half of the seventeenth century. Ekpe society created a religious-social organization that linked together members and served to regulate their behavior through providing credit, local law enforcement, religious rituals, and developing a writing system. As the Aro merchant network spread throughout the Biafran hinterland in the eighteenth century, Ekpe society became more prominent in Igbo culture (Nwokeji 2010). The semi-secret organization crossed the Atlantic and resurfaced in nineteenth-century Cuba through an altered form in the Abakuá society that had a much more pronounced religious purpose under Spanish colonialism (Miller 2009). Likewise, in the Yoruba Kingdom of Oyo, a semi-secret organization known as the Ogboni society advised the king on religious and political matters. When Yorubaland funneled thousands of Africans to Cuba and Brazil in the nineteenth century, detailed knowledge of the organization crossed the Atlantic and influenced the cabildos (Law 1977; Childs 2006). By the mid-nineteenth century, when the trans-Atlantic slave trade came to an end, over twenty cabildo houses in Havana represented Yoruba and Igbos’ congregations that thrived in the ever-expanding port city tied to Atlantic commerce (Childs 2013).

Various other societies can be traced to West Africa that performed charitable, recreational, political, and economic functions for members sharing the same language, ethnicity, and nationality. The collective and communal organizing principles of these organizations often translated into mutual-aid-societies in the Americas. These cultural associations often linked the more fortunate and well-placed members of an ethnic group with their poorer and severely exploited countrymen through patron-client networks. The Yoruba in West Africa, for example, operated mutual-aid societies as early as the eighteenth century through the Ajo and Esusu saving institutions. Each member paid dues into a collective fund that would then be available for individual loans. When Yoruba slaves began to be exported across the Atlantic, the Esusu savings association emerged in the Caribbean and Brazil (Falola and Akanmu 2000). Latin American colonial administrators and Catholic priests regarded African brotherhoods, cabildos, and mutual-aid-societies as an extension of European religious sodalities. The organizations for Africans, however, surely did not represent something entirely of Iberian origin, but an Old World African institution modified to a New World setting.

Growing out of the institutional space accorded Africans within the Catholic Church, syncretic religions emerged in the slave societies of the Americas that recreated Africa in the spiritual realm. As indigenous African religions were not tied exclusively to a specific text or scripture, they regularly evolved by incorporating other deities and beliefs. This tendency towards syncretism, coupled with the familiarity Africans already had with Islam and Christianity prior to arrival in the Americas, culturally prepared Africans to adapt their religions to Christian practices. Africans from Yorubaland, for example, channeled deities called òrìsàs into Roman Catholic saints. This syncretism between Yoruba òrìsàs and Roman Catholic saints gave birth to some of the central religious beliefs and practices of Candomblé in Brazil, Santería in Cuba, and Vodun in Haiti. Even today, the three most commonly practiced African Diasporic religions in the Americas can be traced back to Nigeria. Similar to how ethnic terms such as Lucumi became used in Cuba and Nago in Brazil to refer to ethnic Yoruba, even òrìsà deities show variation depending on time and space. In Brazil, Ogun, the òrìsà of iron and war, is matched with St George, who carries a sword, whereas, in Cuba, Ogun is commonly linked with Saint Peter, who holds an iron key. In Haiti, iconography depicting Saint Jerome in battle carrying a metal sword linked him to Ogun as blacksmiths’ deity. Changó, the òrìsà of thunder and lightning, is linked to Santa Bárbara because her father was struck dead by lightning as a punishment for killing her when she refused to give up her Christian faith. The high volume of the slave trade from the Bights of Benin and Biafra to Cuba, Brazil, and Saint Domingue during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries resulted in a constant influx of belief systems, which created the demographic conditions for syncretic religions to thrive (Matory 2005; Pares 2013; Pressley-Sanon 2017).

The necessity to market and buy goods in urban port cities of the African Diaspora provided some mobility for slaves to transport their diverse associational and religious experiences from West Africa to the New World. Historian João Reis’ detailed studies of slave markets in Bahia, Brazil, show how the customs governing the selling of goods and the organization of the markets reflected practices and traditions in the Bight of Benin. In one dramatic case in the 1850s, slaves organized a strike after municipal authorities attempted to impose a new set of regulations that disrupted the African marketing system organized by “cantos” in Bahia. This marketing system was similar to those common in the Bight of Benin. In these markets, slaves and free people of color were often both the buyers and sellers of goods on behalf of their masters. Most of the foodstuff sold at markets was produced by Africans. Many of the transactions were negotiated in African languages such as Yoruba and Igbo (Reis 1997; Childs 2013). In this sense, quotidian laboring activities in port cities offered an environment for enslaved Africans from the Bights of Benin and Biafra to transfer many of their urban customs across the Atlantic and transform them to operate in a New World setting.

 Conclusion

In summary, the cultural transformations that began with slavery in Africa, transportation to the New World via the Middle Passage, and recreating African customs and traditions in the Americas provided a wealth of historical experiences for the populations from the Bights of Benin and Biafra to forge diasporic cultures in the Americas. In the years, decades, and centuries since abolition, the descendants of slaves throughout the Atlantic world have drawn upon the experiences that their ancestors suffered during enslavement, transshipment across the Atlantic, and slavery in the Americas to create vibrant cultures that have mixed African and New World customs and traditions.

The legacy of slavery continues to weigh heavily on the living. During the summer of 2020, the battle over the history, memory, and the recognition of slavery’s role in racism and colonialism took center stage as protests to end racial violence erupted across the world in response to the murder of African American George Floyd by United States police offers. In Bristol, England—a city with intimate connections to the Bights of Benin and Biafra as its slave-trading merchants became wealthy transporting thousands of Nigeria’s descendants across the Atlantic—a historical reckoning was long overdue (Richardson 2005). In response to the city’s association with slavery and its ongoing racial problems, on June 7, 2020, protestors gathered at the statue of slave-trading merchant Edward Colston, tore it down with ropes and chains, defaced it with paint and clubs, and dumped it into the River Avon. Quite intentionally, their actions toward the statue mirrored the capturing, coffling, branding, and submerging of enslaved Africans into ships to cross the Atlantic, many of who were dumped overboard as they died on the voyage (Elmi 2020). As the anti-racist protests of the summer of 2020 demonstrate, the descendants of slaves continue to emphasize their Black racial identity born out of the social and cultural processes of slavery to campaign for inclusion in the nation-state, political equality, and an end to racial discrimination. The problems of racism that continue to plague the globe have their origins in converting Africans torn from locations such as the Bights of Benin and Biafra into Atlantic slaves. In response, Africans forged diasporic cultures of resistance that remain vibrant to this day in nourishing and generating a sense of pride and connection to a homeland that transcends oceans, continents, and political boundaries.
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Chapter 33 

Nigeria and the Global Umma

Brandon Kendhammer

Introduction

As of 2019, Nigeria had the fifth largest population of Muslims among countries of the world.1 Despite this demographic centrality, Nigeria rarely plays a starring role in generalist histories of Islam and the Muslim experience. In Ira Lapidus’s (2002) A History of Islamic Societies, developments in Nigeria from its earliest contact with Islam to the present receive roughly fifteen pages out of nearly 900, suggesting that the region’s history are at best incidental to the broader story of the faith. Marshall Hodgson’s The Venture of Islam—a text famous for arguing that Islam is “unique among the religious traditions for the diversity of the peoples that have embraced it” (Hodgson 1974, 75)—makes no reference to the region’s principal precolonial Islamic polities at all. This despite the fact that scholars continue to demonstrate that West African history—and particularly, the impact of Islam—is deeply connected to the broader course of global affairs in the medieval era (Gomez 2018) and the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries “age of revolutions” (Lovejoy 2016), among others.

To be fair, surveys of contemporary Muslim life are more inclusive of sub-Saharan perspectives, even if they often limit them to standalone “area” chapters (e.g., McCloud, Hibbard, and Saud 2013). But in a broader sense, Nigeria is still often treated as peripheral to a primarily Middle Eastern and Arab Islamic “venture.” Despite these assumptions, Muslims in present-day Nigeria have always understood themselves to be practicing a universal faith. This chapter aims to dispel the myth of Nigeria’s “peripheral” status within the broader Muslim world and document how the relationship between Muslims in what is today Nigeria and the global umma has shaped the region’s religious economic, social, and political trajectory.

The story begins with Islam’s first sustained contact with the region around the eleventh century. Islam’s movement across the Western and Central Sudan was linked to regional politics and the expansion of trading networks dominated by Muslims. To the east around Lake Chad, those regional powers were the Kanem and Bornu empires, connected to the broader Muslim world via trading networks extending through the Fezzan in what is now southern Libya, Egypt, and the Ottoman Empire. To the West, empires like Mali and Songhay created a flourishing regional dar al-Islam (“abode of Islam”), of which “Hausaland” (for lack of a better term)2 was an integral part by the sixteenth century. Beginning in the late seventeenth century, revolutionary jihad movements challenging the legitimacy of this system moved the regional center of gravity westward to the Sokoto Caliphate, precolonial Nigeria’s largest political unit and an empire whose religious and political influence reached from the Atlantic coast to Cairo (see Chapter 12).

The Caliphate’s defeat and incorporation into the British Empire marked a turning point in the region’s external Islamic relations. Although they were hardly isolated from global trends before, colonial rule provided new (and not always intentional) opportunities for the region’s Muslims to interact with the global umma. By the 1960s, Arab and Middle Eastern influences had increasingly (if not entirely) replaced regional connections as the most important ways in which Nigerian Muslims experienced the wider Islamicate world. This shift brought dramatic transformations in religious education—including a new emphasis on Arabic literacy—and created opportunities for Nigerian Muslims to travel for schooling, business, and the hajj. It also brought Nigeria’s Muslim political and religious leaders into contact with their global Islamic counterparts, a process that revitalized local Sufi communities and facilitated the rise of a powerful new “reformist” movement with intellectual and financial ties to Saudi Arabia.

In the twenty-first century, Nigeria’s ties to the global umma continue to evolve. Nigerian Muslims participate in nearly every major global Islamic institution, and members of the country’s Muslim diaspora play key roles in local religious affairs in their adopted homes. Nearly 80,000 Nigerians participate annually in the hajj, an undertaking that requires extraordinary levels of international cooperation and generates huge amounts of economic activity but also creates significant unexpected government and private costs due to mismanagement. There is also a more sinister side to Nigeria’s global Islamic engagement, including connections between the country’s Boko Haram insurgency and the transnational jihadi community. These links—for good and bad—play a central role in the lives of all of Nigeria’s Muslims and tie them inseparably to global Islamic conversations and networks.

“Frontier of the Faith”

As David Robinson (2000, 132) argues, the medieval Sahara and Sahel were both deeply interconnected with the wider Islamicate world and yet were also a “frontier” region for the faith. From the ninth century, when Muslim scholars in the Arab world first took note of kingdoms like Kanem, Ghana, and Gao until the era of the revolutionary jihad movements, West Africa’s economic and intellectual ties generally outstripped its integration into the political dynamics of North Africa and the Middle East. Within this regional system, the territory of contemporary northern Nigeria was a frontier within the frontier, known to the region’s powers, visited by traders, and linked by treaty to the Sublime Porte, but until relatively late still the eastern edge of the great Sahelian trading system rather than a fully integrated part of it.

Before Sokoto, the region’s most significant (and globally integrated) political communities were the Kanem and Bornu empires. To the northeast of Lake Chad, Kanem’s ruling class adopted Islam in the eleventh century following sustained contact with trans-Saharan intellectual and trading networks. From the mid-fifteenth century, Kanem was eclipsed by Bornu, founded to the southwest by Kanem’s ruling Saifawa dynasty. In 1484, the Mai (ruler) of Bornu, ‘Ali Ghaji ibn Dunama, visited Cairo and Mecca, launching a new pattern of global engagement pattern. Over the next two centuries, Bornu became increasingly engaged in Islamic geopolitics, sending students to Al-Azhar and maintaining diplomatic relations with Ottoman governors in Tripoli and Cairo and the Sa’adi dynasty in Morocco. These connections facilitated Bornu’s regional ambitions, particularly via the acquisition of “Turkish muskets and musketeers” under Mai Idris Aloma in the late sixteenth century, and helped it to emerge as an “independent Muslim theocracy” that influenced the wider region with its support of Islamic scholarship, jurisprudence, and administration (Adeleye 1985, 591–593).

By contrast, Hausaland barely appeared in Arabic sources until the fourteenth-century chronicles of Ibn Battuta, and there is little detail on Hausa society or religious life until a century later (Hauor and Rossi 2010, 8–10). As R. A. Adeleye (1985, 585–586) has argued, the Hausa kingdoms were not “fully integrated into the commercial and ideological nexus which linked the Western Sudanic societies together as well as with the wider Islamic world” until the sixteenth century, well after Bornu and Songhay had become key regional powers. The pattern of Islamicization in Hausaland fits the argument that conversion is driven by economics and the utility of shared religious legal institutions—here, Arabic literacy and Maliki fiqh—in facilitating long-distance trade (Ensminger 1997; Lydon 2009). Local merchants converted to Islam considerably earlier than the royal courts, although key political leaders’ eventual conversion played a definitive role in Islam’s cultural and social ascendency.

The most important commercial vehicle for the spread of the faith was the “Wangara” trading network, a powerful diaspora group originating in contemporary Mali that pioneered a vast trade in salt, gold, kola, and artisan goods (Ochonu 2015). As Paul Lovejoy (1978, 174) has argued, the Wangara diaspora transformed a territory stretching from the “desert edge east of Songhay to the Chad Basin and … southward to the latitude of the Niger-Benue confluence” into a “Muslim commercial sector of the Songhay Empire.” As Wangara settlements emerged in Hausa and Borgu (a region spanning the southern part of contemporary northwestern Nigeria and northern Benin), between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, a community of urban, religiously educated, and regionally networked Muslims began to take on a more influential role in the Hausa states.

During the late fifteenth century, the Berber scholar Muhammad al-Maghili toured several Hausa kingdoms (most famously Kano during the reign of Muhammad Rumfa, r. 1468–1499) on his way to Gao, where he became an advisor to the court of Songhay. His visit coincided with a new degree of intellectual and political engagement between Hausaland and the Sahel. During the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Songhay attempted to gain a military foothold in the region, but by the mid-1500s, the leading Hausa states had asserted their independence and become key players on their own terms. Further regional convulsions—especially Songhay’s collapse following the Moroccan invasion of the 1590s—reinforced Hausaland’s independence, eventually diminishing the influence of the trader-scholars from the West in favor of the so-called Toronkawa, a growing cadre of transnationally mobile Fulani-ethnic Muslim scholars who would play a central role in the transmission of revolutionary ideas from the Senegambia to Sokoto.

Nigeria in the West African “Age of Revolutions”

The era of revolutionary jihad movements—most prominently, the 1804 jihad led by Shehu Usman dan Fodio that founded the Sokoto Caliphate—marks a major dividing line in both the region’s history and its global relationships. It also demonstrates how transnational ideas and influences shaped the organization and mobilization of local communities for revolutionary change. At the center of these changes were the Toronkawa, who played a key role in channeling the grievances of the growing community of rural Muslims against the region’s urban ruling classes (Levtzion 2000, 85). Initially, the Toronkawa’s influence derived from their participation in a shared regional religious “core curriculum” of key texts in Qur’anic sciences, Arabic language, history, hadith, and jurisprudence composed by scholars in Egypt or the Maghreb (Hall and Stewart 2010). Yet the spread of Islam into the countryside created a need for preachers who could translate (literally) this shared religious lifeworld into a locally relatable form. Nowhere did these translation efforts proceed faster or with more influence than in Hausaland, where Fulani intellectuals were composing religious verse in the local vernaculars (Hausa and Fulfulde) as early as the late seventeenth century (Bobboyi 2008, 124). Indeed, northern Nigeria’s distance from the intellectual centers of the Maghreb and the relatively higher cost of accessing this “core curriculum” may have inspired the region to adopt a more creative approach to Islamic scholarship than its neighbors to the northwest (Hall and Stewart 2010, 144–146).

Other accounts of the jihad movements emphasize the importance of even broader global forces. Paul Lovejoy (2016) situates the Sokoto Caliphate’s development within the broader “Age of Revolutions” that swept Europe and the Atlantic world from roughly 1775 to 1850 via the transformative influence of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Debates about the relationship between Muslim identity and slavery had circulated across the Sahel for centuries, often tied to the racialized frameworks through which Arab and Berber North Africans justified enslaving black Muslims (Gomez 2018, 47–57). Whether or not we accept that the growing trade in Muslim slaves from the Sahel to the Atlantic coast was one of the “major causes” of the jihad (Fisher 1988), the Fodios were deeply concerned with the issue of freeborn Muslims enslaved by non-Muslims (often, with the assistance of Muslim traders and rulers) (Lofkrantz 2011). The paradox that slavery actually increased significantly within the Caliphate’s plantation economy notwithstanding, the Caliphate’s leadership specifically emphasized this issue in their legal scholarship and, by the 1820s, in their growing external relations with the European powers (Lovejoy 2001, 211).

A third theory of the Fodios’ international influences is less persuasive. Mervyn Hiskett (1973) famously speculated that the Shehu may have been influenced by his Arabian contemporary Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, whose criticisms of bid’a (innovation) in religion seem to resemble those made by dan Fodio in his critique of Islam in Hausaland. To be clear, there is no direct evidence of any connection, or even that the Shehu was aware of al-Wahhab’s work.3 There’s also the fact that the Shehu was a committed Sufi whose scholarship (including his work on politics and law) was deeply shaped by his association with the Qadiriyya brotherhood and his immersion in Maliki fiqh (Ware, Wright, and Syed 2018). The most that can be said is that the Shehu’s worldview was the product of a larger regional and global era of change, including the revitalization of West African Sufi traditions and perhaps some indirect contact with the revolutionary ideas emerging from the Arabian Peninsula.

How globally oriented was Sokoto under the Shehu’s successors? The Caliphate’s leadership was deeply interested in international affairs, not only in terms of their ties to the global umma but also their relationship to the emerging influence of British and French colonial power. In their conversations with British visitors in the first half of the nineteenth century, Sokoto leaders like Muhammadu Bello (the Shehu’s son) and Borno’s de facto ruler Muhammad al-Amin el-Kanemi “showed an informed awareness of international affairs” including the regional dar al-Islam and the Ottoman empire, as well as British and French interests abroad (Isichei 1973, 114–115). Clapperton recorded that el-Kanemi British Raj in India, but of how the British had seized sovereignty (“by first going there by ones and twos”) (Clapperton 1966, 199). He and Denham also found that local elites knew of Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt and the possibility that European commercial interests might eventually disrupt Muslim rule across North Africa (Isichei 1973, 115–116).

The reverberations of the Sokoto jihad were also felt thousands of miles away. The widespread conflict and social disruptions of the era increased the number of Muslims from the Central Sudan and the newly-Muslim communities of Yorubaland enslaved and traded into the trans-Atlantic system (Lovejoy 2001). Many of these made their way through the Oyo Empire to the ports at Lagos, Badagry, and Porto Novo, eventually arriving in Brazil’s Bahia region. Here, Yoruba, Hausa, Fulani, and Nupe Muslim slaves played a key role in a rolling series of slave insurrections in the early 1800s (Reis 1988). These culminated in the Mâle revolt of 1835, which adopted West African Islamic iconography (including amulets and charms similar to those widespread in Sokoto) and (perhaps) drew inspiration from the jihad movements themselves (see Chapter 32).

Back in Nigeria, still other Muslims impacted by the trans-Atlantic slave trade were reshaping Islam in Yorubaland. In the 1840s, former Muslim slaves with ethnic Yoruba roots began returning to the region around Lagos. Some came via stops in Sierra Leone, while others returned directly from Brazil. Together, these “Western” Muslims—many of whose families had originally converted in captivity—played a key role in establishing a diverse, multi-cultural Islam melding Brazilian and Yoruba influences (Gbadamosi 1978, 28–29). Another important source of globalizing influence for Muslims on the coast was Arab and North African scholars’ arrival, both from overland and sea routes. During this era, few Yoruba Muslims appear to have taken the hajj or been able to engage in the kind of exchanges that drove the development of the Sahelian “core curriculum,” in large part because the route was far more difficult. But by the 1860s and 1870s, reports of Muslim traders and scholars arriving from abroad via Kano or oven the sea route via stops with the Muslim community in Sierra Leone served to help integrate these smaller communities into the global umma (Gbadamosi 1978, 61–63).

The Globalizing Influence of Colonial Rule?

The British conquest of Sokoto in March 1903 marked a new era in the relationship between Nigerian Muslims and the global umma. In the wake of the defeat, a large community of Muslims led by Caliph Attahiru I fled Sokoto towards Mecca, but he and his followers were killed shortly after that at the town of Burmi. It’s not clear if any residents of the Caliphate made it as far as Mecca or Medina, but they established exile communities in Hadejia (in present-day Jigawa State) and, more importantly, by Attahiru’s son Mohammad Bello Mai Wurno in a village 300 km south of Khartoum on the Blue Nile, where a large Fulani population survives today (Sikainga 1996, 67).

Those who remained faced British policies dominated by a pair of contradictory impulses. On the one hand, colonial rule depended on co-opting these remaining Muslim authorities and their religious legitimacy. Given the global scope of their imperial holdings, British authorities found it strategically advantageous to appear “friendly” to Islam (Reynolds 2015, 30) and draw on their wider connections to Muslim authorities in places like Egypt and modern-day Saudi Arabia to demonstrate their authority. For instance, in 1925, a Nigeria-based colonial officer used the British Consulate in Jeddah to obtain a fatwa from Mecca that they hoped could be used to discredit and justify punishing religious dissidents (Umar 2006, 30–31). On the other hand, colonial administrators feared that exposing Nigerian Muslims to transnational Islamic influences might lead to religious radicalism and anti-colonial violence. In 1905–1906, a series of religiously-inspired anti-colonial rebellions across French and British territories that attracted many escaped slaves from the Sokoto heartlands were defeated only after extensive military campaigns, and preventing further revolts became a core British pre-occupation (Lovejoy and Hogendorn 1990; Ubah 1994).

British fears of international Islamic influence were compounded by the fact that the sheer scope and scale of their empire had inadvertently reduced the dangers and costs associated with millions of Muslims’ movements. Colonial correspondences that included Nigeria-based officials demonstrate that the British were deeply fearful that in bringing together tens of thousands of Muslims from across the empire, grievances once contained to specific places might become global. As one source put it, “in Mecca malcontents from Morocco can meet refugees from Syria, and agitators from India can compare grievances with their sympathizers from Java and Sumatra” (cited in Reynolds 2015, 30). Stories of high-ranking Nigerian pilgrims approached about anti-colonial plots and conspiracies circulated throughout the 1920s and 1930s, fueling a sense of paranoia among colonial officials. British officials were also concerned about the domestic economic consequences of a growing hajj given that, according to their own estimates from the late 1910s, only about one-third returned home, with the rest remaining in Sudan or the Hijaz as de facto economic migrants (Oluwatoki 2016, 53–54).

In 1931, the British instituted a requirement that hajj travelers acquire a “pilgrim’s passport” to record who was coming and going from Nigerian territory. They also explored reducing travel time on the theory that the overland route through Sudan—along which Muslims had for centuries stopped to live and work (Birks 1978)—was a potential source of radicalization. Throughout the 1940s, groups of local businessmen attempted to commercialize the overland trip by organizing buses or lorries to take pilgrims to the Red Sea crossing (Hanga 1999, 4), shortening the trip and making it more likely that those who departed would also return. In 1952, the West African Airways Corporation conducted the first airlifts of pilgrims from Kano, and by 1955–1956 the new Northern Regional government—led by Premier Ahmadu Bello, the Sardauna of Sokoto (and great-great-grandson of the Shehu)—took over the process.

The regional government’s growing involvement in the hajj also had important diplomatic implications. Although a 1954 delegation to Mecca recorded only 300 to 400 “official” pilgrims, by 1958, Nigeria had found itself diplomatically responsible for “21,000 Nigerian pilgrims of uncertain diplomatic status in the Sudan as well as another 20,000 West Africans, mostly Nigerians, who were facing deportation from Saudi Arabia” (Hanga 1999, 6). Concern for these Muslims—as well as the fact that northern politicians traveling to London by air for constitutional negotiations had begun making “quick trips” to Mecca and Medina on the way home via Cairo—motivated the Sardauna to take his first pilgrimage in 1955, where he was feted as a visiting head of state and introduced to the Saudi royal family (Paden 1986, 280–283). Over the next decade, these now-annual trips became increasingly important opportunities for Nigeria’s Muslim powerbrokers to build relationships with external Islamic actors.

Perhaps no moment better captures transnational Muslim mobility’s growing importance than the 1937 meeting in Medina between Emir Abdullahi Bayero of Kano and Shaikh Ibriahim Niasse. Born in 1900 near the town of Kaolack in Senegal, in the mid-1930s, Niasse founded the “Community of the Divine Flood,” becoming along the way one of the most popular Tijaniyya Sufi leaders in West Africa. For their part, the ruling family in Kano had been affiliated with the Tijaniyya (as opposed to the more popular Qadiriyya) for several decades, a source of tension between competing factions of northern Muslim elites. The encounter between Bayero and Niasse was a turning point in both men’s careers, as Bayero returned home a devoted “disciple” of the Shaikh’s committed to building greater popular support for the Tijaniyya across the region.

In 1945 Niasse visited Nigeria, meeting with Bayero and the Tijaniyya community members who made similar pledges of support. In 1951 he visited Kano again, making a series of public appearances to rapturous public acclaim and further integrating Nigeria’s Tijaniyya community into his own “Divine Flood” movement. The visit—and Nigerian Muslims’ reception—was also a turning point in Niasse’s career, as he came to be regarded as the “supreme saint of his age” by Tijaniyya devotees across West Africa (Seesemann 2011, 174–178; 188–191; 207–261). While the British regarded Niasse’s regional travels and his influence on the Kano leadership with a fearful eye, he successfully integrated millions of Nigerian Muslims into an explicitly transnational (and still wildly popular) religious movement under their noses.

The colonial project of supporting overseas Islamic education, by contrast, was born of the practical imperatives of indirect rule. In relying on a modified version of the Sokoto Caliphate’s “structures of political and religious authority—emirs and their bureaucracies, shari’a judges and their courts, and institutions for Islamic learning,” the British became deeply involved in preparing the necessary cadres to participate in these institutions (Thurston 2014, 66). But while future colonial administrators and educators could be trained in an adapted version of a British “public school,” preparing a new generation of Islamic judges was more complicated. On the one hand, the British recognized the existing Islamic system’s legitimacy, even as they saw its leadership as overly rigid and conservative. On the other, they wished to build a bulwark against extremism by emphasizing more “modern” and “liberal” aspects of the faith along the lines of what had been accomplished in Sudan, where the shari’a had been (in their view) successfully incorporated into a common law legal system (Massoud 2013, 56–57).

In the 1920s, the British created a series of new Islamic higher education programs, culminating in the School for Arabic Studies (SAS) in Kano in 1947. They staffed these programs with Sudanese instructors who emphasized not only the “traditional” hadith and fiqh studies but also fluency in Arabic and a smattering of “Western” subjects (Thurston 2016a, 253). Not surprisingly, scholars trained at SAS—most famously, Abubakar Gumi, the founder of modern-day Salafism in northern Nigeria—were prepared to adopt an explicitly global outlook. Gumi was among the first to benefit from a British program to send members of the prospective Islamic elite abroad for further training. Fearing that sending them to Al-Azhar would prompt anti-imperial sentiment and extremism, the first two groups of students were sent to a training college in rural Sudan and the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London (Thurston 2014, 71). It would not be until independence that there would be government sponsorship for studies in more conventional settings like al-Azhar, the University of Cairo, and the Islamic University of Medina.

In 1955, Gumi embarked upon his first hajj. In Saudi Arabia, he met the Sardauna’s delegation, and was adopted as the group’s logistical and spiritual guide (Gumi 1994, 68). Gumi and the Sardauna used the connections they forged on this and subsequent trips to establish personal, political, and business ties to the Middle East, helping to establish Nigeria as an important geopolitical player as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and (eventually) Libya and Iran looked to financing education, development, and security in Africa as sources of soft power. And in Gumi’s case, his budding relationship with the Salafi religious intellectual community in Saudi Arabia played a key role in his rise to fame as the spiritual founder of Izala, the first major homegrown Nigerian Salafi organization.

Nigeria and the Global Umma since Independence

In the first years after independence, Nigeria’s formal relations with the Muslim world followed the institutional lines created under colonial rule. Among its first embassies were in Sudan and Saudi Arabia, building on the hajj’s diplomatic infrastructure. Meanwhile, students sent abroad for advanced training in Islamic jurisprudence and those trained in domestic schools by imported scholars were beginning to take on leading roles in public life. There was growing interest at home and abroad in parlaying the Sardauna’s efforts at global engagement into funding for new projects, schools, and mosques to promote Islam. By the late 1970s, these new trajectories were thoroughly reshaping the Nigerian Muslim religious and political establishments.

By the early 1960s, the connections the Sardauna had forged with global Muslim leaders and the individuals and organizations he shepherded into the public eye effectively defined how Islam in Nigeria was perceived in the wider world. Besides his frequent international tours to meet leading Muslim political and religious leaders, his commitment to the hajj (and the ‘umrah, a pilgrimage carried out outside the prescribed hajj period) helped ingratiate dozens of leading Nigerian Muslims into global Islamic circles. The Sardauna’s administration also meddled extensively in foreign policy, not only pressuring the federal government to adopt pro-Arab stances but actively undermining its engagement with Israeli diplomatic and business interests. These conflicts came to a head in 1960–1961, when the Sardauna rejected (on dubious authority) a federally-negotiated Israeli aid package meant to be shared across all regions and subsequently announced plans to pursue Nigeria’s entry into a proposed “pan-Islamic commonwealth or confederation” (Phillips 1964, 83).

By the mid-1960s, Saudi Arabia and Egypt were already using their donor portfolios as a source of religious “soft power” in West Africa, and Nigeria’s high profile made it a logical recipient. After 1967, Egypt’s decline made the Gulf states the biggest players in this space, and those—like Gumi—with Saudi connections were among the key beneficiaries. In 1962, Gumi and the Sardauna began organizing the Jama’at Nasr al-Islam (JNI), an umbrella group for Islamic clerics and scholars intended to channel state and foreign money into mosques and Islamic schools (and produce political fealty for the Sardauna) (Loimeier 1997, 135–138). The JNI received considerable financial investments from Saudi and Pakistani sources, much of it eventually controlled directly by Gumi, who “had the confidence of the Saudis” (Loimeier 1997, 145).

The floodgates to international funding opened by Gumi soon had even bigger impacts. Numbers are hard to come by, but most contemporary sources speak of a large influx of technical specialists and expatriate doctors and teachers from the Muslim world in the 1970s and 1980s, alongside robust funding—mostly from Saudi Arabia—for religious programs and projects. Combined with opportunities for study abroad, nearly all major Islamic figures in Nigerian society—even those without specific patrons abroad—share in a network of “micro-level contacts” that shape their religious and political views and values (Thurston 2009, 70).

Perhaps the most important example of how transnational funding and micro-contacts shaped the Nigerian Islamic scene is the development of the Jama’at Isalat al-bid’a wa Iqamat sa-Sunnah (Izala), the country’s first and most-prominent Salafi group. At a personal level, the group’s early leadership—including founder Sheikh Ismaila Idris and Gumi, who played a crucial part in organizing its early leadership and setting the stage for its intellectual trajectory—had all developed crucial personal links with international supporters and donors (Thurston 2009, 52–53). Some were veterans of JNI, while others had participated in international Qur’anic recitation competitions abroad or even simply studied under expatriate scholars (Kane 2003, 105–109). What mattered most was that these connections facilitated a common, Saudi-informed lifeworld among a wide stratum of Nigerian Muslim intellectuals and activists, facilitating cooperation and collective action even when—as quickly became the case—issues of theological difference or frustration with Gumi’s relative monopoly on resources—fragmented the movement.

But while its prestige may have come from Gumi’s links to Saudi Arabia, Izala’s theological program and outreach reflected the religious salience of domestic issues, particularly the dominance of Sufi networks and the desire of middle-class merchants and bureaucrats outside those networks to build their own pressure groups. As a result, Izala has rarely directly challenged the political status quo beyond its attacks on well-connected Sufis. It has been more politically disruptive across the border in Niger, where the same basic agenda—including an emphasis on women’s religious education and Middle Eastern-inspired norms of women’s dress—created a far greater challenge to the local powers-that-be (Masquelier 2009).

Another key vehicle for the internationally mediated globalization of Muslim experiences was the educational sector. In the 1960s, SAS graduates and international donors advanced their support for a more modernized Islamic studies curriculum in Nigerian secondary schools and universities, including expanded offerings in Islamic history and Arabic instruction (Reichmuth 1989). Meanwhile, local donors and international funders remained the most important sources of funds for new schools, including many new Islamiyya secondary schools offering a mixed Western-Islamic curriculum that emphasized Arabic and Islamic history alongside math and science (Umar 2001. And for those unsatisfied with what was on offer locally, the rapid growth of new programs abroad (particularly in Sudan) attracted many Nigerian students.

The entry of Saudi money into the Islamic educational system in Nigeria in particular also helped bridge some of the regional divides between Muslims in the north and the southwest. Indeed, several of the first Nigerians to attend the Islamic University of Medina (IUM) in the 1960s and 1970s were Yoruba Muslims who later served as local partners for Saudi religious efforts in the region (Thurston 2016b, 88–89). Although important divisions remain, the integration of southwestern Muslims into Saudi networks presaged their deeper involvement in pan-Nigerian Islamic organizations like the Muslim Students’ Society and the Federation of Muslim Women’s Associations (FOMWAN).

The real turning point came in 1981 when Saudi Arabia launched an educational recruitment program in Nigeria, part of a broader global initiative that eventually spanned eighteen countries. These recruitment “tours” sent IUM staff and faculty to Nigeria to offer workshops and testing for potential IUM candidates, an approach that attracted not only early career scholars but several well-established Salafi preachers. Between 1982 and 1997, over eight thousand Nigerians participated in these programs, more than in any other country (Thurston 2016b, 89–90). The number who actually attended and graduated IUM is harder to pin down—one source suggested that by 2001 fewer than one hundred had finished and returned to Nigeria (Umar 2001)—but their influence would soon far exceed their size, as Izala began to fragment in the 1980s and 1990s.

Izala’s outsized influence aside, the combination of geopolitics and local jockeying for power and influence provided opportunities for other Muslim states to seek influence in Nigeria. Beginning in the 1970s, Libya sought to take on a major regional role as a supporter of pan-Islamic and pan-African solidarity, and General Muammar Gaddafi’s strident anti-Western message (as well as, for a time, Libya’s relative prosperity) made him popular in many Nigerian circles, including Sufi communities largely neglected by Saudi support (Loimeier 2005). Gaddafi’s support included the usual funding for schools, scholarships, and mosques, although its adventures in Chad and (perceived) support for separatist movements in the Sahel brought it into conflict with broader Nigerian foreign policy goals (Nwokedi 1985, 205–206). By the mid-1980s, Libya’s growing international pariah status increasingly undermined its influence, and by the late 1990s, they had ceased funding all but a small handful of programs.

On the other hand, Iran has made what appear to be relatively small investments in Nigerian affairs while exerting a remarkably durable impact. The story of Iran’s influence in Nigeria and the growth of the country’s indigenous Shi’a minority from a handful in the 1970s to as many as 5 million in the late 2010s (Crisis Group 2015) is a testament to both the Islamic Republic’s growing interest in public diplomacy and the efforts of Ibrahim al-Zakzaky, the leader of the Islamic Movement of Nigeria (IMN). By most accounts, Zakzaky’s initial interest in Iran was political rather than theological. As a student radical involved in the staunchly Sunni Muslim Students Society (MSS) in the mid-1970s, there is no indication Zakzaky was exposed to Shi’a doctrine or teaching before the Iranian Revolution. Indeed, like many youth activists at the time, his initial interest in the Revolution seems to have been driven by its anti-Western imperialist rhetoric. In 1980, however, Zakzaky visited Iran on a government-sponsored tour, and he returned both emboldened as an agitator and curious about Iran’s religious heritage.

Over the next several decades, Zakzaky’s outspoken criticism of the Nigerian government and his rejection of their authority repeatedly landed him in detention. Nonetheless, the vagueness of his “Islam only” rallying cry (which appealed to firebrands and radicals of varying Islamic persuasions), as well as the vigorous proselytizing efforts of his supporters, helped him to establish a series of small state branches for the IMN. Unlike Izala, which provides some social service efforts but remains primarily an ulema-led movement, the IMN used its public demonstrations and provocative public statements to build a more mass-oriented following. By the mid-1990s, the group was functioning as an integrated community that offered considerable services to its members. It also adopted an aggressive media posture, launching its own newspaper in the early 1990s and becoming one of the first Muslim groups in Nigeria with an active web presence. All the while, Zakzaky himself remained cautious about his religious status, playing up his connections with Iran but remaining vague about the specifics of his commitment to Shi’ism. By the time the group became vocally and publicly committed Shi’ites in the late 1990s, its numbers had grown well into the 100,000s (Bunza 2005).

More remarkably still, Zakzaky seems to have engineered the IMN’s rapid growth with far less international funding than Saudi Arabia provided to its allies. Iranian funds contributed to the construction of several schools in the 1990s and sponsorships for a handful of scholars to study at the prestigious seminary in Qom (Isa and Adam 2017, 247). Meanwhile, the small but active Lebanese Shi’a community in Kano took almost no interest at all in converting Nigerians until the 1980s and even then provided little more than small donations (Isa and Adam 2017, 232). For their part, the IMN seems to have depended on a persistent but small amount of Iranian funding (perhaps as little as $120,000 a year) to support their own outreach programs (Abu-Nasr 2017), with the bulk of their money coming from their own members. Today, the IMN’s main public face in Nigeria is not as an Iranian proxy but as an enemy of the state. In 2019, following years of escalating clashes (mostly peaceful on the IMN side, but increasingly violent on the stateside) around the group’s frequent public demonstrations, the Buhari administration effectively banned the group from participating in public life, a move that drew scattered protests in Iran but little evidence of more public financial or diplomatic support.

While the rise of Nigerian Salafism and a small but influential Shi’a community drew headlines, a series of smaller-scale developments during this era were equally important in shaping the relationship between ordinary Nigerian Muslims and the global umma. For example, the trends making it far easier for Nigerians to participate in the annual hajj continued. Large numbers of middle-class Muslims (including many from outside the north) participated annually by the 1980s. Especially instrumental was the creation of the Nigerian National Pilgrims Welfare Board in 1975. Up to that point, the government had played a significant role in administering the hajj at a diplomatic level while leaving many logistics to private air-travel companies that organized passage from Maiduguri, Kano, and Lagos. The Board, however, took on a far more direct role, maintaining year-round staff in Nigeria and Saudi Arabia, arranging foreign exchange allowances for pilgrims, and providing social services for the increasing numbers of Nigerians who found themselves ill, financially destitute, or in trouble with local law enforcement while abroad (Tangban 1991).

Although the original outlay for the Board and its state counterparts were modest, by the late 1970s, the oil boom-era federal and state governments soon provided a large de facto subsidy to pilgrims. From only 7,000 official pilgrims in 1967 to over 100,000 total (through the Board as well as private travelers) by 2019, all of whom could draw on special access to foreign currency, the hajj has become big business, an import-export opportunity that generated year-round markets. It also spawned its own special class of merchant participants (‘yan Kano-Jiddah) whose wealth and worldly status challenged traditional hierarchies in which becoming an alhaji was a religious distinction earned through a life of piety (O’Brien 1999, 22–23).

The end of the oil boom and the emergence of the structural adjustment era did not end Nigerian Muslims’ growing global engagement. It did, however, slow the flow of money. Beginning tentatively in the late 1970s and accelerating through the 1980s and 1990s, the next wave of Nigerian Muslims’ global religious engagement was defined instead by religious conflict, both between local Muslim and Christian communities and within the Nigerian umma itself. On the inter-religious side, the rapid expansion of Nigeria’s evangelical Christian community was fueled by many of the same globalizing forces that helped to power Izala—opportunities to connect and learn from global trends, the flow of outside resources, and the power of its message in a time of political uncertainty and change (Marshall-Fratani 1998). In response to each other’s rise, both sides began to frame Nigerian affairs in terms of a battle over national religious supremacy, fueling a major political breakdown (the 1977–1978 battle over Nigeria’s Second Republic constitution, which divided on religious lines over the proposed creation of a Federal Shari’a Court of Appeals to handle cases heard by local civil and family law courts in the north) (Laitin 1982), and a significant uptick in religious violence from the mid-1980s on (see Chapter 23).

Arguably the catalyzing moment of this new conflict was the Babangida military administration’s decision to enter Nigeria into the Organization of Islamic Unity (OIC) in January 1986. In practice, Nigeria’s involvement with the OIC—which continues today—has had only a muted impact on Nigerian foreign policy, and Babangida’s decision seems to have been motivated more by economic concerns—particularly potential access to aid and loans from non-Western sources—than religious ones. Still, the absence of any real public consultation about the move fueled rampant speculation by Christian activists about the administration’s true motives and catalyzed a more aggressive political stance from Christian groups like the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) (Faseke 2019, 3–5). This mobilization led to greater Christian awareness of the longstanding financial and political relationship between many Nigerian Muslim groups and Arab states, fueling the rise of conspiracy theories about an Arab-led “Islamicization” of national life (Falola 1998, 164). On the Muslim side, arguably the most important impact of the controversy was its power, at least temporarily, to unite the Muslim community around a shared set of political goals, including continued OIC membership and greater recognition of Islamic practices and values in public life (Loimeier 1997, 291–295). The themes that emerged out of new Muslim groups from this era like the Council of Ulema—greater recognition of Muslim holidays, demands for laws promoting public piety, and a growing unease with what many Muslims saw as a pro-Western orientation by the federal government—would play a major role in the renewed religious activism of the 1990s and 2000s.

Global Islam and Nigerian Muslims Today

In 1998, the unexpected death of General Sani Abacha, Nigeria’s brutal dictator for the previous half-decade, created a political opening. In 1999, the country transitioned to its first civilian government in nearly sixteen years, with evangelical Christian and former military ruler Olusegun Obasanjo taking power (see Chapter 33). What followed was an opportunity for Muslim and Christian activists to negotiate both with the state and among each other about their role in the public sphere. By any measure, the result has been a resurgence of public Islamic piety, and of a new assertiveness about demanding space for Islam in public life.

This opening also served as a catalyst for the deepening of global Islamic influences and connections. Many of the most obvious manifestations of this new public piety—shifting dress habits, political views, media consumption patterns, and gender relations, to name only a few—have been clearly influenced by a global Islamic revivalist project at work in places as different as France (Fernando 2014), Indonesia (Rinaldo 2010), and Mali (Schulz 2008). Today, even working-class Nigerian Muslims have direct access to worldwide Islamic media, connecting them to everything from online fatwa websites to religious instruction from Saudi Arabia’s leading clerics. Nigeria’s decentralized media sphere and the growth of wireless connectivity and satellite TV put everything from Indonesian cartoons to Islamic State propaganda a click away, even as local religious productions continue to find a home on state-sponsored TV, video CDs, and social media. And of course, the biggest impact on modern Muslim Nigerian media aesthetics is still Indian Bollywood film, makes up for what it lacks in Islam with an approach to storytelling focused on morality tales that glorify romance and celebrate family within strict social boundaries that resonates strongly with northern Nigerian audiences (Larkin 1997, 413).

Access to Islamic education abroad too has diversified. Today, Malaysia (and its state-sponsored International Islamic University) is the third-largest destination for all Nigerians studying abroad, trailing only the US and UK (UNESCO n.d.). But while their numbers may be relatively small, those educated in Saudi Arabia retain special influence. The IUM alumni who formed Alhussunah understood themselves as “spokesmen for a global Salafi worldview” (Thurston 2016b, 111), a position that put them at odds with Izala preachers who prioritized local Salafi/Sufi conflicts. Alhussunah’s message emphasized the need for Nigerian Muslims to understand themselves as part of an Islamic reform movement that was an “instantiation of primordial theological conflicts” pitting true Sunni belief and practice against the full menu of deviations, as well as “Christianization and Westernization” writ large (Thurston 2016b, 112-3). Their movement to draw Muslims into these global conversations and understand their beliefs and actions within a global Islamic context has been a powerful force in today’s Islamic revivalism.

However, the most important manifestation of this post-civilian rule resurgence has been a more ambiguous connection to globalizing forces. Between 2000 and 2003, twelve states with Muslim-majority populations in northern Nigeria adopted legal and policy reforms inspired by the shari’a. As I have documented elsewhere (Kendhammer 2016), while Islamic intellectuals and Muslim politicians have often taken the credit for the “shari’a wave,” it was, in fact, strong and unexpectedly vocal grassroots public support that forced the hands of many reluctant state governments, who initially dismissed the demands as politically imprudent in a religiously-divided society. Along with the enforcement of new criminal codes based on Maliki fiqh jurisprudence, “shari’a states” implemented many new social policies common in Middle Eastern states, including bans on alcohol sales and consumption, enforcement of daily prayer for government employees, the creation of so-called hisbah forces to promote virtuous public behavior, and censorship of local media by state-appointed religious authorities. Although enthusiasm for many of these laws and policies has waned since the late 2000s, they remain on the books across much of the region and continue to shape conversations about many Muslims’ religion–state relationship.

Some analyses have interpreted shari’a implementation, along with other cultural shifts like the growing popularity of Middle Eastern-style head coverings for women and bans on traditional praise-singing as the triumph of globalized Islam over the “cultural flexibility, adaptability, and syncretism” that (as they see it) historically characterized Nigerian Muslim communities (Miles 2003, 67). Others point out that even if globalized Islamic norms have become an increasingly visible part of how many Nigerian Muslims define their faith, the practices through which they express them—clothing choices, for example—have been sites of contestation over how good Muslims should identify and act in the region for centuries (Renne 2018). Clearly, these local changes are inspired by the visibility of global Islamic trends, and at some extremes—the adoption of the full niqab or burka-style coverings by some affluent Nigerian women, for example—by direct personal contact with the Arab world. Yet, in other ways, they are local debates, shaped by Nigerian men and women’s lived experiences who supported Shi’a implementation and the wide range of other state-sponsored expressions of piety because they saw them as vehicles for creating a more fair and just society (Kendhammer 2016).

There is also considerable debate about how much global forces and actors influenced another major turning point in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic—the rise and development of Salafi-jihadi extremism in northeastern Nigeria in the early 2000s. The so-called “Boko Haram” movement, which emerged in the early 2000s under Mohammed Yusuf’s leadership, has developed into a major jihadi terrorist group and insurgency that has (of this writing) been responsible for between 40,000 to 45,000 deaths and displaced well over 2 million. Yet despite detailed analysis of the group’s origins, theology, social context, and strategy and tactics (Thurston 2018; Kassim and Nwankpa 2018; Kendhammer and McCain 2018; MacEachern 2018; Matfess 2017), there is little agreement either among Nigerian Muslims or scholars about how to understand why such a group was able to emerge and endure.

What is generally agreed upon is that Mohammad Yusuf was a charismatic preacher and gifted organizer who built a large movement of like-minded supporters in and around Maiduguri, northeast Nigeria’s largest city, in the mid-2000s. Yusuf was a Salafi, and at one point, he was affiliated with Alhussunah’s Medina-educated group. Yusuf had not earned any credentials abroad himself, but he spent time in Saudi Arabia during the mid-2000s and moved in circles with deep transnational connections. In the early 2000s, Yusuf fell out with his original mentors in the local Salafi community over his belief that any engagement with the Nigerian government—including attending public schools and participating in politics—were haram. He also became embroiled in a running battle with Borno Governor Ali Modu Sheriff’s administration, whom he had briefly supported during the 2003 election campaign. Following a series of increasingly intense clashes with security forces, Yusuf’s followers organized an uprising against state authorities in July 2009. The resulting violence left roughly eight hundred (including Yusuf) dead. Over the next year, the group’s remnants regrouped under the leadership of Abubakar Shekau, and in 2010 they launched their first attacks in what would briefly become the world’s most deadly terrorist campaign (see Chapter 31).

How did Yusuf’s movement transform itself into one of the world’s most successful insurgencies? On one side are scholars who see Yusuf’s rise through the lens of transnational forces and trends, or even that his movement was essentially funded and directed by transnational jihadists from nearly the beginning (Zenn 2017). This story begins in the mid-1990s when a handful of Nigerians became involved with the Algerian group that would eventually become the Salafi Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC) (Brigaglia and Iocchi 2017, 29). A smaller handful of these recruits returned to Nigeria looking to advance the jihadi cause, finding their way to Yusuf’s community and participating in the 2009 uprising (Thurston 2018, 163). Another possible connection between Yusuf and al-Qaeda was Mohammed Ali, who allegedly obtained funding from al-Qaeda around 2003 with instructions to establish a Nigerian cell (International Crisis Group 2014, 3). Ali and Yusuf certainly had connections, and Ali seems to have been one of the leaders of an extremist group connected to Yusuf that clashed with security forces in 2003–2004. But there’s little evidence that Yusuf received any money or documenting what he might have done with it (Higazi et al. 2018, 207).

After the failed uprising, three of the Algerian returnees contacted al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)’s leader, Abdalmalik Droukdel, about establishing a formal relationship with Boko Haram. Their correspondence was the first real connection between the two, as it revealed that Yusuf himself had not been in contact with them or any other regional jihadi groups. After this overture, Droukdel made a public declaration of support (including offers of weapons and training) and authorized a payment of 200,000 euros to Shekau’s organization. Although some Boko Haram members eventually traveled to Mali and received training from AQIM affiliates, no definitive money trail showed that the 200,000 euros ever made it to Nigeria. Documents recovered from bin Laden’s Abbottabad compound prove that Shekau had also reached out personally to al-Qaeda central in July 2010, but no concrete follow-up appears to have taken place.

By early 2011, Shekau’s relationship with Yusuf’s former AQIM allies had deteriorated badly, derailing efforts to stage joint kidnappings of expatriates for ransom. In late 2011, these former allies split from Shekau, and for a while, acted independently. In March 2015, Shekau announced a pivot to the Islamic State, who accepted his pledge despite the group’s weakened position following a “surge” of regional troops into the Lake Chad basin earlier in the year. Once again, Shekau’s extremism and leadership style proved inimical to building international alliances, and the group split once again. The new Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP) was led by Abu Musab al-Barnawi, one of Mohammad Yusuf’s surviving sons. Since then, both ISWAP and Shekau’s remaining fighters have operated independently, with significant evidence of ISWAP/ISIS cooperation on branding, theological guidance and, increasingly, financial, and strategic direction.

More broadly, as Andrea Brigaglia (2018, 217) argues, Yusuf’s rise took place in an environment saturated with the debate around the 9/11 attacks, al-Qaeda’s arguments in favor of jihad, and the willingness of many Salafi intellectuals in Nigeria to reframe ongoing clashes between Muslims and Christians as part of a global conflict between Islam and the West. As I observed during my own fieldwork in the years before the 2009 uprising, many Nigerian Muslims—even those who would not have identified as Salafis or supported violence—saw bin Laden and al-Qaeda as, if not heroes, then as fighting for Muslims marginalized by Western forces. From this perspective, it matters less whether or not Yusuf had external sponsors than that these broad sympathies created a permissive environment in which it was more likely than not that someone would eventually organize for violence.

The “local forces” argument, which grounds Yusuf’s rise in the context of Nigerian politics and society in the early 2000s, does not dismiss the impact of global ideas, discourses, and actors. Rather, these scholars (e.g., Higazi et al. 2018) understand Boko Haram’s development as the product of a set of mostly local grievances and as shaped heavily by local political and social conditions. Clearly, Yusuf read and interpreted texts drawn from the global Salafi “canon,” and drew on the language and images used by transnational Salafi-jihadi leaders like Osama bin Laden in his own writing and preaching to represent himself as an authority figure. He was aware of developments abroad and seems (at least by 2003) to have understood himself to be part of an international movement inspired by al-Qaeda (Brigaglia 2018, 204). Yet Yusuf first rose to public attention not through these international connections but as a result of the shari’a implementation controversy, a primarily local debate that offered many younger Muslim clerics a chance to attempt to shape policy. For his part, Yusuf served briefly on a shari’a implementation committee in Borno (Thurston 2016b, 11) and perhaps as a representative on another government board in his home state of Yobe (Brigaglia 2015, 194). When Yusuf condemned the Nigerian state, he did so not only from abstract theological claims but also from personal experience.

Put simply, it is not a coincidence that Boko Haram emerged and endures amidst an ongoing national crisis of poverty, poor governance, corruption, and decaying police and military capacity. Yusuf’s experiences with violence against his followers instigated by Sheriff’s administration clearly shaped his actions and urgency in the ramp-up to the 2009 uprising. It is unnecessary to choose between an account of Boko Haram’s rise grounded in Yusuf’s theology (and its transnational antecedents) and one that recognizes the Nigerian state’s often violent and inept response to it in the years before the uprising and since. Whatever role international forces played in Boko Haram’s violence, the Nigerian security forces’ reliance on an undifferentiated policy of heavy-handed violence and their unwillingness to treat the Nigerian public with honesty and respect about the difficulty of the fight has been a driving force in sustaining the insurgency into its second decade (Kendhammer and McCain 2018).

Conclusion

What does the future hold for Nigeria’s globally engaged Muslims? While Boko Haram’s global connections draw the headlines, another vision of Nigerian engagement with the global umma is doing as much or more to shape Nigerian Muslims’ lived experiences. In July 2019, Nigerian Muslims took to social media by the thousands to celebrate the nomination of one of their own to a leading ministerial position in President Buhari’s cabinet. At age 46, Dr. Ali Isa Pantami was among the youngest of the Buhari administration’s nominees but one of the most accomplished. Holder of a PhD in Computer Information Systems at Robert Gordon University in Scotland, he had most recently led a major federal technology initiative, the National Information Technology Development Agency (NITDA), earning an international reputation for promoting the development of a domestic IT industry.

But despite these impressive secular credentials, many Nigerian Muslims saw his other professional achievements as even more important. Parallel to his IT career, Pantami spent much of his youth pursuing a “traditional” Qur’anic education and climbing the ranks of the Salafi preaching community in his home state of Bauchi. In 2006, Pantami recorded a six-hour debate with Mohammad Yusuf on the subject of “western” education’s compatibility with Islam (Kassim and Nwankpa 2018, 11–26). There, he made a vigorous defense of the need for Muslims to study subjects like medicine and law and to work with secular governments if doing so could alleviate the suffering of Muslims, striking directly at the heart of Yusuf’s claim that “boko” (“westernization,” or western-style education) was in fact haram. Over the next decade, Pantami’s reputation for incisive Tafsīr (Qur’anic exegesis) grew, and in 2014, he became an assistant professor in the Faculty of Computer Science and Information Systems at IUM, a rare opportunity to advance his technical and religious credentials on an international stage.

Unfortunately for Pantami, these international successes are not the only way in which his views, values, and experiences as a Nigerian Muslim have been shaped by global Islamic trends. In April 2021, a journalistic investigation into Pantami’s local preaching career unearthed speeches he gave in the early and mid-2000s that called for “victory for al-Qaeda and the Taliban,” referred to Osama bin Laden as a “better Muslim than myself,” and supported violent retaliation against the Christians during a months’ long outbreak of religious violence in Yelwa, Plateau State in 2004. Calls for Pantami’s firing or resignation soon swept social and conventional media4, and accusations that the Buhari administration was “harboring terrorists” quickly became grist for Nigeria’s complex regional, ethnic, and regional political conflicts.

To be clear, Pantami’s past statements were already well-known within the Nigerian Salafi community and among scholars researching how domestic and international influences shaped Boko Haram’s rise in the early 2000s (Brigaglia 2019, 14–19). It may seem difficult to understand how someone like Pantami could have engaged in calls for violent struggle and expressed support for terrorists like Osama bin Laden, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, and the Afghani Taliban but also vigorously opposed Muhammad Yusuf, and Nigerian journalists covering the story often conflated the two. As Andrea Brigaglia—one of the first scholars to publish on Pantami’s intellectual trajectory—argues, Pantami’s evolving views reflected tensions within global Salafism in the early 2000s, particularly around Saudi Arabia’s efforts to “purge” Salafi discourse (more or less the Kingdom’s official religious ideology) of pro-jihad views in light of the country’s strategic role in the Global War on Terror (Brigaglia 2021). Like many Salafis with international (and especially Saudi) connections, Pantami’s early sympathies for violent extremist groups (there’s no evidence at all that he ever engaged in violence himself) were shared by many Nigerian Salafis and changed to condemnation as a result of both his exposure to new Salafi messages abroad and direct encounters with Yusuf and his supporters. Shortly after the story broke, Pantami issued a public apology for and repudiation of his old statements, arguing specifically that they had been influenced by “international events” (likely including 9/11 and the US invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq) rather than a full understanding of the theological issues.

Pantami’s intellectual and professional trajectory—both its successes and failures—speak to the future of Muslim global engagement in Nigeria. Few Nigerian Muslims will ever work or study abroad in places like Malaysia or Saudi Arabia, but those that do are likely to be viewed as leaders within the community and with suspicion by others. Global religious agendas (including the ones that have shaped Pantami’s current and former views), money, and opportunity will continue to be reflected in local religious dynamics, serving as sources of both solidarity and conflict. Many Nigerian Muslims will aspire to the hajj and look to the federal and state governments to make it possible. Nearly all will contemplate their Muslim identity and how they should embody it by consuming media produced in other Muslim-majority countries.

Undoubtedly, the rise of violent extremism has also reshaped these international connections. Pantami’s influence and popularity among Nigerian Muslims is inseparable from the prestige he derives from his ties to the global umma, but for non-Muslims they are a source of suspicion, an engine of possible extremism and violence at home even if he has repudiated and sought to explain away his former views. The broader sources of religious violence in Nigeria remain stubbornly multi-causal, but Muslims and non-Muslims alike must face up to the fact that international religious discourses and communities have and will continue to have an influence in local conflicts. For many outside observers, this makes ISWAP the face of globalized Islam in Nigeria. But for those who live it every day, the complexities and contradictions embodied by intellectuals like Pantami are likely to be far more important in the long run.

Notes

1.Accurate assessments of Nigeria’s Muslim population are complicated by the fact that Nigeria has not officially collected information about its citizens’ religious affiliations since the 1963 census. This means that both national- and (especially) state-level assessments about the sizes and relative percentages of different religious communities are little more than demographically-informed guesswork. See Philip Ostien, “Percentages of Religion of the 1952 and 1963 Populations of Nigeria’s Present 36 States,” Nigeria Research Network Background Paper, 1, Oxford Department of International Development.

2.Although the term is often used as a shorthand for the region of contemporary northwestern Nigeria and southwestern Niger where Hausa language speakers established a network of kingdoms beginning in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, significant questions remain about the emergence of a Hausa “identity” and its relationship to Islam (e.g. Haour and Rossi 2010, 1–18). When I refer to “Hausaland” here, I will do so only to describe the region dominated politically by the classical Hausa states, and not northern Nigeria as a whole.

3.Hiskett’s claim rests on his speculation that dan Fodio could have become aware of Wahhabism via the influence of his former teacher, an Agadez-based sheikh named Jibril ibn Umar who carried out the hajj and may have been exposed to al-Wahhab and his followers during his stay.

4.As of May 2021, Pantami had not resigned or been removed by the Buhari government.
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Chapter 34 

Migrants, Immigrants, and the New Nigerian Diaspora

Onoso Imoagene

Introduction

As previous chapters in this handbook have made clear, Nigeria is the most populous black nation in the world and the most populous nation in Africa. With a population of 192 million people, Nigerians have a significant presence in many countries. This chapter focuses on Nigerians in Britain, the United States, and China because of space constraints. The United States and Britain are the top two destination countries for Nigerians in the Global North. As the major powerhouse in the Global South, China has become a significant immigrant destination for Africans, spurred largely by its growing economy and burgeoning presence in Africa.

It is necessary to define the terms migrant, immigrant, and diaspora. A migrant can either be a temporary or permanent migrant. A migrant can be an internal migrant, an individual who moves within a country, for instance, from a rural to an urban area or an international migrant who moves to another country to find work or study. An immigrant is a person who comes to a country to take up permanent residence. A diaspora1 consists of immigrants and their descendants.

The African Union in 2004 defined the African diaspora as the “geographic dispersal of peoples whose ancestors, within historical memory, originally came from Africa, but who are currently domiciled, or claim residence or citizenship, outside of the continent of Africa” (Zeleza 2009, 35). The African Diaspora covers the dispersal of Africans from the African continent to countries in other continents over a period of 600 years. It includes the old or historic diasporas formed from the periods of transportation, enslavement, and resettlement of African slaves in the Caribbean islands and the Americas (Manning 2009; Zeleza 2009) and the contemporary diasporas, also called the postcolonial diasporas (Okpewho and Nzegwu 2009). The contemporary diasporas can be divided into three main waves: “the diasporas of colonization, decolonization, and the era of structural adjustment that emerged out of the disruptions and dispositions of colonial conquest, the struggles for independence and the lost decades of structural adjustment programs (SAPs), respectively” (Zeleza 2009, 36). The postcolonial diaspora which starts from the late 1950s to the 1960s is also known as the “new African Diaspora” (Yeboah 2008; Okpewho and Nzegwu 2009). But it must be stressed that despite attempts to distance themselves from members of the old African diasporas (Imoagene 2017; Waters 1999), black immigrants and their children are part of a large-scale historical movement or dispersal of people from the African continent to other continents of the world—Europe, Americas, Asia, and the Caribbean islands.

Even though Nigerians are the largest African national group in the United States, Britain, and China, there is limited research on them in all three countries. Much of what is known about them is obtained from the descriptive analysis of national datasets, including country censuses, and in the case of China, from media stories. There are also a few studies on Nigerian immigrants and their children (see Awokoya 2012; Balogun 2011; Emeka 2019; Imoagene 2012, 2015, 2017, 2019a, 2019b).

As scholars study Nigerians and other black groups in the new diaspora, there is an ongoing debate on which questions are the right and/or legitimate ones to ask. Some scholars who study contemporary black immigrants and their children (the second generation) argue that it is more useful to ask why these groups have not been able to escape being racialized utilizing theories of global anti-blackness, colonialism, and empire/imperialism (Bashi-Treitler 2004, 2013; Oriji 2020; Bashi and McDaniel 1997). These are important questions, but I argue that they should not be elevated over questions seeking to understand how these immigrants and their children are faring and seek to identify what impedes or supportive mechanisms to positive social outcomes exist within their communities. Rather, there should be a melding of the racialization/assimilation paradigms to research and develop new theories that, while acknowledging racialization, avoid conflating black people into a monolithic group that should have similar understandings and definitions of blackness even as they have differing experiences.

Nigerian Migrants and a Culture of Professional Migration to the Global North

Nigerians are among the most educated immigrant groups in the United States and the most educated group in Britain. The extent of their selectivity via these countries’ immigration policies crafted to allow entry to the brightest and best immigrants from sending countries in the developing world is revealed in the stunning statistic that while only seven percent of Nigerian adults over the age of twenty-five in Nigeria have at least a bachelor’s degree, sixty-three percent of Nigerians in the United States over the age of twenty-five have at least a bachelor’s degree. This educational profile far outpaces the United States national average of 29.3 percent and the black average of 18.8 percent. In Britain, we see the same thing; sixty-one percent of Nigerian immigrants over the age of twenty-five have at least a bachelor’s degree. Again, their educational profile far outpaces the British national average of twenty-eight percent and the Black-Caribbean average of twenty-two percent (Imoagene 2017).

Before describing the Nigerian diasporas in the United States and Britain, Nigeria’s demographics and culture are sketched. Nigeria is the most populous nation in Africa and the seventh most populous nation in the world. There are 250 ethnic groups in Nigeria, with the three largest being the Hausa/Fulani (twenty-nine percent), Yoruba (twenty-one percent), and Ibo (eighteen percent). Together they comprise sixty-eight percent of the total Nigerian population (2019 CIA World Factbook). Five hundred and twenty languages are spoken in Nigeria, but English is the nation’s official language, a bequest from its British colonial roots.

Nigeria’s ethnic divisions correlate with regional partitions. Northerners are predominantly Hausas and Fulanis, while most Southerners are Igbos, Yorubas, Edo, Ijaw, and Itsekiri. The northern groups are predominantly Muslim, while the ethnic groups in the South are predominantly Christian. The southern groups have significantly more western education than the Hausas and Fulanis. While the national literacy rate as reported by the 2006 Nigerian census is sixty-seven percent,2 the adult literacy rate among Nigerians in the north is thirty-five percent, and the adult literacy rate in the south and southeast is more than twice that, seventy-four percent (2006 Nigerian National Bureau of Statistics). This educational gap shows up in who emigrates. Nigerian immigrants in advanced, democratic countries in the Global North are predominantly southerners and easterners from the most educated regions.

Most Nigerian immigrants are social and economic migrants. Nigerians did not begin to migrate in large numbers outside the region until after independence in 1960 (Ette 2012; Imoagene 2017; Peach 1997). The stream of largely highly skilled migrants to the United Kingdom continued after Nigerian independence, and an increasing number soon began to migrate and settle in the United States. As a result, the Nigerian diaspora in the United Kingdom is older than that in the United States.3 From the 1950s through the 1970s, emerging Nigerian elites moved mainly to the United Kingdom because of the colonial relationship. Most relocated to pursue further studies and, during the 1960s and 1970s, returned to Nigeria and took up middle-class jobs in the Nigerian civil service, the booming oil industry, and the growing private sector.

After a report reviewing the state of education in Britain’s colonies in the 1920s found that Africans were poorly educated and the educational facilities inadequate, several US foundations began to sponsor Africans to study in the United States (Ette 2012; Fafunwa 1971).4 Many Nigerians took advantage of this opportunity. One of the first to do so was Nnamdi Azikiwe, who entered the United States in 1925 and attended Storer College, Lincoln University, and Howard University. After graduating, Dr. Azikiwe returned to Nigeria and became the nation’s first governor-general and then its first president (see Chapter 18).

Observing the success of the returned migrants, other Nigerians realized that having a college degree was a direct path to having a good job, a middle- or upper-class standard of living, and, for some, shaping policy in government. Individuals began to seek out foundations and organizations that could give them scholarships for further studies overseas. Members of various ethnic groups came to believe that educating a few members of their group would help improve the lives of all members and lead to positive development; consequently, they began to tax themselves to send some of their young men to the United States and Britain (Ette 2012; Fafunwa 1971). During this period, a steady stream of Nigerian students to the United States and Britain was established.

The rate of migration to countries in the Global North, especially the United Kingdom, the United States, and Canada, spiked sharply in the 1980s and has remained high because of Nigeria’s economic and political instability. The collapse of the petroleum boom in the early 1980s and the roll-out of austerity measures mandated by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to bail out Nigeria from its debt and budgetary crisis in the mid-1980s devastated the Nigerian economy (see Chapter 21). These factors, coupled with the opportunity for self-advancement, better jobs, and security (both economic and personal), pushed Nigerians in large numbers out of Nigeria to Europe, the United States, and several Arab states. This led to what is commonly called the “brain drain”—the loss of highly skilled professionals, among them doctors, nurses, and teachers (Ketefe 2013; Lobo 2006; Logan and Thomas 2012; Rotimi 2005). Current economic hardships, political unrest in northern and southern Nigeria, and worsening security has kept the rate of out-migration from Nigeria high (Adepoju 2006; Anderson 2017; Rotimi 2005). For over a decade, Nigeria’s unemployment rate has hovered around 28 percent and in 2020 hit 33 percent (Olurounbi 2021). The highly restrictive immigration policies used to vet Nigerians seeking entry into advanced Western democracies, combined with the push and pull factors mentioned above, have created a professional migration culture among the Nigerian middle and upper classes. For most educated Nigerians, the United States and the United Kingdom have been the top destinations. But even as these countries have tried to restrict entry to Nigerians and people from other developing nations, they have created policies that grant permanent resident status to well-educated and highly skilled migrants. The United States issues HI-B employment visas, which allow employers to obtain work permits for immigrants who fill a need that purportedly cannot be drawn from the domestic labor market. The federal government also runs the Diversity Visa Lottery program, which grants permanent residence (green) cards to educated individuals and skilled artisans. In 2011, the United Kingdom, under the conservative government of Prime Minister David Cameron, ended its highly skilled immigrant visa program, a point-based system very similar to the one operated by Canada. All these programs have been used by educated Nigerians as a “get-out-of-Nigeria” card. It is not uncommon for Nigerians in the United Kingdom to have family members and friends scattered across the United Kingdom, the United States, and, less so, Canada.

Nigerian migrants have become an important development source for Nigeria via remittances—whether financial, technological, skill-based or networks. One major benefit of out-migration is a large amount of money immigrants send back to their home countries, money that supports families and spurs economic growth.5 From 2007 to 2012, Nigerian immigrants worldwide sent payments totaling $178 billion to people living in Nigeria (Central Bank of Nigeria 2012).6

Since the return of democracy in 1999 with President Oluwasegun Obasanjo’s election, the Nigerian government has shifted from a hands-off to a hands-on policy toward its citizens in the advanced democratic countries in Europe and North America. They are now recognized as important to Nigeria’s development goals, and the government is instituting policies to tap into their resources, with a special focus on Nigerians living in the United States and the United Kingdom.

In September 2000, President Obasanjo met in Atlanta, Georgia with Nigerians living in the Americas. Later that year, he held a similar meeting in London with Nigerians living in Europe. The purpose of these meetings was to engage Nigerians in the diaspora and create a mechanism through which they could effectively be mobilized and participate in Nigeria’s development. The Nigerians in the Diaspora Organization (NIDO) was established in 2001 to be a stronger partner in Nigeria’s economic development. The Nigerian National Volunteer Service (NNVS), as part of the office of the Secretary to the Government of the Federation, was established in 2002 to mobilize Nigerians at home and in the diaspora to participate in volunteer activities complementing the government’s development efforts. Another outcome of government-diaspora interaction was the 2002 decision to allow Nigerians to hold dual citizenship (Ette 2012).

The Nigerian federal government also established the Department of Diaspora, with plans to upgrade the department to a Diaspora Commission in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Former President Goodluck Jonathan announced in April 2010 that the new commission would comprehensively harmonize Nigerians’ contributions abroad to ensure their input properly. As a commission, the organization will have more resources and powers and a board of directors to oversee its affairs. The government has also established an 80 billion naira (about US$500 million) investment fund so that the diaspora can invest in the Nigerian economy. According to the proposal, any Nigerian citizen interested in furthering the country’s industrialization but who lacks the means to do so can draw from the fund, which is part of the larger National Resource Fund meant for local capacity building, technology transfer, and product standardization to boost the country’s export of manufactured goods. July 25 has been designated Nigerian Diaspora Day—a day celebrating Nigerians’ individual and collective successes and recognizing their nation-building contributions. All these initiatives are in the very early stages, and while their full impact is unknown, they seem to have resulted in getting some highly skilled Nigerians to return home (Dilip et al. 2013; Plaza and Ratha 2011).

Nigerians in the United States

Nigerians are the largest national group from Africa in the United States. Nigerians comprise nineteen percent of all first-generation black Africans in the United States, a significant size given that forty-eight countries make up sub-Saharan (black) Africa. However, their share of the African population has fallen: In 1980, they comprised thirty-seven percent of the black African population, and in 1990 they comprised thirty percent of all black African immigrants in the United States. A report on the Nigerian diaspora by the Migration Policy Institute calculates 376,000 first- and second-generation Nigerians in the United States. They estimate 163,000 US-born (second-generation) Nigerians with at least one Nigerian-born parent in the United States (Migration Policy Institute 2015).

According to the 2018 American Community Survey, sixty-one percent of Nigerians have at least a bachelor’s degree, compared to the national average of twenty-nine percent, thirty-two percent for whites, forty-seven percent for Asians, twelve percent for Hispanics, and nineteen percent for African Americans. Due to the type of immigrants who migrate out of Nigeria and the highly restrictive immigration policies put in place by the US government to control migration from (especially black) developing countries, they are very well educated. Many who migrated to Britain between the 1960s and 1970s for further education returned to Nigeria. Yet most Nigerians who migrated to the United States came intending to remain permanently (Ette 2012). Since the 1990s, many Nigerians have come into the United States under the Diversity Visa Lottery system, which was passed by the US Congress in the late 1980s to balance the racial mix of new immigrants. A total of 50,000 permanent resident (green) cards are awarded each year, and Nigerians are frequently one of the top recipient groups. In 2010, for example, 6,006 Nigerians were successful in getting green cards through this program. Turkey, with 2,826 recipients, came in second, and Iran, with 2,773 recipients, rounded out the top three (Imoagene 2017).

The median household income for Nigerians living in the United States is $61,289, compared to the median American household income of $53,482 (Imoagene 2017). In 2010, Nigerian men who worked full-time earned a median income of $50,000, compared to $46,000 for all US-born men. Almost twenty-five percent of Nigerian US households make over $100,000 a year, compared to 10.6 percent of African American households, and over five percent of Nigerian households earn over $200,000 a year, compared to 1.3 percent of African Americans (Chua and Rubenfeld, 2014). The top three regions where Nigerians are located are New York City, Maryland/Washington, DC/Virginia, and Texas (United States Census Bureau 2018).

The majority of Nigerians in the United States live in urban areas. They tend to be found in low- to middle-income neighborhoods that are extremely diverse, composed of significant numbers of other African immigrants and Hispanic and Caribbean immigrants. In Boston, Nigerians are found in Dorchester and Hyde Park’s diverse neighborhoods, which are majority-minority and home to many African Americans and other black and Latin American immigrant groups. In New York, Nigerians are found in extremely diverse neighborhoods with significant numbers of immigrants, especially in neighborhoods with sizable Caribbean, other African, and African American populations.7 A sizable community of Nigerians (approximately twenty-eight percent of Nigerians in New York) live in the Bronx, along with other Africans (especially Ghanaians), Caribbeans, and immigrants from Latin America (NYC Planning, 2013). Another twenty-eight percent of Nigerians in New York live in Brooklyn, in neighborhoods with large numbers of Caribbeans, even though Asians are the dominant foreign-born immigrant group in Brooklyn. A third of Nigerians live in Queens in Caribbean neighborhoods, and about ten percent live in Staten Island (Imoagene 2017).

Nigerians in Britain

Nigerians are the largest national group from Africa in Britain. In 2001, 88,105 first-generation Nigerians were living in the United Kingdom. By 2011, that number had risen to 191,000. Roughly one of every five black Africans in Britain is Nigerian (ONS 2015a, 2015b; ONS 2015). The number would be even greater if we added second-generation Nigerians, which we cannot do because it is impossible to identify them from the census data. Nigerians are the most educated immigrant group in the United Kingdom, and their educational advantage has carried over to the second generation.8 Using a pooled sample of the 2005–2006 General Household Survey, which was discontinued in 2007 and which was the only national British data set that allows identification of Nigerians by generational status, 65.4 percent of second-generation Nigerians over the age of eighteen had at least a bachelor’s degree (Imoagene 2017). Nigerians in Britain earn more than the national average income (British Labor Force Survey 2014).

Three-quarters of Nigerians in the United Kingdom live in London. They are dispersed across the city, but most reside in the South London boroughs of Southwark and Lambeth and the London boroughs of Hackney and Camden. Most African immigrants live in neighborhoods with high concentrations of other African immigrants, but they are not trapped in these neighborhoods; many every year move into London and Britain neighborhoods that have a lower concentration of Africans.9 Thus, unlike in the United States, Nigerians and other Africans are not living in highly segregated neighborhoods in Britain.

Peckham in South London is home to the highest concentrations of Nigerians. It has become known within the community as the Yoruba heartland or mini-Lagos, and many of its businesses—hair salons, radio stations, butcher shops, newspaper vendors, real estate offices, and boutiques—are owned and run by Nigerians. Peckham is a low- to middle-income neighborhood. It is a majority-minority neighborhood: whites are 29.2 percent of the neighborhood population, compared to 9.1 percent Asians, 7.1 percent mixed ethnic groups, and 50.4 percent blacks/Africans/Caribbeans. Among individuals of working age in Peckham, 34.5 percent are economically inactive, and 19.7 percent receive welfare. Just twenty-two percent of Peckham residents own their own homes, which is thirty-three points lower than the national average. Fifty-nine percent of residents live in social housing than the national average of eighteen percent (2011 UK Census).10 The borough of Southwark, which includes Peckham, falls in the bottom half of all thirty-two London boroughs on poverty and neighborhood disadvantage indices.11 And Peckham is more disadvantaged in terms of homeownership rates, the proportion of welfare recipients, and the proportion living in social housing than the borough. It is also more residentially segregated, with forty percent fewer whites than in England generally.

With the majority of Nigerians in the country living in close proximity, these London neighborhoods contain many ethnic Nigerian shops and businesses. Diners can choose from among more than three hundred Nigerian restaurants in London. Numerous Nigerian shops sell Nigerian goods such as clothing like adire (tie-dye) and aso-oke (a woven cloth indigenous to the Yoruba) and groceries.12 Boroughs such as Lewisham and Southwark have a flourishing trade in “Nollywood” films. Nigerians in London practice a wide range of religions: an array of Christian Pentecostal churches—including the Eternal Sacred Order of Cherubim and Seraphim and the Celestial Church of Christ (so-called white garment churches), the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG), and Christ Embassy—in addition to many Catholic, Anglican, Methodist, and Baptist churches and Islamic mosques.

In both countries, Nigerians are part of a rapidly growing African population that is transforming these countries’ economic, cultural, and ethnic landscapes. Africans have started a variety of businesses in different cities in these countries. They have established a niche in the health industry—working as doctors, nurses, certified nursing assistants, and lab technicians—in both countries. They are a significant presence on college and university campuses in both countries. Many Nigerians maintain transnational ties with their home countries and send significant sums of remittances back to their home countries (Imoagene 2020), to the point where monetary remittances in most African countries have surpassed foreign direct investment. And as they maintain these transnational ties, alongside strong national and ethnic identities, and introduce their diverse cultures into their new countries, Nigerians, along with other Africans, are diversifying and enriching black spaces and black communities, expanding the range of black identities that can be and are being formed, and transforming wider British and American society.

Nigerians in China

Nigerians are the largest African group in China. Their actual population size is unclear because of the lack of official figures. According to the Nigerian government, there were 10,000 Nigerians in China in 2014 (Olakpe 2018), but this seems to be a severe undercount. Bodomo (2020), one of the foremost scholars of Africans in China, based on his decades of research in China and a review of reports, asserts that there are about 500,000 Africans in China, with Nigerians being the largest African group. The majority are in Guangzhou (estimated African population of 100,000), and the rest are scattered in Hong Kong and Macau and in mainland cities like Yiwu, Shanghai, and Beijing. Bodomo (2020), from his study of Africans in Guangzhou, found that seventy-seven percent of respondents based on a survey sample of about 300 questionnaires were from Nigeria. His finding suggests that there are much more than 10,000 Nigerians in Guangzhou, let alone China as a whole.

Despite the burgeoning presence of China (both its people and goods) in Africa and attendant research and commentary on the impact of China’s presence in Africa, less attention has been paid to the experiences of Africans and Nigerians in particular in China (Bodomo 2012, 2020; Morais 2009). But from existing research and journalistic pieces, the major theme that has emerged from existing research on Nigerian and other African immigrants experiences in China is one of discrimination—from the government, its officials and citizenry (see Amoah et al. 2020; Bodomo 2010, 2018, 2020; Marsh 2016; Leudi 2018; Morais 2009; Olakpe 2018). Haugen (2012), in her study of Nigerians in Guangzhou, finds that Nigerians are stuck in a state of immobility; they are stigmatized with a poor reputation as criminals and are surveilled and their movement constrained by the police and immigration authorities.

Significant numbers of Nigerians began to migrate to China in the mid-1990s. As China became the world factory for cheap goods that had a thriving market in African countries and spurred by China’s presence in Africa, entrepreneurial Nigerians saw an opportunity to serve as middlemen between Chinese factories and sellers’ home countries began to migrate and settle in China. The majority settled in Guangzhou, an important marketplace for goods produced in the Pearl River Delta. The African communities and neighborhoods in Guangzhou became known as “Little Africa” or “Chocolate City” by Chinese residents (Leudi 2018; Marsh 2016). With an estimated population of 100,000 Africans, Guangzhou was “the largest African expatriate community in Asia” (Marsh 2016). But this visible and growing African presence in Guangzhou was viewed with discomfort by Chinese government officials and residents (Leudi 2018; Marsh 2016). Nigerians have also migrated to China for educational reasons. There are sizeable populations of Nigerian students in Macau and Hong Kong who come from the growing middle class in Nigeria (Morais 2009). Many Nigerians see China as a transit stop in their stepwise migration to Europe and America (Haugen 2012). Nigerians have established strong community organizations and structures that help co-ethnics. They have created informal justice systems that adjudicate cases and complaints among its members. They work with the Nigerian embassy to facilitate the return of apprehended visa overstayers to Nigeria. They serve as business mentors and provide economic support and networks for needy Nigerians. They also act as a liaison between the Chinese government and the Nigerian community (Olakpe 2018).

The majority of Nigerians in Guangzhou are involved in business, either catering to fellow African immigrants or export or trade-related businesses—buying and selling goods back in Nigeria and other African markets (Bodomo 2018, 2020; Haugen 2012; Olakpe 2018). A significant proportion of Nigerians in China are visitors (who came to investigate economic opportunities) who overstayed their visas (Haugen 2012). Most Nigerians in China are young men (Haugen 2012). A significant number of them are unemployed because they lack the necessary permits to reside and work in China (Haugen 2012; Olakpe 2018). Their presence fuels the negative stereotypes of Nigerians prevalent in China: Nigerians are criminals involved in drug trafficking (Haugen 2012; Olakpe 2018). They are lawless because many overstay their visas. In 2020, amidst the COVID-19 epidemic, stories and videos on social media showed Nigerians being refused hotel accommodations, being banned from restaurants, and stigmatized as carriers of the COVID-19 virus. These discriminatory incidents led the Nigerian foreign minister, Geoffrey Onyeama, to condemn these discriminatory actions against Nigerian citizens in Guangzhou and ask for an investigation in a meeting with the Chinese Ambassador to Nigeria, Zhou Pingjian, in Abuja (Al-Jazeera 2020).

The Chinese government launched a “beautification” of Dengfeng project in 2014 that “tore down signage celebrating foreign trade, banned street markets that had been the area’s lifeblood, widened and resurfaced roads and introduced a heavy police presence” (Marsh 2016). While the year-long project was in line with a “wider policy of upgrading, or demolishing, urban villages in Guangzhou, the Chinese government’s wariness to Africans becoming a visible population in their cities and fear of a foreign takeover is seen as a motivation behind the project (see Leudi 2018; Marsh 2016; Morais 2009). Marsh (2016) found that the increased police presence in “Little Africa” was unprecedented and led to a crackdown on illegal immigrants via increased police checkpoints and document checks with thousands rounded up (Leudi 2018). The beautification project and attendant immigrant crackdown, along with a slowing and maturing Guangzhou economy, widespread racism and more restrictive immigration policies (Marsh 2016), has brought about the demise of “Little Africa” and the dispersal of Africans, including Nigerians, from Guangzhou to other cities and regions in China, including Yiwu and Macau and Hong Kong, and other countries in Asia. Yiwu, a city in Xenjiang province, has become the city with the highest number of Nigerians and Africans.

Nigerian immigrants and other black-African immigrants in China experience a sense of otherness and social exclusion (Amoah et al. 2020; Bodomo 2012, 2020; Leudi 2018; Morais 2009. Morais (2009) finds that Nigerians in Macau reported that they were discriminated against in the region’s tertiary institutions and labor market. Nigerians in Guangzhou report similar experiences of discrimination (Huagen 2017). As Bodomo puts it, in all the Chinese cities he studied, including Guangzhou, Yiwu, Beijing, and Shanghai, Africans including Nigerians have “experienced various kinds of inequality, racial discrimination and social exclusion, with Africans in Guangzhou getting the brunt of this discrimination, especially at the hands of officers of the Guangzhou Public Security Bureau” (2020, 534).

The Chinese government has passed several laws that have tightened its immigration policy for Africans and targeted Nigerians specifically. In the early 2000s, the Chinese visa on arrival policy was changed, and only short-term visas are now issued (Olakpe 2018). Nigerians now find it difficult to obtain non-tourist visas, such as for business or employment. According to Olakpe (2018), while British nationals can apply for and get ten-year visas with multiple entries, Nigerians usually only get fourteen- to thirty-day single-entry visas. The Chinese have further changed visa rules whereby Nigerians and other Africans can no longer extend their visas in China or in the more accommodating immigration offices in Hong Kong and Macau, even though non-Africans can do so (Leudi 2018; Olakpe 2018). They must now return to their home countries to renew their visas. This proves costly and often an insurmountable barrier to many African immigrants in China (Leudi 2018). The 2011 Guangdong Act offers Chinese citizens rewards for alerting government officials to immigrants with expired or forged documents. The law also made “it illegal for employers, hoteliers and educational institutions to serve illegal migrants, with heavy fines for offending businesses. The act also allowed police officers to stop foreigners and ask them to provide proof of their legal right to reside in China” (Leudi 2018).

Even in Macau, which is viewed as multicultural and more accommodating than Guangzhou and other regions in China, given its long history as a colony of Portugal (Morais 2009), certain immigration rules apply only to Nigerians: they are the only immigrant group who, when married to a Chinese citizen, are denied the standard one-year resident permit that the government gives to foreign spouses of Chinese citizens. They are given a three-month visa that can be renewed. Wives of Nigerians who have a resident permit cannot get a residence permit based on their husband’s resident permit (Morais 2009). Many Africans are forced into illegal guesthouses because only foreigners with a one-year visa can secure accommodation from Chinese landlords (Leudi 2018; Morais 2009).

These stringent immigration policies targeting Nigerians and other Africans have erected barriers to Nigerians successfully integrating into mainstream Chinese society and primary economy (Bodomo 2020; Haugen 2012; Morais 2009; Olakpe 2018). They have pushed many Nigerians into the underground economy, especially among those who arrived in the late 2000s when the Chinese government became wary of the numbers of black-Africans migrating to the country and restricted legal migration. A consequence of this is that the number of undocumented Nigerians has increased, fueling the crime and unwelcome persons narratives that stigmatize Nigerians in China (Morais 2009; Haugen 2012; Olakpe 2018). Despite these barriers to integration, many Nigerians are carving out a niche for themselves in Chinese society (Bodomo 2020; Olakpe 2018; Morais 2009). As Bodomo (2020) notes, Nigerian and other African immigrants have developed resilience13—strategies and attitudes held within the community—that help them cope with the various forms of inequalities in China.

The Nigerian Second Generation in the United States and Britain

For the second generation of Nigerian ancestry, British and American societies’ racism is an important aspect of their contexts of reception. While the racialization processes in these countries differ significantly, there are a few striking similarities. We see the similarities in the settlement and treatment of racialized immigrants and the discrimination, racism, and hostility directed at them. We see it in how the state manages the entrance of racialized ethnic minorities and the resistance and resilience of racialized minorities in their efforts to survive and succeed. But even within these largely similar ethno-racial systems that have placed black people on one side of the color line, their demographic profiles differ, as do the broader historical and current political contexts. Thus, the way race is framed in the two countries differs and is reflected in how the Nigerian second generation form their racial and ethnic identities.

The contexts of reception consist of other elements. The Nigerian second generation belongs to diasporic communities that are the largest of all African groups in both the United States and Britain. Nigerian migration into both countries is characterized by the movement of elites. This has created diasporic Nigerian communities in which the majority of first-generation immigrants are well educated. The second generation of Nigerian ancestry in both countries had early family experiences that existing research tells us will give them some advantages in adulthood. They were more likely to grow up in two-parent households and with parents who were highly educated. As adults, almost all have replicated or improved on their parents’ educational level. However, despite acknowledging the advantages possessed by these adults because of their parents’ class location and high levels of human capital, not all came from affluent backgrounds, which was more common in Britain than in the United States (Imoagene 2017).

In this section on the Nigerian second generation, I draw heavily on research I carried out and wrote up in my book titled Beyond Expectations: Second Generation Nigerians in the United States and Britain (Imoagene 2017), which examines the nature of second-generation Nigerians’ incorporation in the United States and Britain. Until this book, we knew relatively little about incorporating second-generation African and Nigerian adults into British and American society because second-generation assimilation theories and most existing research on the black second generation have focused on the Caribbean experience. Furthermore, none of these studies fully explained the processes and mechanisms that affect identity formation among second-generation blacks from highly selective immigrant populations.14

Identities of the Nigerian Second Generation

While the Nigerian second generation remains within the black racial category because of the ethno-racial systems found in the United States and Britain, which also impact the ethnic boundaries they draw against African Americans in the United States and Black Caribbeans in Britain, their identity formation processes and incorporation reveal that they have more ethnic choices than what is predicted for the black second generation by key theories of second-generation assimilation. The adult second generation of Nigerian ancestry in both countries holds a multifaceted identity that balances their racial status, a diasporic Nigerian ethnicity, and a pan-African identity (Imoagene 2017).

The Nigerian second generation’s diasporic Nigerian ethnicity is distinct from the reactive black ethnicity commonly discussed by segmented assimilation and other theorists (see Portes and Zhou 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Ogbu 1978, 1987; Ogbu and Simmons 1998; Waters 1999). The diasporic prefix added to the Nigerian ethnicity stresses that the Nigerian ethnicity formed in the Nigerian Diasporas in the United Kingdom and the United States reflects the Nigerian populations’ extreme selectivity in these countries. It is also diasporic because Nigeria as an ethnicity has gained salience only in the diaspora, as principal organizing lines in Nigeria are usually based on ethnic group membership, religion, and sometimes social class (see Chapter 23 and Chapter 24).

Like other immigrant groups, especially Asians in both the United States and Britain, ethnicity is a resource for the Nigerian second generation. A powerful social norm among the ethnic group is that it is “un-Nigerian not to go to college,” which fosters high educational and occupational attainment among the Nigerian second generation. This norm is an outgrowth of the extreme selectivity of first-generation Nigerians in the United States and Britain. Another mechanism is the multiplicity of highly educated professionals in their social networks serving as role models and against whom the Nigerian second generation measures success. Different mechanisms that help the Nigerian second generation maintain ethnic distinctiveness from proximal hosts operate in both countries.

An example is the transnational mechanism of cultural embedding—a process by which second-generation Nigerians, during their childhoods, learn the symbolically significant elements Nigerians associate with ethnic group membership. In conjunction with several others, this process ensures ethnic distinction and a diasporic Nigerian ethnicity are transmitted to the second generation. Thus, for the Nigerian second generation, ethnicity is not a mark of subordination as asserted by segmented assimilation theory. Rather it is a source of progress because several forms of social capital have emerged from within their Nigerian communities that foster high educational and occupational attainment (Imoagene 2017).

However, even as the Nigerian second generation maintains ethnic distinctiveness from African Americans in the United States and Afro-Caribbeans in the United Kingdom, their identity formation processes are circumscribed by their racial status. They are assimilating into the middle class in both countries, not as individuals who have exited the black category but as blacks. They hold very meaningful middle-class identities that are entangled with their notions of what it means to be a Nigerian in the United States and Britain. It informs how they relate to Caribbeans in Britain and African Americans in the United States. Because they have spent most of their lives in these countries and have become ethnic hybrids, they know they cannot fully distance themselves from their proximal hosts to the extent that their parents did. They have also grown up in these countries and understand the challenges that all black people face regarding ongoing racial prejudice and racial discrimination. As a result, there is an emerging, loose coalition of all middle-class blacks, regardless of ethnicity, in both countries (Imoagene 2017).

The Nigerian second generation also holds a pan-ethnic identity with other black people and exhibits some acceptance of the notion of linked fate, with some fragmentation along class lines (Imoagene 2019a). They have experienced racial discrimination, which shapes their sense of identification of being racially black and being simultaneously Nigerian and African (Imoagene 2017, 2019a). While segmented assimilation theory assumes a poor or working-class black person as emblematic of blackness (see Portes and Zhou 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 2014), the Nigerian second generation’s experiences reveal a more complex portrait of how class background shapes identity formation. They draw cultural and moral boundaries to distinguish within a class. This is a crucial dynamic that is often missed because the emphasis in many studies the United States, and in segmented assimilation theory, in particular, has been on assuming that all black Americans are poor or working-class (Neckerman, Carter, and Lee 1999). Thus, the adult Nigerian second generation’s experiences are within middle-class dynamics (Imoagene 2017, 2019a). The significance of this means that black identity or black pan-ethnicity might still be at times fragmented or not as cohesive just because one controls for class or identifies a shared economic class status. Emeka (2019) found evidence of ethnic attrition, identifying as African American or black (among less affluent Nigerians in the United States).

It is not clear how recent events and social movements such as the Black Lives Matter Movement would impact black immigrants and their children’s racial identity and whether it would strengthen racial solidarity and belief in a linked fate among an increasingly diverse black population in the United States. More research is needed to investigate how ethnic, religious, and national origin diversity plays out on the ground among blacks. But what is clear is that we can no longer take for granted that all black people in an increasingly multiethnic black America will have similar strong beliefs in linked fate; will automatically develop strong levels of pan-ethnicity because of shared race; and/or will see black racial unity as the optimal moral, social, or political position to take.

Workplace Experiences

For the adult Nigerian second generation in the United States and the United Kingdom, workplace experiences are a more complex story than straightforward racial discrimination (Imoagene 2017, 2018, 2019b). To negotiate racial discrimination in the workplace, the US Nigerian second generation has employed the strategies of stepping up their game, which means working harder and minimizing ethnic difference, which was meant to make white colleagues more comfortable with them and to increase their organizational fit (Imoagene 2017, 2018). As attempts to ensure success in middle-class workplaces, second-generation Nigerians’ strategies are very similar to those employed by African Americans in middle-class jobs and work settings (Feagin and Sikes 1994; Collins 1997; Benjamin 2005). In Britain, the Nigerian second generation has experienced stigmatization (assaults of worth) more than racial discrimination incidents. Like their counterparts in the United States, they have deployed several response strategies, including social adaptability and conciliation (Imoagene 2019b). These studies on the adult second generation tell us that the Nigerian second generation has been racialized and has the agency to utilize adaptive response strategies to ensure survival and achieve economic mobility.

The Nigerian Second Generation and the Future of US and UK Color Lines

From US and UK census data, we know that Nigerians in the United States are among the most educated immigrant groups. In the United Kingdom, they are the most educated immigrant group. The National Survey of Freshman finds that Nigerians—the first and second generation—are over-represented in top-ranked universities’ student bodies (Brown 2008; Massey et al. 2003; Rimer and Arenson 2004) and professional occupations in these countries (Cheung and Heath 2007; Park and Myers 2010). My research on second-generation Nigerians in the United States and Britain finds that the second generation is doing better than was predicted for the black second generation in segmented assimilation theory; this theory predicted that the black second generation will be overwhelmed by their race and proximity to poor blacks, develop a reactive black ethnicity that is oppositional to mainstream middle-class cultures and appreciation of education, and thus experience downward mobility into the underclass (Portes and Zhou 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). As a result of these findings of better than expected outcomes among the Nigerians in these two countries, a question arises: can the adult Nigerian second generation become white or, if not white, exit the black category and fall on the non-black side of the black/non-black color line? Lee and Bean (2004, 2010), Yancey (2003), and Bonilla-Silva (2004) report processes whereby successful Hispanic and Asian minorities experience greater acceptance from whites, with Alba (2009) positing that boundary lines between whites and these groups are blurring.

From my research (see Imoagene 2017, 2018 and 2019b), my answer to both questions is no. They cannot become white because the notion of whiteness is heavily rooted in Britain and America’s histories and social construction of black people as very different from whites and all other non-black ethnic minorities (Lee and Bean, 2010; Pinder 2013; Yancey 2003). Additionally, a critical aspect of becoming white is to have the right body. Whiteness is a system of domination that upholds a white identity as an essential something. It is based on having a white body. The meaning and status of whiteness depend on racist structures that associate whiteness with normality (Pinder 2013). Thus, the second generation of Nigerian ancestry, despite their successes, have the wrong body.

So, if not white, can they become honorary whites? An example of the honorary white category is Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s (2004) tri-racial system, similar to the systems found in some Latin American or Caribbean countries. In a tri-racial system, successful Asian groups, light-skinned Latinos, and most multi-racials will occupy an honorary white category, which serves as a buffer between a collective black category—comprised of a few low-status groups like reservation-bound Indians, Hmongs, Laotians, and dark-skinned Latinos—and whites, which will expand to include some Asian-origin people and middle-class white Latinos. According to Bonilla-Silva’s conceptualization of honorary whiteness, it seems that money can whiten an individual, but it is not clear whether money or class status can whiten blacks. Indeed, he places black immigrants (both Caribbean and African) in the collective black category.

Furthermore, as some scholars have noted, the invitation to become honorary white is at the behest of white people, and the invitation can be withdrawn at any time (Kim 1999; Pinder 2013). Thus, becoming honorary white does not disrupt the existing ethno-racial hierarchy, which positions whites as the racial center and norm in the United States and Britain. It simply creates a buffer group between white people and collective blacks.

The stubborn line demarcating black people from other races persists even in competing predictions about the future of the color line in the United States. Some claim that a tri-racial model is too optimistic and that race will remain white/non-white, with Hispanics and Asians not being assimilated into whiteness, as some predict. Others foresee a black/non-black divide emerging that places Hispanics and Asians on the white side of the divide, or a black/non-black divide where all non-Black groups are positioned, albeit in hierarchical relationships to each other, in contrast to Black people. In all these predictions of the future of the United States color line, black people remain on one side of the divide or serve as the specter of downward or incomplete assimilation. Even the optimistic take on the future of the color line, which argues that the upcoming retirement of baby boomers will create sufficient space for non-whites (immigrants and subsequent generations) to move up into the middle class and mainstream without generating a backlash from white people finds that black people are lagging behind. In the United States, Asians and Hispanics integrate into the middle-class mainstream faster than black people regardless of their nativity (Alba 2009). In Britain, it is not clear if the divide will remain between blacks and whites or between whites and all other non-white ethnic groups or evolve to ethnoreligious groupings where the divide is between Muslims/non-Muslims and where South Asian Muslims become increasingly racialized and politicized. While we don’t really know what the future holds in terms of the color/racial divide in both countries, this chapter argues that the demographic shifts both countries are undergoing because of continued immigration from non-white parts of the world are creating enough space for the black second generation to create new definitions of blackness.

In sum, it is doubtful that contemporary black immigrants and their children can ever become deracialized or whitened in the same way as Europeans, and even to some extent, successful Asian and Hispanic groups, largely because they do not have the right bodies to access whiteness and because of the persistence of in-group marriage patterns and the persistence of racial prejudice and discrimination (Lee and Bean 2010; Loewen 1971; Patterson 2005; Vallejo 2012; Yancey 2003). But we are at a time in both societies where blackness is more nuanced, where blackness is not monolithic, and blackness should not be synonymous with the largely negative stereotype of blackness and a single black culture.

Directions for Future Research

Nigerians and other black immigrants and their children in the new diaspora present a great opportunity for important research that answers how well host countries integrate their new immigrants and tackle anti-blackness issues in white-dominated countries. These questions must also be asked in non-white dominant societies like China, where we also see similar anti-blackness themes. There is a need for more studies of varying black groups in countries in the Global North and Asia to provide more nuanced understandings of the impact of race and racialization theory for black individuals. Another promising line of investigation is to examine the roles religion, gender, social class, and other social memberships play singly or in combination with other factors in explaining the assimilation outcomes of the non-white second generation in immigrant destination countries in the Global North and Asia. Finally, more research is needed on emerging pan-ethnic identities and coalition building within and across ethnic and racial categories to understand the mechanisms that encourage unity.

Notes

1.The term “diaspora” was originally used to describe the dispersion of Jewish people around the world (Manning 2009).

2.As defined in the 2006 Nigerian census, a literate person is someone who can read and write with understanding a short and simple statement about his or her daily life in any language (local or foreign). Nigeria counts its literate population from those over the age of six. From the 2006 census, 113 million individuals were over the age of six years out of total population of 142 million. Of the 113 million people, 75.75 million were literate.

3.Nigeria belongs to what is known as the “Slave Coast” in West Africa, so if seen in this light Nigerians have been in the United States since the seventeenth century.

4.The purpose of these scholarships was to prepare Africans for eventual self-government and create ties with future African leaders.

5.There is some debate among immigration scholars whether remittances really spur development because most of the money remitted back home is spent on basic consumption and frequently imported consumer goods.

6.In 2007, $16 billion were remitted back to Nigeria. The amount jumped to $40 billion in 2008 and climbed to $42 billion in 2009. The amount of money remitted and classified by the Central Bank of Nigeria as private and home remittances dropped to $38 billion in 2009 and then crept up to $41 billion in 2010. I obtained these figures from the Central Bank of  Nigeria in Abuja, Nigeria in 2012. It is not clear whether these huge amounts include foreign private investments in Nigeria. I was told they did not, but the CBN figures are multiple times larger than the remittance figures compiled by the World Bank for Nigeria. But what is definite is that the CBN and World Bank figures do not capture remittances sent through private channels. All figures are in US dollars.

7.In the Bronx, Nigerians are found in low- to middle-income neighborhoods that are approximately forty to over fifty percent black. In Brooklyn, the largest concentration of Nigerians is in East New York, which is low income, and as of 2010, was approximately 51 percent non-Hispanic black, 37 percent Hispanic, 6.4 percent Asian, and 1.9 percent non-Hispanic White. In the 2013 Newest New Yorkers report, “census tracts with a median household income in twenty-fifth percentile or lower were labeled lower income, while those in the seventy-fifth percentile or higher were categorized as upper income. For New York City, this translated into a median household income under $35,800 for lower income neighborhoods, and above $69,500 for upper income neighborhoods” (2013, 151).

8.In 2005, fifty-six percent of Nigerian students got A* to C grades on five or more GCSEs compared to fifty-five percent of white British children and forty-two percent of Black Caribbean students. In 2012, their performance improved to seventy-eight percent of them getting A* to C grades on five or more GCSEs, outperforming the national average by eighteen percentage points.

9.Africans are the largest minority ethnic group in the wards of Peckham in Southwark, Evelyn in Lewisham, and Hackney in King’s Park, but residents in these wards are not trapped in them because there is significant dispersal of ethnic residents out of these neighborhoods into other wards in London and Britain. In King’s Park, there was significant net migration into the borough by both ethnic minority and white residents, showing that white residents were not hesitant to move into the area. In 2001, the average index of dissimilarity in Britain for ethnic minorities was about sixty, which is the same for the white population. The dissimilarity index score is the percentage of one of the two groups included in the calculation (in this case the ethnic minority group) that would have to move to different geographic areas to produce a distribution that matches that of the larger area. From the 2001 census, the index was highest for Pakistanis (71.7), Bangladeshis (71.6), and Africans (70.6). And the index of dissimilarity for all ethnic minority groups declined over the ten-year span between 1991 and 2001, indicating that ethnic minorities were not marooned in these areas of concentrated ethnic minority populations but were moving out into less ethnically concentrated neighborhoods in Britain.

10.Source: Peckham and Nunhead Community Profile. Southwark Council. The report was generated from the 2011 UK Census.

11.For example, it ranks in the bottom twenty-five percent of all London boroughs in proportion of working age people who are unemployed, homelessness acceptances, proportion of working age population receiving out of work benefits, and proportion of nineteen-year-olds without level 3 qualifications. Source: New Policy Institute, London Poverty Profile (2015).

12.BBC online, “Nigerian London.”

13.According to Bodomo (2020, 536), if resilience is “the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats or even significant sources of risk,” then migrant and diasporic populations adapt better than their host communities in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats or even significant sources of risk in the competition for access to resources and their eventual well-being in the communities they live in.”

14.Based on my close-up study of the Nigerian second generation, I developed a new theory I term beyond racialization theory that helps explain why the Nigerian second generation did not forge a reactive blackness, why they did not become culturally indistinguishable from their proximal hosts, and their more positive assimilation outcomes. This theory identifies three key factors that impacted how the Nigerian second generation in the United States and Britain identified: (1) their relations with the proximal host; (2) the role of ethnicity as a resource in multitudinous ways; (3) the role of transnational linkages and perspectives in transmitting a diasporic ethnicity and offering up more ethnic options. Please refer to the book Beyond Expectations: Second Generation Nigerians in the United States and Britain for expatiation of the theory.
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Chapter 35 

Nigeria and African Affairs

Adebayo Oyebade

Introduction

Nigeria became a sovereign state on October 1, 1960, after obtaining political independence from its erstwhile colonial power, the United Kingdom. Although British influence in coastal areas such as the Crown Colonies of Lagos and the Niger Delta dated to at least the mid-nineteenth century, colonial rule over the entire territory that became Nigeria began in earnest about the beginning of the twentieth century. As a colonial state, Nigeria had no locus standi in the international community to conduct foreign relations. Any external dealings occurred under the British imperial authority.

However, free from colonial tutelage in 1960, Nigeria began to chart its own foreign policy and conduct its own bilateral and multilateral foreign relations. Through its membership in the United Nations (UN), Nigeria became a part of the international community, although with limited economic capacity and political clout to play a major role. Apart from the UN, the new nation also became a member of the Commonwealth of Nations, a political organization consisting of the United Kingdom and sovereign states that were formerly dependent territories of the British Empire.

Although sovereignty conferred on Nigeria the right of diplomatic relations with the world at large, it was toward Africa that Nigeria’s immediate postcolonial foreign policy was focused. In 1963, three years after its independence, Nigeria became a pioneering member of the pan-African body, the Organization of African Unity (OAU), known since 2002 as the African Union (AU). This chapter focuses on Nigeria’s role in African affairs from independence.

Nigeria: The Promise of a Continental Power

Successive Nigerian governments from independence held the almost sacrosanct belief that the country was destined to play a leading role in African affairs. This popular assumption rested on two major factors. The first was the perceived power its enormous population bestowed on Nigeria, and the second was its prosperous economy that reached its peak in the 1970s and 1980s.

While Nigeria is not the largest state in Africa in terms of landmass (356,669 square miles or 923,768 square kilometers), it had always been the most populous African state, indeed the largest black nation globally. Nigeria’s population at independence in 1960 exceeded 45 million and had steadily increased since then, reaching over 206 million in 2019. The notion that Nigeria’s population is necessarily a source of power which rightfully conferred on the nation continental leadership was first invoked by the country’s Prime Minister, Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, shortly after independence when he remarked that “We in Nigeria appreciate the advantages which the size of our country and of its population give us” (Balewa 1960). Nigeria’s first foreign minister, Jaja Wachuku, also articulated this idea in 1960, when he said:


Our country is the largest single unit in Africa… we are not going to abdicate the position in which God Almighty has placed us. The whole black continent is looking up to this country to liberate it from thralldom. (Wachukwu 1960)



Of more practical relevance to Nigeria’s appropriation of a leadership position in Africa is its endowment of resources. Nigeria’s enormous resources are both agricultural, like cocoa, rubber, timber, palm oil, peanut, and rice, and mineral including oil and gas, bitumen, cobalt, coal, lead, tin ore, and zinc. Particularly, Nigeria’s vast oil reserves, mainly situated in the Niger Delta, have been the nation’s economy’s main prop. Since 2014, Nigeria has had the largest economy in Africa, mainly dependent on oil. Indeed, the oil industry had always played an overarching role in Nigeria’s political economy (see Chapter 21). A prominent member of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) formed in 1960 by a few Arab oil-producing countries, and Venezuela, Nigeria is the largest oil-producing nation in Africa. Following its civil war of 1967–1970, the Nigerian economy, which was largely dependent on oil exports, grew exponentially, catapulting the country into an economic powerhouse in Africa in the 1970s and the 1980s, the so-called “oil boom” era.

For most of its postcolonial history, Nigeria’s perception of itself as having a manifest responsibility to lead Africa was driven by the twin forces of enormous population and abundant natural resources. At least up to the late 1990s, a buoyant economy predicated on oil wealth endowed the Nigerian state with the money to pursue an ambitious foreign policy in Africa, supported by a relatively powerful military. Although Nigeria’s ability to play a leadership role in Africa had been somewhat eroded in contemporary times, many Nigerians still arrogate to their nation this assumed God-given mandate. As late as 2014, international relations scholar Olayiwola Abegunrin proposed the establishment of a “Security Council” within the African Union (AU) equipped with “a Pan-African emergency force” made up of “five pivotal regional states/powers” led by Nigeria. As raison d’être for Nigeria’s leadership of the council, Abegunrin cited its resources and population (Abegunrin 2014).

The Africanization of Nigerian Foreign Policy

At independence, Nigeria assumed a foreign policy perspective that was definitively Africa-focused. Since then, this foreign policy direction has driven Nigeria’s external relations irrespective of the government of the day, civil or military dictatorship. Ibrahim A. Gambari, a one-time Nigerian ambassador to the UN and foreign minister from 1984 to 1985, fine-tuned this policy when, in a lecture delivered at Columbia University, New York, on May 18, 1991, he defined it within the framework of “concentric circles,” by which he meant a policy that would “radiate from our neighbors (the first ring), the sub-region (West Africa—the second ring), and the World at large.” Gambari went on to state the rationale for this policy direction:


My position was based on the simple reason that for security and stability at home, we needed friendly neighbors. Conflicts with our neighbors could have consequences, not only for our domestic economic and political development, but also our interaction in Africa. (Gambari 2007)



At the core of this Africa-driven foreign policy, therefore, was the West Africa subregion. Policymakers in Lagos believed that Nigeria’s security as a sovereign state depended largely on regional peace, stability, and prosperity, especially in its immediate environment. Thus, its earliest foray into foreign policy were the building of strong economic ties with states in the subregion, particularly neighboring ones. To this end, in October 1963, in partnership with Cameroon, Chad, Dahomey (now known as the Republic of Benin), Guinea, Ivory Coast, Mali, Niger, and Upper Volta (now known as Burkina Faso), Nigeria led in the establishment of the Niger River Commission which aimed at free navigation of the Niger River and its tributaries and sub tributaries and economic cooperation among the states in the River Niger Basin, with a view to mutual and equal exploitation of the resources of the basin (Ojedokun 1972).

A similar multilateral diplomatic arrangement created the Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC) on May 22, 1964. At its establishment, this intergovernmental commission constituted the four West African countries of Chad, Cameroon, Niger, and Nigeria, all bordering the Lake Chad Basin. The organization, whose membership has since been expanded to eight, was founded on the need to foster regional peace, security, and integration in the Lake Chad Basin and for collective and equitable management of the lake and its shared water resources (Tonwe 1972).

Apart from multilateral arrangements, the Nigerian government promoted shared developmental projects and bilateral trade agreements with individual West African states. The number of countries with which Nigeria contracted bilateral trade pacts increased significantly after 1960. While in 1966, Nigeria had such pacts with just nine African states, Senegal (1962), Cameroon (1963), Mali (1965), Togo (1966), and Guinea (1967), among others (Ojedokun 1972); by 1972, the number had jumped to twenty-five (Aluko 1973). By the 1980s, Nigeria had one form of trade agreement or the other with virtually all the states in West Africa and beyond the region. Also, Nigeria provided technical support in many areas, including education, to various states. Also, Nigeria instituted debt-relief and loan assistance programs for financially strapped and struggling states in the region. One of its earliest capital aids to a neighboring state was the provision of over £1 million interest-free loans to Dahomey to help the country rehabilitate a major trans-border highway (Aluko 1973). Nigeria’s aid largesse was extended to the Sahelian states during the drought of 1974. But particularly important to Nigeria was assistance to its smaller Francophone neighbors to reduce their dependence on their erstwhile colonial master, France. This strategy was in Nigeria’s security interest. It did not want to be surrounded by weak nations with a neocolonial relationship with a former imperial power, especially one it did not have cordial relations with.

But it was the establishment of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) in Lagos in 1975, primarily for economic integration in the subregion, that represented the epitome of Nigeria’s postcolonial West Africa foreign policy. Nigeria’s role in spearheading the establishment of the regional organization cannot be overemphasized. Much of the initiative and leadership that led to its creation rightly belonged to General Yakubu Gowon’s Nigerian government (Aluko 1981). Through Gowon’s personal and shuttle diplomacy, the then Nigerian head of state played a pivotal role in bringing recalcitrant states on board with the idea of regional integration. Since the founding of ECOWAS, Nigeria has continued to play a prominent role in the organization, providing it leadership and financial resources to fulfill its mandate. Whatever successes ECOWAS has achieved could, to a considerable extent, be attributed to Nigeria.

The role of ECOWAS in West Africa inevitably transcended crafting a common market. By the 1980s, it was apparent to Nigeria and some of the other states in the region that, more than economic integration, the most pressing challenge to regional security was intra-state conflict. Indeed, what was to become the beginning of a long period of intractable violent conflicts in West Africa began in Liberia in December 1989. By 2003, the country’s conflict had acquired the unenviable reputation of being one of the longest and bloodiest in the history of civil wars in West Africa. Internally, it had brought about enormous infrastructural destruction, disruption of essential services, and huge population displacement. The war was also notorious for massive human rights abuses such as impressment of children as soldiers, rampant rape of women, and girls’ forcible use as sex slaves (Podder 2017).

Apart from the internal devastation caused by the protracted war, externally, it began to destabilize the region, particularly on Liberia’s immediate neighbors. Indeed, in 1991, the war spilled over to neighboring Sierra Leone and triggered an equally devastating war in that country that lasted till 2002 (Richards 1996; Gberie 2005). Beyond Liberia and Sierra Leone, violent conflicts also flared up in Guinea-Bissau in 1998 and Côte d’Ivoire in 2002 (Keita 2014). There were also low-intensity or little-noticed conflicts in the region, such as the separatist conflict in Senegal’s Casamance region that began in the early 1980s (Marut 2010).

The security threat that the Liberian war posed to the region, particularly the accompanying refugee crisis, was of such a major concern to regional leaders to warrant ECOWAS’ intervention. In 1990, the organization established the ECOWAS Monitoring Group (ECOMOG), an ad hoc multilateral peacekeeping force made up of troops from different West African countries, to end the sub-regional conflicts. ECOMOG was first deployed to Liberia in 1990 and succeeded in brokering peace among the warring factions in 1998, although the conflict resumed a year later (Vogt 1992, Adebajo 2002a). After Liberia, ECOMOG forces intervened in Sierra Leone’s conflicts, from 1991 to 2001; in Guinea-Bissau, from 1998 to 1999; and in Côte d’Ivoire, in 2002 (Adebajo 2002b).

Nigeria played the most crucial role in the peacekeeping effort in West Africa. Although ECOMOG was constituted as a regional force, it was dominated by Nigeria in all respects, including men, leadership, operations, and source of finance. At any given time, Nigeria contributed by far the largest contingent to the force, making it virtually a Nigerian battalion (Falola and Oyebade 2010, 56). Also, the force was perpetually under Nigeria’s command structure. For its entire deployment in Liberia from 1990 to 2000, all its commanders except one were Nigerian military officers who received orders directly from the Nigerian government (Alao 2006). The force’s military operations were also almost entirely conducted by the Nigerian Armed Forces, superior to those of the other member states and, indeed, the only partner with the capability to deploy fighter jets and naval vessels. Some ECOWAS member states were not economically equipped to meet their financial obligation to the force; it thus fell on oil-rich Nigeria to assume the lion share of the force’s financial burden. Nigeria was reported to have absorbed close to 90 percent of the peacekeeping cost in Liberia and Sierra Leone (Adebajo 2000 193).

Some criticisms have been leveled against Nigeria’s intervention in West African conflicts. The professionalism of Nigeria’s military was questioned as allegations of human rights violations were leveled against the Nigerian-dominated ECOMOG by international human rights organizations. For example, the Nigerian Air Force was accused of conducting “an indiscriminate aerial bombing campaign in NPFL [National Patriotic Front of Liberia] territory, targeting civilian entities protected under international law, such as medical facilities, humanitarian supply warehouses, and civilians themselves” (Cain 1999, 300). There were also reports of extra-judicial executions by Nigerian soldiers and their sexual exploitation of Liberian women.

Also, the rampant corruption for which Nigeria was noted, especially during the military regimes of Generals Ibrahim Babangida (1985–1992) and Sani Abacha (1993–1998), spilled over to the Nigerian interventionist force in Liberia and Sierra Leone. Elements of the military class were said to have made fortunes from the peacekeeping operations. (Bach 2007, 311). Officers of the Nigerian contingent have been accused of using the Liberian war to engage in illegal narcotics trafficking (Cain 1999, 301). ECOMOG was also implicated in the horrendous atrocities, including murders, torture, rape, and looting, perpetrated by all the factions of the civil war, showing the corruption within the force and its human rights abuse.

Aside from the above, another profound criticism leveled against Nigeria’s leadership role in West Africa was an alleged pursuit of Pax Nigeriana in the region. Nigeria’s intervention in Liberia, particularly its dominance in ECOMOG, was perceived with suspicion by some West African states, especially Francophone ones, who had always been wary of Nigeria’s overbearing in the region. The same suspicion attended the military intervention of the Nigerian-controlled ECOMOG forces in Sierra Leone in May 1997. Nigeria had sent troops to Freetown to augment its forces already there under ECOMOG mandate to restore to power the democratic government of President Ahmad Tejan Kabbah, which had been overthrown by the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) allied with the rebel forces of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF). The Nigerian government of General Abacha literally ignored ECOWAS members’ attempt to find a diplomatic solution before resorting to military intervention (Oyebade 2006, 101). There is little doubt that by its intervention, Nigeria sought to use the conflicts in West Africa to further its own political and economic interests (Shaw and Ihonvbere 1996). The repercussion was that it caused tensions in Nigeria’s relations with ECOWAS states. In addition, it impinged ECOMOG’s peacekeeping ability in the region.

However, despite an apparent hegemonic grand plan by Nigeria and its shortcomings in peacekeeping in West Africa, there is no doubt that its leadership in the region proved significant in fostering regional security. Nigeria saw its role in the conflicts as a responsibility to prevent the region from collapsing into chaos. In the post-Cold War dispensation where Western powers were unwilling to intervene in African conflicts, as was the case in Liberia when the United States neglected to act despite calls to intervene, Nigeria saw an opportunity to demonstrate Africa’s readiness and ability to solve its own problems.

Nigeria’s intervention in regional conflicts has nevertheless come at an enormous human and financial cost to the nation. As noted previously, Nigeria was left with the enormous responsibility of ECOMOG’s maintenance in Liberia. Besides the huge financial cost, the Nigerian armed forces sustained heavy casualties during the Liberian and Sierra Leonean wars. Given the prolonged peacekeeping tour in West Africa and the attendant costs, by the late 1980s, misgivings were rife in Nigeria about its interventionist foreign policy. Amidst dwindling resources, the Nigerian leadership began to reassess its open-ended financial commitment to ECOMOG. Evaluating Nigeria’s level of success, Gambari concluded that “Our regional efforts in the context of ECOWAS and ECOMOG, despite our high hopes, have yielded only limited dividends and therefore need to be given further impetus” (Gambari 1999, 39).

Nigeria and Pan-African Foreign Policy

Pan-Africanism, the concept of the unity and solidarity of peoples of African descent, originated out of the despondent experiences of oppressed black people in the United States and the Caribbean. By the middle of the twentieth century, pan-Africanism was no longer restricted to the African Diaspora; a continental strand had shaped up in Africa and had become an anticolonial weapon in the hands of African nationalists and an instrument of a campaign for African unity and solidarity. No African leader propagated pan-Africanism more than Kwame Nkrumah, who led his country, the then Gold Coast, to independence as Ghana in 1957. Nkrumah was a great proponent of African unity and a principal figure in establishing the OAU in 1963. But the pan-African organization that emerged fell short of Nkrumah’s radical vision of African unity. The OAU was founded as a conservative body, although with laudable progressive objectives including the “promotion of the unity and solidarity of African states; defense of their sovereignty, territorial integrity, and independence; and, eradication of all forms of colonialism from Africa” (Article 2, OAU Charter). Rather than Nkrumah’s Ghana, Nigeria assumed the foremost role in the pursuit of the OAU principles, particularly after its civil war of 1967–1970.

Nigeria was a key player in the formation of the OAU. A foundation member, one of its most significant contributions to the organization, was the role it played in reconciling opposing ideological blocs on the seemingly irreconcilable interpretation of concepts of African unity. One bloc, the Casablanca group, consisting of states such as Ghana, Guinea, Tanzania, Algeria, and Egypt, wanted African states’ political union. The second bloc, the moderate and conservative Monrovia group, of which Nigeria and other states like Liberia and Senegal were members, opposed the idea of a political union of states as too radical and advocated inter-state cooperation instead. A third bloc, the Brazzaville states, was made up of mostly Francophone states in Equatorial Africa and West Africa (except Mali and Guinea), who wanted a continued relationship with their erstwhile colonial master, France, an idea many considered detrimental to African sovereignty. In this circumstance of diverging views on what shape African unity should take, Nigeria summoned a conference of the Monrovia group in Lagos in January 1962 to fashion a uniform front toward establishing a pan-African body to replace the three contending blocs. This meeting gave rise to a summit conference of African heads of state and governments in May 1963, at Addis Ababa, the Ethiopian capital and headquarters of the OAU. At this conference, Prime Minister Balewa managed to convince the thirty-two leaders in attendance that continental unity, to be feasible, must recognize each sovereign state’s equality and joint coordination of their efforts in areas such as the economy, health, education, and others. On this premise of state equality and inter-state relations, the OAU was inaugurated at the conference.

In the formative years of the OAU, Nigeria did not wield a lot of influence in the organization despite its self-professed leadership of the continent and Africa-centered foreign policy. This less-than-forceful approach to African issues was apparent in its cautious approach to continental issues. For example, on the debate over the meaning of “African unity,” Balewa and some of his top cabinet members consistently denounced Nkrumah’s concept of political union of states. Rather, Nigeria advocated a more conservative model that emphasized economic, cultural, and political cooperation among states (Idang 1973, 7–8).

Nigeria’s conservative foreign policy and gradualist approach to Africa-centeredness were also displayed when Lagos opposed another of Nkrumah’s proposals: forming an Africa High Command (AHC), a unified continental force to deal with continental security problems. According to political scientist Orobola Fasehun, Nigeria’s opposition to the concept can be explained in Balewa’s “dislike for the originator of the AHC (Dr. Nkrumah)… his fears that such a force might be used to subvert independent African states, …and the existence of a tacit understanding between Nigeria and Britain on the defence of Nigeria” (Fasehun 1980, 310). In the same vein, Nigeria was not receptive to the concept of an African common market, another proposal by Nkrumah for a unified currency for the continent.

On some of the central objectives of the OAU, such as the management of intra-state conflicts and the eradication of colonialism from Africa, Nigeria hardly projected itself as a powerful force during the First Republic (1960–1966). One reason for this was that in the immediate post-independence years, Nigeria had to grapple with profound political instability crises that culminated in the bloody civil war that threatened its national unity and territorial integrity.

The Nigerian Civil War (aka Biafran War) and Foreign Policy

The collapse of the First Republic on January 15, 1966, following a bloody coup d’état led to the first military interregnum in Nigerian politics. The military regimes of General J. T. U. Aguiyi Ironsi (January to July 1966), and that of General Gowon that immediately followed, were unable to resolve the nation’s turbulent ethnopolitical crises, making the civil war inevitable in July 1967. But the immediate cause of the war was the attempted secession of Nigeria’s Eastern Region, home of the Igbo, which took the name the Republic of Biafra (see Chapter 20).

Saved from disintegration after the Nigerian Federal Government’s victory over the secessionist state in January1970, an oil-induced postwar era economic boom allowed Nigeria to construct a relatively powerful military able to support and enhance its political will and the muscle to play a leading role, not only in African affairs but also in the international community. Thus, beyond lip-service to continental leadership and a foreign policy that assumed Africa as a centerpiece, Nigeria rapidly transformed itself into a regional power in Africa. By the end of the 1970s, Nigeria had become, perhaps, the most prominent actor in Africa’s international relations, ready and able to lead in Africa’s challenges on many fronts.

The war experience provided Nigeria a new perspective on the positive role the OAU could play in African affairs. At the outbreak of the civil war, in a show of distrust of the OAU, Nigeria opposed vehemently any form of the organization’s intervention in the conflict by invoking its principle of non-intervention in the internal affairs of member states. However, contrary to Lagos’ expectation, by its Kinshasa Resolution of 1967, the OAU rejected secession in Nigeria and unequivocally endorsed its territorial integrity (Oyebade 2002). The strong diplomatic support of the OAU throughout the war to preserve a united Nigeria was partly instrumental to Nigeria’s victory. After the war, Nigeria became a firm believer in Africa’s ability to manage its own security challenges. This realization motivated Nigeria to seek, very quickly after the war, rapprochement with Tanzania, Zambia, Gabon, and the Ivory Coast (now Côte d’Ivoire), the four African states that had supported Biafra during the war.

Postwar Nigeria saw a new, more progressive attitude by its leaders to conflict resolution within Africa’s framework. Since its inception as an independent state, Nigeria played an active role in international peacekeeping under the OAU and the UN’s auspices. For example, in the early 1960s, Nigeria contributed military observers or battalions to missions in hotspots such as the Congo (1960–1964), New Guinea (1962–1963), and Tanzania (1964). Despite its impressive peacekeeping credentials, Nigeria’s First Republic leaders continued to oppose the idea of an African high command to help to keep peace in Africa. However, Nigeria’s attitude to the idea of an African collective defense mechanism changed after the war. This was evident in Nigeria’s aggressive push for forming the regional peacekeeping force in West Africa, ECOMOG when the Liberian war broke out. The conviction was further informed by Nigeria’s willingness to shoulder, almost single-handedly, responsibilities for ECOMOG. Motivated by Africa’s security and stability, Nigeria’s peacekeeping venture subsequently expanded beyond West Africa. Since the end of the civil war in 1970, Nigerian troops participated in AU or UN observer or peace missions in Africa in places like Namibia, Western Sahara, Somalia, Rwanda, Mozambique, Angola, South Sudan, the DRC, Ethiopia-Eritrea, and Mali. However, it should be stated that Nigeria’s peacekeeping capability has been severely hampered since the beginning of the twenty-first century. First, this resulted from economic decline, which limited the ability to deploy forces to conflict areas. Second, the nation itself was battling violent internal conflicts such as the Niger Delta crisis and the Boko Haram Islamist insurgency, which have stretched thin the nation’s military capacity.

Nigeria’s Anti-Imperialist Foreign Policy

One of the cardinal purposes of the OAU at its inception was the eradication of all forms of colonialism from Africa (OAU Charter, 1963). While most African states had become independent by 1963 when the organization was established, a few states, particularly in Southern Africa, were still under one form of foreign domination or another. Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde, and Portuguese Guinea (Guinea Bissau) remained held by obstinate Portugal. Southern Rhodesia (later Zimbabwe), Southwest Africa (later Namibia), and the Republic of South Africa were under internal colonial domination, that of white supremacist minority regimes. Thus, ridding the continent of colonialism, internal or external, was a fundamental goal of the OAU.

At independence, Nigeria immediately endorsed the OAU principle of terminating the remaining vestiges of colonialism in Africa. In the early 1960s, Nigerian political leadership consistently denounced racism and European colonialism in Africa in public speeches and policy pronouncements. For example, in a speech in 1961, Foreign Minister Wachukwu did not mince words in expressing “the total liberation of the whole of the African continent from foreign domination” as an important key foreign policy objective of his country. Wachukwu went on to emphasize that:


there can be no going back on that: colonialism in all its manifestations anywhere in Africa must be ended. We would be failing in our duty if we did not use our full resources—mental, moral, and material—in the struggle for emancipation of the rest of the continent. (Wachukwu 1961)



However, such profound pronouncements in the early 1960s were hardly marched by concrete actions. While Nigeria assured the various nationalist organizations of its support, there was no consideration for the provision of military aid in terms of arms supply as demanded by some Nigerians. Nigeria’s strategy was to work through the OAU liberation mechanism, the Liberation Committee, which it had helped to establish. Through this body, Nigeria contributed to the liberation movement mainly in moral and financial terms. Even then, Nigeria’s financial contribution to the body was rather modest. In addition, the Balewa government did not engage the liberation organizations in close rapport, evidenced by its failure to permit any one of them a permanent presence in Nigeria (Polhemus 1977). The First Republic leaders’ conservative outlook was not the only reason for Nigeria’s failure to pursue a dynamic role in the anti-imperialist project. In addition, in the 1960s, the country lacked the necessary economic and military backbone for an ambitious foreign policy.

However, the post-civil war era brought new vigor to Nigeria’s role in the anti-apartheid and anti-colonial struggle in Africa. A major factor in the crystallization of Nigeria’s anti-imperialist position was the French role in postcolonial Africa, especially in West Africa. France’s plan for postcolonial Francophone Africa made the emerging African states closely tied to its apron string such that they would depend on it for economic largesse and military support. This neocolonial relationship was designed to turn Francophone Africa into an appendage of imperial France and a conduit for the flowering of its interest on the continent. Postcolonial African membership of the French monetary system was, perhaps, the most visible neocolonial structure in former French Africa. Through it, Paris foisted on its former colonies’ economic dependency on France such that they were hardly able to chart independent policies outsides the interest of France (Heilbrunn 1999).

Post-civil war Nigeria was understandably concerned about the threat posed by continued undue European influence in Africa, particularly France’s heavy-handed presence in West Africa. One of Nigeria’s strategies to curtail French influence in the sub-region was to initiate a robust program of economic assistance to its relatively weak Francophone neighbors to reduce their dependence on their erstwhile colonial overlord. This strategy’s urgency became apparent when, during the civil war, Nigeria experienced firsthand the danger of foreign powers’ overt and covert intervention in African conflicts. France, which had always considered Nigeria with its enormous population a threat to its interests in West Africa, saw the war as an opportunity to cut the country to size and curtail its power and influence in the region. In the pursuit of this objective, France threw its support behind Biafra, short of formal recognition of the secessionist state. France’s covert support for Biafra was evident in its apparent arm-twisting of Ivory Coast (now Côte d’Ivoire) and Gabon to support Biafra but also to offer their territories as a channel for French shipment of relief and arms to Biafra (Oyebade 2002). Nigeria’s peacekeeping initiative in West Africa in the aftermath of the war was a direct strategic effort to combat French influence in the sub-region.

In the 1970s and 1980s, more dynamism was brought to Nigeria’s anti-imperialist foreign policy in Africa. Backed by military and economic muscles, by the 1970s, Nigeria’s voice was now louder and carried more weight, not only in Africa but also in the international community. Whereas in the 1960s, Nigeria had no qualms about the paltry OAU liberation fund. It not only increased its own contributions significantly but also lobbied other African states to meet their own commitment. From 1968 till the end of its civil war in 1970, Nigeria suspended its financial obligation to the fund when Tanzania recognized Biafra’s sovereignty and was accused by Lagos of channeling liberation funds to the secessionist state. Dar es Salaam, Tanzania’s capital, had been the Liberation Committee’s headquarters and presumably controlled the funds. However, when Nigeria suspended its contribution to the fund, it provided direct bilateral assistance to liberation movements in terms of military hardware, medical and other supplies (Aluko 1973). Also, unlike in the past, postwar Nigeria was now amenable to the idea of some form of continental defense apparatus. Indeed, in the 1970s, the Gown government began to push this very idea, or what his foreign affairs minister, Dr. Okoi Arikpo, called “African task force,” which he called for to assist the African liberation struggle (Aluko 1973).

Nigeria’s expression of a new dynamism in its anti-imperialist foreign policy could be seen in its attitude to the independence struggle in Angola and Mozambique, the final effort to rid Africa of European colonialism. Portugal, a recalcitrant colonial power, exercised a particularly repressive colonial system in both colonies. Historically, land expropriation for white minority settlers, substantial in both colonies, had denied many Africans ownership of land, forcing them into labor on European mining companies or on settler farms where they produced export cash crops. Portuguese absolute rule and repressive policies, which denied basic rights to much of the African population, and the colonial power’s unyieldingness to demands for African self-determination, eventually led to an armed struggle for independence in both colonies.

During the wars of independence in Angola and Mozambique, Nigeria provided the much-needed diplomatic and material support for the nationalist guerrilla fighters, short of sending troops to assist them. Nigeria’s anti-imperialist foreign policy in Southern Africa became even more pronounced during the political crises ensuing in postcolonial Angola. A long and vicious civil war began in the country immediately after independence in 1975 when the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) and the National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA), backed by the United States and apartheid South Africa, sought to overthrow the Marxist-Leninist government of the People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) (Mai et al. 2007). The military government of General Murtala Muhammed (1975–1976) pursued a dynamic foreign policy in the crisis that played a large role in getting most of Africa to support the Soviet- and Cuban-backed MPLA. Nigeria’s diplomatic offensive for recognizing the MPLA as the true representative of the Angolan people was displayed at the 1976 OAU extraordinary summit conference at Addis Ababa, which resulted in the organization’s endorsement of the MPLA as the legitimate government in Angola. At the conference, Muhammed framed the Angolan issue within a broader context of dangers. Western imperialism posed to Africa. In appealing passionately to African leaders to reject neocolonialism and resist foreign intervention in African affairs, the Nigerian head of state stated:


This is the crux of the Angolan question. On the one hand is the MPLA whose record in the struggle against Portuguese imperialism is impeccable and whose government in Luanda has been recognized by 23 African countries. The Nigerian Federal Military Government being deeply convinced that the MPLA is the most dynamic, most nationalistic of all the movements representing the interests of the Angolan people, and convinced that it possesses the attributes of an effective government, joined other African countries in according it recognition. It is the duty of this Summit Session to complete the process undertaken so far by individual governments by unanimously according the recognition by our organization to the government of the MPLA. (The News 2020)



Nigeria’s momentous decision to recognize the MPLA as the sole and legitimate government in Luanda represented a major shift in its Angolan policy. Initially, Lagos had focused on reconciling the warring parties in the country, the FNLA, UNITA, and MPLA and building a government of national unity. This policy change could be attributed to Nigeria’s conviction that the FNLA and UNITA, by aligning themselves with American, Western, and apartheid South African interests, had disqualified themselves as legitimately representing the Angolan people. As Muhammed voiced this:


On the other hand are the FNLA and UNlTA, which have forfeited their right to the leadership of the Angolan people by joining hands with neo-colonialist adventurers and racist soldiers of fortune, including the apostles of Apartheid, in a determined effort to destroy the sovereignty of Angola. (The News 2020)



Indeed, Nigeria was irked by South Africa’s military intervention in the civil war in support of the FNLA and UNITA in 1975–1976, an action that saw the United States’ tacit backing. Unique in Nigeria’s diplomacy was its audacious opposition to Western, particularly United States Cold War interest in Southern Africa. The United States had refused to recognize the MPLA and insisted on the withdrawal of Cuban forces in Angola supporting the government. Following Nigeria’s lead, most African states recognized the MPLA, defying the American pressure to support UNITA and the FNLA. With the recognition of the MPLA government headed by Augustino Neto, Nigeria intensified its diplomatic and financial support for Angola.

Post-civil war Nigerian foreign policy also supported the liberation struggle in Mozambique, Rhodesia, and Southwest Africa. Nigeria not only recognized revolutionary groups such as the Front for the National Liberation of Mozambique (FRELIMO) in Mozambique, Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) and Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU) in Rhodesia, South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) in Southwest Africa, and the African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan-Africa Congress (PAC) in South Africa, it also provided them diplomatic and financial support. A lot of financial support came directly to these groups and at the same time through the OAU Liberation Committee. For example, Nigeria was reported to have provided up to $5 million annually by 1979 to the various Southern African liberation organizations. Even after the liberation struggle, Nigeria continued to provide bilateral assistance to the emerging governments, such as a $1.6 million development assistance to Namibia under Samora Machel (Garba 1991).

At least on one occasion, Nigeria’s assistance to the liberation struggle included the provision of heavy military hardware to the revolutionary organizations. This was the reported delivery of MiG 17 fighter jets from its arsenal to the MPLA government (Ola 2017). However, Nigeria’s heightened support for the liberation struggle in Southern Africa stopped short of military intervention in the region. No Nigerian troops or military personnel served in Angola as expected in some quarters after recognizing the MPLA government and increased diplomatic rapport with it. In 1976 and 1977, rumors were rife of increasing Nigeria’s military role in Angola and even in Rhodesia, although the federal government consistently denied it (Polhemus 1977).

There were also reports of Nigeria’s readiness to champion the formation of an African military force, a proposition that would have represented a major policy shift in Nigeria’s foreign policy had it happened. It should be remembered that the idea of an Africa High Command originally proposed by Nkrumah had been unreservedly opposed by the Balewa government in the 1960s. With a postwar vast military arsenal and massive increase in the number of men and women of the armed forces, and a military junta in power, it was thought that Nigeria was poised to lead the formation of such a force that could be used in the liberation struggle in Southern Africa. Indeed, ambiguous statements coming from Lagos in the 1970s seemed to signal this direction. One was Gowon’s declaration at the OAU summit conference in June 1971 at Addis Ababa, to the effect that at least one territory should be liberated within three years. This statement was widely construed to point, at least, to the creation of a pan-African force. Gowon, who had become a leading figure in Africa and a spokesperson for African interest in the UN and other world bodies, continued to drum the doctrine of the divine right of his country to lead the continent, especially on the matter of the liberation of the oppressed peoples of Southern Africa. However, though endorsed by the OAU, the idea of an African High Command never became a strategy of Nigeria’s foreign policy. The formation of a continental force and any expectation of Nigeria’s military engagement in Angola was laid to rest by a statement in July 1975 by foreign minister Arikpo:


As regards the Liberation Movements in Africa, Nigeria believes that only the peoples of the various territories under the leadership of their authentic representatives, can liberate themselves. The duty of independent African countries is to give the Freedom Fighters material and diplomatic support. (Arikpo 1975)



Thus, while Nigeria supported the liberation movements financially, it continued to place a premium on the liberation organizations’ ultimate responsibility to free their territories. In July 1976, in Mauritius, while presenting a check of $250,000 to his Mozambican counterpart, Joaquim Chissano, as Nigeria’s contribution to the liberation struggle in Rhodesia, Nigeria’s foreign minister, Brigadier Joseph Garba, did not fail to add that “we in Nigeria believe that whatever we can do is only an assistance, a token of our commitment [that] the fighting must of necessity be done by the liberation movements themselves” (Garba 1991). However, Nigerian leaders’ calls for an African force under the OAU continued in subsequent years without fruition as the pan-African organization was not ready for such an institution.

Nigeria and South Africa

Nigeria and the Republic of South Africa are similar in some respects. For instance, both countries boast of the largest economies and the most powerful militaries in Africa. However, they have had a rather complex relationship, sometimes cordial, and at other times confrontational. Formal diplomatic relations between the two states did not begin until the mid-1990s after the collapse of the apartheid system in South Africa and majority rule’s commencement.

From Nigeria’s independence in 1960, South Africa’s liberation from the oppressive apartheid system had been a crucial component of its Africa-centered foreign policy. One of the first indications of this policy direction was Nigeria’s campaign to expel South Africa from the Commonwealth following the Sharpeville massacre in March 1960, when South Africa’s police murdered scores of black South Africans, including children protesting apartheid policies. In addition, Nigeria imposed a ban on South Africa’s imports (Polhemus 1977, 55).

Nigeria’s progressive, activist foreign policy in South Africa crystallized after the Nigerian Civil War. Nigeria immediately acquired the reputation of being the most prominent anti-apartheid crusader in Africa and a champion of the international community course. One manifestation of this was the bilateral, moral, diplomatic, and financial assistance that Nigeria provided the ANC and the PAC, more than any state on the continent. Nigeria’s leadership in the anti-apartheid struggle was instrumental to imposing economic sanctions on Pretoria by many African and extra-African states.

Within the OAU, Nigeria’s contribution to the fight against apartheid in South Africa was evident. Nigeria realized the importance of an economic platform from which to engage the anti-apartheid movement and thus championed the Southern Africa Relief Fund (SARF) establishment in December 1976, during the military regime of General Olusegun Obasanjo (1976–1979). The internationalization of the anti-apartheid campaign was also central to Nigeria’s foreign policy. In August 1977, the Nigerian Federal Government, in partnership with the OAU and the UN, held the five-day World Conference for Action against Apartheid, rightly described as “the largest international gathering ever on the issue of apartheid” (World Conference for Action Against Apartheid 1977). Chaired by Nigeria’s foreign minister, Joseph Garba, the conference, held in Lagos, hosted over a hundred participants representing governments, intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations, and liberation movements. In furtherance of its commitment to eliminate apartheid in South Africa, Nigeria also convened a summit meeting of the OAU, also held in Lagos in 1981, after the South African Defence Force (SADF) invaded and occupied provinces of Angola. The conference condemned the aggression, demanded immediate withdrawal of the troops, and called for military assistance to Angola to liberate the occupied provinces (UPI Archives 1981). By offering a platform for the international campaign against apartheid, Nigeria showed its commitment to the liberation course in South Africa.

A demonstration of Nigeria’s leadership in the anti-apartheid movement could also be seen in its opposition to a conservative proposal in 1970 by the president of Ivory Coast, Félix Houphouet-Boigny, that Africa should adopt a policy of “dialogue” with South Africa as a means of getting the racist state to abandon its racial doctrine. The proposal became very contentious within the OAU, threatening the organization’s unity (Červenka 1972, 36). Gowon’s skillful diplomacy in painting the proposal as detrimental to Africa’s interest and a contradiction to OAU principles helped defeat it. At the OAU summit conference at Addis Ababa in June 1971, most of the attending African leaders rejected the proposal and condemned any rapport with South Africa at a time when the white supremacist state had not yet instituted reforms in its apartheid policy (Mohr 1971).

A tentative re-enactment of Houphouet-Boigny’s dialogue approach was the policy of “constructive engagement” with apartheid South Africa, pursued by the administration of President Ronald Reagan of the United States in the 1980s (Thomson 1995). Like Houphouet-Boigny’s proposal, the premise of “constructive engagement” was that cooperation and dialogue with the South African white supremacist regime, rather than a confrontational policy, would serve well as the road to reforming the state’s racist dogma. Nigeria’s repudiation of the policy was a glaring affront to the United States’ policy in South Africa. The democratically elected government of President Shehu Shagari denounced it as an assault on the struggle for majority rule in South Africa and a clog in the wheel of progress in the match to freedom in Southwest Africa. Chuba Okadigbo, a senior political adviser to the Nigerian president, described the proposal as “retrogressive,” and accused the American president of trying “to give more credence to the apartheid regime in South Africa and slow down independence in Namibia” (Cowell 1981). Nigeria’s affirmation of its anti-apartheid credentials was well expressed when its vice-president, Alex Ekwueme, confirmed that his country would continue to insist on sanctions against South Africa as the “shortest and quickest way to reassess the apartheid policy” (Bush in African Nations 1982). This leadership was reassuring to the rest of Africa.

Since the enthronement of black majority rule in South Africa in 1994, relations between the post-apartheid state and Nigeria have, for the most part, been rocky with moments of tension. When the anti-apartheid icon Nelson Mandela became the South African president in May 1994, his foreign policy was guided by respect for human rights. This quickly contradicted the brutal military dictatorship of Nigeria’s General Abacha. Relations deteriorated when Abacha sanctioned the condemnation and consequent execution in November 1995 of nine Nigerian human and environmental rights activists, including the popular writer, Ken Saro-Wiwa. Abacha’s action came despite a world-wide appeal for clemency for the nine Ogoni activists, believed to have been condemned in a kangaroo court trial. Mandela was one of those that cautioned Abacha, but after the executions, he was practically alone in his criticism of the Nigerian dictator and his call for international sanctions against the Abacha junta (Byrnes 1996) and the suspension of Nigeria from the Commonwealth. The actions on the part of Mandela caused irritation in South African–Nigerian relations. As a response, Nigeria withdrew its participation in the twentieth Africa Cup of Nations held in South Africa in 1996.

Another contentious moment in the South African–Nigerian relations occurred in September 2019 following a wave of xenophobic attacks by South Africans on other Africans living in some South African cities, especially Johannesburg. Attacks on other African nationals by elements of the host country are not particularly new; they had previously occurred in 2008, when sixty-four immigrants were reportedly killed in the Alexandra township of Johannesburg (Tafira 2018), and in 2017. But these attacks specifically targeted other Africans whom South Africans see as “foreigners,” prompting observers to refer to this wave of violence as “Afrophobia” (Ochonu 2020).

Nigerians were particularly at the receiving end of the vicious 2019 attacks in which their businesses were looted or burned down. There were also causalities, more than in previous attacks. The magnitude of the occurrence was such that it resulted in many Nigerians’ urgent airlifting from the country. In Nigeria, the attacks were received with utmost anger, and some South African interests were targeted for reprisal attacks. Relations deteriorated to the extent that the South African diplomatic missions in Lagos and Abuja were closed. Nigeria’s swift response was to pull out of the World Economic Forum conference scheduled to take place in Cape Town. (Vanguard 2019). However, to douse the diplomatic tension, the Nigerian president, Muhammadu Buhari, visited South Africa in early October, where he held talks with his counterpart, Cyril Ramaphosa, on ways to strengthen relations between the two states.

Nigeria and Waning Influence in Africa

Although Nigeria is Africa’s largest economy and still the most populous nation on the continent, its capability to lead the continent has eroded in recent years. With the end of apartheid in South Africa, many on the continent began to look for leadership in Mandela’s South Africa. Nigeria had acquired a decrepit image such that it was unattractive for foreign investment. The more politically and economically stable democratic South Africa was certainly a preference. Nigeria was marred by military dictatorship, at least before 1999; corruption was deeply entrenched in the body politic, ethnolinguistic conflict was rife, and there was general insecurity.

The reality of Nigeria’s declining fortunes and, therefore, its influence and power in Africa is underscored first by the downward spiral in the standard of living of most Nigerians despite progressive national economic gains. This trend can be attributed largely to unchecked corruption by a predatory political class that has willfully mismanaged national resources. Much has been written about political corruption in Nigeria present at all levels of governance (Arowosegbe 2017), but its outcome has been a despondent civil society forced into criminality and other acts that constitute a threat to national security.

Second, a sense of the Nigerian state’s failure has made ethnic nationalism more popular in national discourse. Agitation for a new “Biafra Republic” was rife among many Igbos. In the west, Yoruba separatists also began to demand an “Oduduwa Republic.” Pointing to the damage done to national unity in Nigeria was its ranking as fourteenth in the 2020 index of the most fragile states globally (Fragile States Index 2020). This image of fragility has somewhat eroded the state’s credibility and retarded its ability to play a prominent role in Africa.

Contributing to Nigeria’s declining power and influence and its unenviable image is the quality of the country’s leadership. Nigeria’s presidents since the return to democratic rule in 1999 have not only been portrayed as incompetent and uninspiring but also faulted for being weak in articulating and promoting a dynamic foreign policy. In a damning assessment of Nigerian leaders, political scientist Adekunke Amuwo said of Goodluck Jonathan, president from 2010 to 2015:


Jonathan promised so much in 2011 but delivered so little. On the three major dossiers that defined his government—massive oil theft in the Niger Delta; the Boko Haram Islamist insurgency in the north-east; and the moribund electricity sector—the president showed a copious lack of capacity to lead and govern…. He turned governance into a tragicomic affair, a charade, a jamboree. His government took the squandering of public funds to new dizzy heights… Jonathan appeared so overwhelmed by the exigencies of Nigeria’s domestic politics that he apparently settled for a diminished role in ECOWAS, let alone in the AU. (Amuwo 2016)



Nigeria’s shrunken stature in the diplomatic space can also be ascribed to the major security challenges the nation has faced, some of which have continued to pose a serious threat to national stability and cohesion. One of these challenges is the violent insurgency in the Niger Delta, fomented by militant groups in the region. Since the early 1990s, ethnic minorities in the region had confronted the federal government, accusing it of neglecting the region in the face of environmental degradation caused by foreign oil explorations. By the late 1990s, the insurgency had become a major threat to national security as kidnapping and hostage-taking, property and infrastructural destruction, and general lawlessness in the region became the order of the day (Abidde 2017).

While the Niger Delta crisis has remained uncontained despite the government’s heavy investment in military counterinsurgency campaigns, a more serious challenge erupted in the form of Islamist terrorism. Although religious tension had always been a feature of the Nigerian historical landscape (see Chapter 23), in the early 2000s, an insurgent terrorist group, Boko Haram, began to engage Nigerian governments in a violent and relentless campaign to turn Nigeria into a sharia-ruled caliphate. Successive governments have largely been unable to grapple with the crisis with its untold casualties, massive population displacement, huge humanitarian crisis, and insecurity, especially in the northeast (Comolli 2015).

The fragile state of the nation in the face of its culture of corruption, weak leadership, ineffective governmental institutions, and unresolved security challenges has inevitably had negative foreign policy implications. In particular, the commitment of a great deal of military resources to domestic insurgencies has not permitted an assertive Nigerian foreign policy in Africa. With its own Boko Haram crisis largely unresolved, Nigeria’s ability for peacekeeping in African conflicts in the magnitude of its intervention in Liberia and Sierra Leone in the 1980s, and a leadership role in general in African affairs, has been severely limited. Rather, the Boko Haram insurgency has obliged Nigeria to pursue limited foreign policy options that range from forging bilateral and multilateral agreements with neighbors such as Cameroon, Niger, and Chad, for assistance; to seeking financial and military aid from the West, particularly the United States and the United Kingdom. The apparent lack of global interest in Boko Haram’s havoc in Nigeria until the group abducted over 200 secondary school girls at Chibok in Borno State in April 2014 is an indication of Nigeria’s shrunken status in the world.

Conclusion

A United States congressional hearing referred to Nigeria as “West Africa’s Troubled Titan” (US Congress 2012). This maxim truly reflects the image of contemporary Nigeria, a towering state with great endowments but distressed by challenges that have short-changed its ability to fully realize its potentials.

Indeed, size, optimal population, and rich natural resources were assets that Nigeria was endowed at independence. These endowments have been a source of Nigeria’s aspiration for a leadership position and role in Africa. After cautious steps in the immediate post-independence period in the 1960s, by the post-civil war era of the 1970s and 1980s, a time of economic prosperity and military power, Nigeria had fully embraced this role. Nigeria pursued a viable foreign policy in Africa; it sometimes assumed a hegemonic role, especially in the West Africa sub-region. Nigeria’s foreign policy was constructed and pursued along three concentric circles: the country’s neighbors as an immediate priority, followed by West Africa, and finally the rest of the continent and the wider world. This foreign policy design informed Nigeria’s commitment to peacekeeping, especially in West Africa, the championing of the decolonization project in Southern Africa, and the forefront place in the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa.

From the late 1980s, the last days of the military era in Nigeria, under the leadership of Generals Babangida and Abacha, Nigeria’s decline as a powerbroker in Africa began to manifest. This trend continued precipitously during the succeeding democratic dispensation that began in 1999. Democratic rule did not yield expected dividends for most Nigerians, largely because of political class corruption. Rather, a disgruntled sector of the civil society became restless. Meanwhile, Nigeria’s image abroad continued to be battered as the nation witnessed increased acts of violence such as armed robbery and kidnapping for ransom. Nigeria also faced other internal challenges such as insurgencies in the Niger Delta and the northeast Boko Haram stronghold, which successive Nigerian leadership could not cope with. All these have contributed to Nigeria’s dwindling capability to continue to play a leading and dominant role in Africa. Thus, in the last two decades, Nigeria has fallen short in replicating a strong foreign policy posture for which it was known in the 1970s and early 1980s. Post-apartheid South Africa has emerged as a contending power for leadership in Africa and its chief spokesperson in this event.
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Chapter 36 

Nigerian Diplomacy, Foreign Relations, and International Entanglements

Toyin Falola

As a concept, diplomacy has existed since the beginning of humanity. It is crucial for peaceful co-existence, and much of world affairs could not exist without it. It is the principal agency through which a government communicates its “nation’s ideas and ideals, her institutions and culture, as well as her national goals and current policies” (Ashari 2020) with an international audience. Although countries can enter into mutual agreements for economic and political benefit, their individual sovereignty is always meant to be preserved.

Watson defines diplomacy as the “negotiation of political entities which acknowledge each other’s independence” (Watson 1982), and it is essential in times of both war and peace. It is often deployed as a tool to end war through mediation, seeking common ground and concessions to limit conflict. It is also used to gain allies and exchange intelligence, ideas, resources, and even military personnel to achieve common goals. In times of peace, it is used to forge trade agreements and commercial partnerships that foster collective growth for mutual benefit. It is used for political ends to solidify peace, prevent wars, assist countries in need of military assistance, and to end insurgency, terrorism, or other forms of illegal militancy.

A country’s diplomacy reflects its foreign policy, frequently shaped by either its president or the equivalent of a minister of foreign affairs. Foreign policies, also known as foreign relations, embody self-interest strategies developed by countries to advance and protect national interests and pursue goals within the international space. According to Halisah Ashari, it is the “content of foreign relations, comprising the aspirations and aims a country wants to achieve in her relations with other states and international organizations” (Ashari 2020). This process links countries in what is formally and legally recognized as alliances. It is used in political or military contexts to consolidate power, deter or combat common foes, or address threats to countries’ national interest in the alliance.

Nigerian foreign relations predate 1960, but the period beginning with independence—when Nigeria was able to make decisions that affected the country independently—is the focus of this study. A state’s foreign relations aim to advance or protect the state’s national interest, actualizing its goals and objectives. In Nigeria’s case, Olajide Aluko asserts that they are the “self-preservation of the country; the defense and maintenance of the country’s independence, and the economic and social well-being of the people” (Idahosa and Adebayo 2017). Olusanya and Akindele agree with Aluko and add that “the restoration of the human dignity to black people all over the world; creation of relevant political and economic conditions in Africa and the rest of the world; promotion and improvement of the economic well-being of the Nigeria citizens; and the promotion of world peace and justice” have informed Nigeria’s foreign relations throughout independence (Idahosa and Adebayo 2017).

Ibeanu sorts Nigerian foreign policy from 1960 onward into three eras: the conservative era (1960–1970), the revolutionary era (1970–1980), and the realist era (1990 onwards) (Ibeanu 2010). He asserts that during the conservative era, Nigeria’s primary national interests were protection, attainment of political freedom from colonialism, and the defense of national sovereignty and non-interference in other African states’ internal affairs. Nigeria approached global and African issues conservatively and pragmatically.

Historically, Nigerian foreign policy’s conservative era was most remembered for a short-lived democracy, the country’s first military coup, a counter-coup, and a devastating civil war that lasted for three years. While the rest of the world, especially outside the continent, was trying to safeguard global stability through an ideological Cold War, Nigeria had to contend with major crises while managing a fragile sovereign entity. This explains Nigeria’s vocal support for the Non-Aligned Movement. In terms of foreign policy, this period is best known in international relations for Nigeria’s Afrocentric commitment to addressing Africa’s external problems—the continued presence of colonial masters in Africa and their destructive activity across the continent.

The revolutionary era was characterized by Nigeria’s economic and political growth. Economically, the newly thriving oil industry had increased the country’s revenue and Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Politically, a civil war had just been fought to preserve Nigeria’s unity and maintain its sovereignty. Nigeria was able to assert itself in international and regional negotiations with growing confidence.

The realist era saw rapid changes, especially in the Afrocentrism of Nigerian foreign policy. The economic crisis of the 1980s, exacerbated by the Nigerian economy’s over-reliance on crude oil exports, drove the country to focus on improving relations with foreign allies and creditors. The Abacha regime’s calamity forced the country to forge alternative bilateral and multilateral diplomatic relations, especially with countries in the Middle and the Far East.

Although the decades that ended the twentieth century saw Nigeria’s continued African involvement, they marked the beginning of Nigeria’s gradual withdrawal from deep concerns for other African countries. Instead, efforts were channeled towards a genuine national interest in growing the economy, accompanying capitalism in the continent. The continent of Africa was replaced by commercial and economic ties at the center of Nigeria’s foreign relations. However, it can also be argued that this shift in focus was because almost all African countries around this period had been decolonized. The last, Namibia, was decolonized in 1990.

Nigeria’s immediate post-independence foreign policy was rooted in colonial ties with Great Britain; the country was favorably disposed towards the United Nations (UN) and the Commonwealth of Nations’ activities. During the Cold War era, Nigeria refused to join either power blocs, acting as a leading force in the Non-Aligned Movement. During this period, Nigeria was involved in Africa’s colonial situation, assuming the role of big brother on the continent, aided by its vast population size, geographical location, and abundant natural resources.

Nigeria played a major role in the decolonization efforts of individual African countries,1 with Africa at its foreign policy center. Although Nigeria’s foreign policy was Afrocentric, its international relationships extended beyond Africa. This chapter focuses on Nigeria’s pursuit of foreign policies and international relations beyond the shores of Africa.

Africa as the Centerpiece of Nigeria’s Foreign Policy

Prime Minister Sir Tafawa Balewa, addressing the Federal House of Assembly on August 20, 1960, during the buildup to independence, asserted that Nigeria was “adopting clear and practical policies about Africa; we will aim to assist any country in finding a solution to its problem” (Wogu, Sholarin and Chidozie 2015). At the UN, precisely a week after independence, he reiterated this commitment:


So far I have concentrated on the problems of Africa. Please do not think that we are not interested on the problems of the rest of the world; we are intensely interested in them and hope to be allowed to assist in finding solutions to them through this organization, but being human we are naturally concerned first with what affects our immediate neighborhood. (Nwanolue and Iwuoha 2012)



Jaja Nwachukwu, Minister for Foreign Affairs, summarized this Afrocentric approach when he said, “charity begins at home, any Nigerian foreign policy that does not consider the peculiar position of Africa and Africans is unrealistic” (Atah 2011). This “Africa first” foreign policy continued beyond the Balewa era; General Aguiyi Ironsi reemphasized this Afrocentrism at an Ambassador Conference held in June 1966. Ironsi affirmed Nigeria’s commitment to the liberation of African countries under colonialism, stating, “in the whole sphere of external relations, the Government attaches greatest importance to our African policy” (Raymond 2016).

Manifestation of Afrocentrism as the Guiding Principle of Nigeria’s Intercontinental Foreign Policy

An example of Nigeria’s Africa-focused foreign policy is evident in Nigeria’s relationship with France. The two countries never enjoyed a close relationship, possibly due to the latter’s indigenization policy in French West African countries that share borders with Nigeria—Togo, Benin Republic, and Cameroon. When France tested an atomic bomb in the Sahara Desert in 1961, despite Nigeria’s strong warnings that such an exercise would be destructive for African nations, Nigeria quickly ended diplomatic relations between the two countries (Ola 2017). Harsh economic sanctions were imposed on France; Nigeria described the atomic test as a “crime against humanity” and responded to France’s third test by evicting the French Ambassador, suspending all diplomatic relations with France, and banning all French transit within Nigeria. These actions, taken in January 1961, restricted France’s economic activity in West Africa. Nigeria was the only African country in a position to apply political and economic diplomatic pressure on France (Shittu 2020).

By 1965, Nigeria was forced to ease economic sanctions against France because of adverse economic effects on other African colonies. The imposition of sanctions, and their eventual reversal, demonstrated the Afrocentric motives driving Nigeria’s foreign relations. Nigeria’s distance from the Sahara (2,408 km) and the fact that the affected French colony of Algeria was also distant from Nigeria (2,230 km) suggest that French actions in the Sahara had little direct impact on Nigeria.2

Nigeria’s show of concern and application of sanctions—unique among African nations at the time—proves its Afrocentrism and its international strength. The country’s diplomatic actions have been analyzed by many scholars, and some suggest that Nigerian altruism could have been because France threatened Nigeria’s status as an influential power in the region. Nigeria was a similar threat to France’s imperialism and ambition in the region. France later found a way to retaliate during the Nigerian Civil War, secretly supporting the Biafran war effort.

Nigeria’s African focus was consistent, even with issues that did not challenge the country’s status as a regional power. Nigeria took a hard stance against Portugal, opposing the continued colonial presence in Angola (Boge 2017). Foreign policy decisions compelled Nigeria to lead other African states out of a General Assembly (GA) session, protesting Portuguese activities in Angola until Portugal was excused from the GA session (Boge 2017). Eventually, Portugal would also support Biafran war efforts, hoping to weaken Nigeria’s Afrocentric opposition to colonialism on the continent.

Nigeria’s unwavering resolve to oppose the West over African issues was displayed in 1973, when it severed diplomatic relations with Israel for the country’s involvement in the assassination of Anwar Sadat, president of Egypt (Zach 2008). At the time, other African countries were struggling to take a firm stand. Nigeria’s Afrocentric stance pitted it against Great Britain—the country’s former colonial master—in Southern Africa issues, particularly Rhodesia, severing relations between them for a decade (Boge 2017).

Great Britain’s persistence in retaining colonies in Southern Africa invited the reaction of Olusegun Obasanjo, Nigeria’s military head of State from 1976 to 1979, who introduced an indigenization policy and nationalized British assets—previously owned by Barclays Bank and British Petroleum (Bach 1983). The Obasanjo regime also prohibited British firms from receiving government contracts. Given Nigeria’s oil boom, the ban would have a serious implication on the British economy (Darnton 1976: 32).

As a show of Nigerian resolve, opposing continuous sales of British arms to the apartheid government in South Africa, Obasanjo further enacted a decree that would be difficult to reverse, requiring approval from the National Assembly (Oculi 2013). In 1986, Nigeria chose to boycott the Commonwealth Games alongside other African countries in the Commonwealth of Nations. The games took place in Edinburgh, Scotland, and the boycott was in protest of Britain’s opposition to sanctions on South Africa’s apartheid administration (Agbu et al. 2013).

Nigeria’s foreign policy changed its focus under President Muhammadu Buhari. This was influenced by economic woes following the decline in revenue from crude oil; Saudi Arabia and OPEC had to intervene and pressure oil companies to purchase Nigerian oil (Omeje 2006). Nigeria became less concerned with liberating African countries from the stranglehold of colonialism, and it focused more on economic security. Worsening economic concerns inhibited military president Ibrahim Babangida’s foreign relations until the Persian Gulf Crisis affected global oil prospects (Boge 2017).

Babangida’s foreign policy was guided by the need for economic growth, which was also the catalyst for Structural Adjustment Programs (SAP)—short-term solutions intended to reduce its fiscal imbalance. Wogu, Sholarin, and Chidozie describe SAP consequences:


The imperative of an economic diplomacy foreign policy framework was inspired by the economic pressures that were exerted on the Nigerian economy as a result of the introduction of the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP). The focus was on export promotion, encouragement of direct foreign investment, debt rescheduling, embracing of neo-liberal economic measures and deep involvement in the interplay of the capitalist international political economy. The political wing of economic diplomacy agenda was that Nigeria will ingratiate itself and cultivate the goodwill and friendship of the leading countries of Europe, North America and Japan. There is absolutely nothing new about the economy being used as a major component of a nation’s foreign policy endeavours. (Wogu et al. 2015)



The oil boom of the 1970s had vanished, replaced by doom in the 1980s. Oil prices plunged to less than $10 per barrel, and the Nigerian economy’s over-reliance on oil exports meant economic contraction and increasing inflation. Military President Babangida responded with the SAP, influenced by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund in 1986 (Ihonvbere 1992). SAP objectives included:


•Restructuring and diversifying the productive base of the economy

•Achieving fiscal stability and a positive balance of payments

•Establishing a foundation for sustained, non-inflationary (or minimally inflationary) growth

•Reducing the prevalence of unproductive investments in the private sector. (Ogbimi 2020)



Contrary to expectations—or possibly reflecting the true nature of SAPs—Nigeria’s economy saw little growth and wound up in an even worse situation. Between 1978 and 1999, Nigeria’s foreign debt had grown from $2.2 billion to $28.6 billion (Oculi 2010). When the SAP was implemented in 1986, the naira to dollar exchange rate changed from 77 kobo per dollar to 1.756 naira. Then it crashed to 22 naira by 1994 and never recovered (Ogbimi 2020). The exchange rate was due to the naira’s unregulated loss of purchasing power and the scarcity of dollars available to exchange for naira (Ogbimi 2020).

The disparity between demand and supply in Nigeria widened over the same period. In 1988, exports’ total value was $2,910 million, and the value of imports was $3,260 million. In 1991, exports reached $262 million, and the value of imports was $788 million on a monthly aggregate basis. In July 1993, exports were $290 million, and imports were $3,439—with the gap widening throughout the period.3 Although Nigeria had massive amounts of crude oil deposits, a liter of gasoline cost 11.00 naira in 1986, up from 39 kobo per liter (Ogbimi 2020). Okello Oculi explains the significance of these internal economics for Babangida’s foreign policy:


General Babangida’s acceptance of measures stipulated in the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) as dictated by the Bretton Woods institutions deepened the economic crisis facing his regime. To deal with the crisis the regime developed a strategy to link foreign policy to the promotion of Nigeria’s economic interests. The notion of “economic diplomacy” was expressed by General Babangida in his speech at the United Nations General Assembly. Nigeria’s voice became muffled as he pleaded for debt relief and private investment. (Oculi 2010)



The introduction of the SAP re-oriented Nigeria’s foreign policy to focus on economic ties and trade deals in the international community, although the country retained its Afrocentric goals regarding the liberation of colonized African countries.

To pursue its economic and Afrocentric policies simultaneously, Nigeria created a multilateral diplomatic arrangement known as the Concert of Medium Powers—this brought Algeria, Argentina, Austria, Zimbabwe, Brazil, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, Senegal, Sweden, Switzerland, Venezuela, Yugoslavia, and Nigeria together to enhance international relations and cement Nigeria’s status as the regional power on the continent (Salami 2013). Simultaneously, the Technical Aid Corps Scheme (TACS) provided assistance to African countries (Boge 2017).

Nigeria’s dominant status in Africa was indisputable, particularly in the 1970s. The country’s economic boom, a massive increase in oil exports, and adoption of the American model of governance brought the country closer to the United States during the administrations of US President Jimmy Carter and Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo. Their friendship was political and socio-economic, and it gradually built into an alliance.

Nigeria in the Face of International Sanctions

Nigeria’s foreign relations took a revolutionary turn in the 1990s, realigning its relationships with allies and partners on the global stage. The change was connected to the presidential election of June 12, 1993, which was believed to have been won by Chief M. K. O. Abiola. The election was meant to end the military junta’s rule over Nigeria and usher in a new democratic government, but the results were annulled by General Ibrahim Babangida, the Military Head of State, before a winner was officially declared.

General Sanni Abacha claimed power in 1993, forcefully terminating Ernest Shonekan’s three-month tenure as head of the interim national government. Abacha’s installment as new Military Head of State drew national, regional, and inter-continental criticism, including condemnation from Western countries and international organizations. Abacha’s administration’s excessive human rights abuses—conducted on the most massive scale ever witnessed in the country—drew sanctions from Nigeria’s most significant and substantial allies. In November and December 1995, following the execution of Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight Ogoni people, Nigeria was opposed by a formidable coalition that consisted of the European Union, South Africa, Canada, and the United States (Amuwo, Bach, and Lebeau 2001). Anthony Egobueze describes the impact on Nigeria’s public image:


Nigeria which was previously celebrated as the foremost African State in the world fell into the pit of infamy, especially between 1993 and 1998. This was due to a combination of domestic and external circumstances and the personal idiosyncrasies of the different (military) rulers, which occasioned policy shift, twist and turns. The conduct of foreign policy was adversely affected by the military rule. Nigeria’s external image was smeared; Nigerians locally and internationally were subjected to all forms of inhuman treatment abroad. There was loss of self-worth and self-esteem by Nigeria. Nigerians traveling outside the shores of this country are daily undergoing harrowing experiences. (Egobueze 2017)



Britain and the United States severed diplomatic relations with Nigeria, withdrawing all their diplomats from the country. They joined the European Union in imposing sanctions on Nigeria that endangered its bilateral and multilateral relationships.

Military assistance and American economic aid had been suspended in response to the election annulment, and Nigerian officials were denied entry into the United States (Amuwo, Bach, and Lebeau 2001). For violating the Harare Declaration’s principles, whose members pledged to “foster democracy, human rights, and judicial independence,” the Commonwealth of Nations suspended the country for two years. Nigeria was threatened with outright expulsion if its government did not return to civil rule by November 1997 (Amuwo, Bach, and Lebeau 2001).

However, Western powers were wary of subjecting Nigeria to extreme economic sanctions due to their own need for Nigerian crude oil. It was feared that heavy sanctions could drive the country towards “foes” of the West—China, Russia, and their Eastern allies (Amuwo, Bach, and Lebeau 2001). Around this period (1995), the United States imported nearly forty-eight percent of Nigeria’s crude oil, and the EU imported about thirty-one percent (Amuwo, Bach, and Lebeau 2001).

The World Bank, reacting to the 1995 executions, canceled planned investments in Nigerian oil projects and refused a $100 million loan (Amuwo, Bach, and Lebeau 2001). Several entities, including Sweden and the US Congress, called for more robust economic sanctions against the Abacha regime and a ban on investments in Nigeria. However, Shell, Mobil, Chevron, Texaco, Exxon, Amoco, and Conoco rejected these calls on the basis that “oil sanctions could result in the expropriation of their assets and transfer their rights to non-American competitors,” warning that Western sanctions could push Nigeria to seek alternative relationships with China, Iran, and Russia (Amuwo, Bach, and Lebeau 2001). Richard L. Sklar opines that even if the United States had proposed a multilateral embargo on Nigerian oil, the “possibility of its adoption by the UN Security Council was virtually nil” (Sklar 2001).

Instead of yielding to Western pressure, General Abacha’s Nigeria asserted its sovereignty and courted new allies in the East. The country forged and strengthened relationships with Iran, Iraq, Indonesia, North Korea, Malaysia, Turkey, and China. As an unintended consequence of the West’s actions, these moves expanded Nigeria’s diplomatic network and eased its over-reliance on the West. One such example is the Nigeria–China relationship, which has developed into one of the country’s most significant bilateral economic relationships.

Nigeria’s new diplomatic relations were built on oil production, railway development, seaports, mass-housing projects, and diplomatic collaboration. Richard L. Sklar writes:


In 1996, Nigeria’s international position was bolstered by strategic support from countries in Asia including China, South Korea, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Turkey. China concluded an agreement to upgrade the Nigerian railway system; the Korean Daewoo Corporation began negotiations to enter the oil sector, the new Turkish prime minister, who leads an Islamic political party and tends to criticize the West, visited Nigeria and concluded a substantial trade agreement. Malaysian economic advisors and business executives have been active in Nigeria; as a member of CMAG, Malaysia strongly favours early restoration of Nigeria’s normal Commonwealth status. (Sklar 2001).



The multilateral idea of a Developing-8 (D-8) group of nations was conceived with Malaysia, Pakistan, Turkey, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Iran, and Egypt to foster economic growth and oppose the harmful machinations of the G-7 (Grzywacz 2019).

Abacha’s death and General Abdusalam Abubakar’s painstaking efforts to ensure a swift transition to civil democratic rule ultimately restored Nigeria’s diplomatic relations with Western powers. Olusegun Obasanjo, the winner of Nigeria’s 1999 presidential election, built on General Abubakar’s foreign efforts to re-establish diplomatic relations with the West and redeem its battered international image (John 2016). The country gradually integrated into the global diplomatic system and opened new missions in Mexico, Lebanon, Singapore, Ukraine, Bangladesh, Thailand, and Turkey (Boge 2017). While restoring its diplomatic relations with Western powers, Nigeria also retained its new allies and improved relations. Nigeria restored its status as an economic power and resumed its role as a leading figure in Africa, conducting interventions aimed at fostering peace and ensuring stability on the continent.

Diplomatic relations between Nigeria and the United States were revitalized after 1999. Increased US purchases of Nigerian crude oil boosted the country’s economy. The Open Skies Agreement, drafted with the United States, facilitated economic productivity, and improved travel, trade, and employment opportunities in the country (Ismaila, Smith, and Hunnard 2014). Nigeria was also able to tap into the US African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) policy.4 However, relations between the two countries were still strained in some places: the United States offered little support for Nigeria’s fight against the Boko Haram insurgency, and Nigeria had outlawed homosexuality, which was legal in the United States.

Nigerian–British diplomatic relations also improved during this period. British Prime Minister Tony Blair visited Nigeria to strengthen commercial and diplomatic ties between the two countries in 2002 (Amuwo 2009). In 2006, Nigeria entered into NIGERSAT-2, a bilateral agreement with Britain’s Surrey Satellite Technology Limited (SSTL). The agreement gave Nigeria the ground infrastructure necessary to enhance its national, indigenous space capability.5 The main objectives of the bilateral agreement with Britain included:


•Food supply security, agricultural, and geological applications

•Mapping and security applications

•Development of the national GIS infrastructure

•Continuity and compatibility with the existing NigeriaSat-1 system6



Diplomatic relations also continued with Nigeria’s new allies in the Middle East. An understanding with Iran “focused on grants to Nigeria for a feasibility study on the establishment of a transformer-manufacturing plant, and cooperation between the then National Electric Power Authority (NEPA) and the Iranian Power Company” (Boge 2017).

Bilateral diplomatic relations with China were strengthened through several commercial agreements signed by Olusegun Obasanjo and Hu Jintao (Jackson 2019: 40-74.). Aid offered to Nigeria included railway construction, financial grants, military cooperation, oil block grants, and financial loans. Military cooperation was useful during the Niger Delta insurgency crises; China supplied arms and trained the Nigerian army.

Nigeria and Germany also have robust commercial and diplomatic relations. German auto manufacturers have been able to capitalize on Nigeria’s vast market. President Goodluck Jonathan’s administration built on existing ties to secure another partnership with Germany and “boost industrial skills development and improve access to finance for the Small and Medium Scale Enterprises across the country” (Gyong 2012).

Formal diplomatic relations with Japan had begun in 1964 with the establishment of the Japanese embassy in Nigeria (Ampiah 2013). This relationship suffered in the 1990s and recovered the following decade as Japan purchased larger amounts of crude oil from Nigeria. Japan also entered into a bilateral agreement with Nigeria for the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), which sponsored educational exchange programs, built schools, and made grants to scholars interested in specific Japanese studies (Kamibeppu 2002). JICA was also instrumental in Nigeria’s effort to provide electricity to rural areas and develop agricultural projects, especially rice production and milling operations in Edo and Imo States (Kamibeppu 2002). Japan’s Marubeni Corporation was important for developing Nigeria’s energy sector—it rehabilitated the Egbin Thermal Station in Ikorodu, Lagos, and the Mitsubishi Company assisted in revitalizing the country’s power sector (Boge 2017).

Nigeria and Peacekeeping Efforts

Nigeria’s peacekeeping operations, at home and abroad, are another facet of the country’s foreign relations. In 1978, Nigeria committed 5,500 peacekeeping troops—rotated every six months over four years—to the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), established by the United Nations Security Council to effect the withdrawal of Israeli troops, restore international peace and security, and ensure the restoration of the Lebanese government to power.7 Nigeria’s forces, divided into nine battalions, were praised for their performance in Lebanon, which earned international respect for Nigeria (Chigozie and Ituma 2015).

Nigeria participated in another peacekeeping effort in Sarajevo—the United Nations Mission in Bosnia Herzegovina (UNMIBH)—contributing 110 personnel to what was mainly a police operation involving the International Police Task Force (IPTF) and the UN Civilian Office, led by Simeon Midendu and Godwin Obi (Sander 2010; Chigozie and Ituma 2015). This operation also earned respect for Nigeria based on the performance of its forces.

Nigeria has participated in more than forty-five peacekeeping missions within and beyond Africa, including the United Nations India–Pakistan Observer Mission (UNIPOM) of 1965–1966; United Nations Iran–Iraq Military Observer Group of 1988–1991; United Nations Iraq–Kuwait Observer Mission (UNIKOM) of 1991; United Nations Interim Mission Kosovo (UNMIK) of 1991; United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) of 1992–1993; United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) in Yugoslavia in 1992–1993; United Nations Confidence Restoration Operation in Croatia (UNCRO) in 1993–1994; United Nations Mission of Observers in Tajikistan (UNMOT) of 1994–2000; United Nations Prevention Deployment in Macedonia (UNPREDEP) of 1995–2000; United Nations Transitional Administration for Eastern Slovenia, Baranja, Western Sirmium in Croatia (UNTAES) of 1996–1998; United Nations Observer Mission in Previakia (UNMOP) of 1996–2000; United Nations Police Support group, Dambe Region, Croatia of 1998; United Nations Transition Authority in East Timor (UNTAET) of 2000; and United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) of 2004 (Dauda, Ahmad and Keiling 2017).

Scholars and critics debate the extent to which these peacekeeping efforts have translated into an economic or political gain for Nigeria, questioning whether the costs of peacekeeping missions are justified. Nigeria, one of the largest contributing UN countries, is reimbursed for UN peacekeeping operation expenses, but it engages in many activities outside of UN efforts that do not receive reimbursement. The country has spent more than $10 billion USD on peacekeeping operations for the African Union and the economic community of West African States without receiving any financial compensation.8

More often than not, Nigeria shoulders the responsibility of peace in Africa at its own expense. The country contributed over seventy percent of the military and civilian personnel in the Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) and provided logistical support.9 These activities act as a drain on the economy and bring “social dislocation” to Nigeria; soldiers deployed for long periods away from their families often experience physical and mental health issues when they return home (Sule 2013).

Major Ahmed Musa Sule has claimed that Nigeria’s peacekeeping activities offer benefits beyond financial reimbursement. Allegedly, these operations provide practical avenues for sophisticated training as the Nigerian Army mixes with forces from other countries, assisting the country’s aspirations for African leadership (Sule 2013). However, there are problems with these assertions.

From a nationalist point of view, the financial reimbursement is the equivalent of selling the soldiers’ pledges—to serve their country and defend its sovereignty—for an inconsequential amount of money. Peacekeeping missions have brought no commensurate political or economic benefits. They have done nothing to protect the country’s sovereignty. Many soldiers suffer physical or mental trauma during missions if they are not killed outright. The purported training is also ineffective; Nigeria has been unsuccessfully fighting the Boko Haram insurgency since its emergence in 2009. The increasing violence in Southern Kaduna and the middle-belt, along with several large-scale security challenges across Northern Nigeria, indicate that international military exercises have provided Nigeria’s forces with few practical skills.

It is also questionable whether Nigerian forces spend substantial amounts of time interacting with forces from other nations. The list of active peacekeepers from April 2019 shows the absence of any Euro–North American country (apart from Italy) in the top thirty. Other than China,10 the major contributing countries are from Africa or the Middle East, which are the regions experiencing the greatest number of crises that require peacekeeping efforts. Heavy criticism always follows peacekeeping missions, claiming that soldiers exhibit a lack of discipline and gross unprofessionalism, engaging in sexual exploitation, abuse, rape, and violence against unarmed civilians.

Between 2004 and 2016, the United Nations received about 2,000 allegations of sexual exploitation and abuse committed by peacekeepers, including reports of rape in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, Somalia, and Mozambique (Essa 2017). Complaints about peacekeeper conduct have become a crucial topic of debate before the UN Security Council, which seeks a lasting solution. An organization that lacks discipline and humanity cannot produce effective soldiers. The reality of Nigeria’s armed forces—indifferently resorting to violence against civilians and failing to take responsibility for their actions—does not reflect constructive international training. If anything, Nigeria’s military has been contaminated by exposure to undesirable elements.

Nigeria and the Commonwealth of Nations

Nigeria’s activities in the Commonwealth of Nations can be viewed as Afrocentric, acting as a big brother in Africa. In 1961, Nigeria worked with other nations to orchestrate white-ruled South Africa’s expulsion for its widely condemned apartheid policy (Abegunrin 2009: 5-27). Nigeria’s National War College—which later became National Defense College—took on training top military personnel from African member countries within the Commonwealth between 1985 and 2009. The training was provided for personnel from Gambia, Lesotho, Mozambique, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia (Oculi 2017).

Nigeria has received benefits from interaction with the Commonwealth. Oculi writes:


In the civilian sector, Nigeria has benefited from the Commonwealth Scholarship scheme as well as the Rhodes Scholar programme through which many Nigerians obtained higher qualifications from institutions in Commonwealth countries…. Nigeria’s most positive period of relations with the Commonwealth came with the election of one of her former diplomats, Emeka Anyaoku, as Secretary-General…. When Bangladesh broke away from Pakistan, Anyaoku’s shuttle diplomacy across Commonwealth countries in West Africa (Ghana, Gambia, Sierra Leone and Nigeria) and Tanzania won tentative diplomatic recognition for the new state. (Oculi 2017)



Nigeria and OPEC

Changing oil prices have greatly influenced Nigeria’s foreign policy, but three factors guide Nigeria’s foreign relations with OPEC member states. Mohammed has identified them as Nigeria’s geographical location, crude oil quality, and the political situation in the East (Jega and Farris 2010). Nigeria, located in the Atlantic Basin, is geographically closer to the United States and Europe than other oil-producing countries in the Middle East, such as Saudi Arabia, Iraq, or Kuwait. Nigerian crude oil is sulfur-free, and its primary Bonny Light product is similar to Saudi Arabia’s Arabian Light, giving it an extra edge in the market. The Middle East’s political turbulence also causes volatile price swings. The oil shock of 1973 occurred two years after Nigeria joined OPEC as a member state, and Nigeria’s oil export figures rose from 219 million at the beginning of the decade to 10.6 billion by 1979, making it the first African country to successfully monetize its oil reserves on such a large scale (Jega and Farris 2010).

The Arab–Israeli conflict, which placed a trade embargo on the US and its Western allies, impacted Nigeria economically and politically. During the Obasanjo regime, the US imported oil from Nigeria. Oil revenues increased from N1176.2 million in 1972 to a massive N5365.7 million in 1985 (Jega and Farris 2010). But in the 1960s and 1970s, many Muslim organizations benefitted from financial assistance from Saudi Arabia for religious purposes. Starting in the 1960s, many Nigerian Muslims received scholarships to study in the Middle East.

Diplomatic relations during the Nigerian Civil War revealed a pattern of support from the East; the Israeli government supported Biafra, and Arab countries supported Nigeria’s Federal Government (FGN). Religious affiliation may have been an important reason for these decisions—the FGN was dominated by the Muslim North and Biafra comprised a predominantly Christian East. Nigeria would later repay the assistance by supporting the Arab side of the conflict.

Six years after the first oil shock, market prices were disrupted by the Iranian Revolution of 1978. Demands for Nigerian oil exports rose from 667.4 million in 1978 to 818.7 million in 1980, and prices increased from $13.9 USD in 1978 to $38.9 USD in 1981 (Pinto 1987). Nigeria joined Libya, Algeria, and Gabon in opposing Saudi Arabia’s suggestion to reduce the price of crude oil by $5 over concerns that the West would find alternative energy sources and drastically reduce demand. In 1981, this opposition backfired as oil companies began to cancel contracts with these countries (Jega and Farris 2010). By mid-year, Nigeria’s boom had turned into massive doom, and demand fell by sixty percent to less than 900,000 barrels per day (Jega and Farris 2010). Even after the government bowed to pressure from Saudi Arabia, the situation had suffered irreparable damage. Abubakar Siddique Mohammed explains:


Thus three days after the end of OPEC’s Geneva conference on March 20, 1982, Nigeria’s production fell by 50%, from 1.2 million barrels a day to only 600,000 barrels a day. The companies refused to buy Nigeria’s oil arguing that it was costing them $5.50 a barrel more than North Sea crude…. This placed the Shagari administration and the national economy dependent on oil in a precarious situation…. (Jega and Farris 2010)



Saudi Arabia and Kuwait pressured Western oil companies to uphold existing agreements to buy Nigerian crude oil, but it was too late for its economy. Nigeria’s external debt had already increased from N2, 331.2 million to N8, 819.4 million (Jega and Farris 2010).

Conclusion

A person who plans for the future will engage in productive activities that are likely to achieve future goals. It is in Nigeria’s national interest to plan for the future by focusing on domestic development, which is a sharp contrast to its foreign endeavors. An Afrocentric approach is not the primary sin of Nigeria’s misguided foreign policy, but its extreme under-utilization is problematic.

Before China began its economic imperialism, it developed its own continent. In the United States, the Monroe Doctrine and the concept of Manifest Destiny started by exerting influence on their own continent and expanding outward. Nigeria’s “big brother” foreign policy has reduced the country to a charitable organization, and many of its past rulers have taken a moralistic approach. Not only has this altruism failed to yield benefits, but it also suffers from a reciprocal lack of moral appreciation. Many African countries fail to acknowledge what Nigeria has done for them, ignoring Nigeria’s big brother role and its financial and military capacity for liberating them. One example is South Africa and its xenophobic attacks on Nigerians.

On the other hand, Nigeria has shown that it is a force to reckoned with on the continent on many occasions. The Abacha regime showed that its natural resources and military strength meant that it was not a pushover. A careful combination of foreign relationships and trade agreements that benefit from the country’s natural resources—tailored to fit a Nigeria-centric or “Nigeria first” diplomatic agenda—would go a long way in reshaping its foreign policy. This would serve Nigeria’s national interest and ensure the country’s domestic development. Ultimately, it could regain its position to take on the world, making up for lost opportunities from the twentieth century, when the country first emerged as Africa’s undisputed power.

Notes

1.Nigeria gave recognition, garnered supports, and provided military and financial assistance to Angola, Namibia, Zimbabwe, and Mozambique.

2.Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso—neighboring countries to Nigeria from the Sahara—were not affected.

3.See Central Bank of Nigeria, Annual Reports and Statements of Accounts, Lagos, Nigeria, 1986 to 1993.

4.See https://agoa.info/profiles/nigeria.html, accessed August 30, 2020.

5.See, N2 (NigeriaSat-2), https://directory.eoportal.org/web/eoportal/satellite-missions/n/nigeriasat-2, accessed August 30, 2020.

6.Ibid.

7.See UNIFIL BACKGROUND, https://unifil.unmissions.org/unifil-background, accessed August 25, 2020; and Attahiru Jega, “Nigeria’s Foreign Policy … ”.

8.See Peacekeeping Contributor Profile: Nigeria by Adesoji Adeniyi.

9.See Peacekeeping Contributor Profile: Nigeria by Adesoji Adeniyi.

10.See Monthly Strength Report (MSR), un.org.
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