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“The Power of African Cultures avoids the beaten tracks and subtly explores African use of
culture as a deconstructive tool in the responses to and appropriation of external change
agents. This rich study brings together the resources of contemporary African scholarship
across disciplines. Competing interpretations are held in tension by a powerful mind. It
makes for compelling reading.”

—Ogbu U. Kalu, Henry Winters Luce Professor of World Christianity
University of Nigeria and McCormick College

“This is an eclectic book, a fascinating and illuminating work from one of Africa’s most
active scholars. Toyin Falola’s fertile and restless mind provides readers with an engaging
commentary on African culture from which they will derive much benefit.”

—G. N. Uzoigwe, Chair of History, Mississippi State 
and former President of the Historical Society of Nigeria

“My response is a spontaneous acclaim for this superb writer and his extraordinary pres-
entation of African issues. This is the most creative book to tie Africa’s past into a web of
possibilities for Africa’s future.”

—Abdul-Rasheed Na’Allah, scholar and poet

“With the wisdom of a traditional elder and the erudition of the Western-educated elite,
Toyin Falola translates into various vernaculars—popular and academic—the ‘power of
African cultures.’ That same power is reinvested in these pages in the very terms of Falola's
own African cultures: new communities of readers and renewed kinships of struggle;
imperial conquest and continental resistance; the radical resurgence of national identities
and international identifications; cultural diversity and ethnographic diversification;
economic investment and political investiture; religion, ritual and rascality.”

—Barbara Harlow
Louann and Larry Temple Centennial Professor of English Literature
The University of Texas at Austin 

The Power of African Cultures

This book focuses on the modern cultures of
Africa, from the consequences of the imposition
of Western rule to the current struggles to define
national identities in the context of neo-liberal
economic policies and globalization. The book
argues that it is against the backdrop of foreign
influences that Africa has defined for itself
notions of identity and development. African
cultures have been evolving in response to
change, and in other ways are solidly rooted in
a shared past. The book successfully decon-
structs the last one hundred and fifty years of
cultures that have been disrupted, replaced and
resurrected. The Power of African Cultures chal-
lenges many preconceived notions, such as
male dominance and female submission, the
supposed unity of ethnic groups, and contem-
porary Western stereotypes of Africans.

The book shows the dynamism of African
cultures and how they adapted to foreign impo-
sition. Even as colonial rule forced the adoption
of foreign institutions and cultures, African cul-
tures appropriated these elements. Traditions
were reworked, symbols redefined, and the past
reconsidered in order to accommodate the
modern era.

Dr. Falola illustrates the intersection between
culture and politics in history and in the present.
An ongoing dialogue exists between the uphold-
ing of traditional African culture and the imposi-
tion of a modern culture. All societies deal with
the ambiguity and tensions of maintaining an
old world in the face of new developments, but
Africans have had to come to terms with an
ambiguous identity, as new nation states, institu-
tions, religions, languages and gender roles
established themselves on old traditions and
understandings of the world.
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To two colleagues,
James Sidbury and Denise Spellberg:

“The area covered by your life is not as important
as what you build on it.”



“TODAY IS NOT GOOD, BUT TOMORROW WILL

COME.”

—A TSHI PROVERB

“TOMORROW IS PREGNANT, WHO KNOWS WHAT

IT WILL DELIVER.”

—AN IGBO PROVERB

“YOU KNOW HOW MUCH YOU HAVE PASSED

THROUGH; YOU DO NOT KNOW HOW MUCH YOU

STILL HAVE LEFT.”

—A YORUBA PROVERB
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Gambia. The list of new friends and homes is too long to present here. In



xii Acknowledgments

Austin, my graduate students remain my good friends, and we continue to
learn from one another. A circle of friends and colleagues is helpful in giv-
ing comments on the various essays. Some asked for more, others for less;
some were satisfied with the essays, and others wanted more information
and comments. I thank all of them, as I take both the credit and criticism
for the final product.

Among those who deserve special mention are colleagues and profes-
sors who invited me for public lectures. Universities and academic associa-
tions operate in highly competitive settings where committees debate for
hours on end whom to invite and the topics to impose. Each lecture has
added to the list of friends, strengthened older friendships, and promoted
camaraderie in a truly global manner. At the risk of offending a number of
very good people, I have to single out a few individuals in order to express
my gratitude. Chapter two was made possible by the invitation of Professor
Roger Louis who, as the president of the American Historical Association,
asked me to participate in a plenary session at the 2001 conference in San
Francisco. Professor Joe Miller kindly agreed to present the paper on my
behalf, as I had to travel outside the United States on rather short notice.
The third chapter was made possible by an invitation from Professor Eliot
Fratkin of Smith College in 1999. I was a guest of Dr. Grace Thompson in
South Africa where I spoke about development issues that formed the core
of chapter four. Chief Tokunbo Dosumu-Awolowo, Nigeria’s ambassador
to the Netherlands, invited me to give a keynote address at a conference in
October 2000. I chose the opportunity to speak on the politics of culture.
Again in the Netherlands, at the invitation of the Institute for the Study of
Islam, I engaged the topic in chapter seven. This was modified and ex-
panded when I addressed the Council of Foreign Relations in New York in
December 2001, thanks to the invitation of Professor Gwendolyn Mikell.
At the University of New Hampshire, where I spoke about language in
December 2001, the organizers were members of the history faculty. Dr.
Jonathan Reynolds arranged the lecture for the University of Kentucky in
April 2001, in addition to radio and television interviews where some of
the issues in chapter eleven were discussed. The chapter on ethnicity was
presented in three locations. The first part was in Berlin, Germany. The
extensive one on the Yoruba was at Queens’ University, Kingston, at the
kind invitation of Professor Bruce Berman. Issues relating to historiogra-
phy, gender, and environment, not all fully developed as chapters, have
been presented at various lectures.

I have received generous comments from a number of people, gradu-
ate students and professors alike, as well as two readers chosen by the Uni-



Acknowledgments xiii

versity of Rochester Press. I cannot but single out Tayo Alabi, Ann Cooper,
Erin L. Dominguez, Tyler Fleming, Beverly Garland, Ann Genova, Mat-
thew M. Heaton, Kirsten Walles, and Jackie Zahn. Sarah Freligh, a friend I
have yet to meet, was kind in breathing more life into the manuscript. I am
grateful to Abdul-Rasheed Na’Allah for contributing the poem in Pidgin in
chapter 9. Ashley Rothrock prepared the index with care and attention.
And I am grateful to Dr. Segun Fayemi for his evocative photographs and
for allowing me to use them.

The impressive crowds at the lectures, the engagements, and the in-
tellectual exchanges at the dinners, all inspired me to publish the essays.
“Knowledge is better than riches,” proclaim the Efik of West Africa, and I
am able to offer the little that I know in the following pages. In offering so
little, I have probably ignored the Yoruba warning: “Do not attempt what
you cannot bring to a good end.” Perhaps there is no good ending to many
of the issues raised in this book.

Many suggestions for further reading are made in the endnotes
throughout the book. The mention of a source or sources for these readings
is by no means exclusive; there are many other sources treating these sub-
jects as well.

Toyin Falola
The University of Texas at Austin



1

1
INTRINTRINTRINTRINTRODUCTIONODUCTIONODUCTIONODUCTIONODUCTION

“IF YOU KNOW THE BEGINNING WELL, THE END

WILL NOT TROUBLE YOU.”

—A WOLOF PROVERB

The major aim of this book is to present the relevance of culture to Afri-
cans in the modern era. The definition and meaning of culture are broad:
values, beliefs, texts about the beliefs and ideas, multiple daily practices,
aesthetic forms, systems of communications (e.g., languages), institutions
of society, a variety of experiences that capture Africans’ way of life, a meta-
phor to express political ideas, and the basis of an ideology to bring about
both political and economic changes. Even nature does not escape inclu-
sion in the definition of culture, disregarded, as some analysts do, as being
in opposition to culture. To many Africans, nature is understood in part as a
religious agency—to talk about nature is to talk about culture. The complexity
of past traditions is inscribed into the notion of contemporary modernity.

The cathects of meaning and relevance associated with culture are
multidimensional and eclectic, such that to many Africans, culture is really
the single word that explains and justifies most things, from the organiza-
tion of private domains to complicated political institutions. It is treated as
a package of social heritage, with all the knowledge and skills vital to sur-
vival and reproduction. This book reflects this eclecticism. It reflects changes
as well: culture evolves, adapting itself to new circumstances and environ-
ments. New ideas come from the outside, to replace older ideas or to be
blended with existing ones. Culture and society can be fluid, reflecting an
ongoing adaptation. Society and its culture can regress or progress.
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Culture is a dynamic process, and Africans have had to deal with the
multiple changes and their outcomes. The book reflects the tension be-
tween old and new cultures. Islam, Christianity, colonization, Westerniza-
tion, industrialization, and modernization are common themes in the analy-
sis of contemporary African cultures. Rapid changes have followed the
introduction of Islam, Christianity and others mentioned in the preceding
list. Ideas and beliefs have been reshaped, and material culture has seen
significant changes in the use of imported items. Western-oriented schools
have become the source to socialize youth, and new occupations create new
gender roles. If traditional cultures privilege the wisdom of elders, modern
cultures favor the skills of a Western-educated elite. While traditional econo-
mies favored large families, modern economies can only support smaller
ones. New ways of thinking and new lifestyles have followed the encounter
with the West. Discussions and debates have been equally intense about
how to respond to the changes, what to accept, and what to reject.1

Culture is an agency of power. If poor technology and devastated
economies have painted a negative picture of Africa’s powerlessness, one
sees something contrary in the cultures where people have shown the ca-
pacity to be creative, to be active in seeking alternative solutions to various
problems, and to adapt to imported ideas and objects. More importantly,

Figure 1. The future begins here. Aiyetoro, Nigeria.
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Introduction 3

culture has been the main source to construct identity and to reinvent the
nation and ethnicities in the face of colonial imposition and the subsequent
changes that followed. Similarly, culture opens the window to understand so-
cial classes and elite behavior, to socialize its members, and to reproduce estab-
lished practices and values. States and individuals pursue goals on a permanent
basis. Such goals are shaped by values derived from various sources.

The African elite, irrespective of their location and sources of ideas,
regard culture as the number one tool in creating a difference between
Africans and non-Africans, consolidating national and ethnic identities,
addressing most of the issues associated with the European encounter, evalu-
ating the impact of foreign religions and cultures, and seeking enduring
answers to contemporary problems of economy and politics.2 From the
discussion on slavery to the introduction of new implements to the peas-
ants, Africans emphasize the role of culture in African history and its quest
for development. One may argue, without any fear of contradiction, that
without understanding the African discourse and uses of culture, it will be
difficult to understand many other issues and aspects of African affairs.

Cultures, rather than “culture” in a sense that may convey a mislead-
ing notion of homogenous practices and values, is more appropriate in
characterizing the diversity that is represented by Africa. With over eight
hundred recognizable cultures and languages, we are confronted with vari-
ous values, dialects, philosophies, and worldviews. Modern Africa is di-
vided into many countries, each at varying levels of political and economic
development. Some countries are big (e.g., Nigeria and Egypt); some are
poor; the ideologies of economic and political management have not been
the same; they use a variety of European languages; and the ties that each
country maintains with the outside world is partly influenced by the Euro-
pean power that colonized it in the twentieth century. In addition, the
political system varies from the stable to the unstable, from the democratic
to the dictatorial. Different areas are subject to varying degrees of Western
or Islamic influences, while some groups are still closer to their traditional
practices. If Africa is poor, it has its tiny element of rich people with “high
culture,” such as men with access to power, military generals, and success-
ful entrepreneurs. Geographical diversity also leads to cultural variations.
There is the big divide between the Maghreb states (Tunisia, Algeria, Libya,
Morocco, and Egypt) with their Arab and Islamic cultures and the rest of
Africa, known as sub-Saharan. To the Maghreb states, the Middle East is
more important than Africa.

Yet, as Africa moves to the present era, certain unifying patterns and
common trends are discernible.3 To start with, as the African elite began to
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define traditions during the nineteenth century, they began a process of
identifying the common elements in African ideas, values, norms, and be-
liefs. Thus, people divided by languages, such as the Luo and the Maasai of
East Africa, can have their languages traced to the same language family
(the Nilotic, as identified by the linguist Greenberg); they share practices
such as pastoralism as the principal occupation, initiation ceremonies for
young people, and the formation of age-grades. As chapter three indicates,
the attempt to use past histories and traditions to forge a national and
continental unity has also led to an emphasis on the common aspects of
culture, in spite of diverse ecosystems and multiple languages. Time and
again, many African elite have pointed to a psychology of oneness that only
Africans can feel, similar to the personal experience of elders who are bonded
to their grandchildren. Africans who have met outside of the continent
experience a bonding on first contact that Ndabaningi Sithole of Zimba-
bwe described in 1955 as “consciousness of a kind.”4 In a land filled with
whites, the few blacks turn Africa into a common identity and a racial
marker. The “consciousness” has become more than an identifier of black-
ness, but also an ideology of politics which partly influenced the creation
of the global Pan-Africanist movement. In other practical terms, many Af-
rican scholars have provided a catalogue of what is common (and unique)
about African culture from skin color, the way they greet, a respect for
elders, communal ownership of land, food cultures as essential to their
religions (e.g., the belief that hills, rivers, and other major features of the
environment have spirit-forces). As we move to the contemporary period,
Africans experience events and problems that are similar.

Colonialism and Culture

Colonial rule is regarded as yet another shared experience, as almost the
entire continent was subdued by European powers. The colonial experi-
ence transformed African cultures to an extent that some became strangers
to the traditions of old, suffering alienation in the process.5 To many oth-
ers, it called for profound adjustments to new realities as they benefit or
suffer from the consequences of the imposition and spread of alien ideas.
What made the colonial experience unique was the very difference between
the European conquerors and their culture and their African subjects and
their culture. The Europeans were able to give more of their culture to
Africans, using a variety of means and institutions. Indeed, adaptation and
adoption of foreign cultures went on as if Africans had a limited number of
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options. European technology, science, and medicine were at an advanced
stage, but as they introduced these and others, it was not with a motive
beneficial to Africans. The missionaries added to the creation of new cul-
ture with their active work in evangelization. Western education came with
evangelization, but along with that was the division of society along ideological
lines (“civilized Christians” in opposition to “primitive traditionalists”), reli-
gious lines (one Christian sect against another; Christians against Muslims),
and power (elite against non-elite; church leaders against the congregation).

The linkages between colonialism and culture are not always obvi-
ous, but they are not hard to delineate.6 If Europeans regarded the colo-
nized Africans as the “primitive Other,” the colonial experience enabled
Africans to construct themselves as a terrorized race, raped and exploited
by the patriarchal, powerful “White Other.” The colonial encounter en-
abled Europe to define itself in ways different from Africa, to fall on lan-
guage, food, race, and habits to construct ideas of superiority to the colo-
nized.7 The so-called high culture connotes authority, refinement, and
civilization, in opposition to so-called primitive cultures of Africa. Colo-
nialism served to create and reinforce this dichotomy between high and
primitive cultures, between elitist and popular cultures.

The nature of colonial power and administration affected African
cultures. The German influence was small, as it did not retain its colo-
nies—Tanganyika, Namibia, Kamerun (later known as Cameroon), and
Togo—for any significant length of time. So too was the Italian influence,
being limited only to Libya. The Portuguese had a greater impact in the
colonies of Cape Verde, Guinea Bissau, Angola, and Mozambique. Race
relations were damaged by the transfer of land from Africans to Portuguese
settlers. The Portuguese also granted about one percent of their African
subjects the status of assimilados, so-called privileged Africans, who spoke
and wrote Portuguese and who had accepted Portuguese laws and renounced
indigenous customs. In the vast Congo, the Belgians did not encourage the
spread of Western education. They limited the training of Africans in higher
education to a handful and ruthlessly exploited and dehumanized Africans.
The French were more idealistic, with an agenda to turn a number of Afri-
cans into French citizens. The assimilated Africans were required to be well
educated, able to read and write in French, and become Christianized. It
was not until after the Second World War that citizenship was extended to
all their subjects, while the aim of assimilation was minimally pursued.
Pursuing a policy of Indirect Rule, the British assumed that their culture
and those of their subjects were different and hard to reconcile. Indirect
Rule did not mean an indifference to culture. British officers learned local
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languages, left many Muslims to practice their religion, and allowed the Angli-
can Church the freedom to spread the gospel. Irrespective of the administra-
tive system, cultural changes followed, with Africans accepting many aspects of
Western civilization and questioning a number of others. As many changes
were forced upon Africans, coping with those changes was never easy. Indeed,
a large number were traumatized by such experiences as relocation to cities,
forced labor, and engagement with new religions and education systems.

The success of the European conquest was largely dependent on tech-
nological superiority, one that exposed the underdeveloped science and tech-
nology in Africa. Almost immediately, the issues surrounding technologi-
cal superiority became part of Africa’s agenda of modernization and
negotiations with its future and modernity. From the ordinary mirror to
the complex truck, products of technology are, at the same time, objects of
culture. They are not just statements about consumption, but also the real-
ity of power. Guns and control cannot be divorced from the larger project
of colonial and political domination. The conquest of Africa brought pres-
tige to European countries. Wealth came with it, as European companies
and businesses profited from the economic exploitation of Africans. Thus,
as the European powers used their wealth and power to subordinate Africa,
modernization and resistance to it became a cultural project.

Changes during the first half of the twentieth century were similar in
many areas, enabling Africans divided by space and ethnicity to begin to
formulate the concept of a united continent and to develop the culture of
resistance and liberation. In the terror and disarray attributed to colonial-
ism, Africans also found powerful ideas of redemption. Thus, colonial cul-
ture was ambivalent: it connoted suffering and salvation at the same time.
There was a sense of suffering in the political order that gave power to
European strangers, in new economies that transferred wealth abroad, and
in new social changes that disrupted established kinship systems. But there
was also salvation in the creation of a new Western-educated elite that be-
gan to be active and rigorous in the formulation of ideologies for develop-
ment and the vigorous search for modernity. The political elite now preside
over the countries created by the colonial governments, and the majority of
the territorial boundaries have been retained.

Anti-Colonial Experience

The struggle for independence, as well as the nationalism that it generated,
is treated as a shared experience. Colonial subjugation and the European
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encounter before it8 never rendered Africans completely unable to create
alternative cultures as well as formenting combative cultures of nationalism
and resistance. Major milestones in the struggles for independence were
often seen and celebrated as a collective achievement for the continent, as
in the case of Ghana’s independence in 1957 and the coming to power in 1994
of Nelson Mandela of South Africa. Problems and tragedies both served the
purpose of energizing Africans, as in the case of the Italian occupation of Ethiopia
in the 1930s. Where independence involved armed struggles, Africans fol-
lowed the events and sought the means to make contributions.

Even a rather brief history of anti-colonial struggles will show how
patterns and features of such conflicts were indeed similar, thus providing a
historical tool to deploy to build an idea of an African unity. Colonial
changes and reforms instigated anti-colonial protests from the very begin-
ning of European rule. If Africans realized that conquest was hard to stop,
they never gave up the struggle for better wages, access to education, jobs,
and facilities. Where lands were expropriated by European settlers, the people
demanded a return to their land. The educated elite were assertive in seek-
ing reforms, and they adapted European-style politics by establishing po-
litical associations to create effective pressure groups. The continued grip
of the colonial authorities, the Great Depression, and the Second World
War affected many colonies and ultimately radicalized their politics. In the
1940s, Africans were no longer seeking reforms but an end to European
rule. There was a new set of aggressive leaders, a larger number of the Afri-
can population had become politically active, and many new political par-
ties were established. The European powers had to grant a series of conces-
sions, if only to minimize large-scale protests and violence. Intense
post–World War II nationalism was widespread and ultimately brought
independence to many countries between 1957 and 1969. The inherited
European political systems collapsed in most of these countries, and the
failure of contemporary politics provides yet another context in which to
understand the continent. The search for alternatives to Western ideas has
put African culture at the center of many discussions.

Many analysts who have studied the collapse of the European em-
pires in Africa have cited the ability of Africans to use culture as a tool of
resistance as one of the reasons for Africa’s success. The elite of the colonial
era, and even the few educated ones before them, realized the impact of
Western contacts on their peoples and traditions. An initial acceptance of
many of the changes gave way to doubts and criticisms of what they were
accepting and how their indigenous institutions were being damaged. As
early as the nineteenth century, serious thinkers began to talk about the
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need to restore traditions and use them to empower Africans.9 To bear
African names, eat indigenous food, and wear local attire were seen as pow-
erful anti-colonial statements. Since then, the need to reclaim a lost iden-
tity has been a recurrent theme in African affairs. In constructing a new
future for Africans, one of the constant appeals by the African elite is for
them to turn to their culture. As W. E. Abraham argues in his well-read
book written in the glorious years when many African countries obtained
their independence, Africans should turn to their heritage and should avoid
“fruitless comparisons with other continents.”10 Few people disagree that
culture is important in seeking answers to Africa’s economic underdevelop-
ment.

Culture and Development

The colonial past and the global present are permanently inscribed in Africa’s
contemporary events, forcing many people to raise and question ideas about
Africa’s place in a changing world order. Again, issues of culture tend to
dominate the discussion, as Africans seek ways to avoid permanent domi-
nation or to use the weapons of culture to resist and protect themselves.
Not only do many Africans stress the unifying aspect of culture, they also
emphasize both the tangible and intangible aspects of culture, develop-
ment and identity. Those tangibles such as languages, stories, religious sac-
rifices, and initiation ceremonies provide the means to understand the in-
tangibles such as values and ideas. The simplicity of material objects, like
the hoes and machetes used in farm work, lead not only to discussions on
technology but to the contribution of Africans to civilization. Are ideas
and values superior to material cultures and technologies, if indeed both
can be separated? Many Africans have loudly said “yes,” simply to make the
point that economic and technological backwardness does not mean a lack
of civilization or cultural inferiority. Aimé Césaire, the guru of the Négritude
movement, opened one of his most cited poems with lines to celebrate the
simplicity of material culture, cheering for those who never invented or
discovered anything.

As if to underscore Césaire’s view, many analysts have shown how the
nonmaterial aspects have shaped many things that Africans do. How people
relate to one another, define morality, perceive social hierarchies, accumu-
late and spend wealth, and divide and reward roles are influenced by cul-
ture. As their ideas change, as a result of European imperialism, the spread
of Islam and Christianity, urbanization, and other forces, so too do they



Introduction 9

modify or adapt their practices to meet the needs and expectations of new
realities.

Postcolonial history has not always vindicated Africans, now in power,
who, under colonial rule, expressed the desire to be free of colonial misrule
and oppression. As an extension of the colonial period, the postcolonial era
has shared many of the legacies and political cultures of the first half of the
twentieth century. African leaders have yet to overcome the conceit and
problems associated with colonialism; instead, they have added new prob-
lems. Some of the major problems that the African elite have contributed
to the underdevelopment of the continent are discussed in the chapters on
politics, political economy, and ethnicity. Thus, one can talk of the culture
of politics as well as the politics of culture.

To elaborate on the interaction between culture and politics, it can be
said that Africans are not different from other groups and races when it
comes to making demands on their governments and political leaders. As
in other parts of the world, people are organized on the basis of interest,
race, gender, ethnicity, and class. This is where culture comes into the pic-
ture. A common organizing framework in Africa is around religion and
group. An ethnic group is, at the same time, a cultural group making de-
mands on its representatives, political leaders, and government to seek the
means to improve the lives of its members. Conflicts and competitions are
endemic, as various cultural groups clash over their demands and interests.

An ethnic group doubles as a source of identity affirmation (a cul-
tural unit) and an agency of power (politics). What sustains the group is
history and tradition. Established cultural habits in food, attire, literature,
and music are put to good use to socialize members into the group, encour-
age marriages among group members, and generate a feeling of respect.
Each generation produces a leader that champions the cause of the ethnic
group and reinvents older traditions to keep the members of the group
together. But there is always a political motive: ethnic leaders unite group
members in order to derive economic and political benefits, engage in co-
operative or dangerous relations with rival groups, and fight for power and
resources. Identity is connected to politics in clearly defined ways. Recent
colonial experience encourages the need to further politicize identity, and
to invent new ways of dealing with European powers as well as fellow Afri-
can groups.11

In exploiting ethnicity for politics, the modern educated elite play a
crucial role. Again, the elite are astute in manipulating culture to the maxi-
mum advantage. They occupy the front ranks in the defense of ethnic in-
terests. Ethnic cultures and history are projected by the elite as part of a
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broader political mission to assert their own personal and collective self-
interest. Since the claim to leadership also involves an agenda of modern-
ization, the elite cleverly use access to Western culture as a source of power
and prestige. Being able to use European languages, have jobs, and behave
as civilized in Western ways are all part of the ability to use cultural capital
and good incomes for political ends. The elite represent a distinct group
within the ethnic, merging social and cultural ideas with the political to
empower themselves and the entire group. Western education is a marker
of success, while ethnicity is the boundary of operation to exclude others
from power and resources of the nation.12 Elite behavior may not necessar-
ily conform to the logic of established political theories—constitutions and
laws can be broken to justify the pursuit of ethnic interests; corruption can
be accepted or defended to prevent an ethnic member from being embar-
rassed by outsiders; and rules of politics and elections can be broken just to
get one’s ethnic member into power. As with friendship, elitism and ethnicity
open the door to abuse and incest.

The political strategies and tools created by an elite are not always
perfect, even when they are workable. The African elite have yet to create
the culture to sustain the viability of an ethnic group in modern politics. As
elite members compete, they make ethnicity itself fluid and competitive,
beneficial, and dangerous. Among those who easily threaten the age-old
obligations of kinship and ethnicity are elite members who travel abroad,
relocate within their countries, marry nonethnic members, and weaken the
solidarity of the ethnic group. Western education is not enough to unite
the elite, who can be divided by religious affiliations, generation, and age,
as well as class privileges. Interethnic relations involve complex negotia-
tions between the various representatives of each group. Differences do
emerge on strategies and goals, making it very difficult for the elite to agree,
leading to various splits and alliances among members of the same ethnic
group. Thus, there is a culture of disagreement and violence even in ethnic
politics.

Africa and the Wider World

Africa was able both to export and import cultures. The migration brought
about by the trans-Atlantic slave trade created the consciousness of a diaspora,
one of cultural alienation, cultural retention, and cultural synthesis. The
African diaspora has survived, and some of the links between the blacks in
the diaspora and Africa continue till today. In the United States academy,
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Africa is viewed as an “area study” or part of “Black Studies,” broadly de-
fined. Some scholars do not see the link between Africa and African Ameri-
can studies. Irrespective of how the academy is structured, Africa is part of
the consciousness of the diaspora. Without the trans-Atlantic slave trade,
the number of blacks outside of Africa would be much smaller. As blacks,
Africans cannot avoid the association with racism, while marginalization
and poverty continue to bring to the forefront issues of human rights and
equity in the global system.

The slave trade was not the only factor in Africa’s linkage to the world
economy. Other forms of trade—the spread of Christianity and Islam,
Western education, and colonialism—all contributed to connecting Africa
with the global world. External contacts were strong, bringing goods, ideas,
and cultural influences from various places. The consequences have not
always been positive. As in the case of the colonial encounter, external con-
tact brought economic exploitation, racism, the cultural bastardization of
Africans, and political subjugation. But there have been changes that can
be positively adapted to modern societies, such as the spread of the univer-
sal religions of Islam and Christianity, Western education, and modern
science.

On the whole, Africa has been less than successful in exporting its
cultures. Rather, it has received more from the outside in a way that has led
to a constant review and modification of its indigenous cultures. The
continent’s labor and goods have been massively exploited, but with lim-
ited gains to its people. Its share of world resources is small; and many of its
countries are poor. As chapter four shows, its dominant economic feature is
underdevelopment. If there are domestic reasons that sustain this un-
derdevelopment, they are matched by the contributions of the external
world. Capitalism is the ideology of the world system. As far as the
Western powers are concerned, the relevance of Africa lies in what it
can supply—its minerals, crops, and cheap labor—and what the West-
ern countries can buy to benefit their own industries and merchants.
During the Cold War, ideological considerations favored the spread of
capitalism in order to prevent Africa from adopting socialism or befriend-
ing the Soviets. The bargaining power of Africa in the international eco-
nomic system is weak, and its reliance on foreign technology means that it
also has to accept a variety of foreign cultures. In addition, its policies,
whether in economics or politics, are influenced by external circumstances.
Colonialism, the Cold War, and the current emphasis on globalization have
served as major constraints to limit the number of options available to
African leaders.
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Africa has also been less than successful in translating foreign policy
goals to economic development and political stability. More than forty years
after the independence of many of African countries, they still cannot find
any footing in the international system. Africa’s anti-colonialism and anti-
apartheid policies paid off in the eventual liberation of southern African
countries and Portuguese-speaking countries, where independence was de-
layed much longer. Africa’s neutrality in the Cold War was ineffective. The
gains from participation in many world bodies have always been small.
With respect to trade, the benefits of foreign investments are usually exag-
gerated—the profits hardly leave the shores of the foreign investors, leaving
Africans to deal with the crumbs.

Irrespective of the outcome, Africa cannot disengage itself from in-
ternational politics, but it must continue to seek the means to benefit from
it. Today, ideological options are limited, and anti-Western rhetoric has been
toned down, but the desire for autonomy and economic and political power
remains strong. In shaping its foreign policy, culture and economic concerns
have to be paramount in order to decide what to import and export, and to
participate in international issues significant to their interests.

Organization and Relevance

This book brings out the salient elements in African culture and its link to
the economy, politics, power, and elitism. The various chapters consider
issues of cultural survival and relevance to Africa and the African diaspora,
some cultural forms, and their enduring meanings. The division of the
world into “traditional” and “modern”—Africa and West—is, at the same
time, a cultural project.13 When Africa is treated as “inferior,” a process of
mental and technological domination is involved. When Africans reject
their categorization of inferiority, a cultural project of self-affirmation is
implied. Chapter two discusses how Africans perceive their engagement
with the West. Anti-colonialism and anti-Western hegemony, in part, have
been expressed in cultural and intellectual terms. The end of the colonial
era has not necessarily changed many of the perspectives analyzed in chap-
ter two. To those who blame the West for the underdevelopment of Africa,
colonialism and neocolonialism are still treated with condemnation.

In the chapter on development and politics, the colonial encounter
looms large. Chapter two also examines how the African elite in different
eras have examined the impact of this encounter. The colonial experience
transformed African cultures in various ways. For one thing, the continent
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became peripheral, subordinated to metropolitan powers and ideas. A new
elite began to accept or reject assimilation to metropolitan cultures. Chris-
tianity spread, the landscape was altered in many ways, and many old tradi-
tions were changed. A set of colonial texts and ideas began to emerge to
justify colonial conquest and erase the memory of resistance to domina-
tion. The African elite were forced to respond to colonial conquest and its
antinomies, as analyzed in chapter two.

The primary concern of African people, as well as the governments, is
to overcome underdevelopment. Economic issues are linked to culture and
the necessity to overcome Western domination. Culture and environment
remain very much connected, as various African groups cope by creating
occupations where they live and by using material objects suitable to their
areas. Chapter three underscores the role of culture in development. In
chapter four, the scope is broadened to a number of economic concerns
that Africa must deal with, even when they are not necessarily posed as
cultural issues. Underdevelopment cannot be understood strictly in eco-
nomic terms but in political and cultural ways as well. Capitalism, class,
and culture are interwoven. The ways people make and spend money are in
part dependent on values. Imported items have greatly affected how Afri-
cans understand development and seek progress. Items associated with
modernity are not just the privileges of the rich or the elite; a revolution of
rising expectation has produced a culture of demand as well as resistance to
bad governments and leaders that do not offer economic benefits.

Politics is central to all other issues. After suffering all forms of ex-
ploitation from European control, independent African nations emerged
in the second half of the twentieth century. The optimistic expectation in
the 1950s was that Africa was the frontier of development. The reality
today is different. Power, economy, and corruption are linked to a political
culture that regards politics as a lucrative business. There are the practical
problems of manpower, particularly those with the experience to manage
modern nations. There is poverty and the scarcity of resources to transform
the people rapidly. Worse, the nations are still rather fragile, and the com-
peting leaders have been unable to meet the challenges posed by loyalty to
ethnic groups and religion. Chapter five examines the culture of political
instability. Here, two trends are discernible. On the negative side is the
clear evidence of misrule and mismanagement, constructed around cor-
rupt practices and personality. Attaining legitimacy has been difficult in
view of the persistent failure of regular elections and the culture of clinging
to power at all costs. On the positive side is the evidence of a culture of
resistance and a civil society that sustains the demand for progressive poli-
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tics and policies. African people have been resilient in coping with bad
leaders, but at the same time are relentless in seeking change. Violence is
not uncommon as a form of resistance, not to mention countless cases of
noncooperation with the state and acts of sabotage. The main beneficiaries
have been military officers who use access to guns to take power, retain it,
and grossly abuse it. Democracy is a culture that evolves over time. An anti-
military and antiauthoritarian culture has to emerge, with an empowered
and enlightened electorate. Contestants have to believe that laws governing
the transfer of power deserve respect. Ethnic leaders have to subscribe to a
notion of legitimacy that will accept those in power, even if they come
from other ethnic groups.

The issue of ethnicity in politics, treated in chapter five, is elaborated
in chapter six with Nigeria as a case study. Members of an ethnic group use
origin stories, myths, history, and religion to create a powerful identity
that unites them in a way that enables them to see one another as a united
people. As in the example of the Yoruba in chapter six, an ethnic group as
large as twenty million claims a common origin from one ancestor:
Oduduwa. Identities, based on culture and history, affect politics. Indeed,
the invention and reformulation of ethnic identities represents the careful
use of culture to engage in politics. The pattern is clear: modern Africa is
created upon a layer of old indigenous cultures and nationalities. The Eu-
ropean powers manipulated the ethnic and cultural diversity to advantage,
using them to promote a policy of divide and rule. As Africans inherited
power, they were faced with the task of uniting their people, but they have
not been successful to date. Loyalty to an ethnic group is often stronger
than loyalty to the country itself. Where warlords emerged, as in Liberia,
Rwanda, and Somalia, the ethnic or clan leader is more important to his
people than the “national” leader. But there is a profound contradiction in
this culture of loyalty and nationalism. The “national” leader is held ac-
countable for all the ills of society, and he is expected to provide what the
people want—jobs, education, health services, and other “good things of
life.” The clan or ethnic leader may be held to a lower standard of expecta-
tion—he is a “good man” but for the “national leader” who frustrates his
ambitions! If the requirements of ethnic loyalties are clearly spelled out
and adhered to, that of the national is not—thus, there is no commitment
to the national institutions, and symbols of the nation such as the flag and
the anthem have little or no meaning. Contending with ethnic problems
is compounded by the politics of managing scarce resources. Who gets
what may depend on where people come from. One group tries to domi-
nate the others to obtain major economic and political advantages.
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Religions of all varieties and traditions remain one of the most sig-
nificant components of African cultures. Whether defined by their con-
tents, symbols, culture encounters, sources of power, or authority, religions
affect most aspects of African life and society. As chapter seven on Islam
shows, religions play a major role in politics. So strong is the impact of
religions in shaping perceptions and values that they ultimately engender
conflicts, since everybody cannot think alike or respond to issues in the
same way. As chapter eight shows, modern Africa has had to encounter
global religions, a process that has initiated far-reaching changes. Africans
are used to religious encounters and change. After the introduction of Is-
lam and Christianity, Africans began a process of adaptation. Islam has
witnessed reforms and revolutions; Christianity has witnessed schism. Ex-
amples of millennialism are not uncommon, as religious communities look
forward to a greater future led by messiahs. Many religious leaders have
created syncretic movements, taking ideas from the past and present to
create something new. Older religions have struggled to revitalize them-
selves, and traditional religions have been sustained in the modern world
by neotraditionalists who insist that the indigenous traditions of the past
remain the best and most useful for moving Africa forward. Many of the
changes involved clashes of cultures, African and Western, and the ability
to creatively blend imported cultures with local ones. Christianity and
Western education are powerful forces that have transformed African cul-
tures. To the assimilated elite, African indigenous religions and many as-
pects of culture are inferior to Western-derived ones. Success has been de-
fined in Western terms, along the lines of career and social mobility by the
avoidance of a so-called primitive African milieu, and the condemnation of
villages and rural cultures. Nevertheless, the impact of indigenous religions
can still be seen in contemporary worldviews on most issues and controver-
sies. At the time of Africa’s independence, indigenous religions were strong
in many areas. And although considerable decline has set in, many aspects
continue to survive while some religious leaders do in fact experiment with
creative blending of multiple religious traditions.

Language is central to the organization of society, intergroup rela-
tions, and a host of cultural practices. Chapter nine dwells on the role of
English in the modern society. Most Africans continue to use their indig-
enous languages which make it possible to continue with established cul-
tural practices. The elite profit from the use of European languages. A
creolization process is at work, as indigenous and European languages are
combined, as in the example of “pidgin” discussed in the chapter. There
can be no doubt as to the relevance of the European languages. From the
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point of view of the elite, they are the ideal media for the members to
interact and to reach out to a wider world. Indeed, many have won interna-
tional praise and attention in various disciplines and creative literature and
art. Africans divided by countries, ethnicities, and indigenous languages
are united by their ability to speak English, French, or Portuguese. The
attempts to construct modern nation-states are linked to the use of Euro-
pean languages: a variety of economic and political policies depends on the
ability to read and use sources derived from Europe. In spite of the growing
importance of European languages, African governments and the elite have
not given up the search for alternative indigenous languages. In North Af-
rica, the use of Arabic is successful, as is the extensive use of Swahili in east
Africa. In other countries, political instability has made it harder to choose
one of the indigenous languages as the official one.

Many institutions of society reveal gender inequalities, including the
exploitation of women and their marginalization in many political and
economic sectors. Chapter ten reviews the historical and contemporary
realities of African women. The number of elite women has been expand-
ing, although they still function within a prevailing notion of male domi-
nance. The chapters on ethnicity, gender, and language manifest the rela-
tionship between culture and social organizations. One can see how culture
influences intergroup relations, social status, and hierarchies. Cultural ex-
perience also shapes individual personalities in a way that influences their
attitudes toward birth, marriage, and death. As aspects of culture change,
instability can be introduced and new regulations can emerge to mediate
social relations.

In the final chapter, the relevance of Africa in a “black world” is shown
in how African cultures have traveled to other parts of the world, and how
blacks in the Americas and Europe regard Africa as their homeland. The
connections give race and culture the power to shape people’s minds and gen-
erate responses that take various forms. Slavery, racism, and poverty have linked
Africa with the rest of the black population in other continents.

As all the chapters show, culture is powerful, and its impact can be
seen in all spheres and sectors of society, from Africa’s past to its present. A
number of analysts believe that development will come only when Africans
create a distance from their older traditions. Not a few scholars and policy
experts have called upon Africans to throw their traditions into museums
and see issues not as Africans, but as individuals, a suggestion that is based
in part in a belief in Western market ideologies.14 Those who are disap-
pointed with the slow pace toward modernization see a good explanation
in African culture as the obstacle.15 Africans are presented as hedonists who,
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like their primitive ancestors, believe in witches and magic, and lack the
tools and skills of the modern world to construct a meaningful future.
Rather than throw away past traditions and other aspects of culture, it is
more fruitful to seek the means to adapt them to contemporary demands
and circumstances. Indeed, what takes place on a daily basis is a creative
adaptation to local and global changes, the invention of new ideas and
values to meet new challenges, and the acquisition of Islamic and Western
education for self-empowerment. The age-old concerns for kinship and
community have to be balanced with modern day individualism and mate-
rialism. Values will continue to influence the goals pursued by those in
power as well as the actions engaged in by individuals.

Far from being static, cultures will change, as people respond to new
developments. Where changes are disruptive, the people may respond in
creative ways that reshape the nature of their society. Western education
and contacts with other parts of the world will inevitably produce new
knowledge and ideas that will reshape the society. The elite will continue to
redefine the culture of leisure in ways that may even accelerate the pace of
globalization and increasing Westernization on the continent. Many more
will smoke, drink, and engage in reckless sexual practices and other habits
that may shock members of the older generation.

More and more rural dwellers will become urbanites, subscribing to
city cultures. The abandonment of rural values or older traditions may not
necessarily be positive, unless there is a consensus on values to replace them.
Without a consensus, a sense of alienation might accompany changes or
adjustments to new realities. Building a consensus may be hard to accom-
plish. A revolution of rising expectation may mean that more and more
people will seek participation in new cultural practices, in spite of their
consequences. The power of elders and male householders will weaken with
time, freeing women and teenagers to exercise greater freedom. In addi-
tion, Africans will continue to migrate abroad, contributing to the culture
of diaspora. The migrants may not necessarily be connected to the African
cultures they left behind, but to newer ones. The attitude of migrants to
culture will certainly vary, from those who are nostalgic about what they
leave behind to those who want to create a permanent separation. A second
generation of African migrants may even feel as if the retention of African
cultures is unnecessary, as they fully participate in the affairs and cultures of
their hosts. When they confront identity issues, they will have to deal with
the problems of cultural options. That Africans want to become more secu-
lar and seek access to greater science and technology will not necessarily
mean that we are free to minimize the role of cultures in understanding
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Africa. To ignore cultures and the traditional sources on which they de-
pend is to misunderstand the Africans in the modern world and to set
them on a course whose consequences are unpredictable.
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“IT IS THE EYE THAT HAS SEEN THE SMOKE THAT

WILL PERCEIVE THE FIRE.”

—A HAUSA PROVERB

Modern Africa, indeed, the entire complex of modern African cultures,
cannot be understood without considering the impact of the West, and
what is retained, borrowed or adapted. In studying their people and conti-
nent, African scholars have had little or no choice other than to make sense
of the Western encounter. Indeed, without deciphering the engagement
with the West, scholarship becomes almost shallow or merely defensive.
The intellectual encounter has been a cultural project that uses knowledge
for liberation and power. The era that has made the most considerable
impact has been the first half of the twentieth century, when European
powers established colonial rule in Africa. This transitory phase moved Af-
rica to a modern age and laid the foundation for the modern-day “global-
ization” of Africa. Africa can no longer escape the Western impact, and it
has become almost impossible to return to a pre-contact period with all the
charms and magic that many now associate with such an age of innocence.

The main interest of African scholars in the Western encounter with
Africa has concentrated on two closely related themes: resistance and na-
tionalism. Various studies have examined the military and diplomatic re-
sponses to the European “scramble” for and subsequent conquest of Africa
in the late nineteenth century, as well as the anti-colonial movements that
ultimately led to independence during the twentieth century. Due to this,
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African heroes, diplomats, politicians, and warriors have received consider-
able attention, not as powerless colonial subjects, but as creative and inno-
vative agents of their own history. This approach is of great usefulness, if
only to critique the motives and methods of the European expansion, in its
refusal to allow Africans to remain on the margins of a history that the
colonial writers created for them. The so-called glory of European imperi-
alism belongs to European history, just a national history writ large. Stud-
ies of African resistance and nationalism have empowered Africans and
turned them into the agents of their own history.

In keeping with the established objective of providing the African
perspective on European expansion, this chapter will examine the responses
of the Westernized African elite to the creation of the European empires in
their continent.1 Colonial rule was not just about the physical reality of
power and domination, but it also compelled the elite to quickly generate
ideas to interpret what they saw and experienced. What did Africans with
the knowledge of this expansion think when the process was unfolding?
When it became clearer to them that the expansion would be successful,
how did they seek accommodation with imperialism? As colonial subjects,
what did they think of their overlords, and what alternative visions did
they construct? As inheritors of power in the second half of the twentieth
century, how did they analyze power and the new nation-states that they
wanted to establish? The context itself evolved: Africa witnessed several
phases in the encounter with Europe, from one dominated by trade to
colonial conquest, to colonial disengagement, and subsequently to neoco-
lonialism. Different generations of the elite were influenced by the chang-
ing context. If the pioneer elite of the nineteenth century were mostly asso-
ciated with the church and commerce, those in the closing years of the
colonial era included influential politicians and university scholars.

This specific focus on the elite during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries enables us to move away from the activities of political leaders,
which have dominated the literature, to another equally important sphere:
the views of Africa’s emerging intellectuals. With the intellectuals, we en-
counter the early definitions and conceptions of Africa and Europe, and
the issues that have dominated Euro-African relations since the scramble:
the nature of power, progress, and change; the relevance of history and
culture; ethnic, national, and continental identities; and the necessity of
maintaining Africa’s integrity and interest in light of the European expan-
sion. There is yet another issue that makes this focus highly relevant—how
the pioneer elite regarded themselves vis-à-vis their European counterparts.
It was clear to them that they must respond, in a pragmatic manner, to the
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reality of European technological and cultural dominance. Should the elite
be the ones to be respected by the agents of European expansion and incor-
porated into the imperial project? If so, what would they do with the ac-
quired power? If not, how should they respond to their marginalization?
The answers to these questions were wide-ranging. If Western education
created the elite, it did not limit the body of ideas opened to them. The
elite were far more than a creation of Europe; they were competent and
creative enough to use both local and external sources to empower them-
selves. If Western education and culture sought to have them abandon what
was African, it was abundantly clear that they did not succumb to this.

A few of the gurus are now well known, such as Edward Wilmot
Blyden, J. E. Casely Hayford, Kobina Sekyi, Alexander Crummell, Africanus
Beale Horton, Mensah Sarbah, Attoh Ahuma, Herbert Macaulay, Henry
Carr, Carl Reindorf, Samuel Johnson, Blaise Diagne, Kojo Tovalou
Houénou, Lamine Senghor, Kwame Nkrumah, Nnamdi Azikiwe, Léopold
Senghor, Lamine Guéye, Amilcar Cabral, S. M. Molema, Clements Kadalie,
and Nelson Mandela. More names can be added, but the group is united
by its access to Western education. The writings of the pioneer African elite
of the nineteenth century, and their successors during the twentieth, are
dominated by issues arising from the encounter with Europeans, covering
aspects of colonial conquest, external domination and exploitation, tradi-
tion, and change. Ideas of development, law, order, democracy, sovereignty,
nationalism, and power gained widespread currency during the twentieth
century. Like the European officers, the elite were able to observe, cata-
logue, and analyze all the major events and changes of the period. Com-
pared to the European officers, they were able to talk more precisely and
candidly about the African responses to all the changes, most notably to
the spread of Western education and the economic and political changes
that accompanied colonial domination. As would be expected, nationalism
grew among the elite, in their demands for faster changes, for reforms to all
aspects of the colonial system, and, ultimately, for an end to European rule
in Africa. Such ideas as Afrocentricity, Pan-Africanism, Négritude, and others
should be regarded as part of the strategies created by the African elite to
fight their battles and respond to European imperialism.

Anti-colonial rhetoric and polemics were intense in the various writ-
ings of the elite, but many also engaged in serious academic inquiry. The
theme of the encounter with Europeans was constant, but the orientations
and main concerns varied. Some were concerned with history—Carl
Reindorf of the Gold Coast and Samuel Johnson of the Yoruba preceded
the post–World War II academic historians such as K. O. Dike and Bethwell
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Ogot. Many covered the wide gamut of cultural institutions—from law,
religions, language, and customs to political theories. A national conscious-
ness touching upon issues of race and identity formed the central concern
of a host of others, such as Edward Wilmot Blyden, Attoh Ahuma, Bandele
Omoniyi,2 Léopold Senghor, and Africanus Horton. Formal Western edu-
cation generated considerable interest, and all of them had something to
say about it, in part because they were created by it and in part because the
changes they envisaged rested on access to formal education. Some authors
covered virtually all topics, refusing to make distinctions between the aca-
demic and nonacademic, the political and the philosophical, the religious
and the secular. Political philosophers such as Nkrumah, Cabral, and
Senghor combined ideology with sociology to advance political discourse.
All the writers were shaped by the events of their age and the need to re-
spond to different phases of the expansion of the European frontiers and
empire. In what follows, I will identify the major phases and the leading
ideas and themes that were produced during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

Responses to the European Incursion

Most of Africa was conquered between 1885 and 1900. However, Euro-
African relations had preceded this period, with a number of well-estab-
lished European settlements and trade colonies along the coast. In such
places as Lagos and Cape Coast (now in Ghana), European traders and the
representatives of governments and missionaries had interacted with Afri-
cans. European contacts with Africa dated back to the fifteenth century,
and relations were dominated by the trans-Atlantic slave trade until the
nineteenth century. The consequences of the slave trade were devastating,
even long after its abolition. During the nineteenth century, European ex-
plorers visited Africa to find out about places and people; missionaries from
different church organizations visited to spread the gospel; traders came in
large numbers to procure palm oil, palm kernels, peanuts, cotton, and other
products; and European administrators and military officers began to con-
trol a number of places along the coast. Traders and missionaries pressured
their governments to impose colonial rule so that they could benefit from
increased interactions with Africans. The interest in profit and evangeliza-
tion merged in the idea that both were needed to “civilize” Africa and to
produce a new generation of Africans who would liberate their people from
so-called barbarism.



24 The Power of African Cultures

Few as they were, members of the African elite began early to reflect
on the encounter with Europeans and the conquest that took place in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century. The leading opinions varied from
accommodating the changes to multiple forms of resistance. The expand-
ing European frontiers also instilled among the African elite the need to
understand their own traditions and history, partly in an attempt to nego-
tiate with the invaders or to resist some of the changes they sought to intro-
duce. Resistance narratives and protests took several forms: they consisted
of several phases, generating cultures of liberation from the European en-
counter, and producing the first set of modern African heroes.

The Pre-Conquest Era

The initial reaction of many of the African elite to the growing European
presence was not necessarily hostile, although there were those among them
who had reservations about the spread of European culture or who simply
wanted the European presence to be limited in its duration. The contacts
in the first half of the nineteenth century were presented as humanitar-
ian—to end the slave trade, promote commerce, and spread Christianity.3

The French later added assimilation to their culture, as well as the message
of freedom and equality to the humanitarian agenda. Liberated slaves were
settled in Sierra Leone and Liberia; missionaries preached the gospel and
involved Africans as “native agents.” Many of these agents accepted the
argument that commerce and Christianity would lead to the development
of Africa and that they themselves would serve as both the agents of change
and the new leaders of a transformed continent. Thus, in areas with a con-
centration of African elite members (e.g., Freetown, Lagos, and Monrovia),
the most common reaction to the European expansion was that of accep-
tance. Africans with positions in the government, church, school, and busi-
ness, all regarded themselves as successful and respected by their European
colleagues: they were happy with the European presence and even wanted
their impact to extend to the hinterland. If people of mixed parentage in
Senegal desired assimilation to French culture, the African elite in Lagos,
Liberia, and Sierra Leone were cultivating European lifestyles.4 From their
writings and lifestyles, it is clear that the majority regarded the European
expansion as beneficial to the modernization process. They advocated a
role for themselves—the elite as the agent of change; they wanted Chris-
tianity and Euro-African trade to flourish, they were eager for the spread of
Western education, and they were eager for the coastal cities to experiment
with European-style political systems.5 Among the notable figures of this
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era were the Rev. Samuel Crowther, the first African to become an Angli-
can bishop in 1864, and Dr. James Africanus Beale Horton (1835–82), the
physician and author.6 Rev. Crowther was an effective agent in spreading
Christianity. He occupied a central role in the translation of the Bible into
Yoruba, and he believed that a greater European presence was good for
Africans. Horton looked for secular reasons to support Europeanization:
he believed Africa needed modern medicine, a formal school system, and a
host of new ideas.

Christianity and the Bible shaped the minds of many of the pioneer
elite, offering ideas that they had to confront, modify, or reject. They were
essentially products of missionary schools, and many among them were
also liberated slaves resettled in the West African countries of Sierra Leone
and Liberia.7 The modern African countries were yet to be created, but the
vision of a large Africa was a driving force among them. The pioneer elite
were mediators and brokers between Africans and Europeans. They sought
to interpret Europe to Africans without a Western education, and at the
same time to interpret Africa to the Europeans. While maintaining close-
ness to African cultures, they were also learning and imbibing European
ways of life. They acquired European languages, which became a source of
power in their mediating role. The “Victorians” among them dressed like
the English, listened to European music, and even tried to practice mo-
nogamous marriages. With their Western education and Christianity, they
regarded themselves as agents of civilization to change their people. How-
ever, they believed that it was equally important to stay close to their people,
in addition to sharing important elements of African culture. Not only did
they participate in African culture, but many of the elite even regarded it as
part of their role to present and defend the culture to Europeans.8

Influential pioneers such as the Rev. Alexander Crummell and Ed-
ward Blyden were originally from the Americas, and they and others added
the idea of race as a means to understand Afro-European relations. For
Crummell, the earliest of the major thinkers, and some others such as the
Rev. Samuel Johnson, the expanding European frontiers in Africa were a
blessing. The elite in areas influenced by the British tapped into a Victorian
worldview to analyze the African situation. They believed that through
international trade and Christianity, Africa would see significant changes
within a short time. Why did this early pioneer elite support the expanding
European empire, even justifying the need for it? For many of the liberated
slaves, exposure to Western education and Christianity provided new ways
of looking at Africa. Crummell and a few others interpreted African his-
tory in theological terms: God would use the abolition of the trans-Atlan-
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tic slave trade and domestic slavery and relations with Europeans to bring
progress to Africa.9 We can also see early examples of comparative history
and society, as those who had seen Western societies, notably the liberated
slaves, began to envision Africa through the lens of the West, linking a
desire for change with the European expansion itself. For the missionaries
among them, the creation of a European empire would enable them to
spread the gospel.

The believers in European expansion regarded the role of the new
states and governments created by Europe as different from the established
indigenous African ones. Their writings reflect a simplicity in their under-
standing of the nature and motives of European expansion, perhaps a good
indication of the success of the missionaries to turn the pioneer elite into
European-minded Africans. The states that the Europeans would construct
in Africa, according to Crummell, for instance, would be firmly based on
morality grounded in Christian principles. The so-called morally superior
European nations would transform Africa by promoting Christianity, main-
taining justice, providing education, ensuring law and order, and creating
“national growth.” The moral state would not fight unjust wars, would
train Africans in correct behavior, and would spread the use of English.
Crummell believed that Africans had a “pliable and plastic nature” to ab-
sorb the values of Europe and to learn English, which they required before
individuals and nations could grow by becoming Christian and participat-
ing in commerce. Many of the pioneer writers witnessed the expansion of
the European empires and had to modify their ideas to cope with the new
reality. It was clear that they had not fully factored into their thinking the
motives of European expansion, and they had expected rapid changes from
which many Africans would benefit. To those who regarded colonial impo-
sition as immoral, they were unable to fully deal with the issue of how an
immoral system could engender a moral one.

The Conquest Era

After 1885, relations changed based on colonial domination, which lasted
in many areas till the 1960s. This changed the attitude of the African elite.
The move toward colonial domination marginalized their status and power,
as more and more Europeans began to replace them in government, busi-
ness, and church. No longer regarded as allies, they began to be dominated
as subject people, in a way not significantly different from the treatment
meted out to farmers and traders whom the elite themselves had treated as
inferior. If they had earlier regarded increasing European expansion as ben-
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eficial, the elite began to rethink their orientation, indeed, seeing the need
to become anticolonial if they were to retain their own influence. Samuel
Crowther, the epitome of success for Africans, lost his influence in the
1880s, attacked by European missionaries who regarded Africans as infe-
rior. Europeans now dominated not just the church but trade, the profes-
sions, and civil service. The era of conquest coincided with the growth of
European racial arrogance, which deeply offended and radicalized the Afri-
can educated elite. And as colonial rule became established, it was more
than clear that the power which the African elite had hoped to exercise
would not be given to them.

The conquest and the changes that came with it have dominated the
consciousness of Africans and have formed the core issues around which
the African elite can discuss the past of their people, as well as the future of
a modernized Africa. Africa was both a victim and a beneficiary of Euro-
pean industrial and technological advancements. In dealing with the Euro-
pean empire, Africans had to confront multiple issues of colonial domina-
tion, and the spread of new cultures, ideas, and institutions. Through trade,
Africa contributed labor and raw materials that significantly fueled Europe’s
growth. Colonial rule brought the products and knowledge of European
science, technology, and industries. Christianity spread rapidly in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, adding to the changes of the period. Many
new European ideas and institutions spread in different areas and with
varying consequences; new economies emerged that promoted the cultiva-
tion of cash crops for export and the exploitation of minerals by foreign
companies; physical changes included the growth of old and new cities, the
building of railways, roads, hospitals, and telecommunications; and West-
ern education—the most desired of all the changes—also spread, although
not at a pace that was ever fast enough for African aspirations.10 In sum,
modern Africa, as we know it today, with the countries and their bound-
aries, political and judicial systems, languages and other attributes, was the
creation of Europe and of creative responses by Africans.

The elite had to respond to the aforementioned changes, whether or
not they approved of the European conquest. Alexander Crummell died in
1898 and did not see the outcome of the European expansion. He was
aware of the economic exploitation of Liberia, but he thought that African
control of the government would improve the situation. Other members of
his generation reacted differently to European imperialism. Two of the most
distinguished pioneers were Dr. James Africanus Beale Horton (1835–82)
of Sierra Leone and Edward Wilmot Blyden (1832–1912). Horton is now
regarded as the “father” of contemporary African thought. He rejected the
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characterization of Africans as an inferior race, and he believed in the ca-
pacity of Africans to govern themselves. Trained in Edinburgh as a doctor,
he saw many virtues in Anglo culture, and he firmly believed that Africans
should convert to Christianity, adopt the English education system, and
cultivate a Victorian lifestyle.11 Blyden was far more distinguished and pro-
lific, and his writings cover a wide range of subjects from race, religion, and
culture to philosophy.12

That race would be a critical part of the thinking of the pioneer scholars
was no accident.13 Many of the writers interpreted the issues along the
color line. They experienced slavery, and some, like Crummell, were staunch
abolitionists. Not a few were also deracinated, having no ethnic group in
Africa with which they could identify. They read a number of European
racist texts, including those presented as biology and anthropology,14 and
they felt a need to counter them either by defending the black race or by
demonstrating their ability to change. The ideas of two Europeans, James
Hunt and John Gobineau, circulated most widely: both argued that race
influenced culture and that black racial endowments and cultural achieve-
ments were distinct and inferior. The African elite rejected these notions of
inferiority and were eager to identify the contributions of blacks to world
civilization.15 Those who were deracinated, like Blyden, were interested in
the larger African and diaspora contexts, exploring in general how blacks
could transform their lives and construct distinct societies along different
lines from the European world. Blyden’s impact lasted for quite a while—
he enunciated the idea of race equality, with each race making a distinct
contribution to world civilization. According to Blyden, the Europeans
contributed to science and technology, and Africans to the spiritual and
moral spheres. He compiled a list of “African geniuses,” and he celebrated
Egypt as the cradle of civilization. Blyden pointed out that everything Eu-
ropeans criticized Africa for (such as polygyny, slavery, and human sacri-
fice) had also existed among them. As if to anticipate the scholars of the
dependency school of the twentieth century, Blyden blamed Europeans for
Africa’s underdevelopment and its alleged racial inferiority:

The permanence for centuries of the social and political states of the Afri-
cans at home must be attributed, first, to the isolation of the people from the
progressive portion of mankind; and secondly, to the blighting influence of
the traffic introduced among them by Europeans. Had not the demand arisen
in America for African labourers, and had not Europeans inaugurated a regular
traffic with the coast, the natives would have shown themselves as impress-
ible for change, as susceptible of improvement, as the natives of Europe.16
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Next to race in importance was the issue of power. A number of elite
members wondered why Europeans should usurp the power of the chiefs.
In British colonies where a policy of indirect rule enabled the colonial of-
ficers to govern in partnership with indigenous chiefs, the attacks on the
colonial empire focused on how the power of the chiefs had been under-
mined. In colonies where the chiefs were excluded from power, the elite
criticized the concentration of power in European hands.17 The elite were
also critical of the colonial policies on land. The colonial powers were criti-
cized for seizing communal land, enacting laws to dispossess people of their
land, or encouraging European settlers to appropriate for themselves the
most fertile land. The contest (and writing) over land became a form of
nationalist expression that led to protests in Ghana and Nigeria in the early
years of colonial rule, and to rebellion in Kenya and South Africa during
the struggles for independence.

Nowhere was early cultural rebellion better expressed than in the
church. If Crowther accepted his ill treatment with dignity, many others
chose the path of rebellion. Pioneer Christian leaders founded indepen-
dent churches in order to accommodate African leadership and make Chris-
tianity more adaptable to local situations. The use of African languages in
hymns and the production of musical dramas were effective in combating
European cultural domination. The movement toward the creation of in-
dependent African churches generated its own intellectual tradition, known
as Ethiopianism, which spread in many parts of Africa where Christianity
had been introduced. In South Africa, Christianity radicalized a number of
black elite members who took to anti-European writings, staged plays, and
established independent churches.18 Independence religious movements also
emerged in east Africa. In west Africa, Attoh Ahuma, Mojola Agbebi, and
Bishop James Johnson (alias “Holy Johnson”) distinguished themselves by
calling for the indigenization of Christianity.19 Ethiopianism and other radi-
cal ideas of the nineteenth century created the origins of modern African
nationalism. The pioneer cultural nationalists supplied ideas and inspira-
tion to their successors, who added “political nationalism” to create a body
of anti-colonial discourse during the twentieth century.

Nationalist Expressions

European rule was consolidated in the early years of the twentieth century.
By the end of World War I, the grip in many places was firm, and several
officers could not have contemplated that European rule would ever come
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to end. Africans who had insisted upon self-determination changed their
tone to request reforms. The move toward independence came much later,
in the 1950s, as Africans became more assertive in their demands for the
transfer of power. The political arena broadened to include many in the
African elite who organized themselves into political associations, trade
and students’ unions, cultural and other groups to create powerful plat-
forms for anticolonial protests and demands. The media became more com-
bative, while the transportation revolution enabled Africans to travel more
widely and to live in cities, which fueled political participation and critical
writings on the colonial system. New political leaders emerged, such as
Sekou Toure of Guinea, Nnamdi Azikiwe of Nigeria, Kwame Nkrumah of
Ghana, and Léopold Senghor of Senegal, and all began to add to the emerg-
ing literature on African political thought.20

The consolidation of European rule created strong nationalist feel-
ings among the educated Africans.21 The consensus of opinion was that the
colonial experience should be used to “think nationally.” Attho Ahuma was
speaking the minds of many when he said in 1911 that all Africans should
be imbued with the “spirit of nationalism,” and that they should struggle
to maintain their Africanity. Thus, within a generation, the elite shifted
from advocating Westernization to Africanity. Now forced to deal with
rejection by their European peers, they began to think more about their
own people and the changes being imposed on them. The elite could not
fully accept all of the indigenous traditions and were, therefore, forced to
make choices and compromises. While not rejecting the new changes, ac-
commodation to the changes compelled them to study and understand
their own local traditions. Power was equally as important as knowledge:
the theme of self-determination was common—as would be expected, the
educated elite wanted more say in the colonial administration, and after
the Second World War, they wanted the complete disengagement of the
European powers.

There was a small number, generally labeled as conservatives and
assimilationists, who did not resent the colonial encounter and who called
upon Africans to benefit by accumulating and acquiring the new ideas and
changes. Notable among this group were Kitoyi Ajasa and Henry Carr of
Nigeria, the politically influential Blaise Diagne of Senegal, and Lamine
Guéye, also of Senegal, who succeeded Diagne, served as a deputy in the
French National Assembly, and was dominant in Senegalese politics until
the emergence of Senghor in the 1950s. The pro-France African elite were
eager to see the spread of French culture and political institutions. Ajasa
and Carr believed that the adoption of superior European institutions and
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ideas was necessary for the development of Africa, and they saw no need for
Africans to oppose the introduction of new ideas or even the colonial agents
bringing them. Africans who supported European colonialism, especially
the French-speaking ones, unapologetically absorbed European culture. They
might have ignored the psychological effects of rejecting African culture,
but they were not anti-Africa as their critics portrayed them. They actually
wanted the best for Africans, but paid attention only to how European
standards could modernize Africa. They probably acquiesced for too long,
as in the case of the French-speaking elite who for a long time failed to
demand independence.

More than ever before, the consolidation of European rule in the first
two decades of the twentieth century brought out the ideas of race more
forcefully in the writings of the African elite. The leading ideas of African
Americans and notable black leaders elsewhere gained widespread currency.22

Colonialism was partly constructed on the idea of racial difference—the
assumption that blacks were inferior and needed new tools and ideas to
uplift themselves. 23 The African elite responded very critically to this as-
sumption, arguing that they were not inferior even as they absorbed new
ideas to improve themselves. Some were outraged by the excessive condem-
nation of the black race in the European-derived literature, which in some
cases even formulated extreme ideas of interracial marriage as the means to
develop new colors and identities, different from blackness.24 In South Af-
rica, race relations and the subsequent development of a policy of apart-
heid led many among the African elite to take actions based on race. S. M.
Molema, for instance, denounced European liberalism and called for the
preservation of Bantu culture in order to fight white domination. In spite
of their attempts to challenge racialist ideas and create an African identity,
the elite failed to free themselves from European concepts of race and na-
tionality. Some even accepted the ideas of European racialist authors as an
explanation of why African conditions were bad or why blacks lagged be-
hind in progress and achievements. Where Europeans constructed such
stereotypes as the idea of an African society that was nonmaterialistic and
nonindividualistic, it was not unusual for the African elite to accept these,
even when they carried negative connotations.

The tendency toward religious radicalism continued during the twen-
tieth century. In 1903, Rev. Mojola Agbebi, one of the few pioneer African
engineers and church leaders,25 called for an end to the use of English hymns
and prayer books in African churches, and for them to be replaced by Afri-
can “original songs and original tunes” and indigenous instruments.26 Agbebi
wanted Christianity without what he called its “non-essentials,” such as the
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use of European names, clothes, hymnbooks and prayer books. He saw
Islam as a religion which had become African, whereas “Christianity lives
here by sufferance.” He made an aggressive attack on Christianity:

While Islam is a bloodless faith and an iconoclastic creed, Christianity has
been derided by some of its European friends as a bloody faith, the doctrine
of shambles and the executioner’s creed. European Christianity is a danger-
ous thing. What do you think of a religion which holds a bottle of gin in one
hand a Common Prayer in another? Which carries a glass of rum as a vade-
mecum to a ‘Holy’ Book? A religion which points with one hand to the skies,
bidding you ‘lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven,’ and while you are
looking up grasps all your worldly goods with the other hand, seizes your
ancestral lands, labels your forests, and places your patrimony under inexpli-
cable legislations? A religion which indulges in swine’s flesh and yet cry [i.e.,
cries] ‘Be ye holy, for I am holy.’ A religion which prays against ‘those evils
which the craft and subtlety of the devil or man worketh against us,’ and yet
effects to deny incantation, charms or spells and satanism—a religion which
arrogates to itself censorial functions on sexual morality, and yet promotes a
dance, in which one man’s wife dances in close contact, questionable prox-
imity and improper attitude with another woman’s husband. O! Christian-
ity, what enormities are committed in thy name.27

This kind of attack on Christianity derived from its association with Euro-
pean imperialism and the changes that came with it. The translation of the
Christian message into local idioms became part of anticolonial national-
ism.

A turning point in the rise of African nationalism occurred in 1935
when Italy invaded Ethiopia, one of two African countries that had es-
caped colonial conquest. When Emperor Haile Selassie made his unprec-
edented appearance at Geneva in June 1936, to address the League of Na-
tions, he stood as a symbol of Pan-Africanism in a way that captured the
mood and feelings of blacks all over the world. His anticolonial statement
which presented the Italian invasion as an act of European barbarism is
now regarded as one of the most important texts of nationalism in the first
half of the twentieth century. Others were even more combative in the
widespread attack on colonialism.28

Nationalist expression after 1936 became focused on just one issue:
the end of European rule, a demand that unleashed a set of ideas on what
Africans would do with power. Many of the elite became nationalists and
the first generation of political and bureaucratic leaders. The number of
Africans in higher institutions of learning had grown, and many among
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them in American and European institutions established political associa-
tions to seek reforms and independence.29 The issues that the African elite
dealt with multiplied, but the relevance of the European experience was
never lost. Writers such as Nnamdi Azikiwe, Kwame Nkrumah, and
Obafemi Awolowo considered a host of political and constitutional op-
tions for Africa, in ways that required them to engage with Western politi-
cal thought. As the majority of the elite were worried about the conflicts
and problems surrounding ethnicity, they devoted their attention to the
political ideas that would lead to the emergence of united nations. For
example, Awolowo advocated the creation of states along linguistic lines
and a federal system of government that would give power to the compo-
nent units;30 a good number of his contemporaries saw merit in a one-party
state, while Nnamdi Azikiwe defended “tribalism” as a “pragmatic instru-
ment of nation-building.” They all had to contend with the issues of devel-
opment,31 as they sought ways to obtain the benefits of Western science
and technology, reduce dependence on the West, and end the exploitation
of Africa by foreign interests.

From the 1940s onward, practical matters began to effectively comple-
ment intellectual ones. The assertive elite began to behave in ways that
rejected any idea of European superiority, and some of their writings were
deliberately arrogant. From interest in African attire, names, and cuisine to
the enunciation of ideas that were described as “African,” the elite saw them-
selves as the equals of Europeans and their rightful successors. The leaders
were eager to promote relations across frontiers through or by means of
various schemes to create regional and continental organizations to counter
the colonial division of Africa into different countries and the failure to
promote linkages among them.

Renewal, Progress, and Cultural Identity

Anti-colonial writings, interest in Africa’s past and history, and other forms
of indigenous expression were careful and deliberate attempts to create a
cultural identity for Africa and cleverly to use this identity for continental
power and rapid economic and political progress within each country.32

Members of the elite sought ideas, values, and institutions that would inte-
grate Africans in order to empower them. For the pioneer writers, religion
had served this purpose. Crummell believed in Christianity, and Blyden in
Islam. Reclaiming Africa’s past history and traditions was one of the para-
mount goals of the elite. Many rejected the association of the European



34 The Power of African Cultures

empires with the beginning of development in Africa. Africa’s institutions
and cultures were regarded not only as having a long history but also as
evidence of indigenous development. J. E. Casely Hayford of Ghana dem-
onstrated in the 1920s that the British did not bring development to Af-
rica. Years later, many were to argue that the colonial encounter actually
undermined Africa and led to its underdevelopment.33 Writers such as Blyden
advocated a philosophy of cultural separation from the West in order to
preserve traditions and use them for purposes of development.34

The pioneer guru in linking progress with identity was Wilmot Blyden.
He invented the enduring concept of an “African Personality”—an African
whose customs and attitudes were different from those of Europeans. He
believed that there was an indigenous socialist philosophy which must be
adapted to the modern age. Blyden’s thesis was simple but seductive—
Africa used to live in peace until its contact with Europeans. To regain its
lost innocence and peace, it must return to its original traditions. Blyden
contrasted Africa’s past with a European-dominated future to argue that a
society based on its own institutions was better than one influenced too
much by external forces. He identified European ideas, notably individual-
ism, class, and social values, that he believed would destroy Africa. Blyden’s
ideas were modified and elaborated upon by a number of his contemporar-
ies and successors. One of the writers in the forefront of this discourse was
Kobina Sekyi of Ghana, a man of multiple talents who propounded vari-
ous ideas on “Africanity” and the “black soul” to distinguish Africans from
Europeans. Sekyi rejected the ideas of development that would turn Africa
into a caricature of the West; he attacked the rapid spread of Christianity at
the expense of indigenous religions; and he called on European officers to
return power to the traditional chiefs. Like Sekyi, Orisahatuke Faduma
(formerly William J. Davies) advocated a comprehensive “self-knowledge”
about Africa—what he called Negrology—in order to liberate the African
mind and promote race pride. All the writers were unanimous in condemn-
ing any indiscriminate copying of European ideas and lifestyles.

The elite were enthusiastic about the study and presentation of Afri-
can traditions, in part to counter the impact of European contacts and to
attack the colonial discourse that undermined Africa. The authenticity of
African culture was compared to and contrasted with European culture,
which was described as new, different, and not always good for Africans.
The elite reformulated the content and meaning of many aspects of indig-
enous cultures so that they could serve the purpose of modernization: nega-
tive elements were edited out of their writings and positive ones became
models to be adopted to meet the needs of the new age. Indigenous reli-
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gions and various aspects of culture occupied a prominent place. Just to
mention two well-known cases: Mensah Sarbah presented the basis of Akan
religion, while J. E. Casely Hayford wrote on the indigenous institutions
of Ghana.35 Sarbah called for the adaptation of traditional laws and cus-
toms to the new age, and he protested changes in taxation, land, and other
practices.36 Virtually all aspects of traditional institutions were covered in
an attempt to show the glory of the past, the need for Africa to maintain
continuity with its past instead of accepting all the changes introduced by
Europeans, and the relevance of socializing a new generation of Africans to
their indigenous legacies.

The intellectual passion to understand tradition can be seen as part of
a careful African engagement with the later phases of European expansion.
The encounter triggered this passion, creating a stronger sense of awareness
of the self and one’s tradition. Western education and ideas supplied many
of the key ideas and issues to employ in looking at African tradition. The
African elite began to apply concepts such as the nation, state, race, progress,
and nationalism, and to adapt them to local circumstances and old institu-
tions. Like the Europeans, many Africans regarded various aspects of their
tradition as static. Those who urged the survival of traditional institutions
did not always consider the changes already introduced by Europeans. Some
writers were forced to make choices between which elements of the past to
retain and which of the new ones to reject. In later years, some chose to
write for outsiders, serving as cultural agents to present Africa to Western-
ers. Jomo Kenyatta’s Facing Mount Kenya is one of the most notable ex-
amples.37 Kenyatta presented extensive details on the culture of his Kikuyu
people before the Europeans began a process of change and destruction.

In Francophone Africa, Négritude was no doubt the most important
intellectual and cultural response to European imperialism.38 It affirmed black-
ness as a distinct identity on its own and celebrated its contributions to civili-
zation. Négritude became a powerful tool to articulate the ideas of Pan-
Africanism that united blacks in different countries. Also, it received wide
affirmation as a socialist ideology based on long-established African values.
Leading poets and those writing in other genres emerged in the United States,
Europe, and the Caribbean to give expression to the Négritudist ideas. Cel-
ebrated literary works by Camara Laye and Cheikh Hamidou Kane owed their
inspiration to the idea of Négritude. Aimé Césaire of Martinique became one
of the most notable figures, a poet of considerable stature whose works are
among the most cited in the Pan-Africanist movement.

These writings and discussions led to some concrete actions and po-
litical activities, all to minimize the agonies of the European encounter, to
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improve on the legacies of the colonial era, and to reshape Africa in the
image of its elite. Pan-Africanism led to the creation of the Organization of
African Unity, motivated by a desire by Africans to “control their destiny”;
promote “freedom, equality, justice and dignity”; take steps to develop their
economies; and consolidate their independence. Cultural activities were
organized in various places and times, in part to counter the spread of
European cultures. There was always condemnation of Africans who called
for the adoption of Western cultural practices.39

The Revolutionaries

Some peculiarities emerged in a number of African colonies, leading to an
interpretation of the European encounter in ways that were more radical
and combative, and arguably less forgiving of and sympathetic to even the
most positive of the changes introduced in the colonial era. Where Euro-
pean settlers existed in large numbers, as in Algeria, Kenya, and southern
Africa, relations with Africans took a more violent orientation in part be-
cause a large number of Africans lost their land and in part because the
settlers were hostile to plans for colonial disengagement after 1945. In the
Portuguese colonies, independence was delayed until the 1970s, and was
marked by violence and prolonged warfare. In South Africa, the apartheid
policy damaged race relations and radicalized the black elite. In these areas,
a number of Marxist and radical scholars emerged to offer a perspective
different in some ways from those of the cultural nationalists. Notable ex-
amples include Sekou Toure of Guinea, Amilcar Cabral of Guinea-Bissau,
Agostinho Neto of Angola, Edouardo Mondlane of Mozamibique, and
Nelson Mandela and Steve Biko of South Africa. There were of course
socialist-oriented thinkers in other areas (e.g., Lamine Senghor, Majhemout
Diop and Abdoulaye Ly of Senegal), and a few, such as Lamine Senghor,
actually emerged long before the Second World War.40 As early as the 1920s,
Lamine Senghor had questioned the need to collaborate with the French
and called for a revolution to liberate all colonial subjects and others living
under oppression. Even in countries where the political leaders were more
conservative, as in the case of Nigeria, there was always a tiny but vigorous
socialist revolutionary group.41

Should Africa take to violence to attain political freedom? Many of
the revolutionary writers were forced to deal with this question, as is evi-
dent in the works of Kwame Nkrumah, Tom Mboya of Kenya, Julius Nyerere
of Tanzania, the Rev. Ndabaningi Sithole of Zimbabwe, Nelson Mandela,
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and Amilcar Cabral of Guinea Bissau. The growing ranks of post–World
War II revolutionaries were joined by Frantz Fanon in the 1950s. The cri-
tique of the colonial encounter became more devastating, and Fanon’s writ-
ings were the attractive gospels of the left.42 Fanon and the South African
elite linked violence with overcoming racism and attaining freedom—self-
determination would be hard, they argued, in a racialized context, and
violence was a means to resolve conflicts and colonial race relations. For
want of a better name, a “Fanon school” was created, with an intellectual
orientation that combined class and culture to understand the reality of the
European encounter. In this line of thinking, the encounter was a form of
cultural domination which dehumanized Africans and destroyed many of
their institutions. Africans were divided into social and class categories—
natives and civilized; elite and peasantry; poor and rich—in a way that
promoted antagonistic divisions in society. To the members of the Fanon
school, violence was justified not just to terminate European rule but also
to restore the dignity of Africans as human beings.

According to the revolutionaries, Africa needed to reject many of the
legacies of the European encounter. They were critical of all elites and the
social classes they represented, and they envisioned a new society based on
different methods of distributing the nation’s resources. The writers linked
ideology with society, as in the work of Nkrumah.43 They all advocated a
socialist approach to Africa’s development, although their suggestions var-
ied widely. Followers of Leopold Senghor regarded Négritude as a form of
socialism; Nyerere saw African kinship as a form of socialism; and Kenneth
Kaunda came up with a concept of “humanism” that blended Christian
principles with African kinship ideology.

A small group, more combative in their writings, accepted orthodox
Marxism, and sought to introduce to Africa some forms of Marxist, Marx-
ist-Leninist, and Maoist ideas. Among the most distinguished members of
this group are Majhemout Diop and Abdoulaye Ly of Senegal, Nkrumah,
Cabral, and Sithole. They all supported the peasantry and the poor in the
expectation that colonially created social classes would disappear and that
members of the political elite would ultimately give way and lose power to
the majority of the population. Nkrumah became hugely famous for his
revolutionary ideas on political independence as crucial to Africa’s new be-
ginning and growth. He called for a central government with authoritarian
powers to revolutionize the economic system, change some of the limita-
tions imposed by extended families, and end corrupt practices.44

Like Fanon, the revolutionary writers regarded the end of European
power with a great deal of skepticism. They regarded independence as a
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mere change of personnel—from white officers to black—without the nec-
essary changes in economic and political structures that would transform
Africa. To the revolutionaries, those Africans who inherited power from
Europeans were too trusting of their European allies and too corrupt to
become the agents of progress.45 Nkrumah foresaw that Africans would
merely enter a stage of “neocolonialism” if they failed to change the eco-
nomic and political structures inherited from the colonial powers. The most
celebrated theoretician in this regard has been Cabral, who, like Blyden
many years before, linked culture and ideology to formulate ideas about
Africa’s liberation.46 Cabral argued that aspects of African culture that stand
in the way of socialist revolutions should be abandoned, while he saw nothing
wrong in creating a synthesis of “universal cultures” to develop science and
technology in Africa. Now the icon of the African Left, Cabral emphasized
the need for theories to understand the dangers posed by the European
empires in Africa, as well as the crucial role of violence and revolution both
to end the empires and to handle their legacies. Cabral regarded imperial-
ism as an act of political violence and economic plunder. For Africans to
deal with imperialism, Cabral argued that they needed a revolution to free
themselves from all forms of European domination. He was dismissive of
the elite, whom he regarded as parasites on the society and collaborators
with Europeans to exploit their own people—a committed African could
only be a revolutionary socialist. Like Fanon, Cabral was not opposed to
violence, which he saw as necessary to establish a people-oriented, antico-
lonial liberation movement and ideology. Cabral thought that the African
elite assimilated into European culture must be re-Africanized by immers-
ing them in local culture and insisting on their participation in the libera-
tion movement. Very rarely did the revolutionaries have the opportunity to
put their ideas into practice because they never attained power; and when
they did, the results did not lead to the economic and political develop-
ment of their countries.

The Academic Response

In part because of the presentation of many of the aforementioned issues as
scholarly and “objective” by the university-based elite, it is important to
devote some space to their views, although they tend to repeat what non-
academic scholars had said before the 1940s. While they focus on many
specific issues and use multiple sources, the political agendas and intellec-
tual ideologies remain essentially the same: Blyden and K. O. Dike, the
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celebrated pioneer historian, were separated in time, but not in motives
and aspirations.

The majority of African universities were created after World War II
as part of the vigorous attempt by the colonial powers to reform the system
and meet some of the demands of the African elite. The climate was one in
which Africans were expecting political autonomy and an end to European
rule. Consequently, the first generation of African university students as
well as the few African scholars radiated considerable enthusiasm. The num-
ber of educated Africans began to increase rapidly.47 The academics inher-
ited vibrant intellectual traditions such as Négritude and an assertive po-
litical agenda that sought complete freedom. The scholars built on this,
further popularizing the interest in Africa’s past and responding to the chal-
lenges offered by generations of Eurocentric scholars.48 The orientation was
to liberate scholarship from colonial control: art, literature, music, drama,
and other fields were used to promote the precolonial heritage and creative
African responses to European culture. The universities began the process
of “decolonizing” educational curricula by adapting indigenous culture and
ideas to Western academic models. African universities and their products
were expected not just to contribute to rapid development but also to en-
hance the dignity of Africa. They were eager to promote the contributions
of Africans to world civilization, as well as the activities of their leaders and
political heroes.

Scholarship began to promote cultural liberation from Europe and to
show resentment towards colonialism. Négritude continued to supply in-
spiration to French-speaking scholars, and many of their vibrant ideas can
be found in the leading journal, Présence Africaine. Everywhere, the writers
were influenced by notions of patriotism. Through various genres, the past
was presented as innocent, with Africans living a happy life until the Euro-
peans violently intruded in their lives. It was important, many argued, for
Africans to find the means to become reconciled with their European con-
querors, but they must definitely assert themselves.49 Wole Soyinka, Chinua
Achebe, and Ngugi Wa’Thiong’o, to mention the leading pioneers, de-
manded immediate cultural independence. Economic planners were also
eager to factor indigenous cultures into their development paradigms and
planning models. The main argument in all the literary works and eco-
nomic projects is that Africa has a prestigious humanistic tradition which
can be adapted to modern circumstances.

Historians have occupied a leading role in the analysis of the Euro-
pean empires in Africa. Like the nonacademic writers before them, they
have been preoccupied with issues of identity and progress.50 Writing dur-
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ing and immediately after the colonial era, historians regarded Africa’s
precolonial past as the starting point from which to embark upon any his-
torical reconstruction. In 1953, like many nonacademic writers such as
Blyden before him, K. O. Dike, the pioneer academic historian, made a
case for the recovery of the history of pre-colonial Africa if contemporary
Africans wanted to liberate themselves from European domination and
govern themselves.51

It was within the context of acquiring self-identity and liberation from
European domination that the African scholars developed their perspective
on the European expansion. Academic scholars wrote in ways similar to
their predecessors or borrowed models and ideas from Islam and Christian-
ity to present indigenous religions and to analyze the nature of indigenous
politics and warfare. Also, academic scholars catalogued all the major changes
of the colonial era and evaluated them, with approaches ranging from the
radical ideas that the colonial experience brought total destruction, to mod-
erate approaches which saw the era as a mere episode in a long history. The
most common approach was to draw a balance sheet of negative and posi-
tive changes.52

Arguably the most ideological response in recent times is the body of
literature on Afrocentricity in the United States. If scholars in Africa have
limited themselves to presenting the “African perspective,” some other schol-
ars have created an Afrocentric movement that puts Africa at the center of
all academic discourse. The intellectual hero of the Afrocentric movement
is Cheik Anta Diop of Senegal, the famous scholar who emphasized the
relevance of the antiquity of Africa, celebrated all the kingdoms Africans
created, and credited Africans with considerable mental capacity for cre-
ativity. The Afrocentric movement continues to vigorously critique the
European conquest of Africa and its consequences according to an outline
provided by Diop, who argued that Europeans dismembered African na-
tions, overthrew and destroyed their civilizations, and created a false no-
tion of progress.

Conclusion

To be sure, the responses by the African elite did not cover the entire range
of the African encounter with the European empires. The members of the
elite, however, supplied the texts with which to understand the complexity
of this encounter. But they were not just interpreting their age to generate
texts for future historians; they were also trying to acquire power. Western
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education, even when limited to the ability to read and write, empowered
many. The vocabulary of politics increased, politics focused on anticolonial
activities, and aspirations revolved solely around the issues of nationalism
and development—mobility for the individual and progress for the society.
Many used the engagement with the European empires for self-actualiza-
tion. In realizing their own goals and ultimately acquiring prestige and
power, the African elite were doing some of the very same things for which
they criticized Europeans. If Crummell wanted the use of English and
Horton advocated the spread of English culture, it was partly to create a
tiny minority that would dominate others.

Although the elite criticized the European powers, the nationalism
unleashed by colonial rule rewarded them in many ways. That self-interest
was part of their motivation is hard to deny.53 Even the most extreme de-
mands for Africanization did not go as far as to suggest that Europeans
should give power back to the indigenous rulers when independence ap-
proached. If the Europeans undermined the power of these local chiefs, the
elite were to do the same when they found themselves in power. The de-
mands of many among the elite—economic development, formal educa-
tion, political reforms—were mostly based on their ambitions for power
and privilege as a Westernized group. Not only did they use European ex-
perience and a European style of journalism to fight the empire, they also
constructed a notion of progress based on European standards. Without
the power and privilege of Western education, the elite would have been
unable to acquire dominance. Thus, we encounter in the elite and their
writings evidence both of idealism and of contradictions: what they wanted
for their society and the narrow self-interests that guided them. To the
Africans whom they represented, the idealism was impressive, especially as
it promised them many good things of life following the dismantling of the
European empires. But as independence became a reality, the contradic-
tions manifested by the elite became part of the problems that compro-
mised the post-colonial world order, which undermined their ability to
implement the ideas they had forcefully expressed in previous years.

The sources and range of ideas were rich and multiple. Some drew
ideas from the Western body of knowledge to which they were exposed.
The academics regarded themselves as part of a growing community of
scholars, thus sharing and debating with their colleagues in different parts
of the world. Even the nonacademic intellectuals drew from their Western
backgrounds and disciplines, such as history, theology, and law, to under-
stand Africa. Some were connected with the Pan-Africanist ideas of Marcus
Garvey and W. E. B. Du Bois, as in the case of Kwame Nkrumah.54 Euro-
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pean and American books, essays, and media strongly influenced the Afri-
can elite. The elite were aggressive in appropriating European intellectual
ideas, even to explain the traditions they claimed as theirs. Racist ideas
were attacked, while ideas regarded as useful to liberate Africa from Europe
were appropriated. The early pioneers drew from Christian liberal tradi-
tions of equality and the promotion of commerce and individualism. Their
successors were secularists who broadened the range of their ideas and
sources, which angered the European officials who regarded them as dan-
gerous. European ideas of nationalism and development took deep root
and were forcefully expressed by the elite, contributing to the fall of the
European empires in Africa.

Most were certainly impressed with indigenous ideas and institutions,
even when they advocated change along Western lines. They created a syn-
thesis of local and external ideas to understand the European empires. In so
doing, whether they accepted or rejected Western culture and changes, they
relied on many aspects of imported ideas and philosophy. Only a few among
the elite advocated a total adoption of indigenous cultures, although they
all rejected any suggestion of complete imitation of European culture. The
elite used their power to create a cultural synthesis that they hoped would
modernize Africa. However, there were differences of opinions on how to
adapt European cultures to Africa. Africanus Horton made a case in the
1860s for the adoption of European culture in a politically independent
Africa. Blyden used the problems of African societies and cultures to justify
European imperialism. To further complicate the issue, writers who fo-
cused on their ethnic groups, such as the Yoruba Samuel Johnson, wrote in
such a way as to justify ethnic nationalism in modern plural societies.55

There was a great deal of ambiguity in all the projects of cultural synthesis.
What each author wanted was an arbitrary selection from old and imported
cultures—for instance, one person might praise polygyny, another might
condemn it; one might suggest the adoption of Christianity, another the
adoption of Islam. This ambiguity resulted in part from the problems of
defining culture and identifying its contents, not to mention the difficulty
of constructing a new society in an era of rapid changes.

Clashes between the elite and Europeans were normal. If Europeans
had come to Africa with the notion of racial superiority and the so-called
mission of spreading civilization among so-called primitive people, the
majority of African elite members behaved as if they had no other option
than to challenge them. Indeed, by the 1940s, the elite had come to recog-
nize that all the colonial powers were vulnerable. If the Europeans had
thought that Africans only needed limited skills and education to work in
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subordinate positions, the African elite sought the means to create greater
economic opportunities and prestige. If Europeans believed that they had
little to learn from their African subjects—the traffic of ideas was expected
to move in one direction, from the superior to the inferior—the struggles
for independence and violent liberation movements were to shock them.

The elite were interested both in evaluating the impact of the Euro-
pean empire and at the same time seeking ways for Africa to develop and
benefit from the lessons of the encounter. No one denied the changes—
everyone had lived through them. And those who survived the colonial
period not only adapted to the changes, but they also began to add to them
in ways that built on the European legacy. Televisions, Coca-Cola, and
thousands of imported items are part of what now define contemporary
Africa. From the modern economy to politics, the legacy of the past is
plainly visible. Africans might not have been happy with what the colonial
civil service accomplished, but they wanted the service to remain to be under
their control. Western-style democracies, labor organizations, architecture,
banking and commercial practices, and many other aspects of Western culture
have become accepted. Even the notorious colonial army was inherited, but it
immediately became, after independence, the most powerful of all the modern
institutions, with ambitious military officers who have never hesitated to orga-
nize coups and countercoups. The educated elite benefited the most from the
encounter with the West—they received a Western education; they inherited
power; and they accepted many Western ideas, even becoming committed to
using many of them to change Africa. By accepting modernization, they had
to understand Europe and adopt many of its standards.

Regarding the opportunity for Africa to benefit from the European
encounter, opinions varied widely, but three patterns emerged. A tiny minor-
ity called for full-blown Westernization, that is, Africa should fully adopt
Western institutions, technology, and values. Another minority went to
another extreme: Africa should restore all its traditional institutions, nota-
bly its family practices, religions, laws, and customs. The majority tended
to call for a careful blend of the indigenous with selected foreign practices.
The ideas of the majority seek to reform Africa. In seeking reforms, the
African elite may be anti-colonial, but definitely not anti-modernization.
The elite accepted, and at the same time rejected, many of the changes
associated with European expansion in Africa. But because they are not
anti-modernization, the African elite, old and new, inevitably have to deal
with the changes and legacies that accompanied the European expansion.
Today, the concept of African consciousness is not hostile to the adoption
of Western pop culture, a thinking that has expanded the access point be-
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tween Africans and Western countries. Indeed, pop culture has enabled
ordinary Africans to circumvent the state and schools to make contacts
with Western cultures.

In recent times, whenever the elite are disappointed with the perfor-
mance of African leaders and they see abject poverty around them, they do
not hesitate to criticize the leaders,56 and some even regard the colonial era
as the golden age of Africa during the twentieth century. A few analysts,
certainly depressed by the conditions in Africa, have even called for the
recolonization of Africa. Today, we cannot criticize European imperialism
in Africa without also criticizing the African elite that managed the post-
colonial world. Many African elite now distance themselves from military
generals and other members of the military in the formal political system.
If we are now characterizing the current problems of Africa in part as a
failure of the intellectuals (in particular, those attached to state power) and
their imagination for any number of reasons (inadequate recognition of
the pitfalls of nationalism, neocolonialism, corruption, development, and
the various obstacles to Pan-Africanism), scholarly attention should also
make more visible the non-elite voices, histories, and movements, without
relegating non-Western alternatives and traditions to static categories.
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CULCULCULCULCULTURAL IDENTITTURAL IDENTITTURAL IDENTITTURAL IDENTITTURAL IDENTITY ANDY ANDY ANDY ANDY AND

DEVELOPMENTDEVELOPMENTDEVELOPMENTDEVELOPMENTDEVELOPMENT

No state, not even an infant one, is willing to appear before the world
as a bare political frame. Each would be clothed in a cultural garb
symbolic of its aims and ideal being.1

. . . the passion with which the native intellectuals defend the exist-
ence of their national culture may be a source of amazement, but those
who condemn this exaggerated passion are strangely apt to forget that
their own psyche and their own selves are conveniently sheltered be-
hind a French or German culture which has given full proof of its
existence and which is uncontested.2

. . . development is modernization minus dependency. . . . African
culture is central to this process of reducing dependency in the dialec-
tic of modernization. . . . What is needed is more of modernity and
less of “the Western spring.” A non-Western route to modernity is
possible for Africa—provided African culture is fully mobilized as an
ally in the enterprise.3

There are two ways to lose oneself: by a walled segregation in the
particular or by a dilution in the ‘universal.’4

Such commonly expressed notions as “the cultural dimension of develop-
ment,” “the cultural framework to guide development,” “tradition and
modernity,” and “cultural development,” to mention but a few major ones,
reflect the analytical and practical linkages that scholars and policymakers
have attempted to establish between culture and development in order to
assert that culture cannot be ignored in the discourse on development.
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Scholars who call into question the need for cultural retention or such
evidence of the survival of tradition constitute a minority.

In Africa and elsewhere, culture shapes the perception of Self and the
interaction between people and their environment. It explains habits such
as why people respect old age, have many children, take care of their chil-
dren, work hard, take to polygyny, and support male dominance. It justi-

Figure 2. Culture: An enduring legacy. Ilorin, Nigeria.
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fies work ethics: for example, the desire for money without having to work
for it; gender division of labor; and consumption habits and accumulative
styles. It defines norms of behavior, such as inter- and intragenerational
relations, codes of conduct for holders of political offices, and the differ-
ence between gift-giving and corruption. It defines boundaries among
people, as in the case of gender roles or relations between the poor and the
rich. As a means of communication, it enables understanding, and when a
foreign language is imposed, it serves to consolidate domination. It is the
basis of identity and ultimately of development. Who are Africans? What
are their future goals? Are they different from others? Most functions of
culture, as well as the various components of culture itself, try to project an
identity. Development, as it is variously defined, tries to incorporate, ma-
nipulate, and draw from cultural identity. Cultural identity, in its forma-
tion, involves the multiple issues of history, environment, values, social
stratification, knowledge, power, and wealth, which are also the domain of
development.

Policies of change, in order to endure and be effective, must recog-
nize the power of history, tradition, and cultural institutions. Develop-
ment has to be grounded in culture—it should capture the essence of people’s
lives, profit from the creative and economic benefits unleashed by cultural
production, and transform traditions and institutions that may create ob-
stacles to progress. Social and cultural factors, the so-called noneconomic
forces, do drive the economic. Progress cannot be confined to the rise in
the gross national product, expansion of road networks, new technologies,
etc., without considering their consequences on culture and society. Con-
versely, a major change in technology can reshape intellectual and spiritual
beliefs and transform other cultural values. The consequences can be both
positive and negative: they may generate “cultural losses” or “cultural added
value.”

How can Africa develop without losing its identity? How can Africa
use its identity to develop? Can it construct progress without a vision of its
past, or can it link its future development with its historical traditions? Can
it ignore its legacies of domination in dealing with the wider world? Where
does its historical path since the fifteenth century lead? To what degree
should imposed changes be accepted? This set of interrelated questions has
dominated African intellectual thought since the nineteenth century. Af-
rica wants to modernize without losing its cultural identity; it wants its
culture to survive and progress at the same time. It has always considered
the means to determine the future by turning to its past and by using its
culture to operate in a competitive global setting. It seeks to relate to the
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rest of the world by offering something other than raw materials. It hopes
to break dependence by turning to culture for liberation and challenging
external imposition. When solely market-oriented external ideas and pro-
grams are imposed, people are known to have resisted, not because they do
not desire change, as is often alleged, but because the change cannot be
reconciled with their established practices.

Three themes loom large in this discussion. The first is how indig-
enous patterns of intergroup relations in precolonial Africa have been used
to construct an identity for Africa and create the concept of a relevant past.
For as long as Africans speak of “tradition” and “culture,” there is no escape
from this past. If analysts of the modern era focus on doom, those who
study the African past dwell on its great achievements and capacity for
survival, progress, and self-transformation. Privileging the past or cultural
identity does not assume any static notion of tradition or institutions, which
are embedded in history and show evidence of adaptation and change.

The second is how foreign contacts and domination have created
dislocations, new realities, and alternative values. The slave trade and colo-
nial rule reduced the capacity of African culture to contribute to develop-
ment. As Africa became subordinated, it was simultaneously assaulted at

Figure 3. Celebrating African cultures through art. Calabar, Nigeria.
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two levels: it was regarded as a continent without history and culture, and
alien values were introduced. Cultural difference was used to justify colo-
nial invasion while the imposition of Western culture consolidated domi-
nation. When an agenda of modernization was embarked upon after 1940,
African culture was treated as separate from its development, an obstacle to
the introduction of new ideas, skills, science, technology, and management.
In an extroverted development model, alien ideas were introduced while
indigenous ones were condemned.

The preoccupation of Africans has been to regain that which was
denied, to modify that which was introduced, to reconnect culture to de-
velopment, to become heirs of the past in order to create a better future,
and to defend the “particular” from the attack by the “universal.” Like all
colonized people, Africans use culture as a tool of resistance against imperi-
alism.5 African leaders and intellectuals expect themselves to be vanguards
of cultural change, to protect the continent from Western cultural imperi-
alism, and to promote the preservation of culture.

The third theme I will pursue is a set of recommendations on how to
use culture for identity and development in the decades ahead. The section
will draw from past history and contemporary reality to identify some broad
issues that require attention.

The search for cultural relevance and development is a legitimate one.
The twentieth century ended, leaving Africa behind in terms of develop-
ment, and preparing it for greater challenges in the twenty-first. In the era
of post–Cold War politics, Africa is becoming more and more marginalized
in global concerns. Within the continent itself, the quest for stability, con-
sensus, development, and peace imposes severe burdens. Values, indigenous
and foreign, combine with differences in religion and ethnicity to create
problems for some countries.

The language of intellectual discourse suggests that there is a big cri-
sis of cultural identity and development. This may imply that a previous
identity has been lost or alternatively that none has ever existed. It is true
that the rewards of cultural identity are many: they provide a set of values
upon which to base policies; the continent can represent a difference as the
basis for dealing with other continents; and if the identity comes with dig-
nity, Africa’s stature gets enhanced. The contrary, a lack of identity, is worse:
the continent remains a mere geographical expression, opens itself up for
more cultural bastardization, and exposes its citizens to degradation.

There is yet the other issue of how different countries within a huge
continent can be expected to develop a common cultural identity, when
each has its own internal problems and differences, in addition to diver-
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gent contacts that impose additional diversity. However, the number of
countries now, or nations in the precolonial past, should not prevent the
search for a continental identity as long as it is positive and contributes to
the development of the continent. There is more profit in working toward
a continental identity in addition to the national. I think it is, however, far
more important to seek the means to minimize the conflicts arising from
competing identities within each country and the continent as a whole.

Cultural and Historical Foundations of Identity

Today, the bond of poverty, long historical antiquity, the experience of
imperialism, and the ongoing assault on Africa’s collective dignity since the
trans-Atlantic slave trade, to mention but a few, are part of the shared heri-
tage of the continent and the factors which have shaped its character and
defined the problems of identity and development.

In its very long precolonial history, the most important constituents
of African identity were cultural in spite of the multiplicity of ethnic groups.
To be sure, there was no single African culture, but there were cultures that

Figure 4. The power of music. Abeokuta, Nigeria.
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shared many similar assumptions. Neither was there a single African na-
tion, but a variety of nations that shared certain similar characteristics. The
starting point in a discussion like this must be the framework of society.
The unifying feature in most of precolonial Africa was the concept of the
community. Since the time that Jomo Kenyatta wrote his famous Facing
Mount Kenya until today, one author after another has emphasized the cen-
trality of the ethos of community and kinship.6 It is true that the ethos has
been exaggerated and romanticized in many writings, but its importance
cannot be denied. Social cohesion and intimate relations between indi-
viduals were the key to living in a society. In contrast to the individualism
of the present age, “to be human is to belong to the community, and to do
so involves participating in the beliefs, ceremonies, rituals and festivals of
that community.”7 The community fulfilled an integrative function.

There is abundant data to demonstrate shared cultural values and
institutions and to show the extensive interactions between peoples and
incorporation of one group’s cultural values by others, both of which reveal
that culture was integral to the construction of African identity. Only a few
examples are possible here. In many places, the belief in spirits, witchcraft,
“evil eye,” and a host of gods was common. Names and methods of wor-
ship were different, but many assumptions were common, such as the role
of ancestors, the power of spirits, divination, and the worship of gods asso-
ciated with nature. In folktales, the spider and the tortoise stories were
common in many parts of west and east Africa, as were those of the hare
and antelope in the Sudan. The themes revolved around the ogre, infant
prodigy, trickster, and life dilemma. Stories of origins and other historical
aspects of folktales reveal a similar attempt to explain the evolution of king-
ship and kinship, authority, and various political and social institutions. In
historical tales, the roles assigned to hunters, warriors, and supernatural
forces in creation are identical in many areas.

There is substantial data on material culture. Drums fulfilled similar
functions in various societies. Dress forms were identical in some areas. For
instance, in east and west Africa the wrapper and the poncho (mboubou in
Senegal, buba in Yoruba, danshiki in Fulani, babban riga in Hausa) were
worn in most places. Masquerades were found in many areas, even if their
forms and functions differed. They represented ancestors and spirits, and
they were used to fight witchcraft; in east Africa, they played a key role in
initiation and circumcision ceremonies, and were associated with warfare,
entertainment, and politics.

In the attempt to explain the similarities in many aspects of African
culture, emphasis must be placed on such factors as intergroup relations
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made possible by trade, warfare, diplomatic relations, and migration. Take
trade, for instance: because of geographical differences, there was a limit to
what could be produced in an area or region. Consequently, extensive trade
networks within the continent distributed the goods of one area to others.
To serve trade and promote intergroup relations, lines of communication
were developed. Southern Africa and the Congo/Zaire basin were connected,
and both were linked with the forest belt of west Africa. The Nile Valley
shared linkages with central and eastern Africa, while north Africa and west
Africa were connected by the trans-Saharan trade.

Migrations within the continent provided both unity and identity.
Spurred by population increase, dynastic rivalries, the search for economic
opportunities, ecological changes, and so forth, a large number of people
chose, or were forced, to relocate, in the process of which they contributed
to the diffusion of culture and the emergence of new cultures. Important
developments, such as the movement of population from the Sahara to
north Africa, the spread of the Bantu language, the Oromo movements to
Ethiopia in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Fulani dispersal in
West Africa, and the Luo migrations to Uganda and Kenya from the Nile
Valley, all had significant consequences for unity and identity. The migra-
tions also demonstrated the fact that mobility and interregional communi-
cation were common.

The character and organization of the states made interactions within
a state and between states possible. Within the state, the family, age-grade
societies, and secret societies promoted interactions. Between states, the
boundaries were cultural frontiers through which ideas and people were
freely exchanged.

Precolonial states sought deliberate means to achieve identity. Tradi-
tions of common origins, stories of migrations, the legends about the emer-
gence of dynastic groups and ruling houses were political agenda and manifes-
tos to achieve identity, integration, and stability. When many states were
connected in this identity construction, the motive was to create a much
broader framework of relationship. Origins of dynasties and the borrowing
of political institutions, the two most common manifestations of this con-
struction, were effective in creating identity over wide regions in the conti-
nent. Finally, the establishment of the big empires and kingdoms contrib-
uted to the spread of languages and ideas and to extensive relations among
the people. The big states and empires, built and sustained by high profile
politics and diplomacy, imposed political hegemony and a “universalist”
ideology.
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External Impact

Over the years, Africa has been influenced, indeed transformed, by its con-
tacts with other parts of the world, notably Asia and Europe. Among the
most notable issues are the slave trade, the spread of Islam and Christianity,
and the imposition of colonial rule. Each of these influenced African cul-
tures and development capacity by bringing new ethos and values and in-
troducing new systems of interpersonal relations, domination, and exploi-
tation.

The slave trade was a sustained assault on Africa’s dignity, identity,
and development. It turned the continent into a victim of rape and plun-
der. Not only did the slave trade introduce the beginning of the
marginalization of Africa, it greatly dented the image of the continent up
until the very recent era. The personality and color of a black person be-
come weak credentials in negotiating and asserting autonomy. In many
areas of the world, to be black is to be inferior and unintelligent. Any
meaningful search for identity must include the recovery of this dignity
and the assertion of collective self-worth.

The role of the Arabs and the rise and spread of Islam after the sev-
enth century created a new heritage and sub-identity of its own. Beginning
in the seventh century, Arab groups invaded parts of north Africa and mi-
grated to the Sahara, the Nile Valley, and west Africa. The consequences
included the spread of Arab culture and Islam. So strong was the impact
that Islam displaced indigenous religions in many places and Arabic be-
came an influential language in some areas. Where Arabic and Islam have
been strong, they have created conditions for unity and identity based on
an Islamic ideology.

Christianity has spread rapidly since the mid-nineteenth century. As
its rapid spread coincided with the colonial regimes, the two have been
lumped together in some literature as imperialist agencies. Christian mis-
sionary organizations provided the foundations of the modern formal edu-
cation system. Western education produced a new elite that became influ-
ential in virtually all sectors of society, and that encouraged the spread of
Western culture. Where it was able to establish a strong influence, it intro-
duced many new ways of looking at the world and destroyed or modified
many aspects of indigenous practices. Like Islam, Christianity demanded
its own loyalty and alliance.

In countries where Islam and Christianity compete, as in the case of
the Sudan and Nigeria, the problems of stability and identity have been
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compounded by rivalries for religious ascendancy, resulting in the desire
for religious control or even for turning the state into a theocracy and im-
posing a religious ideology. So dangerous has the competition become that
the survival of a place like the Sudan is severely threatened. The imperial-
ism of both religions is also part of the problem of the search for identity in
contemporary Africa. These two religions have constituted the greatest threat
to the survival of indigenous religions. As much as possible, they suppress
indigenous religions, criticize the use of their symbols, and fight against
their revival.8 In cases where indigenous religions are closely bound up with
communal lives, the opposition by Islam and Christianity has also meant
an attack on local customs and culture.

Colonial rule reconfigured various aspects of African identity and
added many new dimensions to patterns of intergroup relations and the
linkages between Africa and the wider world. Colonialism was harsh, tragic,
and brutal. Colonial conquests brought subjugation and loss of sovereignty.
The partition of Africa was, at the same time, a partition of identity. Na-
tions were divided, often with dire consequences for the economy and so-
ciety. Today, areas that were united in the last century are now tragically
divided, sometimes hostile to one another, and located within different
cultural streams. This is true of the Ewe, Yoruba, Azande, Masaai, and the
Bakongo. In many areas with international boundaries that divide groups,
there are constant frontier tensions.

Old identities were broken, as previous kingdoms, empires, and com-
munities were divided and framed into new groupings. Inherited differ-
ences have been allowed to flourish, and the divided groups compete with
one another. As independence drew nearer, hostilities intensified because
of the desire of the elite of each region to control power and because of the
politics of resource allocation. The constitutions that the colonial regimes
bequeathed were very weak in resolving ethnic differences. Political parties
were organized on a regional basis, and the politics of winner-take-all was
accentuated.

Many aspects of colonial policies created problems. The disparity in
social and educational provisions encouraged dissension and conflicts. Much
cultural disintegration occurred because of the disruptive consequences of
religion, the imposition of alien languages, movement to the cities, and the
spread of wage income. Colonialism was destructive of culture and iden-
tity. Either by crushing what was opposed to its agenda or by modifying
what was supportive, colonialism was a process of damage and disruption.
Colonialism was an act of domination of one culture by another, bringing
with it economic and political subordination. Imitation and assimilation
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of Western values were part of the responses to the fast penetration of alien
culture.9 According to the colonialists who defined culture as a stage of
refinement, Africa had no culture. Some of the early Western scholars who
studied Africa “in depth” were shocked to “discover” rich culture, but their
aims were limited to such things as providing the data for use by mission-
aries. Apart from presenting the culture in static terms, some of them saw
“irrationality” in many aspects of African culture.10 When development
planning was introduced after 1940, it was conceived in evolutionary stages
with “the traditional phase” as the least developed, followed by a transi-
tional phase with the ultimate phase being the replication of Western insti-
tutions. The logic was that Africa had to gradually abandon its tradition
and past, to undergo a rebirth. Its tradition and culture were regarded as a
“negative context,” although they were capable of being successfully trans-
formed. Development was the agency of change, a “mechanical” process
benefiting from external intelligence and agencies. Not only were the plans
ambiguous, they were also culturally determined, informed by a belief that
progress meant Westernization.11 These plans and the related ones that fol-
lowed were not successful. It became clear that development cannot be
divorced from culture; that so-called economic policies have cultural com-
ponents; that models, science, and technology cannot be imported with-
out regard to their cultural contexts; and that local ideas, histories, memory,
and other cultural resources cannot be ignored when major changes in
people’s lives are initiated.

Past Burdens, Present Dilemma

Aspects of indigenous culture as well as Arab and Western civilizations
exist, compete, and interact in Africa.12 Since independence, indigenous
culture has interacted with colonial and postcolonial cultures in creative
and perverse ways: creative because it involves a lot of adaptation; perverse
because the goals are acquisitive and materialistic, and it is largely imitative
of Western culture. Some have characterized this latest development as the
culture of dependency, with such features as unbridled materialism and
individualism, lack of respect for collective values, disregard for dignity,
and emphasis on money and power as the two most important things in
life.

The external world is still arrogant with regard to Africa. Old stereo-
types persist (the “dark continent,” “savages,” “jungle,” “‘Tarzan,” “primi-
tive”), the “traditional” period is condemned in preference for the modern,
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and Western culture is sold as superior.13 External media images focus on
civil wars, power rivalries, AIDS, and poverty. The marginalization of Af-
rica, the increasing impoverishment of its people, the migrations out of the
continent, the rapid transfer of foreign culture, the underdevelopment of
indigenous institutions, and the bastardization of aspects of local cultures
all point to the ongoing difficulties of maintaining a cultural identity and
using it to formulate effective development strategies.

National identity is the bedrock of continental identity. The artifici-
ality of the boundaries of modern countries remains a major source of ten-
sion. Many ethnic groups continue to pursue parochial identities in ways
that threaten collective interests. Subnational loyalties continue to under-
mine national identity. Civil wars, ethnic rivalries, and religious tensions
are the manifestations of deep crises. The declining economic resources in
recent times are bound to complicate an already volatile situation. In mo-
ments like this, ethnic identification becomes a political strategy for gain-
ing access to scarce resources and power. A number of suggestions, ranging
from the use of education, equitable distribution of resources, use of ideol-
ogy, and use of language, have been suggested to minimize the problem.14

The use of culture is regarded as the most creative way to forge an
African identity. To be sure, most countries have had to make cultural choices
involving a variety of options: rejection of some external influences, accep-
tance of Islamic and/or Western culture, and integration of the “traditional”
with the “modern.” Many countries have relied on the use of symbols to
achieve inspiration or to fashion an ideology. Liberation movements used
culture to create unity and anticolonial nationalism. When independence
was won, culture was misused to defend decadent political habits and corrup-
tion. Examples include the devaluation of Christian names in Zaire; the criti-
cism of the miniskirt in Malawi; and the removal of colonial names, replacing
them with indigenous names for several countries, notably Azania, Malawi,
Zimbabwe, Zambia, Ghana, Mali, and Benin. In spite of these changes, prob-
lems remain, arising from inconsistency in policy, the manipulation of culture
to justify corruption and authoritarianism by a tiny political elite, the failure to
translate change into development, the inadequacy of local symbols to acquire
national significance, and the divisiveness of religion.

Strategies and Options

In the various discourses on the search for cultural identity and develop-
ment, at least four major options have been suggested. The first is the radi-
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cal, sometimes Marxist, call for an intense and committed nationalism which
will restore African identity and development by liberating its politics and
economy from the control of imperialism. Africa has to define its interests
in such a way that it will control its economy, refuse to compromise its
independence and integrity, and accord primacy to its culture. It must ac-
quire power, confront other continents as equals, and transform its economy
so as not to be dependent on others. According to this school, the disman-
tling of neocolonial institutions and structures is the first step toward creat-
ing any meaningful African identity. The radical nationalists urge a cul-
tural revolution, involving political reeducation to overcome alienation and
develop new values of liberation and independence.15

The second school is much older, although its voice seems to have
been subdued in recent times. This is cultural nationalism as defined by
Léopold Senghor, the leader of the negritude school,16 or in many other
variants. This school calls for the purity of African culture and points to the
concrete achievements of the past (e.g., the building of the great king-
doms) and to the evidence that Africa has a long and proud history. Senghor
advocated Negritude, based on the equality of races. He raised Negritude
to the level of ideology: a revolt against colonial subordination, a reevalua-
tion of African history, the quest for an African identity, and “the notion of
a distinctive spiritual heritage of the black man.”17 Critics of Negritude
have accused it of playing a “racist game,” of being merely defensive, of
accepting the supremacy of European culture, and of seeking accommoda-
tion with imperialism.

The ideas of cultural nationalism are not always as simple as Senghor’s
critics portray them. Also, there is no unanimity within the ranks of cul-
tural nationalists on various issues, another misleading assumption of their
critics who tend to homogenize all ideas associated with Negritude. There
are those like Senghor, Edward Wilmot Blyden before him, and Aimé
Césaire, who wanted Africa to seize on simplicity, humanism, and spiritu-
alism to construct a new vision of change. Civilization need not be about
impressive material evidence, but about humanity. Césaire’s poetry has be-
come the classic of the spiritual essence of civilization.

While accepting many aspects of “Negritude,” Cheikh Anta Diop is
the hero of the school that identifies the glory of Africa,18 by pointing to
great examples of civilization and taking a step further to say that Africa
contributed to world civilization and influenced other cultures and races.19

Many members of this school affirm that Africa already would have enough
ideas from its past to transform the present, but for the devastation caused
by the intrusion of Europe.20
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The third school is rooted in the belief in the positive merit of alien-
ation (the term is used here to mean a withdrawing or separation, an es-
trangement from traditional cultures by accepting new alien ideas and in-
stitutions). The alienation school argues that there is a need to adapt and
assimilate Western culture. Abiola Irele, one of the leading apostles of alien-
ation, has argued that this will involve “a willed movement out of the self
and a purposive quest for new horizons of experience . . . as a matter of
practical necessity, we have no choice but in the direction of Western cul-
ture and civilization.”21 He accepts the devastating impact of colonial rule,
but warns:

The traditional pre-colonial culture and way of life continue to exist as a
reality among us, but they constitute an order of existence that is engaged in
a forced march, in a direction dictated by the requirements of a modern
scientific and technological civilization. It also happens to be the case that
Western civilization . . . provides the paradigm of modernity to which we
aspire.22

He recognizes the reasons for the pathology of alienation and appreciates
why the brutal colonial experience has encouraged “the feeling that it is
within our traditional culture that we were happiest, most at ease with
ourselves, that there was the truest coincidence between us and the world:
in other words that our identity was located.”23 However, to Irele, colonial-
ism has rendered “the traditional way of life no longer a viable option for
our continued existence and apprehension of the world.”24 He attacks cul-
tural nationalists for using tradition to confuse, selecting aspects that suit
particular situations, and proposing ideas that cannot solve the problems
of Africa’s alienation:

It is of no practical significance now to us to be told that our forebears con-
structed the Pyramids if today we can’t build and maintain by ourselves the
roads and bridges we require to facilitate communication between ourselves,
if we still have to depend on the alien to provide for us the necessities of
modern civilization, if we can’t bring the required level of efficiency and
imagination to the management of our environment.25

He concludes that Africa has no choice but to move

in the direction of Western culture and civilization. . . . If we can accept that
the scientific and technological civilization which has come down to us, his-
torically, from Europe can improve the quality of our lives, if we can accept
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that our modern institutions should be based on political and social ideas
articulated elsewhere, there is no reason why we should exclude from our
acceptance other valuable areas of experience simply because of their associa-
tion with Europe.26

Indeed, a few scholars have gone far beyond Abiola Irele to argue
against the revival of African culture because they think that it cannot be
reconciled with the ethos and demands of contemporary science and tech-
nology. In one extreme case, Marcia Towa, a Camerounian philosopher,
concluded that such a subjugated culture as that of Africa is already too
weakened to constitute the basis of identity and development in a modern
world.27

The alienation school has not dealt with the issue of the identity that
would emerge nor the consequences of social ruptures. Perhaps the logical
outcome of alienation would be the emergence of a new identity, the Afro-
Western, for want of a more creative terminology. The advocates of bor-
rowing, however, need to indicate where to halt in order to avoid a com-
plete revolution of identity-substitution. They also have to consider the
long-term consequences of modern science and technology on African so-
ciety.

Finally, there are those who suggest an aggregation of African cul-
tures as a tool for identity construction and development. This school be-
lieves that a profile of African cultures can be established and a common
culture can emerge between nations. The members of the school search for
“the commonly shared ways of life” that the entire continent can identify
with. Some of the features that have been mentioned include political in-
stitutions, the “prestige and acquisitive culture patterns,” the role of unilineal
descent groups, and of language. V. C. Uchendu has provided a profile:

Black Africa exhibits four important notions which convey its conception of
the destiny of the African. First, the African world view is life affirming. We
do not subscribe to a philosophy of world denial of a compelling desire to
abandon the now for there and thereafter. Second, African world view lays
more emphasis on duty than on rights. In Black Africa rights are not asserted
in the abstract; they reflect rewards inherent from one’s performance of du-
ties. Children who deny their parents good burial, which they can afford,
cannot lay claim to their parents’ wealth by appealing to the abstract “rights
of man.” Third, African world view emphasizes the necessity for a
countervailing power. New gods may be acquired if the existing gods fail to
match their rivals’ power. Fourth, African world view is essentially a tolerant
world view. African value systems are shaped by their world view. The basic
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values found in Africa include: respect for elders which derives from the
postulate of life affirmation; emphases on lineal continuity; mutual depen-
dency; transparent living; and on maintaining cosmological balance. These
basic values are supported by other values: the definition of achievement in
social rather in personal terms; intense religiosity; caring and sharing within
kinship groups and equality of access to opportunity without guaranteeing
absolute equality.28

This position fully supports the revival of culture for almost the same rea-
sons as the “Negritude” school: culture restores pride, provides the basis of
identity, enhances the struggle to attain mental liberation, and provides the
framework for development. The importance of this school lies in its pow-
erful argument that African culture remains relevant in the modern era and
has to be integrated into all aspects of cultural life.29 The problems with the
school are that it has given little thought to the integration of Islamic and
Western cultures that have spread over the years and the adequacy or other-
wise of all the institutions and traditions of the past. A more attractive
suggestion is that of Kwame Gyekye, which is that only the positive aspects
of the past should be identified, retained, and used for present purposes.30

Although his catalogue of what is “negative” and “positive” may not gener-
ate a consensus, his criteria of selection appear sound, that is, “the funda-
mental nature of a set of pristine values and attitudes and the functionality
of past ideas and institutions in the setting of the present.”31

Panacea for the Twenty-First Century

Africa cannot be isolated from the rest of the world. Neither can it refuse to
draw lessons and ideas from other peoples, cultures, and civilizations. Bor-
rowing should, however, be adaptive, creative, and discriminating. The
continent should be in a position to reflect on its own destiny, its identity,
rather than existing as a dumping ground for discarded ideas from other
parts of the world, as an imitator, and as a second-rate place. Against the
background of the spread of Western and Asian cultures and of increasing
globalization, there is a strong need to consider the following issues:

1. the correction of negative images about Africa, as in many radio and
television stereotypes in the West and the emphasis on the negative
such as warfare and famine;

2. the need to identify and promote what is African;
3. the determination of aspects of the past that are still relevant;
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4. the reconciliation of many different cultural choices and their conse-
quences for economy and politics; and;

5. the integration of cultures drawn from different historical experiences
and formations into a coherent policy to change the future.

Africa has to confront the wreckage of the slave trade and colonial-
ism. It has to seek the means to achieve “cultural autonomy,” but without
isolating itself from the rest of the world. The similarities in culture repre-
sent a huge asset that has to be promoted and used for identity and devel-
opment. A number of practical solutions may be offered here. African coun-
tries have to take deliberate measures to remove the obstacles that make
communication and travel difficult within the continent. Members of the
nations that have been divided should be encouraged to interact and pro-
mote their culture and identity. National sovereignty is important but this
should not be promoted at the high cost of dividing people who want to
come together and share relations. More has to be done to make successful
the integrationist projects like the Economic Community of West African
States and the Central African Economic and Customs Union. The success
of the integration unions will minimize the divisive influence of colonial
boundaries, integrate economies and peoples, and foster greater interac-
tion. Frontier tensions that divide countries must be removed. The newly
created African Union and the countries involved should pay attention to
the role of boundary crises and their impact on unity and identity. Bound-
aries should be decolonized, not by new divisions but by a mental attitude,
and demilitarized to reduce tensions to the minimum. Regional and conti-
nental integration should serve development needs, such as the expansion
of the market, greater mobility of goods and people, and a reduction in
dependence on the West. Some countries and regions are in a position to
play leadership roles in the integration effort: South Africa and Nigeria can
provide economic leadership; east Africa can promote the use of Kiswahili;
and Egypt can lead in the task of continental political integration.32

Culture must be kept alive. Folktales need to be gathered and used
and readapted to the television age. The cinema and other media can be
powerful agencies of cultural liberation and change. Culture has to actively
intervene in the search for identity and be employed to achieve both broad
and specific objectives. Either viewed as “programmatic” or “engineering,”33

culture must play a strategic role, for both political and economic ends.
Development programs must not only respect people’s culture and identi-
ties, but must take these into full consideration in making new changes.
The creation of culture must also be regarded as part of development itself.
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New cultural industries that emerge should, in turn, affect the economy.
As simple as they appear, the crafts industries remain the best of the African
cultural industries. Crafts can be practiced everywhere; the technology is
accessible; the capital requirement is low; a large population of youth can
be absorbed; the final products are authentic; and these industries form the
basis of an indigenous technological revolution.

Africa has to understand the West to be able to confront it. Many
Africans use the languages of the West without understanding the culture
and civilization that go with them. Whether to combat or to befriend,
there is a need for a deeper understanding of the West. It should also be
understood that the impact of Western civilization and ideas is far more
pervasive than many tend to assume. In the twenty-first century, the power
of the market and the media will continue to entrench the hegemony of
Western culture. As this hegemony takes hold, what may unite Africans in
scattered locations may be the Western ideas and values that many are strug-
gling to reject or to adapt to their environments. Ali Mazrui has suggested
a strategy of “counterpenetrating the citadels of power” to create a “sym-
metrical interdependence.” This may take the form of using raw materials
to attain influence, the creation of powerful lobby groups to influence de-
cisions on Africa, the greater insertion of Africa into the school curricula,
and the globalization of African culture.34

Africa can diversify its sources of borrowing to include Latin America,
the Caribbean, and Asia. Societies that are struggling to develop or that
have created alternative models of development can offer valuable lessons.
Successful examples of cultural retention and adaptation to external changes,
as in the case of China and Japan, also offer models to learn from.

Adaptation has been one of the reasons for the survival and vitality of
African culture. The rigid distinction between “traditional” Africa and
“modern” Africa is exaggerated because there is always continuity with the
past. Continuity and change are the intertwined features of the historical
process in Africa. The institutions of old, such as kinship, languages, and
religions, remain strong, and they affect the management of contemporary
states. Asian and Western cultural influences have not succeeded to the
extent of displacing all aspects of precolonial cultures. Modern-day policies
must take into cognizance the resilience of these institutions and use them
for progress, legitimacy, and identity.

Effective strategies have to be created to domesticate all received ideas
and institutions, most notably in the areas of science and technology. Uni-
versities have to play a leading role in this, but first they have to domesti-
cate themselves. If English and French remain as the most widely used
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European languages in Africa, they can be turned into vehicles of domesti-
cation rather than as couriers of Western civilization.

Culture offers some answers to dependency. Wherever existing ideas,
tools, and skills are useable or can be modified, there is no need to depend
on the external. Many have advocated extensive use of indigenous lan-
guages to create the bedrock of science, as in Korea and Japan, to develop
the arts and literature, to enhance communication among people, and to
undercut the domination of European languages. Such widely used lan-
guages as Kiswahili, Hausa, and Arabic have been recommended for adop-
tion by all Africans. Specialists in different disciplines have suggested how
music, art, the performing arts, architecture, the cinema, agriculture, sci-
ence, technology, medicine, and others can be domesticated and play cru-
cial roles in the development process.35 Knowledge in all these fields must
keep expanding to be able to present intelligent options for Africa to move
forward, promote authenticity, and avoid dislocations.

Sustainable change has to profit from the established indigenous cul-
tural heritage and available resources and from the careful management
and domestication of external ideas, science, and technology. Domestic
policies will be effective if they positively transform people’s lives and create
a culture of democracy. Development models, whether based on local or
imported ideas, must respect people, appreciate their histories and values,
strengthen human rights and capacity building, and invest cultures with
the power to be creative and functional. An active role in world politics and
the respect of the international community will be enhanced if Africa con-
fronts the rest of the world as an equal and stops presenting itself as a
beggar. Culture, ideology, and the interrogation of past history are the es-
sential ingredients in the package(s) of solutions for the African crisis of
development.

Finally, an enormous investment must be made in capacity building
in order to implement significant cultural and development programs. It is
one thing to create cultural knowledge, it is another to use it in the service
of development. Participation and creativity in old and new forms of cul-
ture are visible everywhere36 but are constrained by limited funding, inap-
propriate cultural policies, the deliberate manipulation of culture to retain
power, the focus on short-term survival strategies, the brain drain, and
instabilities in economy and politics. Opportunities for capacity building
are not yet lost: intellectuals must continue to insist on the connection
between culture and development and to assist policymakers in devising
the means to profit from modern science, technology, and communica-
tion; to empower the people and democratize society; to strengthen coop-
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eration among African countries and international networking; and to pro-
mote existing and new cultures.
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“SIDE WITH SNAKES, NOT WITH THE RICH.”

—A SHONA PROVERB

The economy is integral to culture. Even if human beings do not live by
bread alone, the search for bread in Africa takes an eternity. As in the Stone
Age human beings spent almost all their time seeking food, the struggle to
survive consumes the majority of the population. People are poor, and pov-
erty shapes responses to politics, leisure, interpersonal relations, and overall
habits and worldview. Poverty has been on the increase since the mid-twen-
tieth century, reflecting worsening economic and political conditions. It
influences the political culture, from attitudes about corruption to the abuse
of power. To the majority of Africans, the purpose of government is to
provide for its people while the purpose of life is to survive and live well.
They regard politics not just about distribution of power among the lead-
ing representatives of ethnic groups, but primarily about solving problems
of underdevelopment. Power has failed them, development has eluded them.
What can explain such a double tragedy? Power and development are linked
in various ways. This chapter shows the linkage. In the process, the emerg-
ing and established patterns are also examined or detailed, showing how
history and the behavior of the state and political actors shape events and
affect Africans in negative ways. When Africans talk about development,
what they seek is not abstract: they want a higher standard of living. Eco-
nomic changes are preferred to political ones, and there are cases when
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people can accept authoritarian rule if it brings the desired economic ben-
efits and progress. Benefits and progress are not defined along traditional
lines—contacts with the West have broadened the list to include all objects
associated with modernity. Medicine, automobiles, good roads, access to
books and the Internet, and others are now part of what a new generation

Figure 5. Food production: The dilemma of distribution. Lagos, Nigeria.
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of Africans want. These pursuits suggest a desire for change and even a
growing addiction to materialism among the elite.

Underdevelopment

Many Africans believe that they are not doing well, but that resources are
not lacking for them to have jobs, access to land, nutritious food, and other
necessities of life. In other words, many tend to believe that they are poor
because their governments do not care about them. It is true that the ma-
jority of the population is poor; it is equally true that development is not a
top priority of many political leaders; and it should also be added that the
chaotic global system is unfair to the continent. Africa operates in a hostile
international capitalist environment. The majority of countries offer agri-
cultural raw materials produced by cheap labor, but African countries do
not control the demand and prices. Claude Ake has argued that develop-
ment is not on the agenda of African governments.1 It should be added that
the purpose of government has been to facilitate the distribution of re-
sources among its key members. Like the preceding colonial governments,
the postcolonial administrations have been interested in ensuring that Af-
rican farmers produce for external markets and, where available, that min-
erals are extracted for the same reasons. The public revenues created in this
established arrangement are controlled by those in power, not necessarily
for the benefit of those who generate them. As a government perpetuates
itself in power, it regards its citizens as enemies. To the outside interests
who seek to continue the pattern of the domination of Africa, it has always
been easy for them to identify and collaborate with the power elite. Indeed,
business interests prefer to work with a small number of highly powerful
people instead of subjecting themselves to democratic institutions, which
tend to be slow.

The indicators have been depressing, as the continent moved from
the economic decline of the 1970s to the crisis of the 1980s and a deepen-
ing crisis since the 1990s.2 The per-capita GNP for most countries is on
the decline. Investments have not been generated at a level high enough for
the majority of the population to benefit from them. All sectors have per-
formed woefully: the growth rate, real gross domestic product, and per
capita income have all fallen to abysmal levels. Schools, hospitals, and all
amenities are grossly inadequate. Infrastructures continue to crumble. Rev-
enues have declined, while the value of many currencies is grossly devalued.
Realizing that the government does not take care of them, many citizens
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Figure 6. Creativity and commerce combined. Oyo, Nigeria.
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avoid paying taxes. Some engage in currency transactions which damage
official exchange rates. Valuable commodities such as diamonds, gold, and
cash crops are smuggled out of many countries in order to avoid paying
dues and taxes and to earn a higher profit. Many countries are in debt to
external agencies which in turn dictate to them how to organize their econo-
mies and politics. African populations are on the rise, at an annual growth
rate of 3 percent. What could have been an asset for development, if re-
sources had been managed and the creativity of the people harnessed, has
become a disaster, impacting negatively on access to food and services. Al-
most half of the continent’s population is poor. A World Bank projection
in the 1990s was that Africa would have one-third of all the poor people in
developing countries, a depressing number which proves that the conti-
nent is regressing.3 Resources to educate and empower young people are
limited, thus compounding the population crisis. The pressure on the en-
vironment has been devastating, as in the destruction of the savanna in the
search for wood to cook or land to graze animals. Diseases, old and new,
continue to be a problem. Food is scarce for a continent that for centuries
used to be self-reliant. Food shortages will wreak further havoc, especially
on the poor. Limited technology, poor planning, underpayment of farm-
ers, drought, and excessive government taxes on peasants and crops are
some of the reasons for the agricultural decline.

Underdevelopment has to be located in past history and current prob-
lems of planning.4 Many countries lack adequate resources and capital to
establish a viable, long-term plan. Those who have resources and capital
have not managed them honestly and efficiently. In their early years as new
nations, they did not have enough savings to fall back upon, a large work-
ing class to tax, or industries to create jobs. As explained below, they have
relied on the rural areas, which have been overexploited without commen-
surate compensation. As rural areas decline, millions of people move to the
cities, and once there, scramble for limited living spaces, jobs, and ameni-
ties. A number of cities have recorded annual growth rates of more than 10
percent. Although the larger share of government revenues have been spent
on cities, they represent centers of poverty and underdevelopment. Vio-
lence, unemployment, and shortages of housing and water plague many
cities. To overcome many of Africa’s problems, policies must protect and
uplift the poor, even if the elite and the wealthy are uncomfortable in the
process—one cannot side with the snake and the rich at the same time, as
the Shona warn us in the words of the opening proverb.
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Colonial Foundations

Africa was carefully integrated into the world economy to fulfil two inter-
related objectives: to supply key raw materials to feed the industrialized
economies and to provide markets to distribute imported items. Using its
most important assets—land and labor—Africa supplied cash crops such
as peanuts, cocoa, rubber, palm oil and cotton, as well as minerals such as
tin, gold, diamonds, and copper. In exchange, Africa obtained mass-pro-
duced textiles, household utensils, and other products of European indus-
tries. Its indigenous economies were altered to promote the export of goods
and services. Self-sustaining economies based on agriculture were set on a
course of “modernization” that was later to generate a myriad of problems.
The combination of the era of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and of colo-
nialism has devastated Africa.

Economic regimes emerged that were different, although they had
similar goals. In one characterization by a leading political economist, Samir
Amin, Africa fell into four zones.5 The first was the “trade economy” noted
for extensive production of cash crops, as in British West Africa. According
to Amin, areas along the coast imported European goods and generated
funds to run the colonial administration. The second is what he calls “white
settler” colonies, similar to the first, only the emphasis was on agriculture,
and fertile land was seized by Europeans who displaced the traditional land
owners. The examples of these colonies include Northern and Southern
Rhodesia, Kenya, and Tanganyika. The third economy, illustrated by Gabon,
Central Africa Republic, Belgian Congo (now the Democratic Republic of
Congo), and Congo, was controlled by “concession-owning companies.”
Large areas were given to companies to exploit their mineral and forest
resources. African labor was brutally exploited, and the companies gave
very little in return. The fourth type, “economies of labor reserves,” existed
in places such as Upper Volta (now Burkina Faso), Malawi, and
Mozambique, whose people migrated elsewhere to work. Lacking minerals
and large-scale resources to produce cash crops, the people in these coun-
tries traveled to other areas to work in mines and on farms. Thus, they can
now be found in South Africa, the Democratic Republic of Congo (for-
merly the Belgian Congo), Zambia (formerly Northern Rhodesia), Zimba-
bwe (formerly Southern Rhodesia), and Tanzania (formerly Tanganyika).

Irrespective of the regimes, a number of patterns emerged. The colonial
economy exploited land and labor resources. In doing so, it accumulated prof-
its for vested interest groups and companies. Settlers took fertile land in coun-
tries where European settlements were allowed; mining companies were ruth-
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less; and trading firms maximized profits. The government made laws to en-
sure the actualization of colonial economic objectives. Economic sectors were
not carefully integrated to attain any development goals.

The aim was not to make Africa self-reliant, build enduring econo-
mies, and enhance living standards. Rather, the goal was to transfer wealth
abroad. Established food production systems were disrupted in favor of
export crops. A huge number of people were removed from farms to work
in cities and mines. Many lost their lands to commercial producers and, in
some countries, such as those of east and southern Africa, to European
settlers. Landlessness destroyed families, impoverished millions of people,
and pushed many to alienating jobs in mines and cities. Where cities grew
rapidly, vices such as prostitution and alcoholism accompanied that growth.
Other problems came with city culture and life: joblessness, the spread of
diseases, crime, overcrowding, and competition for few jobs.

The colonial economy laid the foundation for Africa’s underdevelop-
ment. Throughout the colonial period, the opportunities to generate capi-
tal were minimal, either because the natural resources were undeveloped or
did not even exist. Instead, a mono-crop economy was pursued—one in
which a country was heavily dependent on one or a few raw materials for
export. The skills to manage modern economies were limited. The number
of Africans with business and technical expertise was meager during the
first half of the twentieth century. Industrial and technological transfer were
slow, but they became part of the aspirations of a new generation of Afri-
cans. The management of complex businesses was not one of those lessons
imparted to Africans. It took quite a while after the end of colonial rule for
many African countries to establish and compete with European investors
in such lucrative areas such as hotel, banking, and airlines. The inherited
economies are ones of dependence on the external world. Africa must sell
its labor and resources for Western economies to survive, and, in turn,
must rely on the West for modern technologies, science, and medicine.

A number of problems have persisted since the end of the colonial
period. Dependence continues. While Africa has abundant resources, it is
the buyers, not the sellers, who control the power. Many aspects of interna-
tional trade relations also shortchange Africa. Western countries sell indus-
trial products to Africa at exhorbitant prices. By purchasing computers,
planes, parts, cars, and other products of technology and science, Africa
buys at high prices and even imports inflation of other countries to theirs.
As to their own exports, mainly agricultural products, Africans cannot pre-
dict the quantity to sell from one year to another. Prices fluctuate periodi-
cally, affecting their budgets and plans.
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Postcolonial Africa has retained many problems of the culture of the
colonial era, while at the same time creating new ones as it seeks the means
to transcend inherited ones. As modern as some parts of the continent
appeared during the colonial era, there was a conservative side. The impor-
tation of culture was not always extensive, due mainly to the rigidity estab-
lished by some colonial powers. For instance, in the Portuguese-speaking
colonies, importation of values and ideas were mainly from Portugal. Even
some schools and churches socialized Africans into a world that limited
their sources of ideas and values. Postcolonial Africa broadened interaction
with the outside world and “democratized” the access to alien cultures,
resulting in greater access to new schools and higher institutions. Those
with advanced degrees have been able to travel abroad, creating what is
known as the “brain drain.”

Capitalism, Class, and Power

The organization of African economies affects state power and is at the
root of state and bureaucratic corruption. In many countries, the predomi-
nant population works in agriculture. Essentially, they exist to be exploited
by the state, which makes a profit from the sale of cash crops to external
markets. Those who refuse to engage in farming and move to the cities are
reserves for cheap labor. Far from being docile, aware of being exploited,
and actually well-informed about national and global affairs, thanks to the
power of the radio, the farmers and urban poor are limited in their ability
to challenge the state. They do, of course, engage in daily protests and are
mobilized to act by political forces, but the reality is that the time-consum-
ing tasks to survive deny them the resources to fight.

A middle class exists, with members who have Western educations
and jobs in the formal economic sector. As many members of this class
aspire to join the highly visible political class, they tend to play politics to
achieve their goals. Some among them seek a better society and criticize
those in power, but they do not necessarily have the economic power to
engage in long fights, which explains in part why the state is able to domi-
nate them and punish them from time to time. Indeed, as the majority of
people work in government bureaucracies, they are powerless to combat
the state, and many of them simply join in corrupt practices.

The most dominant are members of the political class. Entry is com-
petitive. The successful among them acquire businesses and some do have
access to public resources that enable them to live exceedingly well. In theory,
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this economic power enables them to consolidate their political power. The
“big men” among them live in huge palaces and enjoy luxuries that disre-
gard the visible poverty among their people. Clashes over politics can occur
among them, as some struggle to gain more political and economic power.
The members are not always able to resolve their differences in peaceful
ways, which results in the failure to conduct elections and the various cases
of military regimes. One key element in a power rivalry is about economic
control. In rent-seeking economies6 dependent on the collections of taxes
and revenues from foreign companies that extract and exploit their miner-
als, many key political actors collect huge bribes from the companies in
addition to their corrupt access to public funds.

No country is so poor that there will not be resources to compete
over. The decaying state of Zaire in the 1990s still had minerals; Liberia
and Sierra Leone during the same period had timber and diamonds respec-
tively. Chad has oil, and although the first shipment is not scheduled until
2003, there already have been conflicts over the initial royalties from oil
companies. Multinational companies seeking to gain access to crude oil
bribe members of the political class. Where economic partners are needed,
the collaborators are among the political class. In places where foreigners
are excluded from participation in some businesses, they find willing part-
ners among Africans who may actually become wealthy in the process. Where
minerals and oil are involved, foreign companies try to meddle in politics.
Indeed, civil wars do not necessarily prevent them from continuing with
their business. Private security forces are raised, and there have even been
the notorious cases of private armies formed in Liberia and Sierra Leone
just to keep business going. Even as Western countries complain of bad
leadership, their companies collaborate with those bad leaders to milk their
countries dry. There is an identifiable wealthy political class in all of Africa
whose members profit immensely from connections to state power and
Western companies.

The generation of revenue, and its disbursements, are tied to class
and class interests. The cities and the elite consume more of the national
revenues but contribute less than rural areas and farmers. As the economies
of most countries are based on agriculture and the export of raw materials,
the onus to produce is on the poorest among their people. Commodities
are bought from the farmers at low prices and sold abroad at higher prices,
with the government and successful merchants reaping the profit. In coun-
tries lacking minerals, dependence on the rural areas is even more intense,
as the government generates most of its taxes from them. Without indus-
tries and large numbers of highly paid people to tax, the farmers become
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the victims. Also, as cities need food and other farm products, they rely on
rural areas where the farmers continue to use traditional implements such
as hoes and machetes. In spite of this, the rural areas are the least favored in
the provision of amenities. Even where schools are created, the graduates
choose not to live among their people and contribute to the rural commu-
nity, but to migrate to the cities.

Farmers and poor people are not docile. Far from it. Realizing how
much they contribute and how little they get, they often seek the means to
disengage from the state or to subvert government policies. Thus, they
might engage in smuggling, dilute their products, or seek the means to
ignore official trade networks, all in order to make more money. When
prices are low, they could decide to hoard their farm products, a move that
may create inflation and reduce government revenues.

More importantly, there is a flourishing informal business which oc-
curs outside of excessive bureaucratic control and whose participants pay
little or no tax. The informal sector can be huge, more than 50 percent of
the entire economies of a few countries, as in the case of Zaire and Uganda
in the 1980s. Examples include a host of service occupations (singing, repairs,
and maintenance), small-scale trade, and distributions in the rural areas.

The relationship between capitalism and class can best be seen in the
use of power for illegitimate purposes. Corruption, the subject of the next
section, should be treated as an integral aspect of the culture of underdevel-
opment.

Corruption

The management of Africa’s economy, in spite of limited resources, in-
creasing population, and exploitation by external forces, is affected by large-
scale corruption. In other words, there is a pervasive culture of corruption
in the political and economic institutions of the majority of African coun-
tries. Corruption established some of its roots during the colonial period.
To start with, the political system and the rule of law benefited a handful of
people in such a way that power became associated with privileges rather
than service. To the African elite who engaged in anticolonial struggles,
one motivation was to gain power for personal ends. Second, the colonial
state failed to promote a meritocratic system; important jobs were obtained
on the basis of race, and Africans were mainly in subordinate positions.
After independence, a culture of patrimonialism subverted that of
meritocracy. Third, the opportunities to make money from big businesses
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were not available to many Africans during the colonial period. Once inde-
pendence came, the Africans in power cleverly diverted state funds to pri-
vate hands. Fourth, the promotion of many areas of alternative cultures—
mainly Western—not only threatened the indigenous products, but cre-
ated the desire and expectations for imported goods.

Where resources are in adequate supply to obtain the imported items,
perhaps, there can be less tension. However, since resources are scarce, one
way to gain access is through dubious means. Engaging in traditional occu-
pations constitutes a limit to one’s access to imported items or objects that
represent the new cultures. One way to obtain such items is through cor-
rupt practices. Where leaders are motivated by small goals, they simply add
to the perception that government is not for the people, but for a select
few, and that the majority need not necessarily respect established rules.

With the departure of the colonial powers, the state becomes the best
source for those in power to accumulate wealth, not only at a fast pace, but
at minimal risk. In addition, since there are few individuals with sufficient
wealth and savings to create businesses, the state again became the best
source to generate new industries and a host of enterprises. By controlling
the funds for development projects, the state becomes the best banking
“source” for those interested in money. The control of state projects is of
prime importance in acquiring access to wealth. These conditions breed
corruption.

Indeed, the nature of the political system itself is corrupt. The politi-
cal system manifests corruption. Authoritarianism and one-party system
serve as agencies of corruption, with political leaders using the police and
the army to destroy those who expose their bad habits. Power is used pri-
marily to plunder; public money is used to acquire and consolidate power;
and the distribution of public money to private hands is the strategy to
control people.7 Thus, government jobs can be expanded, even if the people
have little or nothing to do, all in order to maintain the political system.
Six people can do the job of one person, and not necessarily in any efficient
manner. Thus, we have a situation in which the government creates mo-
nopolies in a variety of businesses or in the supply of water and electricity,
without any of them performing very well. Nigeria, for instance, used to
have almost three hundred such public-owned businesses, but few worked
efficiently. The Nigerian Electricity Power Authority (NEPA) became, to
the public, Never Expect Power Always. The Nigerian Airlines, with an
elephant as its logo, simply became an elephant that could not fly. State
banks collapse, not because they lack customers, but because they give loans
that powerful people never pay back.
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If corruption is limited to members of the political class, perhaps an
anticorruption culture would condemn them and put them to shame. This
has not been the case in many countries where corruption is becoming a
way of life. There are cases where the police demand a protection fee, the
postal clerk opens parcels, and the university lecturer sells handouts.8 The
widespread nature of corruption results from bad leadership, worsening
economic conditions, and survival strategies. Current efforts to create demo-
cratic regimes are unlikely to reduce the scale of, and attitude toward, cor-
ruption. Indeed, elections and the process of appointing leaders and man-
agers are themselves corrupt. So-called democratically appointed leaders
are not necessarily imbued with new, anticorruption attitudes. Indeed, cor-
ruption itself will erode the credibility of democratic regimes in a way that
may instigate a fresh round of military coups and countercoups.

The tragedy is that corruption is part of the culture of an established
elite that is itself supposed to change the society. Initial access to Western
education produced a privileged class who profited from the new knowl-
edge and skills. Until Africans themselves began to control their countries,
access to Western education was selective. By the 1940s, the elite had come
to regard themselves as successors to the colonial officers. As they gradually
attained power from the 1950s onward, they also developed a culture of
corruption, giving jobs and contracts not necessarily on the basis of merit
but of kinship and ethnicity. The elite established a strong control on state
power. The assumption was that such power would be used positively to
alleviate poverty, but, as it turns out, it has been to promote corrupt prac-
tices.9

One may argue that there is a certain level of corruption in all coun-
tries.10 However, in the case of many African countries, the quest to hide
stolen money in foreign banks complicates the situation. Corruption en-
ables the transfer of wealth abroad. Although foreign banks and Western
governments are aware of the practice, they do little to stop it since they are
benefiting from money deposited in their countries. Thus, the failure to
use the money to generate local investments adds to the problems created
by corruption. When corruption is pervasive, as in a number of African
countries, it becomes part of the culture of development. Corruption slows
down the pace of development, enriches a few people at the expense of the
general populace, and discourages investment, since money can be made
without much work. There are cases where key political figures have delib-
erately turned public treasuries into private ones. Cases of African leaders
keeping stolen money in foreign accounts are well known, even when their
countries are heavily in debt. Corruption damages the efficiency of the
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bureaucracy, even if it occasionally provides the opportunity for civil ser-
vants to make extra money and do their paperwork to satisfy their benefac-
tors.11

External Intervention: Debts and Structural Adjustment

Africa does not operate its economy independent of external markets and
power. Its modern economies were established during the colonial period.
Independence from European powers, as important as it was, did not bring
about economic liberation. Indeed, independence was merely a legal docu-
ment which did not ensure political stability, democracy, or development.
It is practically impossible for many African countries to be autonomous
for a variety of reasons: resources are limited to transform their economies;
politics are unstable; and the pressure by external powers is tremendous.
Most economies are small and rely on Western countries for the supply of
many items, even essential ones for domestic use. So successful was the
colonial era in fostering a culture of dependency that only a few countries
such as Nigeria, Zaire, and South Africa (to limit examples to sub-Saharan
Africa) have the population and resources to overcome dependence.

The success of the West has not necessarily translated into success for
Africa. To the contrary, the development of the West may entail the under-
development of Africa, as the slave trade and the colonial encounter have
shown. In the postcolonial era, the relationship between Africa and the
West has been characterized as neocolonial, a situation whereby former
colonial powers use different political and economic strategies to maintain
control. In modern economies, Western companies have the edge in the
competition for the production and marketing of goods. Thus, there are
cases of imported goods that have destroyed local production, even of food
crops such as rice. Members of the African political elite are recruited as
agents to serve the neocolonial interests of Western countries. On one hand,
Western governments criticize Africans for a long list of problems, yet, on
the other hand, their companies seek the means to profit from Africa, even
in situations of chaos. Western banks keep the stolen money of African
leaders; Western companies use large-scale bribery to pave the way to se-
cure fat contracts. Access by Africans to the latest products of technology is
constrained by resources. Terms of trade are always unfavorable, as the goods
that Africa exchanges with the West generate less income compared with
the imports. African currencies are hard to convert and many are not freely
traded, thus forcing them to keep their reserves outside the continent.
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As postindependence African countries complicate their economies by
mismanagement, faulty planning, and corruption, they sink deeper and deeper
into dependence on Western countries. The ability to generate internal rev-
enues is constrained, due to excessive reliance on one or two products for
export. The hope in the early years of independence to secure external support
in the form of foreign aid was an illusion. Such aid—now called development
assistance—has always been meager or hard to secure. Even when some coun-
tries are lucky, the end result is not always positive. External investments are
hard to come by, and even when they exist, the benefits can be marginal.

During the Cold War, foreign aid was an extension of foreign policy,
the use of resources to co-opt a country into one ideological bloc or an-
other. Western countries were interested not in Africa, but only in fulfilling
their own economic and political missions. Arms were supplied not just to
raise money for their industries, but in a rather careless manner that sus-
tained many conflicts in different parts of Africa. The Soviets and China
sold and gave arms, just as the capitalist countries did. Cold War rivalries
affected African countries, which were regarded essentially as pawns by the
major actors. Whenever African leaders stressed the importance of eco-
nomic development, they were ignored by the superpowers interested in
world domination. Always, the declared interests of Africa in international
politics (resource redistribution, the end of apartheid in South Africa, glo-
bal arms control, internal stability, and respect by other countries) were
generally ignored by the world powers. Realizing that direct military con-
frontation would be ruinous to their countries, the superpowers saw Africa
as one of the places where confrontation was safer. Where a country had
minerals, as in the case of South Africa and Gabon, Western powers were
interested in controlling them. Where a country’s location was considered
strategic enough for war, there was also an interest in establishing control.
In the process, the survival of some countries was at stake.

The end of the Cold War has not brought positive economic changes.
Indeed, things have actually gone from bad to worse. As the economy de-
clined, the countries resorted to external borrowing. In the 1980s, money
was available from many European and American banks that wanted to
grant loans at high interest rates. The World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) supported the demands for loans, guaranteed many
of them, and also granted their own loans as well. By 1990, the debts had
mounted to the extent that close to 50 percent of the continent’s export
earnings were needed, not to repay the loans, but to service the interests.12

As interests accumulated, it was clear by the 1990s that many countries
would have nothing left after servicing their interests and paying wages.
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External debts have resulted in external control of the economies, in
many cases to a greater extent than the experience under colonial rule. The
World Bank and the IMF imposed a number of conditions, known gener-
ally as the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) meant to reform African
economies so that their creditors could get their money back. So-called
structural adjustment loans from the IMF could be obtained only after
implementing many aspects of the imposed conditions. So stringent are
these conditions that they compel not just economic reordering but the use
of force to curb violent protests. One primary condition is that currencies
must be devalued in order to sell raw materials at a cheaper rate. Thus,
unless the countries produce more, their overall revenue may actually de-
cline. To complement devaluation, they must take measures to “liberalize”
trade. Thus, they cannot restrict imports or subsidize prices of farm prod-
ucts, oil, and some other goods. State-owned enterprises must be priva-
tized, the number of the work force must be reduced, and salary increases
are frozen. Governments are expected to balance their budgets, thus forc-
ing them to severely cut their expenses. Some measures seek the expansion
of existing capital for investment, such as the increase in interest rates to
induce people to save. Additional aspects of the SAP are the privatization
of public enterprises, an enforced free trade, and an end to government
subsidies on such products as food crops and petroleum.13

The SAP is the kiss of death. African leaders did not just rush to the
IMF and the World Bank. Indeed, many resisted for a long time before
eventually taking the loans, compelled by diminishing external reserves,
the failure to balance budgets, and mounting domestic and external debts.
By the early 1990s, about forty countries had taken the loans, and the
attendant consequences were similar. In taking the loans, these countries
were consumed by the contradictions in their politics and their collapsing
economies. Authoritarian leaders need money to stay in power. As their
economies crumble, their ability to retain their clients and ethnic loyalists
becomes a problem. However, the loans make money available but the
conditions create more problems. External powers obtain greater access to
official business of the governments that take loans, and their opinions
become more important than those of insiders.

The loans and conditions were based on a belief that the economies
would be reformed within a short duration, that standards of living would
be enhanced rapidly, and that debts would even be repaid. None of these
has happened. Instead, the reforms have led to violence, political deca-
dence, and further economic decline. Food and transportation costs
escalated, many small companies collapsed, and millions lost their jobs.
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Anticipated savings did not materialize, and domestic loans were hard to
repay because of high interest rates.

A coalition of antigovernment forces emerged as a result of worsen-
ing economies. The need to reduce the work force created large numbers of
enemies. Students were radicalized by the changes in the school system
which imposed tuition and reduced the size of staff and faculty. Inflation
set in, reaching several digits. Thus far, they have not been able to restore
the situation to normal. Food prices have been hit hard. Not only are im-
ported foods scarce and expensive, local produce is costly as well. The cit-
ies, ever relying on the rural areas, have been hit with high food costs. The
withdrawal of various subsidies also affects the cost of fuel, gas, electricity,
and water. With more and more people out of job and with rising infla-
tion, antigovernment feelings run high. The civil society becomes not only
bitter but better organized. Most governments initially responded with
coercion and violence, throwing critics and members of the opposition in
prison and forcing many into exile.

Politics and society become highly unstable and violent. In the 1980s
and 1990s, protests, strikes, food riots, and demonstrations by students
became a regular occurrence in most countries. The problems arising from
the SAP led to various changes in politics, including the intense use of
violence to check the restless population, the collapse of some governments,
and a change in leadership in some others. The basis of patrimonialism was
affected. As enough money was not available to buy people’s loyalty, even
those who identified with a government began to complain. Ethnic soli-
darities weakened in some instances, as the political patrons were unable to
meet the needs of their own people. The bureaucracies, too, were badly
affected. The failure to recruit additional members, the wage freeze, lack of
promotion, inflation, and reduced access to corruption all brought griev-
ances and frustrations. Civil servants who were expected to work for the
state turned against it. Teachers, usually underpaid, became further impov-
erished. The legitimacy of political leaders was eroded, their credibility
undermined. By the late 1980s, various governments in many countries,
from Algeria in the north to South Africa in the south, had to deal with too
many challenges. Demands were intense for the creation of multiparty de-
mocracies, economic and political reforms, freedom of speech, and new
leadership. Changes began to come in the 1990s, as many countries began
to allow the creation of many political parties and to even allow elections.
A number of governments collapsed, as in the case of Ethiopia and Soma-
lia; and apartheid ended in South Africa. Loans and the programs to save



Political Economy and the Culture of Underdevelopment 87

them from economic decline created greater troubles and political woes for
the regimes.

The SAP has collapsed, but not the agenda of international agencies
and Western countries to control Africa. The current ideology of globaliza-
tion shares much with imperialism. The domination of Africa remains: it is
still an unchanging goal of taking as many minerals and raw materials as
possible from the continent. The profit from military hardware remains
tempting to companies who sell them to African countries. As Africa owes
a lot to foreign banks, it exposes its economy to external control. Due to
the media, Western popular culture keeps spreading, thus instigating more
and more demands for foreign goods. Globalization has brought both gains
and pains.14

Ideologies and the Culture of Change

The African elite has always debated the options to move the continent
forward.15 Each option is a combination of cultural, economic, and politi-
cal strategies. Essentially, the desire is to minimize dependence on former
European colonial powers and Western markets, develop diversity in do-
mestic economies, and become influential actors in world politics. During
the Cold War, there were attempts to behave in the international system as
neutral nations. As members of “nonaligned nations,” many African coun-
tries joined others, notably India, to avoid entanglement in the East-West
rivalries. In reality, nonalignment was unsuccessful.

Some options are along the colonial/Western option, in cases where
they choose the capitalist ideology. The aim is to create free enterprise and
use public funds to generate development in those areas that are considered
crucial.16 As shortage of capital is massive, the government becomes the
source of funding, thus creating government-controlled, centralized busi-
nesses. In many cases, the government itself creates and manages the busi-
nesses. Such public-controlled companies often become inefficient monopo-
lies which disregard the rules of capitalism. They can vary from airline
services to the provision of a transportation system at the local level. In the
majority of cases, the enterprises are a drain on limited government rev-
enues, they run at great losses, the managers are corrupt, and the workers
are not necessarily productive. Political considerations tend to be more
important than the economic, with the result that the enterprises hardly
survive unless they are continually funded by the government.
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Until the collapse of the Soviet Union, there were non-capitalist, non-
Western options, most notably socialism. European countries were impli-
cated in the underdevelopment of Africa as colonizers and economic part-
ners. The alternative was to avoid them by trying the Soviet or socialist
options. The strategy was to minimize Western domination by limiting the
level of investments and capital that can be repatriated and establishing
greater state control on the economy. A variety of socialist-oriented ideolo-
gies emerged in such countries as Tanzania, Mozambique, Angola, Guinea
Bissau, the Republic of Benin, and Burkina Faso. Non-economic options
were added to the economic ideologies. Until the wave of democratic move-
ments in the 1990s, the overriding political philosophy was authori-
tarianism.17 The assumption was that a dictator would hold the country
together and make quick decisions to change the country. This did not
happen.

Either in the search for new ideas or to meet the challenges of West-
ernization, many Africans have turned to culture for an answer. The ideas
are so many, sometimes so confusing. To a number of Islamic elite, Afri-
cans must prevent the penetration of Western cultural practices. Indeed,
some advocate the use of old Islamic laws, such as the Sharia, to ensure the
survival of Islamic practices that are perceived to be favorable to develop-
ment in a stable social and political environment. A secular-oriented group
counters the views of the Muslim elite by advocating dynamic changes. A
number of pro-socialist thinkers want a society that will become egalitar-
ian, even if traditional cultures of patriarchy will be abandoned. To the
pro-secularists and leftists, the changes can mean the adoption of Western
values. Perhaps the most popular ideas are those that seek a clever blending
of indigenous cultures with the modern desire of Africans for political and
economic emancipation. Such thinkers as Julius Nyerere and Leopold
Senghor have devoted considerable time to providing details on how Afri-
can cultures can become useful to the modern age.

Ideologies have had difficulties in the effort to resolve the various
problems and contradictions involved in moving Africa forward. In a man-
ner that is both clear and engaging, Richard Fredland has created a list of
the “dilemmas of development.” Among them are:

How does a leader minimize internal conflicts: urban-rural, traditional-
modern, interethnic?
How does a leader obtain the resources to satisfy the material needs without
a tax base and without making crippling external commitments in exchange
for funds?
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How does a leader assure adequate political allegiance while fostering open-
ness?
How does a leader procure technical expertise for his system while keeping
the revolution of rising expectations under control?
How does a leader economize while providing the trappings of sovereignty?
How does a leader afford to send knowledgeable, but undertrained bureau-
crats for further training, risking that they will become threats to his govern-
ment or be “brain-drained” to a richer locale?
How does a leader manage this dilemma: Improving the health of the people
may lead to a famine if food production is not increased, but population can
be reduced by letting people suffer and die.
How can a program of sustainable development be devised to protect future
development possibility while at the same time satisfying the pressing de-
mands of an eager populace?
How does a leader further African unity while protecting national interests
vis-à-vis neighboring states?
How does a leader reconcile the European background prevalent in most
colonies with economically desirable austerity of traditional society?18

As Fredland discusses all the options, it is clear that many of the strategies
adopted as well as the ideological context are not always effective. The power
of charisma (as in the case of Julius Nyerere and Kwame Nkrumah) com-
bined with that of ideology (either of the left or right) has not transformed
the continent. Almost all the ideologies have promoted a culture of politi-
cal statism, which involves the use of state power to accumulate and dis-
tribute public resources. Economic ideologies became part of the agenda to
create a political culture with various forms. One form has been that of
patrimonialism, which allows members of the political class to use state
power to enrich themselves.19 Another is that of personalistic rule, with
those in power using public money to buy political support and loyalty.20

And there is bureaucratic corruption which spreads to most agencies of
government, with civil servants collecting bribes before performing their
services.21

As Africans enter the twenty-first century, the most popular choice is
that of a free market, but the results so far have not been as rewarding as
anticipated. Efforts have been renewed to attain capital accumulation, in-
stitutional reforms, and growth in productivity, all in the attempt to reduce
poverty.22 Foreign investments and exports have declined, and the most
notable area of growth has been in the population sector. As poverty rises,
Africans will be forced to rethink development strategies and review the
impact of the global system on their continent. Africans have to determine



90 The Power of African Cultures

the kind of society and community they want to create and keep reevaluat-
ing the role of culture in development and in their future.

Is Something Wrong with African Cultures?

In this concluding section, I want to return to my main concern of the role
of culture. Many of the issues above have been interpreted by some scholars
in strictly economic terms, while others have added the cultural element.
Thus, there are attempts to explain corruption and underdevelopment as a
function of culture. Since the European encounter with Africa, a number
of analysts, including Africans, have seen culture as the primary reason for
Africa’s backwardness. Ignoring the majority of Africans, scholars and ex-
perts have gone ahead to recommend what they should do and what areas
of culture to abandon. In a mockery of the imposed development agenda,
Janheinz Jahn thinks that Africans are regarded as disposable items and
always ignored in the debates about their own future. As Jahn says, the tone
is always that of a command: Africa must follow many prescribed changes
without any comments. 23

From a long list of negative comments on African culture, dating
back to the nineteenth century, it is clear that the presumed solution lies in
the adoption of Western methods to make Africans more efficient in pro-
duction and time management and more oriented toward consumption.
The assumption is that the West is successful because of the spirit of mate-
rialism and that of efficiency. To the advocates of cultural change, Africans
need to be more competitive and eager to take risks; they need to respect
and manage time more carefully, create opportunities for individual tal-
ents, and create more capital that will be spent on development rather than
consumption. Still on track, Africans are accused of always being concerned
with the present to the extent that they are unable to delay gratification
and provide savings and capital for entrepreneurial use. Positive values of
social cohesion are regarded as negative, cultural negotiations as social chaos.
The entire range of past traditions is called into question, as in the remark
by Manthia Diawara that such traditions do pose a threat to moderniza-
tion,24 and that the baggage of the past brings down the present. Apathy,
hedonism, irrationality, fatalism, disregard for efficient use of time and
space, lack of diligence, and laziness are part of the catalogue of criticisms
directed at Africans and their cultures.25

Religions have been heavily criticized for constituting obstacles to
development. From the standpoint of many analysts, only Christianity seems
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adaptable to Western capitalism. Traditional religions and Islam have been
regarded as standing in the way of progress and are often contrasted with
Asian religions which promote the ethics of hard work. It is hard to evalu-
ate the impact of religion on development. Both traditional religions and
Islam have shown their ability to unite communities, organize charity or-
ganizations, help the poor, assist with trade, and enhance the management
of commercial networks. With respect to Islam, several case studies have
actually seen it as a powerful engine for change—a religion that fosters
courage and entrepreneurship.26 There are, however, cases when conflicts
between religions have led to violence and destruction to various aspects of
the economy.27

The target of most attacks directed at Africans has been the poor
farmers in the rural areas and the urban poor. They are often presented as
lazy and lacking in wisdom, thus constituting obstacles to development.
There is no firm data to suggest laziness on the part of the African poor.
Indeed, the farmers work as much as possible to make a bare existence,
while the urban poor struggle for survival on a daily basis. Labor is cheap,
and the poor offer themselves for cheap employment just because opportu-
nities are limited. The poor suffer without hope, labor without gains, and
tend to think that only the power of invincible forces can help them. The
perception is that one’s future depends on luck, not necessarily on what
one does with the brain and hands. The development potentials of the
poor have to be harnessed, rather than their being tirelessly criticized.

It is also clear that many analysts assume that Africans are governed
by an old social order. As the chapters in this book show, cultures are var-
ied, ever changing. Where changes have been sudden, many Africans expe-
rience conditions of anomie, a feeling that they are not even Africans any-
more. In many areas, ancient cultures have given way to new ones and
ethnic culture have been eroded, but new ones are not necessarily well
established. Colonialism came with a high price: Africans had to adopt
many aspects of European cultures, even when they did not like them.
Enduring legacies of the colonial period remain, such as the taste for im-
ported items. Indeed, each acceptance of a foreign idea or way of life may
result in the importation of foreign goods. Thus, to become a Christian
involves buying the Bible and hymn books; to go to school means the
same. Consequently, culture spread also promotes foreign and local busi-
nesses to sustain it. Colonialism and the engagement with the West has
equally led to the spread of European languages, notably French and En-
glish. To succeed and be mobile, one must be able to use one of these two
languages.
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The essence of the aforementioned examples indicates that Africans
have continually adopted change and adapted to imposed circumstances.
Urban Africa is not governed solely by traditional values, but by a combi-
nation of cultures from various sources. It is also the case that rural Africa is
not primarily dependent on age-old traditional resources. Far from it. The
majority of Africans know about products of technology and science, and a
variety of imported goods. The revolution of rising expectations—a well-
known idea—does not affect just a handful of Africans with Western edu-
cations. The expectation and desire for better products, services, and im-
ported items do lead to changes in the culture of taste, the management of
household income, the choice of occupations, and even a decision to mi-
grate to new areas. The cities are looking more and more like Western ones,
in their look, at least, if not in their management and opportunities open
for the residents. As Africans avoid the land, become cut off from a number
of kinship members, and accept foreign impact, they are becoming more
Western than Africans. Thus, in a sense, the issue is not whether old cul-
tures should be abandoned, but to what extent Africans should go in the
process of borrowing. Indeed, cultural nationalists have struggled to find
the means to minimize the excessive Western influence, leading to the pro-
motion of a variety of cultural programs, an ideology of blackness (such as
Négritude), and others. In spite of this, the spread of Western culture,
especially popular culture, continues to make steady progress.

In many cases, when experts ask Africans to give up their culture in
order to develop, they are saying that adaptation is not enough, that the
creative combination of ideas and values are inadequate, and that only com-
plete Westernization will work. During the colonial era, one area regarded
as a great obstacle was the communal land tenure system which discour-
aged commercialization, contradicting the capitalist notion that the entre-
preneur should have as much access to land as needed. As the land tenure
system responded to the changes, it brought suffering to those who lost
farmlands and who had great difficulty buying land in urban areas. Atten-
tion was then turned to the organization and use of labor, again to make
them receptive to capitalist ideology. While many with education and skills
benefited as wage earners, millions had to suffer displacement, endure hard-
ship in the cities, and suffer from the lack of adequate job opportunities.

African economies are not diversified enough to absorb the number
of people who are ready to work, in contrast to precolonial agrarian econo-
mies that sustained the majority on their farms. Part of the attack on cul-
ture involves an attack on rural life, characterized as dull and primitive.
Development tends to be defined as the minimization of the role of agri-
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culture, even in the African situation where this is where the majority of
the population are able to make a living. In spite of all the ideas and the
changes based on Western examples, an industrial revolution is yet to oc-
cur. For this to happen, as some argue, Africa has to import almost all its
elements, including the educational and creative essence. Africans are also
expected to abandon aspects of cultures that interfere with the injection of
foreign capital, that regard the activities of foreign companies as imperial-
ist, and that limit access to land and labor by entrepreneurs. It is expected
that ethnicity must give way to a culture of meritocracy, and generous hab-
its must be exchanged for a materialistic culture of acquisition. All argu-
ments about the necessity of cultural transplantation tend to be mislead-
ing, ignoring the basic fact that recipients redefine what they receive to
accommodate certain established values. The new imports may not even
work as expected, thus forcing the creation of new methods and ideas.
Whether it is Western education, religion, or leisure, Africans have had to
deal with their limitations and to fall back on established indigenous ones
either to fill gaps or simply to fill the void.

No society remains static, nor can any society afford to remain static.
Africa is no exception, but many changes are necessary. The culture of an
inferiority complex in relation to the West, fostered by the slave trade and
colonial rule, must give way to a culture of equality. Africa has to overcome
the obstacles created by neocolonial relations. The culture of politics must
change in favor of democracy: fair, free, and regular elections; stability, the
empowerment of people; and the participation of many people in the man-
agement of public affairs. Institutions of government have to be reformed
to legitimize them in the eyes of the people. The concept of power has to
change from one of authority to one of service. Africa’s long-established
cultural institutions are less dangerous to progress than the persistent Western
exploitation of the continent. However, exploitation would be harder to
achieve without the collaboration of a greedy political elite. Changes in
education, labor, households, and other areas will have great impact on
economic and political institutions. African cultures will continue to wit-
ness transformations arising from external influences as well as changes in
production and distribution mechanisms, education, health, and families.
Cultural transformations will have both negative and positive impacts, and
some societies may not be willing to accept those changes if they are per-
ceived as too damaging to established traditional institutions. Develop-
ment is a process; Africans have made many mistakes in the past, but the
opportunities for the future are limitless. There is no final destination point,
but the goal is to bring progress to the majority of the people in a way that
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they can have access to the basic necessities of life. In the challenges and
quest to attain progress, it is wishful thinking on the part of scholars that
old cultures will die completely in the process and that established values
will be discarded because of bread and machines. It is the values and ideas
that people want Africans to disregard that will ultimately make develop-
ment and new changes acceptable, adaptable, and workable.
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THE CULTHE CULTHE CULTHE CULTHE CULTURE OF POLITICSTURE OF POLITICSTURE OF POLITICSTURE OF POLITICSTURE OF POLITICS

“A PERSON WHO TOOK NO OATH IS NEVER

GUILTY OF BREAKING ONE.”

—AN IGBO PROVERB

When Africans complain about aspects of bad government and political
instability such as corruption, the failure to relinquish power after holding
it for so long, authoritarianism, dictatorship, and military regimes, those
outside the continent—especially people in stable political systems—tend
to wonder why there is no revolution or how the people can be so tolerant
of their leaders. Africans want a revolution, and they have been demanding
one for a long time. Africans are not tolerant of their leaders—on the con-
trary, an uncountable number have lost their lives in the quest for change.
Violent changes have occurred, but without revolutionary changes. Disap-
pointments have not necessarily led to any mass resignation to the system.
Civil society is now even stronger; cyberpolitics and warfare use all the
resources of the Internet to build political connections and demand far-
reaching reforms; and university students have organized countless num-
bers of protests. However, in many countries, the louder the complaint, the
worse things become; the greater the protest, the greater the brutality by
those in power. The bottom line remains the same: politics is unstable and
the government is antidevelopment. We all should ask: what is wrong with
Africa?

With political instability as the context, this chapter explores a num-
ber of core issues in political culture. To start with, it is impossible to un-
derstand contemporary politics without understanding past and present
cultures in such areas as the beliefs and conventions of Africans, their reli-
gions, philosophy, established practices for power relations, social stratifi-
cation, and concepts of power and the “big man.” Ideas and values are not
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constant, and they have responded to historical changes. The chiefs and
kings of the nineteenth century ruled in the context of an economy and
political ideologies which have been modified in the twentieth century. A
new generation of African elite emerged during the twentieth century.
Colonial rule changed the nature of African ethnicity. When the European

Figure 7. Politics: The world of elders. Lalibela, Ethiopia.
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empires crumbled, the first generation of African leaders that managed the
postcolonial states were largely unsuccessful. Dictators and single parties
emerged, changing political practices in a way that induced more abuses
and corruption. Thus, when we refer to the past, it involves both the ele-
ments indigenous to Africans and the impact of colonial rule as the most
recent background to contemporary history.

Second, there are parallel political institutions complementing and
competing with one another. Modern Africa inherited Western political
institutions without abolishing all of its traditional ones. However, most
countries are yet to clarify what they want to retain, reform, destroy, or
improve upon in their inherited indigenous traditions. Unfortunately, as
they manage to acquire Western institutions, they often do so through the
incorporation of indigenous ideas and conventions. Thus, some selfish
modern African presidents who refuse to relinquish power base it on the
argument that the old African king was on the throne for life. But are the
king in traditional Africa and the president in modern Africa the same? It is
therefore important to examine the past in Africa’s present.

Third, politics and violence are bedfellows. Indeed, violence has been
the most assured means to effect change, transfer of power, and reforms.
The state uses violence to govern: it coerces people into obedience, and the
role of the police and army is primarily to force people to behave in certain
ways. The state monopolizes violence—those in power control the army
and police, weapons, and other means used to govern by force. Opposition
forces, knowing full well that those in government do not believe in negotia-
tions, take to violence to make their points. Since those in power do not wish
to relinquish it, the best way to get rid of them is generally through violence.

Fourth, politics is not simply about power and governance—a full
understanding must incorporate the social and economic components. In
Africa, the primary motive of politics is the pursuit not of public good, but
of personal interest. Power is the best access to wealth. In many countries,
the best business is that of politics, and the most successful entrepreneurs
are politicians with access to state funds who spend them recklessly and
invest little. Contest for power is not necessarily about choosing which of
competing policies to pursue, but about opportunities to make money. To
lose a contest is interpreted as a colossal failure of business and investment.
And if the business collapses, what does the man eat? So strong is the con-
nection between power and wealth that it is no exaggeration to say that
many wealthy Africans have acquired their fortunes through connection to
state power. For as long as politics remains profitable, so too will it be
competitive in a destructive manner.
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Finally, the nature of politics affects that of the overall economy, which
has been grossly undermined. The political class, in seeking and consoli-
dating power, consumes the bulk of the resources necessary for develop-
ment. Military rule, one-party regimes, and other forms of government
rely on a political strategy of patrimonialism, a culture which favors the
recruitment and bribery of clients in order for the patrons to stay in power.
Rather than develop a village, political leaders spend the money on a few
representatives of the village in order to silence the majority. Rather than
develop the nation, the leading members spend more time figuring out
how they will share their country’s resources, playing the “politics of the
belly.”1 Patrimonialism brings down an economy: corruption erodes the
fabric of society; and the maintenance of an ever-increasing number of
loyalists consumes so much money that ultimately the state is bankrupted.

The Past in the Present

African societies are old. The longest phase in their history is still the
precolonial (before 1885), and the so-called modern era is less than a hun-
dred years old in most places. In their long precolonial history, Africans
established states, political systems, and statuses, and generated surpluses
which were distributed through the networks of politics and economy. Even
today, many Africans continue to draw their values from the established
political and social institutions of old. When new changes are introduced,
they make sense of it by relating them to the past or adapting them to what
they already have. The norms and ideals of politics, as well as the attitudes
and behavior of political actors, show the stamp of the past. The modern
African politician receives and entertains his guests in ways similar to a
nineteenth-century chief. The resolution of conflicts through the use of
violence or nonsecular agencies has been consistent for decades. Concepts
of power have not necessarily been modified in spite of different political
systems.

The most basic authority was the family, with a head who enjoyed a
wide degree of power.2 In some sense, the power of the family head mir-
rored that of the state. The head, usually a man, was senior by age and
associated with wisdom and respect. He was an effective manager of re-
sources and people, as he allocated responsibilities and took care of the
people’s needs. While performing secular functions, he also had a nonsecular
one: the family head mediated between his people and their ancestors, and
he ensured that family deities were propitiated at regular intervals. While
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he derived his authority from eldership and religion, sanctions could be
imposed if he abused his power, and the belief was that the ancestor and
gods could punish him in various ways, most especially with a series of bad
harvests.

Above the family were clans, villages, states, and empires governed by
all kinds of political systems. Some of the concepts of power and responsi-
bility resembled those of the family head. Although rulers presided over
small or big states, the bases of authority were varied. There were those who
derived power from priestly duties—the control of community shrines en-
abled them to exercise secular powers. Where a state was large, military
power was needed, in addition to management skills. Irrespective of the
basis of power, the chief or king exercised authority, sanctioned by the
gods. Regarded as the “father” of all, he had the support of ancestors and
gods. His performance and health affected those of the community—if
there was no rain or the harvest was poor, these misfortunes were blamed
on him. Indigenous rulers were expected to govern with the interests of the
community in mind: they were the custodians of the land; they had to
respect religious priests; and checks and balances prevented autocracy.

Some of the institutions have survived, if not in their structures in all
cases, then in their symbolism and ideas. Many have changed so substan-
tially that there is even nothing “traditional” about them anymore as we
move into the twenty-first century. It is important to stress that continuity
and change have characterized African political culture. Even during the
precolonial era, evidence of great changes occurred, as in the rise of the
military to power during the nineteenth century.3 From time to time, new
men of ability, wealth, and status could emerge, and the system had to
recognize them. Warrior-leaders established new dynasties and kingdoms,
and governed with modified laws, as in cases of leaders such as Sundiata of
Mali or Shaka the Zulu. Changing commercial networks could also pro-
vide opportunities for some people to accumulate wealth, thus enhancing
their chances to acquire influence and status, as exemplified by the entre-
preneurs in the Niger Delta during the nineteenth century. New powerful
men often emerged to challenge the existing order, and might cause the
downfall of an old dynasty, wars, and migrations to establish new commu-
nities.4

The successful introduction of Islam and Christianity also affected
politics and the political culture, as ideas were drawn from both religions.
For instance, Islam promoted the centralization of power, as established
kings and chiefs borrowed ideas from it to give themselves more power. As
a literate religion, Islam gave birth to the use of clerics and the conduct of
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diplomacy based on written documents. Islamic laws spread, complement-
ing indigenous ones. Islam was also the basis for many jihads in African
history. Where the jihads were successful, as in the case of the Sokoto jihad
of the nineteenth century, they transformed politics and society in many
revolutionary ways. The legacy of Islam can be seen in the modern politics
of north Africa, and areas with large Islamic populations such as Senegal,
Nigeria, and Sudan. In these places, Islamic laws are used, Muslims are in
power, and the competition with Christianity is intense.5

Christianity promoted the creation of a new elite whose members
argued that the acquisition of Western education was necessary to be in
power and to develop a modern vision of progress.6 From the very begin-
ning, Christianity and the elite it produced were subversive of tradition
precisely because they demanded secular politics and the construction of
Africa in the image of the West. Missionaries and many of their African
converts even prepared the way for the colonization of Africa in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century. During the twentieth century, the Chris-
tianized elite controlled the bureaucracies and government in many countries.7

When the Europeans conquered Africa, it was not “one Africa” but
hundreds of nations governed by kings and chiefs, or just elders in the case
of areas with village governments. When the Europeans left Africa, the
number of countries was about fifty, and power was given to a new genera-
tion of African elite produced in Western formal schools. In many places,
chiefs, kings, Imams, priests, and priestesses survived, with varying degrees
of power over their communities. In a colonial situation, Europeans had
the ultimate power. Where a system of indirect rule was instituted, as in
British colonies, the idea was to manipulate traditional chiefs and kings to
work for the colonial governments. In other places, the colonial officers
exercised power in a direct way, ignoring and undermining the indigenous
power elite. If the chiefs and kings lived among the people and saw the
representatives of lineages on a daily basis, the colonial officers maintained
a distance from the people. The wielders of the ultimate power lived out-
side of the continent; and their representatives and agents in the continent
issued instructions. Africans had to cooperate, collaborate, or resist the
government. The dominant political value revolved around exploitation:
the primary motive of the colonial power was to cheat and exploit Africans;
and the primary duty of Africans was to resist.8 Government was perceived
as the enemy of the people, a view that remains current today.

The new educated elite were successful in displacing the Islamic and
traditional elite from power and influence from the 1940s onward. Cars,
coats, ties, radios, and many other imported items replaced indigenous
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objects of status, such as horses and clothes. Wage labor ensured more money
on a regular basis. The tension between the representatives of old and new
elite remains, and this takes many dimensions. The educated elite form
political parties that compete vigorously, exploiting religious and ethnic
differences in society in order to gain power. In analyzing the contributions
of the educated elite, one has to combine their self-interest with the ex-
pressed concerns for the improvement of their countries.

In running the modern governments, it is necessary to understand
what has survived of the past and what requires retention and modifica-
tion. There have been two contradictions. On one hand, nowhere do the
traditional chiefs enjoy as much power as before. Indeed, the destruction of
their power (and even of the institution) began during the colonial period.
The attitude of the colonial government varied, but in all, the traditional
power arrangement was substantially damaged.9 After independence, chiefs
and kings wanted some restoration of traditional power—the demand has
continued till today in some countries such as Uganda, Ghana, and Nige-
ria.

On the other hand, modern governments based upon Western politi-
cal systems or authoritarian military regimes see the kings, chiefs, and el-
ders as keepers of ancient traditions and values. Modern leaders manifest a
desire to keep this culture and traditions, using, in part, the agency of
chiefs and kings. If it were possible, the chiefs and kings could be kept in a
museum, open during the day and locked at night. However, as human
beings presiding over existing parallel institutions, the chiefs and kings re-
main visible, even if some are no more than symbols of a dying past. Mod-
ern rulers do not govern well, thus instigating a permanent search either to
replace human beings in power or to change the system entirely. Should
power go back to the old chiefs or should the old political system be re-
vived for modern Africa? The debate as to how best to integrate traditional
chiefs into modern politics continues. Many argue that rather than revive
traditional chieftaincy systems, it is better to focus on strengthening demo-
cratic forces. Chiefs, they argue, represent families and narrow interests,
and the society that gave them relevance is no more. In addition, they
argue that chieftaincy has been corrupted and commodified. There are others
who make a case for the involvement of traditional chiefs, based on the
survival of chieftaincy practices, the respect accorded to chiefs in local com-
munities, the possibility of using the institution to build cohesion in soci-
ety, and the need to learn from some of its enduring values.

The old and new elite intermix in some clever ways, as the represen-
tatives of both seek to manipulate one another.10 Thus, a modern military
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general is an honorary chief; a highly trained, highly educated civil servant
can retire from his job to become a king; politicians seeking power consult
with traditional chiefs for support and may visit “witch-doctors” in the
middle of the night for magical power; many in power depend on marabouts
(Islamic charm makers) and traditional diviners to know their future and
political fate; and chiefs beg the representatives of the modern political
institutions for more money, more power, and better access to the corridors
of power. The interactions take other forms: military generals have removed
from power the traditional chiefs that disagree with them, and many chiefs
have been dethroned, forced to go into exile, or downgraded. In view of
the changes in the last one hundred years, how traditional is the institution
of chieftaincy, and can the concepts derived from traditional politics be
applied to the modern era? If democracy assumes that the masses will have
power—at least through the ballot box—why does the African system con-
tinue to be about the excesses of “big men” who are hard to dislodge from
power? These are questions that the continent has yet to address fully.

In spite of all the changes, elements of the past have survived. Chief-
taincy has just been mentioned, and many continue to seek titles for the
prestige it confers. Religious leaders enjoy tremendous influence and re-
spect. Without formal power, religious leaders are still able to speak to
millions of people and shape their worldview and politics. Households are
managed by heads who have to respond to the local and national economy
and politics.

Another enduring feature has been the marginalization of women in
politics. Women play limited roles in modern politics. Almost all the im-
portant political positions are held by men, and Africa has yet to produce
its first woman head of state. Women in elective legislative offices are few.
In many countries, there is not a single woman in the cabinet; in places
where there are women in cabinet positions, the number is few and the
agencies are not necessarily the key ones. The key institutions of female
power in precolonial societies (such as age grade associations and guilds) do
exist, but they have become merely symbolic and their activities mainly
cultural. Some do exercise power in cities, but the influence does not ex-
tend to the national level.

There are some cultural forces at work against the acquisition of for-
mal power by women. In Islamic areas, the justification is found in reli-
gion, with some religious leaders saying that women cannot hold impor-
tant secular positions. There is a pervasive conservative tradition that women
should be subordinate to men. If men acquire power, the woman should
“embroider” it by serving as the hostess. A woman aspiring to power is
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criticized for being too assertive, and her independence may be perceived
as a threat both to her family and society. In the words of Daniel arap Moi,
Kenya’s president, in 1985, “God made man the head of the family . . .
challenging that was tantamount to criticizing God.”11 The speech could
well have been written for him by a woman, as many also think along this
line, having been long accustomed to patriarchal culture. Thanks to the
school system, the church, and the media, the ideology of female political
subordination is firmly established to the extent that many women actually
talk like Moi. In spite of the demand for change by many elite women,
there are those among them whose main concern is not politics but the
acquisition of privileges within the household and a focus on the training
of their children.

But not all women accept the conservative agenda and ideology. In
most countries, various organizations have emerged to challenge the status
quo. Among the results of the incessant demand for political involvement
have been the appointment of some women to high positions, the creation
of agencies solely devoted to women’s issues, and changes in law to ensure
that women have more equitable rights to inheritance when their husbands
and parents die. Notable examples include the mandatory involvement of
women in the cabinets of states and federal governments in Nigeria; the
women’s bureaus in Zimbabwe, Lesotho, Kenya, and Cameroon; and the
mandatory appointment of ten women to the Tanzanian legislature.12

Authoritarianism

Modern politics has witnessed the collapse of democratic institutions and
attempts to institute authoritarian regimes. The failure of democratic re-
gimes has taken many forms: military regimes, one-party states, and even a
one-man personal rule. In all, one sees an extensive use of and dependence
on violence. In cases where the state declined or collapsed, “warlords” often
emerged, men who profited greatly from instability. Politics often relies for
survival on the culture of violence; for instance, the military uses force to
take over power. As an avenue to make money, politics is exceedingly lucra-
tive.13

The history of Africa during the twentieth century was marked by
authoritarianism. The repressive colonial rule by white officers gave way to
oppressive rule by Africans until small democratic gains were made in the
1990s. For more than thirty years, Africa saw leaders of shady and shoddy
character, including brutal dictators such as Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire, Idi
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Amin of Uganda, Sani Abacha of Nigeria, many military officers, self-ap-
pointed life-presidents, and monarchs appearing no better than clowns. To
be sure, there were some civilian governments, even if of temporary dura-
tion, as in the case of Nigeria in the 1970s, and committed revolutionary
governments, but the general tendency was toward authoritarianism.

Authoritarianism did not just appear all of a sudden. From the very
beginning of modern politics, that is, at the stage when African countries
obtained their independence, things went wrong. The alien European in-
stitutions lacked the local cultures and leadership to sustain them. The best
lessons that Africans had, and one which they learned very well, was about
dictatorship. Colonial leaders were powerful and authoritarian; and their
mission was to plunder. Africans inherited this backward notion of power
and of antidevelopment. The colonial state lacked any legitimacy based on
the public—the independent states moved in this direction as well.14 Lack-
ing legitimacy, the colonial state depended on violence, with the use of the
army and police to force people into obedience—thus, independent Afri-
can states acquired this political culture as well. Force was the sole determi-
nant of power in the colonial state, and excesses on the part of leaders were
not necessarily punished. Indeed, if civilian colonial leaders survived the
army, the modern state could not, as African soldiers used violence to put
themselves in power. If the colonial state built powerful central institu-
tions, the African leaders who inherited power similarly expropriated power
and abused it. Like the colonial officers, African leaders regarded power as
an avenue to wealth in order to maintain themselves in power, pay the
police and army who protected them, and repress citizens who demanded
changes to their lives.15

The first generation of leaders who inherited power from the colonial
governments had to grapple with a myriad of problems, some of which were
created for them and new ones that they created for themselves.16 To rally the
people against the colonial powers, they promised too much of the good things
of life. Indeed, some were tempted by exaggerated economic figures of savings
and foreign reserves to imagine that many things were possible within a short
period of self-government. Once in power, they realized that they could not
fulfil their promises. Rather than find a clever way of presenting the problems
to their people, they turned their people into “subjects,” enemies to deal with.
The support base weakened, and the use of violence became a preferred option
to solve problems. Continued economic decline further eroded the basis of
political power. Many more Africans needed jobs, millions moved to the cities
to create unbearable pressure on social services, and organizations emerged to
make more aggressive demands for change.
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If the pioneer leaders criticized the colonial governments and ended
in power in the final outcome, they chose instead to combat and destroy
opposition forces in order to retain power. Rather than divert money away
from the police and army to provide food and amenities, they actually
began to spend more money on defense and security. As more subjects
became “enemies,” so did the various governments intensify their cam-
paigns against their own people. The list of enemies is the same in all the
countries: university students, trade unions, peasants, and opposition po-
litical parties. The origins of radicalism were during the colonial period,
when a number of protest organizations emerged. Many were, in fact, ac-
tive in the politics of anticolonial nationalism, but were excluded from
power at independence, as in the case of the radical Union des Populations
Camerounaises in Cameroon.17 Radicalism continues to be a vibrant po-
litical culture in Africa.

Always believing that their vision of their country’s future is more
patriotic and better than that of those in power, opposition groups can be
relentless in criticizing the rulers. They attack their governments through
strikes, demonstrations, critical commentaries in newspapers, and other
“radical” activities. Those in government, eager to remain in power and
permanently insecure, reply with violence. Rather than engage in produc-
tive dialogue, they resort to force as the solution. Knowing full well that
violence is inadequate to retain control, those in power rely on politicized
ethnicity for survival—they consolidate their power by manipulating eth-
nic loyalty. While speaking about national unity, they eagerly build their
ethnic base in order to have a reliable constituency.

Irrespective of the political arrangement, authoritarianism manifests
similar features. There is a “big man” at the top with almost absolute power.
The big man and the government mean the same thing; his private wealth
and that of the state are combined. He and his cronies centralize all powers,
even the most mundane. Opposition forces are destroyed, eliminated, or
crippled. Living in perpetual fear, the big man lives in a cage, but with all
the attributes of an angry lion. He governs by distributing largess to his
followers and destroying all his opponents. The populace is traumatized,
and the people survive by pretenses, faking laughter to avoid being jailed.
The big man may preside over a one-party system, but the most notorious
among them are military generals in power who are accountable only to
themselves. As there are few or no democratic institutions, civil service
agencies are co-opted into governance, and ideas are presented not as op-
tions but as mandatory policies to pursue. People become experiments to
test undigested ideas. All formal government sectors are inefficient,
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corruption becomes institutionalized, and hard work and creativity do not
necessarily get rewarded. To reward members of his ethnic groups and fol-
lowers, the big man will give contracts to loyalist businessmen and women.
The police and army can be expanded to include people from the same
ethnic group as that of the big man.

Although there are organs of government, they do not necessarily
operate in isolation and with checks and balances. Paramount is the execu-
tive, whose key members control all power, govern by decree, and ignore
the legislature where it exists. The executive stretches its hands into all
matters, even those connected with small local governments. By being the
major distributor of state largess, the executive controls the economy and
the means to gain entry into the principal political offices. In some coun-
tries, members of the executive branch can also be the most wealthy, thus
combining political and economic power. The police, the judiciary, the
army, and the legislature (where it exists) all are accountable to the big
man. The police and army perform crucial roles, and they are expanded
rapidly to take care of protests and monitor opposition groups. In some
countries, as in Nigeria, the defense budgets for many years was far more
than what was spent on social services or education, even when the nation
was not at war. Similarly, countries such as the Sudan and the Democratic
Republic of Congo have huge budgets for the police and army. The bu-
reaucracies expand, not necessarily to improve efficiency and bring the gov-
ernment nearer to the people, but to create jobs for many more people and
perform basic routine services. The bureaucracies are not independent ac-
tors or agents, and they are an integral part of corrupt political machines.

In concrete terms, authoritarianism and centralization developed into
one-party regimes or military rule led by one strong man. The strategy is
always to disempower all opposition forces and leaders, reduce the political
space to a manageable unit, and prevent the rise of alternative political
parties and social movements. Laws can be made to outlaw other political
parties and the formation of new ones, constitutions are in place to prevent
the emergence of new parties, and electoral laws favor only the members of
the political party in government. As Aristide Zolberg notes, where it is
possible to co-opt members of opposing parties into the ruling govern-
ment, this will be done, otherwise force will be used to destroy the opposi-
tion forces.18 After this destruction, the party in power takes measures, not
only to consolidate itself, but to become the only one with the resources
and the means to govern. Examples of countries that have experienced one-
party rule are many: among them are Ghana, Guinea, Tanzania, Kenya,
Cameroon, Uganda, Côte d’Ivoire, and Mozambique.
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Personal rule is not necessarily secure or autonomous. Where there
are minerals and raw materials needed by external companies, foreign gov-
ernments may become involved to protect multinational companies. The
authoritarian leader and his agents may become subordinates of the foreign
power, taking notes and dictation. When they run their economies and
acquire extensive external debts, they become more subservient to external
powers and use extensive coercion to subdue their restless population.

There are domestic enemies and opposition forces as well. Dissent is
not tolerated; the police and secret service monitor critics and opponents.
However, the system is unstable. As the big man enjoys his power and
wealth, he incurs the jealousy of his associates who want to be like him,
even if they pretend to seek positive changes and put an end to corrupt
practices. Palace coups are not uncommon. If unsuccessful, the revenge is
bloody, just to warn others never to nurse similar ambitions unless they
have prepared their graves. But as the gross economic mismanagement,
failed policies, and waste of national revenues drive more and more people
into poverty, opposition leaders have a large number of angry and willing
people to recruit. The radicalization process cannot be halted, despite the
heavy-handedness of state power. Even when the ruler has tried to use all
available means to retain power, there are cases of states that have declined
or collapsed altogether.19

In the 1990s, warlords emerged in countries such as Sierra Leone,
Congo, Sudan, Liberia, Angola, Somalia, Rwanda, and Chad. The phe-
nomenon continues in some areas and will certainly occur again when cen-
tral institutions of power either collapse or weaken. Instability may unleash
long periods of violence, with a few warlords emerging as “commanders.”
These commanders can be motivated by ideologies (as in the project of
ethnic nationalism), by personal ambition for power, or by a desire for
money where there are resources to exploit and sell. The longer the vio-
lence, the greater the chance to internationalize the conflict and seek exter-
nal resources or support. The activities of warlords do not necessarily make
wars “illegitimate,” especially where there are issues of ethnic and religious
divisions to negotiate; in other words, not all wars are over minerals, but
long-standing political problems. The problem is that the activities of war-
lords have led to the depiction of many wars as irrational, organized by
robbers and bandits for personal self-aggrandizement. Not all African po-
litical leaders and warriors are “uncivilized bandits” using wars to make
money.

Warlords profit from political instability, turning it into advantages
to create “chiefdoms.” In such places, the emergence of warlords was
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preceded by wars, conflicts for power, or even the collapse of the states.
Some warlords wish wars never to end, as they benefit from what has been
characterized as the “market of violence,” a situation of permanent lawless-
ness. Warlords protect areas with minerals such as gold and diamonds, or
timber, collecting “protection fees” from miners and multinational compa-
nies. Where local and international relief agencies work to supply food,
medicine, clothes, and water to refugees, warlords divert some of these to
themselves, obtaining basic items of survival without working for them.
They also organize raiding expeditions to kidnap opponents and steal (even
from poor farmers), all to add to their resources.

The more profits they accumulate, the more they stand in the way of
a return to the rule of law. They provide temporary stability in the areas
they control, while some among them either negotiate peace with their
competitors or gain dominant power over the country. To be sure, a few
among them are “freedom fighters,” either championing the cause of the
country or of an ethnic group within it. Warlords can be so successful as to
become autonomous of the state and international agencies. They create
organizations to procure arms, train soldiers, and produce and run small
markets. Where a state still functions, it can exist in competition with war-
lords, as both compete for control, using violence.20 Those who control the
state and their rivals keep fighting until one force is strong enough to sub-
due the other. Meanwhile, each benefits from the violence by exercising
raw coercive powers; by setting up units to fight but also to rob opponents,
smuggle arms, fuel, and food; and by creating external propaganda in order
to raise money.

Whatever stability or economy does exist rests on the creative ability
of the warlord to use violence and to mobilize the resources to coerce those
under his control. Development comes to a halt as the economy becomes
“privatized” in a few hands. If minerals do not constitute the sole reason to
instigate a war, access to them provides opportunities to feed and reward
soldiers, buy guns, and even pay for diplomacy. Charles Taylor of Liberia
used timber exports to finance his wars, and the warlords in central Africa
profited from diamonds. Without a state in place, warlords as leaders do
not have to be accountable or evaluated on their contributions to develop-
ment. Unlike a government, they do not need to build schools or roads;
their main task is to maintain the loyalty of their followers and soldiers.

In some situations, as in the case of Somalia, warlords are not neces-
sarily illegitimate leaders. In Somalia, where the clan forms the basic social
unit, a warlord derives legitimacy as a political leader. Where the state is in
decline or has collapsed, contestants for power can manipulate their
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ethnicities for legitimacy. Connections to fragile state power can also pro-
vide a source of legitimacy, as in the case of rival leaders in Rwanda, Congo,
Chad, Liberia, and Sierra Leone during their political crises and conflicts.

After reviewing the performance of men like Sani Abacha of Nigeria,
Idi Amin of Uganda, and Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire, many so-called ana-
lysts attribute authoritarianism and warlordism to Africans’ lack of intelli-
gence. However, it is the analysts who lack the intelligence to understand
this complex set of characters. These rulers and others like them are so
politically astute that they understand the intricate process of acquiring
power, and they have the skills to retain power. Having acquired power,
their notion of what to do with it may be backward, or they may be inter-
ested in staying in power only because of greed. They are all consistent in
using the police and army to destroy opposition forces and possible con-
tenders to their thrones—yet more evidence that there is method in their
so-called madness.

There is rationality as well in the arguments that they put forward to
justify authoritarianism, even if their styles are flawed. To start with, they
inherited an authoritarian model from the colonial government, a good
foundation on which to erect a centralized structure of power. In the politi-
cal climate in which many of them operate, it is much easier to move to-
ward centralization than decentralization and democracy. Next,
authoritarianism and centralization provide easy answers to deal with op-
position forces and diverse cleavages—it is faster for the leaders to kill their
enemies than to engage in dialogue with them. The option of dialogue, as
they understand it, is too time consuming, and the result is unpredictable.
The monopolization of power in a centralized state forces the majority of
the population to obey policies, even when they disagree, and to look to
one major avenue for resources.

Other arguments relate to the need for stability and development. To
the multinational companies in search of business and investments, the
strong man with centralized power is easier to negotiate with. The compa-
nies can identify whom to bribe and can assist in facilitating the transfer of
stolen money to Western banks. As Wunsch and Olowu point out, interna-
tional aid agencies support centralized governments in the belief that they
can implement policies faster and also manage foreign aid.21 From the point
of view of the governments and their supporters, a centralized government
and authoritarianism are necessary to prevent secession, daily political pro-
test, and the ultimate collapse of the government. The argument is that
without the big men, ethnic and religious leaders would rip the nation
apart. Also, in order to develop without wasting scarce resources, it is argued
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that a centralized authority will make decisions faster than democratic re-
gimes. In the final analysis, centralized authoritarian systems have brought
more pain than gain.22

Military rule is another manifestation of authoritarianism, a variant
of a one-party state led by a powerful big man. Samuel Decalo’s summary
of the phenomenon of military rule in Africa is cogent:

If during the 1960s the coup d’état emerged as the most visible and recur-
rent characteristic of the African political experience, by the 1980s, quasi-
permanent military rule, of whatever ideological hue, had become the norm
for most of the continent. At any one time, 65 percent of all of Africa’s
inhabitants and well over half of its states are governed by military adminis-
trations.23

The trend began in 1953 with the rise to power in Egypt of Gamel Abdul
Nasser, and by the 1980s, it had become a routine occurrence. The number
of unsuccessful coup attempts cannot be known, while only a handful of
African countries escaped military intervention.

The educated elite of the colonial era, regarding themselves as the
successors to colonial officers, did not anticipate this development. After
all, recruitment to the army had concentrated on members of the lower
class and those lacking the privilege of access to Western education. As the
countries attained independence, the armed forces were expanded partly in
order to protect those in power against opposition forces. The military
became involved in politics, at first indirectly by protecting those in power.
However, with the weapons in their control and with ambitions for wealth
and power, military officers seized control of the government.

In many countries, early military coups were welcomed. The failure
of the government to provide for its people, solve problems of poverty, and
fulfil the promises made during the decolonization years all worked in fa-
vor of the military. The civilian politicians who rely too much on the army
have done so at great risk to themselves—as officers realize the advantages
of power, they prefer to move from the back seat to the front row. Excuses
to seize power need not even be invented; as most countries have serious
economic and political problems, the conditions for change are perma-
nent. Thus, on assuming power, irrespective of the country or the time,
military officers have used almost the same reasons to justify their actions:
the need to promote national unity, stabilize politics, provide social ser-
vices, and develop the economy. The Marxists among them add just one
more item to the list: the minimization or elimination of dependence on



The Culture of Politics 113

Western powers. Personal ambitions are easy to disguise in a number of
cases, although they become apparent soon after the officers are in power.

All the evils of politics combine in military regimes, far worse that
one-party regimes and far more brutalizing than the majority of corrupt
civilian authoritarian governments.24 Mobutu started as a military leader,
later to “civilianize” himself. Idi Amin of Uganda has become a legend of
patrimonialism and dictatorship. Abacha of Nigeria tormented his people.
Military rule is not the same. Many military leaders adopt the well-tested
patron-client relationship in a one-party state and can be “benevolent” in
rewarding their associates and maintaining a semblance of political stabil-
ity. Some others are very reckless, using excessive coercion and distributing
largess to only a few insiders.

Whether benevolent or harsh, military regimes set back the hands of
the clock on democracy and nation building. The reality of power is grossly
distorted, and the mechanisms for building enduring democratic institu-
tions are undermined. The military leader is more than just the typical big
man; his power may approach that of the old pharaoh, except that he is not
divine. When forced by internal and external pressure to “democratize,”
the military leader throws off his uniform, announces himself as a “civil-
ian,” and continues to govern as before. Quick and clever to co-opt mem-
bers of the overthrown civilian government into power, the military ruler
follows a similar economic path to that of his predecessor and with the
same result: economic stagnation. As the big man, the military leader con-
solidates his power by becoming the patron. With the government bank
under his control, he gives money away without any regard for account-
ability. He is also an ethnic leader, and his followers are expected to be loyal
clients. Their tastes are huge, and their ability to consume expensive im-
ported items lack any sense of proportion. To them, the real exercise of
power lies in the ability to induce fear.

Imperialism and Its Aftermath

African leaders have autonomous powers in certain areas, but they are also
mere pawns in others. Any analysis of the culture of politics must situate
Africa in a global context, in order to see how the entire continent itself is
marginalized and exploited by external interests. For a long time, the West
has contributed to the failure of stable politics in Africa—even committed
leaders have been removed or killed when they stood in the way of Western
economic and political interests. When we talk about political failures, we
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sometimes mean no more than the failure to manage inherited political
institutions. At independence, many countries received foreign constitu-
tions, formulated in partnership between colonial authorities and the Afri-
can educated elite. The elite had not been privileged to run a government,
and their knowledge was limited to ideas about how the constitutions of
other lands worked.

Africa has long been incorporated into the Western capitalist world.
The brutalizing experience of the trans-Atlantic slave trade lingers till to-
day. Western racism and the perception of inferior African race grew with
the slave trade. The stereotypes of those years are being repeated even to-
day. The damage caused to group relations has not been fully repaired. The
lack of respect often manifested in modern politics can be traced to this
experience as well as the wars and kidnapping expeditions. The exchange
of human beings for luxury items promoted a culture of consumption,
which has grown worse.

The nineteenth century witnessed further penetration by the West,
as European powers imposed colonial regimes that lasted in many areas till
the 1960s, and much later in other countries. In many ways, the founda-
tion of modern Africa was laid in the colonial economy and politics. The
boundaries of Africa were drawn, as new supranations were imposed on
preexisting ones. What was paramount in remaking Africa was the interest
of their conquerors and the pattern of their conquests. Whether one Afri-
can is French-speaking and the other is English-speaking has nothing to do
with choice but foreign conquest. Some countries are small (Gambia) and
some are huge (Sudan); some have access to the sea and some do not. Some
are poor and some are rich. Nigeria, for instance has about a quarter of the
African population, making the country and its problems larger than those
of most others. The modern boundaries have not been without liabilities.
To start with, there has been no self-sustained loyalty or nationality to give
its citizens a notion of belonging. The older nations that are submerged in
them continue to retain their identities. Intra-ethnic trade relations have
been destroyed in some cases.

Colonial rule was about the politics and reality of subjugation. The
economies were reoriented to serve external interests. Very quickly, Africa
became dependent on the West. Societies that were previously self-reliant
for their basic needs and food have now become dependent on others.
Various aspects of the colonial economy were later to create political prob-
lems. Nearly everywhere, conditions for social and economic inequalities
were created—those with access to formal economies, Western education,
and good jobs did very well. Since the mid-twentieth century, creating
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opportunities for the poor has been a major challenge as the rich continue
to maintain their privileges. The urbanization process and the concentra-
tion of modern amenities in the cities instigated widespread migrations
away from the rural areas.

Western political institutions were dispatched to Africa in the first
half of the twentieth century. However, there were serious contradictions.
Whereas the European countries claimed to be democratic (with the excep-
tion of Portugal), they practiced rigid autocratic control in their colonies.
A few years prior to their departure, the European powers began to intro-
duce democratic constitutions and practices, yet the speed of the departure
was such that new practices had no time to take root or to become domes-
ticated.25 The idea of voting and the power of representatives of the people
were introduced in many parts of Africa in the 1950s.26 Many of the Afri-
cans that inherited power lacked the experience to manage modern states.
The Portuguese left with bitterness, following a series of wars they waged
to hang on to their colonies;27 the Belgians gave a scant notice, and the
Congo collapsed within weeks. Bureaucratic and technical skills were not
imparted to the majority of Africans, and only the British and French were
able to train a small number of Africans in business and management prac-
tices.28 With little or no regard for Africa’s established institutions and cul-
ture, initial governments were established on the models of Europe. Thus,
the French transferred the idea of separate organs of government and a
powerful president, and the British that of a Westminster parliamentary
model with the parliament choosing the prime minister. In practice, none
of the foreign models worked as anticipated.

The colonial state,29 full of tensions and contradictions, was not a
desirable foundation to inherit. To start with, and as noted above, a new
educated elite emerged. In this, there were various problems, one of com-
petition between a traditional elite and the new one, yet unresolved today.
Second, the provision of education—to create elite members—was both
inadequate and unequal.30 As previously noted, the manpower for develop-
ment was in short supply, even nonexistent in many areas. In some coun-
tries, as in the case of Nigeria, the concentration of manpower and elite was
in the south. Where the distribution was lopsided, it created a basis for
political conflicts. Regions with a small number of elite complained of be-
ing dominated by those with a larger number of educated people, and the
situation was worsened by elite arrogance which associated Western educa-
tion with civilization. Third, there was the problem of ethnicity, discussed
below. Fourth, a linkage was established between politics and violence, not
to bring about any revolution, but to subject people to authoritarian control.
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The colonial state, based on the use of force, promoted a culture of vio-
lence. The use of forced labor, the payment of taxes, the supply of raw
materials, and other activities were made possible through the use of force
and severe sanctions. By and large, African governments have improved on
the colonial methods of governance by force. Violence was also part of the
politics of transfer of power to Africans in the last years of colonial rule.
Examples are too numerous to cite, but they include the following: the
Mau Mau protests in Kenya in the 1950s; the riots in the Gold Coast in
the late 1940s; the protests in Malawi in the mid-1950s; the long wars in
Algeria in the 1950s; the brutal wars in all the Portuguese colonies; and the
anti-apartheid struggles in South Africa.31 All these established a culture of
violence in politics, and even today, riots and rebellions are common fea-
tures of African life and politics.

The termination of European rule has not put an end to European
influence in Africa. As Segun Osoba noted in an essay on Nigeria’s
decolonization, the goal of the British was to transfer power to politicians
who were not hostile to them.32 A similar strategy was used in many other
colonies, just to ensure that an end to European rule would not mean an
end to the pursuit of European interests in Africa. When it was clear that
anticolonial nationalism would become stronger and many more Africans
would be radicalized, the option adopted by the British and French was to
seek compromises with conservative leaders in order to negotiate the trans-
fer of power without destroying established political and economic rela-
tions. Indeed, in some countries, as in the case of Cameroon, those who
inherited power played minimal roles in the nationalist politics. Their ac-
cession was possible because the European powers did not want radicals
and socialists in power.33 In a similar manner, foreign companies pursued
strategies to retain control after independence, suggesting regulations that
would favor them,34 and in some cases (as in that of the Congo) actually
pressuring Western countries to be involved in the selection of those in
power.

With pro-European leaders in power, the policies in independent
Africa did not depart significantly from the colonial ones, leading Kwame
Nkrumah of Ghana to describe the situation as neocolonial. The colonial
economic structure was sustained, as raw materials continued to be sold in
exchange for imports, while development plans revolved mainly around
the protection of private property.

African countries entered their independence era during the Cold
War. Leading the pro-capitalist groups, the United States interpreted Afri-
can politics from the imperatives of the Cold War. Thus, the United States
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would support only moderate, pro-Europe leaders. For a long time, the
United States and its allies supported the minority regimes in South Africa,
in part because of the trade in minerals. As bad as the Portuguese colonies
were in treating Africans, the lack of support from the U.S and many other
Western countries was far worse. Radicalism in Africa and socialist tenden-
cies were interpreted by the United States and its allies as support for the
Soviet Union and communism. Rather than see the expansion of the So-
viet influence or anything resembling communism, the United States pre-
ferred to support authoritarian leaders, including such notorious figures as
Mobutu Sese Seko of the Congo.35

Global politics began to be altered in the 1980s with the collapse of
the Soviet Union and the emergence of the United States as the only super-
power. Russia lost interest in Africa, and it cooperated with the United
States in a number of conflict areas. Countries that had received military
and financial aid during the Cold War began to lose them, as in the ex-
amples of Angola and Mozambique. In the post–Cold War era, Africa ac-
quired more debt. Neoliberal politics and an economy promoted by the
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) seek a minimalist
government that interferes little in the economy. Poor Africans are expected
to engage powerful local and international markets partly on their own
terms, with the minimalist state collecting taxes from them. The Structural
Adjustment Program (see chapter 4) created big troubles. Foreign aid de-
clined, and former clients of the Soviet Union and the United States lost
their privileges. France began to reduce its support for its client states, forc-
ing the governments to respond to demands for an end to one-party re-
gimes. In Somalia, Sierra Leone, Rwanda, Burundi, and a few other coun-
tries, major conflicts broke out, leading to changes in power politics. External
powers create their own problems, but the domestic ones are more devas-
tating.

Ethnicity and Conflicts

African identities are formulated by religion and place of birth, both of
which affect politics. The issues of religion and ethnicity are discussed in
chapter 6, with a detailed case study on Nigeria. Here, some salient features
are highlighted. Political leaders often regard themselves as ethnic leaders.36

Consensus is hard to build and national resources are difficult to share, if
competitors represent established ethnic groups. For self-mobility and in
pursuit of the interests of the ethnic group, politics becomes an occupation
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in itself. In the popular American and European media, ethnicity is re-
ferred to as “tribalism,” and Africans are presented as belonging to various
“tribes” with some governed by so-called warlords, as in the case of Somali
political leaders.37

Africans have always been divided into various groups, autonomous
nations, and states, even before the European conquest. Mainly farmers
and thus tied to their lands, their loyalty revolved around the community
which offered the greatest protection to all individuals. Elders and leaders
were near—to those who lived in big kingdoms, the representatives of kings
did not disturb the land tenure system. Older identities were based on
kinship and clans, and were later broadened into ethnic identities during
the twentieth century. Indeed, missionaries and colonial administrators
contributed to the invention of many “tribes” and the emergence of “tribal
leaders” who developed the ambition to lead their people. What becomes a
major problem in the contemporary world is that these divisions make it
difficult to build powerful countries and stable politics. For this failure,
Europeans and Africans have to share the blame.

To start with, the colonial powers chose to regard Africans as “tribal,”
promoting ideas that were particularistic rather than nationalistic. Uneven
development and opportunities later generated tensions. The spread of
Western education, urbanization, the location of hospitals and amenities,
and many others of the desired new changes did not extend to everyone. In
places where these changes were concentrated in just one part of the coun-
try, as in the coastal areas in west Africa, the other areas felt marginalized.
The need to overcome marginalization contributed to the politicization of
ethnicity. Advantages and lack thereof were interpreted in ethnic-cum-re-
gional terms.38

The contributions of Africans to ethnic problems began during the
colonial period. Many began to accept and internalize the ethnic divisions.
As anticolonial protests intensified, political leaders and ambitious politi-
cians began to see themselves as future leaders. To capture power, they had
to build political parties to compete and present manifestoes. They began
to talk of presiding over independent nations. However, this nationalism
generated its own contradictions. To start with, the notion of the nation
was one introduced by the European powers. The colonial powers created
the new countries, but did not unite all the people, and they did not pro-
mote any ideology of oneness among the people. African leaders did accept
these conditions, saying only that they would improve upon them. But as
nationalism developed among Africans, it was characterized by the domi-
nation of a new set of educated elite.39 The number of elite members was
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small, which meant that they were appropriating the voices of others as
they spoke on their behalf. Knowing full well that their small number was
inadequate to fight the Europeans, the elite sought the means to connect
with other members of society, not necessarily as partners, but as leaders.
They needed a large following to justify the formation of political parties,
compete with one another, and show that their ideas had mass appeal. If
the elite had concentrated on building alliances along occupational and
social lines, perhaps stronger nations would have emerged. Rather, what
they found most profitable was to seek identification with ethnic groups: a
leader would mobilize members of his own group. As the leader consoli-
dated his power, he presented his rivals in other ethnic groups as enemies,
not as competitors seeking power. The ambitions of leaders would turn
into rivalries among ethnic groups. Thus, the nationalists who struggled
for independence were not united, and their strategies were definitely divi-
sive.40

After independence, the ethnic cleavages are consolidated, leading to
civil wars in Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Chad, and other places. The
nationalism of the colonial era could not be sustained. Once the “enemy”—
the colonial power—disappeared, Africans turned against each other. Those
in power, the representatives of ethnic groups, came into conflict with those
outside of power, who often represented other ethnicities or ideological
cleavages. Conflicts have become endemic. As stated below, the politics of
clients and patrons means that those who desire wealth need power. The
fight is not about protecting national interests, but self-interests to secure
influence, positions, and money. Perhaps, if the industrial and manufactur-
ing bases were well developed, employment in them and the economic
activities that they would promote could have created diversions from poli-
tics. But resources have always been scarce in most countries, and those few
are controlled by government. Thus, the government creates the majority
of the jobs, and recruitment can be based on ethnic origins. More than half
of the resources generated by African governments pay the wages of those
working for them, which means that they simply collect public revenues to
pay themselves. Civil service jobs have grown in many countries, account-
ing for more than half of the total number of wage earners.

The fight for control of government is crucial indeed, and it can be
organized along ethnic and religious lines. It is not unusual to form politi-
cal parties along ethnic lines.41 Those in power tend to reward areas where
they come from with roads, universities, and a host of other amenities.
Those outside of power mobilize members of their ethnic groups to make
vigorous demands and to interpret denial as deliberate marginalization,
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even punishment. Since the state controls the majority of resources, it is
hard not to read ethnic interpretation into its distribution. Those who con-
trol the state often do so on behalf of an ethnic group and often use re-
sources to consolidate power.

Ethnicity is linked to prebendalism—a culture of using power to steal
money—and more generally to a patron-client political culture. The eth-
nic leader is the distributor of largess, derived from the state, to an army of
followers drawn from the members of his ethnic group. This linkage devel-
oped in the very early years of independence. The pioneer politicians lacked
the financial resources to organize political parties and mobilize their people.
Many had their eyes on public funds to do this, but they were also eager to
overcome poverty. While they criticized European officials, they were envi-
ous of their lifestyles and possessions. To many of them, their jobs and
wages were inadequate to imitate the Europeans. Again, the remedy was to
seek power. Once power is achieved, the accumulation of wealth is pre-
sented in collective terms—the corrupt leader steals not just for himself,
but on behalf of his ethnic group. The presentation is not necessarily ratio-
nal, but sentimental. The leader presents his success and wealth as the em-
bodiment of his “nation”—in other words, the ethnic leader must not be
poor or powerless. Then, there is sharing—part of what he steals, he gives
back to some of his people. And of course, members of his group derive
access to jobs and privileges through the leader. Thus, corruption is justi-
fied by the necessity of meeting ethnic needs and responsibilities.42 The
leader has a safety net when accused of or arrested for corruption: his people
rise to his defense. His fall and humiliation may be treated as a collective
disgrace.

The leader is a patron who regards the government as an opportunity
to distribute resources to his loyalists, that is, the clients. As the patron
monopolizes power and resources, he is clever enough to understand that
he needs many clients to survive attacks from opposition forces. Members
of his ethnic groups are rewarded in many ways: recruitment to the police
and army; admission to major courses in the universities; contracts to busi-
nessmen and women, travel abroad, etc. A network of political relations
emerges, looking like a pyramid, with the head of the country on top.
Below him are other lower-level “patrons” and middlemen, well connected
to the leader and other tiers of government.

Ethnicity is not without its positive elements. In the formation of
early political parties, the manipulation of ethnicity, in spite of its risk to
collective national interests, made it possible to reach millions of people
within a short period. The early leaders did not have sufficient resources,
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and communications facilities were undeveloped. Through ethnicity, word
of mouth traveled rapidly from one village to another. Once the members
of an ethnic group accept a leader, his legitimacy is affirmed. If ethnicity
has allowed the building of a one-party centralized state, it has at the same
time provided the platform to organize opposition to state power. Because
a number of ethnic groups are excluded from power and the distribu-
tion of state resources, leaders emerge among them to force the politi-
cal arena to open up.43 In some instances, such opposition has led to
wars and secession, and even ethnic cleansing, as in the case of Rwanda
and Burundi.

The resurgence of ethnicity has to be located in the failure of modern
nation-states to generate their own nationalism to hold their citizens to-
gether. People can understand what their ethnicity does for them, or what
ethnic leaders can do for them in the context of political patrimonialism.
However, many citizens tend to present the state as either irrelevant or
useless, one that is unable to meet their needs or even manage successfully
the revenue at its disposal. If the state is useless, the citizens do not neces-
sarily work toward making it “useful,” but seek alternative ways to live and
survive without it. Thus, corruption becomes endemic.

The justification of corruption by many people is based on the belief
that if those who manage a government are corrupt, they do not have any
moral right to tell others not to take to similar practices. Related to this is
a strong belief that survival in a mismanaged state requires some elements
of corruption or, at the minimum, violation of state laws. If one’s salary is
not enough, it is strongly believed that a person is entitled to do whatever
it takes to survive, even if it means that the overall interest of the nation
will suffer. Also, there is no need to respect laws. Those in power are not
guided by the rule of law and are not accountable. Why, then, should the
citizens obey rules? If a criminal was caught in the neighborhood, rather
than hand him over to the police who may release him after collecting
bribes, why not impose mob justice on the spot?

In the process of creating an alternative set of rules, mob justice, and
pursuing various survival strategies, Africans may fall on ethnicity, religion,
and other forms of identity to create institutions not controlled by the
state. Thus, the police and vigilante groups may coexist; banks and infor-
mal credit associations may flourish in the same community; and private
and public schools may take care of education. Africans cannot be fully
disengaged from the state, as some have argued, but they can take steps to
ignore the state and find ways to confront the police and the tax collectors
who have the power of coercion.
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Conclusion

By the 1980s, political repression had driven many people to the walls: at a
point of no return they either died or fought. Dictators and military gener-
als had killed so many, blood rivulets turned into rivers.44 Then came changes
in the external world that created their own pressure. Political revolutions
occurred in eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, and Africans began to
seek an extension to their continent. Leadership and democratic institu-
tions became thoroughly discredited in many countries, and the African
people returned to their past and cultures to seek alternatives.45

It is clear that politics in Africa has been very disappointing. Current
democratic experiments have come with violence, political assassination,
an increasing level of poverty, and bitter rivalries for power. There are con-
stitutions, but the actions of those in government are not necessarily based
on them. The rule of law and accountability are ignored. Mechanisms to
transfer power are still very complicated: each election is marked more by
violence and accusations of fraud than by the genuine wishes of the people
to elect the representatives of their choice. Corruption remains atop the list
of the culture of politics.

In spite of this, the political arena remains vibrant, civil society is
active, and responses to globalization are strong in calling for an equitable
distribution of world resources. Areas of greater challenges lie in under-
standing how the majority of Africans are coping on a daily basis, playing
cultural politics to survive, attacking and manipulating the state and its
agents, and continually seeking the means to have better governments. The
culture of politics is changing, as various components of civil society chal-
lenge the hegemonic order and call for reforms and revolution. The pres-
sure for change comes from within. Poverty is so endemic that the best
solution is not just in economic reforms, but in changing the nature of
politics. Many realize that without good leaders and stable politics, their
contract with poverty will be eternal.

The widespread expectation is that power should be used in the ser-
vice of the people. Democracy is defined broadly to mean economic progress
and the enhancement of people’s living standards. Thus, we have the pref-
ace to cultural politics: the rejection of the status quo and the creation of an
alternative democratic arrangement. Next is the awareness of poverty, and
the need for poor people to become more politically active. Thus, we have
the culture of political engagement, as people not only define their needs
but analyze the actions to take. Where religion and ethnicity remain strong,
they constitute the sources of identification, and culture is used to consoli-
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date groups and their identities. As these identities struggle, they create
oppositional cultures. Religious identities have been used to mobilize fol-
lowers in Senegal, Algeria, Sudan, and Nigeria.46 Women all over Africa
have resorted to gender politics. In South Africa, race-based politics focuses
on blackness as a cultural category to make political demands.

Some significant changes have occurred since the 1990s.47 Dominant
power-holders were challenged in South Africa for many years until the
system was reformed in the early 1990s. If those in power praised them-
selves and the democratic apparati that they presided over, members of
different social movements disagreed and called for a redefinition of leader-
ship, power, and democracy. Nongovernmental organizations flourished,
all providing opportunities for protests, and demanded an end to corrup-
tion. Civil servants, tired of being accused of complicity with bad govern-
ments, also wanted major changes. Trade unions and university students
questioned the neoliberalism of the IMF and the World Bank, and de-
manded more democratization. Professors migrated to other continents,
and those who stayed behind joined various pressure groups to ask for
rapid improvements in politics and the economy. In most countries, the
call was for democracy, multiparty politics, and a transfer of power through
the ballot box, all in a nonviolent political arena. Africans were tired of
corruption and began to focus on accountability. Foreign governments and
lending institutions were also eager to see changes. Thus, elections were
held in many countries in the 1990s (e.g., Nigeria, Ghana, and Zambia)
and many states began to experiment with multiparty political systems.

As Africa enters the twenty-first century, it appears that the gains
from the democratic changes are being exaggerated. The new leaders are
expected to bring rapid economic benefits, end corruption, be assertive in
international politics, manipulate globalism to Africa’s advantage, end de-
pendence on the West, and empower their citizens. None of these is hap-
pening in many countries, as a number of long-standing conditions re-
main. Neocolonialism is alive and well, and globalism is still about the
exploitation of Africa. Ethnic and religious identities and nationalisms re-
main vibrant. The cancer of corruption has not been removed.

Africa no longer has a choice but to change the culture of politics.
There must be accountability and the rule of law in a multi-party demo-
cratic framework. Given the multiethnic and multireligious composition
of most countries, there is indeed no choice but to decentralize power, give
autonomy to local communities, and encourage productive political com-
petitions. Age-old attitudes about politics must give way to one that values
service. The primary concern must be on the strategy to overcome poverty,
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to give power to families and villages, and to empower women who consti-
tute the majority of the population and who have suffered for too long. All
these changes may ultimately involve complicated dialogue and struggles.
As the middle class continues to increase and acquire survival means inde-
pendent of the state, perhaps many will organize to offer successful chal-
lenges to the monopolization of state power by members of the political
class who lack the vision and ideas to transform the continent.
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6
ETHNIC NAETHNIC NAETHNIC NAETHNIC NAETHNIC NATIONALISMTIONALISMTIONALISMTIONALISMTIONALISM

“IF YOU CHASE AWAY A COWARD AND YOU

DON’T GIVE HIM ROOM TO FLEE, HE WILL SHOW

YOU HIS STRENGTH.”

—A HAUSA PROVERB

Ethnicity is a big issue in African politics and a way to understand many
aspects of African culture and society. In this chapter, I move from broad
generalities on ethnicity to the specific, drawing from the data on the na-
tional (Nigeria) to the subnational (Yoruba). The idea is to explore the
nature of the problem of ethnicity at the level of both ideas and history,
including its complicated minutiae which involve the role of tradition in
modern politics. Both national and ethnic identities have been invented
and reinvented. National identities are newer, created mainly during the
twentieth century: the modern countries were colonial creations, and since
independence, various governments have tried to foster a feeling of na-
tional consciousness. Ethnic identities are much older. The Yoruba, Zulu,
Somali, and others had existed long before European conquest, living in
villages, cities, and kingdoms. The groups remain today, reorganized into
different modern countries and constituting the basis of identities different
from that of the nation-state.

To start with the bigger picture, ethnic nationalism is very much wide-
spread in Africa. It involves a commitment to an established cultural group,
the old nation and identity that were constituted in the past and rein-
vented for modern purposes. Ethnicity is one of the most effective and least
costly means of uniting a group to fight for their rights and demand privi-
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leges and justice. From wars to secession crises, ethnicity has been the most
potent agency for seeking freedom and autonomy from rival political lead-
ers and ethnic groups. Ethnicity is an agency of self-assertion, allowing
members of a group to stand for their rights or even to complain that their
share of the economic and political resources of a state are grossly inad-
equate compared to those of other groups. A group mobilizes ethnic na-
tionalism to protect itself from other groups: it seeks equality and parity
with other ethnic groups in access to modern education, contracts, jobs,
and other opportunities.

Whether it is regarded as invented, imagined, or real, ethnicity is
about creating a strong and unified identity among a group of people. In
cultural terms, the members of an ethnic group strongly believe that they
are united by history, tradition, and customs. Over time, a consciousness
emerges that all the members of the group are “one.” In practical terms, the
consciousness and historical memories are used as tools to further unite the
group and exclude outsiders from certain beliefs and rituals. In social terms,
an ethnic group is an organized network, with members intermarrying with
one another, celebrating the rites of passage, and creating a community
with values acceptable to its members. In political terms, an ethnic group
becomes a political identity within the nation, led by recognized leaders

Figure 8. African youth in the New Religion. Children’s church service, Parielles, Senegal.
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who seek changes to the collective group and rewards for individual mem-
bers. The leaders will keep alive ancient traditions and develop a manifesto
on the modern aspirations of their people. Norms, beliefs, politics, and
historical memory are all merged to consolidate the ethnic, in part to be
able to advance a strong political agenda. Those among the group who are
interested in politics learn to mobilize fellow members to establish political
associations.

The politics and identity of an ethnic group are not necessarily stable.
Members engage in conflicts with one another, as component units and
social classes within a group may compete. There are local politics within
cities and regions that create intra-elite and intra-ethnic tensions. Both the
creation and the use of ethnicity are flexible. Until the twentieth century,
many groups had existed for a long time without necessarily developing the
solidarity and politics to compete and negotiate with other groups. The
politicization of ethnicity is usually accomplished by a tiny number of in-
dividuals interested in power and wealth, who manipulate the group for
their own agenda. Ethnicity contains both old and new elements of iden-
tity, politics, and culture. The old comprises values and histories of the
past, long cohabitation in the same region, and a number of shared social
practices. The new is the manipulation of the old to foster a consciousness
of oneness as a group. As various studies have argued, the new elements
began during the colonial era when different groups were set against one
another by European powers in order to “divide and rule” them.1 Where it
suited their politics, European colonial powers created new ethnic groups
by identifying them as such and giving them a label. Over time, the people
developed an identity and consciousness as one group.

To draw on the examples that form the core of this chapter, the Yoruba
see themselves as the descendants of one ancestor: Oduduwa. The ancient
city of Ile-Ife is regarded as the common homeland, the origin of the kings
and rulers that governed other Yoruba towns. Using history and common
cultures, the Yoruba constitute a major ethnic group in modern Nigeria.
Yoruba leaders use the concept of Yoruba “peoplehood” as a form of collec-
tive identity and “corporation” to fight for and defend many interests, in-
cluding social, religious, cultural, and political ones. Where politics is
ethnicized, the question that Yoruba leaders pose is: what can the country
(Nigeria) do for the Yoruba?. As other ethnic groups seek to also maximize
their advantages, tension and conflict inevitably arise. But the Yoruba do
not just live in their homeland of southwestern Nigeria: they travel to other
places, and other groups live among them. Yoruba migrants in other parts
of the country and other groups living among them often see politics through
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an ethnic lens. The first case study explores the issue of migration and
ethnicity, and the second is about Yoruba ethnicity in the politics of mod-
ern Nigeria.

Case Study 1: Homeland Politics and Ethnicity

Internal Migrations

For centuries before the British conquest of Nigeria in the last years of the
nineteenth century, the people who occupied the Nigerian region had in-
teracted on the basis of trade, war, diplomacy, and marriage. The Hausa
long-distance traders could be found in southern Nigeria buying kola nuts
in exchange for cattle products. Yoruba traders moved to the north, in
search of horses and natron. The Niger and Benue rivers served as avenues
of transportation and communication. During the nineteenth century, the
Islamic jihad led by Uthman dan Fodio extended southward, establishing
the Ilorin emirate in northern Yorubaland. Islam spread to the south, thus
creating a religion that was transnational. Christianity was introduced to
different parts of southern Nigeria during the nineteenth century, and it
spread northward, notably to the areas of the middle belt.

The established patterns of intergroup relations were further sustained
and extended during the colonial period. The railway network ran from
Lagos, through the interior of the Yoruba to the north, and then south-
ward, passing through Enugu to terminate in the city of Port Harcourt.
Roads were constructed to link hundreds of villages and towns to the rail-
way lines. Goods and people moved more than ever before. Islamic mis-
sionaries joined their Christian counterparts in moving to various places.
Internal trade saw massive movements of traders in all directions. In the
south, colonies of Hausa traders could be found in virtually all major cen-
ters. Southerners, too, moved to the north in large numbers. Educated
southerners worked as clerks in the civil service and railways in the north.
The informal sector in the north also opened to the southerners who worked
as repair men, food vendors, beer sellers, operators of night clubs, and mer-
chants.

In postcolonial Nigeria, trade, the civil service, schools, military, po-
lice, and federal establishments, all served to move people beyond their
homeland. In the 1970s, the military regime created the National Youth
Service Corps that compelled university graduates to work outside of their
homelands for a year immediately upon graduation. Fresh university
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graduates crisscrossed the country. In the 1980s, the new federal capital of
Abuja was established. There were movements, but what about ideas and
perceptions about ethnicities?

Migrations and Stereotypes

The assumption was that, as Nigerians interacted, so would the people
know one another and develop a commitment to the country. That as-
sumption has been tested and found to be flawed. Nigerian nationalism
has not been promoted or enhanced by these migrations. Indeed, thou-
sands of ordinary people have lost their lives since the 1950s. When the
Action Group, one of the country’s early political parties, sent a delegation
to the north in the 1950s to campaign for self-government, the trip pro-
voked violence in the city of Kano. In 1966, thousands of Igbo lost their
lives and property following the military coup of that year. A massive mi-
gration back to their homeland in eastern Nigeria followed, and the coun-
try fought a civil war from 1967 to 1970. It was to prevent another war
that the government took a number of measures in the 1970s to let Nige-
rians travel around and live in places other than their states and places of
birth. Federal colleges were established to draw students from various parts of
the country, and a considerable amount of money was spent on new roads.

The crises since the 1980s have shown that the efforts of the 1970s
and related ones have not been successful. During this period, the hostility
between Christians and Muslims in the north has degenerated to a series of
riots that have claimed hundreds of lives and the casual destruction of many
churches and mosques. Communal conflicts have also occurred, targeted
at small-scale merchants in a number of northern cities. In 1999, the Igbo
in the east retaliated against the attack on their people, destroying mosques
and killing many northerners among them. In Lagos, Ile-Ife, and Ibadan,
the Hausa and the Yoruba have clashed over the control of markets.

All these conflicts have had disturbing consequences. First, people
feel insecure living away from their cities and groups. Two, as people run
back home, they carry with them negative feelings about their hosts. Third,
the commitment to the development of a united Nigeria is always ques-
tioned. It is common for people to advocate secession and to struggle to
put the representatives of their regions and ethnic groups in power. Fourth,
as I have developed elsewhere, conflicts and hostilities are expressed in the
use of negative words and stereotypes in private discussions and print me-
dia.2 Thus, the Yoruba are described by other groups as cunning; the Hausa
and Fulani are regarded as power hungry; and the Igbo as aggressive and
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untrustworthy. In what follows, I will elaborate on how migrants based
away from their homelands understand the reality of their regions and how
their views are dominated by fear and negative perceptions. I will focus on
three dominant issues: the tension generated by religion, the control of
federal power, and the competition for trade.

The Shari’a Controversy

Nothing has been more divisive than the introduction of the Shari’a in
some northern states since the late 1990s. To the northern Muslim mi-
grants in the south, the Shari’a is necessary. To the southern migrants living
in the north, the Shari’a is unjust and an attack directed at them. The
Shari’a is an Islamic legal code, with Islamic judges drawing from the Quran
and Hadith to impose punishment for a variety of civil and capital crimes.
Theft can be punished by cutting off the hand, and alcohol consumption
by public flogging. Women and men are separated in public spaces such as
transport vans and schools.

Southern Christians in the north are very much opposed to the Shari’a,
and many have interpreted its introduction as an invitation to leave the
region. Northerners in the south think that the people have the right to live
in any society they deem fit and see the attack on the Shari’a as unneces-
sary. The controversy has led to many violent clashes in northern cities and
a call to divide the country. In April 2001, a pro-Shari’a group in Kano city,
the Haisa, embarked upon violent acts to press home their point that Shari’a
laws should be implemented: they set fire to a guest house, a number of
restaurants, and hotels.

The introduction of the Shari’a has undermined the power of the
federal government, which has been unable to stop it or assure the south-
ern migrants that their lives and property are safe. The Shari’a controversy
is unlikely to go away for a long time, and many riots should be expected in
the future, as people hold passionate positions, either for or against the use
of Islamic law.

The Shari’a is not the only issue that raises problems. Northern Mus-
lims in the south look to the Sultan of Sokoto for religious leadership. In
the south, they build and operate their separate mosques, thus using reli-
gion to solidify their identity. The implication is that the authority of south-
ern Islamic leaders is not respected. Thus, they will respect only the days
chosen by the Sultan for the Eid-el-kabir prayers.

The expansion of the frontiers of Islam and Christianity, as well as the
growing assertiveness of their members beyond their “original homeland,”
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is yet a source of problems. Hundreds of mosques and churches have been
destroyed since the 1980s. Migrants complain that they are being perse-
cuted for their religions. The most common complaints are from the north
where Igbo and Yoruba Christians, with the support of Christian indi-
genes, believe that they are permanently under siege. Angry words circulate
on a permanent basis. One does not know which event or statement will
create problems. For instance, in February 2001, the Israeli ambassador to
Nigeria visited the northern state of Gombe to address the Shalom Club, a
small group of members who had worked or studied in Israel. The visit led
to bloodshed (many were injured and about ten people were killed) and
destruction of property, including a Baptist church and two hotels. Some
Muslim groups regarded the visit as more evidence of the assertiveness of
southerners and Christians among them.

The Power Controversy

Where should the president of Nigeria come from? How many federal min-
isters are Igbo? Did enough people from the Ijo in the Niger Delta obtain
federal contracts? Who distributes the licenses to drill for oil? How many
army generals come from the north? These and other questions are impor-
tant to migrants and ethnic leaders. All groups complain of marginalization,
as their politicians and businessmen seek more power and opportunities.

To the southerners, the northerners have a monopoly of power. In
general, the discussion about past military leaders, notably Generals Ibrahim
Babangida and Sanni Abacha, is usually unpleasant. Both are regarded as
kleptocrats who bled the country dry. Abacha is described as evil and mur-
derous, in part because of the way he treated the famous Yoruba politician,
Moshood Abiola, who won the 1993 presidential election that was later
annulled by the military. As far as the southerners were concerned, the
northern politicians depended on coups and bribery to compete and sur-
vive.

Political parties hardly resolve the various crises over power. At the
very best, a political party tries to consolidate itself by falling back on eth-
nic manipulation. The game is to ensure that the majority of the members
of one ethnic group, at home and in other parts of the country, belong to
the same political party. Party chieftains are interested in appointments
and contracts, and the competition among them is always very bitter.

It may be argued that migrants and their hosts, and indeed all ethnic
groups, have yet to come together to discuss all the problems that people
complain about. Although Nigerians have traveled and interacted for cen-
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turies, the concept of a united country is a recent development. The British
failed to bring them together in the first half of the twentieth century. Soon
after independence, they fought a civil war.

The Abuja Controversy

In the 1970s, the military decided to replace Lagos as the capital and look
for a new location. Lagos was considered small, hard to plan, and con-
gested. When Abuja, in the middle belt, was chosen, the government’s pro-
paganda was that it was a neutral place. As building began in the 1980s, the
new capital provided opportunities for politicians and businessmen to make
huge sums of money in corrupt deals. The history of the city has also be-
come part of national politics and what migrants talk about with passion.

To start with what may appear a simple matter: the politics of street
naming. In Nigeria, “big men” and those who think they are successful
want streets to be named after them. It is not unusual for someone to live
in a street named after him. To the big politicians, the most prominent
roads should be named after them. The Yoruba in the north regarded the
street named after the late Chief Obafemi Awolowo, their most successful
politician during the twentieth century, as insignificant. They attribute the
slight to Awolowo’s opposition to the relocation of the federal capital. After
making a prophetic statement that the building of Abuja would promote
squandermania, Awolowo concluded that “If Abuja does not ruin Nigeria,
Nigeria will ruin Abuja.”

A second problem is the perception by southerners that Abuja has
enabled a class of northern contractors and politicians to collude to divert
public funds to private pockets. Abuja is part of the “Triple A” that bedevils
Nigeria’s economy: Abuja, the Ajaokuta steel complex, and the Aladja steel
complex, all expensive projects with questionable results. Southern migrants
pose the question: why is the north using federal money to underdevelop
the country? Hotels, private residences, and apartments are all very expen-
sive in Abuja. Government officials and politicians with access to state money
have used it to build homes which they rent to their colleagues and others.
Hotel bills are indirectly paid for by the federal government. Those who do
not benefit and live at the margins of society worry about the waste.

Third, religious and moral leaders talk about the moral decadence of
Abuja. In the perception of migrants, Abuja is a city of sin. They have a
point. The official corruption is too clear to be missed. As accommodation
is so scarce, many young women are driven to live in the streets and be-
come prostitutes.
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Fourth, contrary to the belief that everybody would feel at home in a
new federal capital, southerners have complained that Abuja has emerged
as a Hausa-Fulani city. Southern migrants point to the various mosques,
the elegance of the central mosque, and the Arabic impact on the architec-
ture. A southern lawyer remarked in an anti-Abuja piece in the weekly Tell
Magazine of March 19, 2001, that “Abuja has been pretending to be the
capital of Nigeria. In reality, it is the North’s preparation for an eventuality;
and their agents, the military, have left no one in any doubt about this.”3

The Market and Revenue Controversies

Ultimately, the struggles over politics and Abuja are also about resource
distribution and development. Who gets what in the federation? How is
oil money allocated to states and local governments? Who gets the lion’s
share of the market? If politics is the most lucrative business in town, who
controls politics and the economic rewards that come from it? Irrespective
of how the question is posed, there is always an economic undertone to the
political crises. I want to examine two recent cases that people talk about,
one on the national issue of resource distribution and the other on a local
issue of control of city markets.

To start with the local one, the allocation of market spaces in such a
competitive city as Lagos has led to inter-ethnic conflicts between migrants
and their hosts. Similarly, the control of the informal economy by southern
migrants in northern cities has generated many complaints and riots. In the
south, the competition is waged over the allocation of market stalls in areas
where trade is profitable. Southerners also want to compete with the northern
migrants in the lucrative cattle and kola nut trade. In the case of the north,
southern migrants control many modern aspects of commerce. As they be-
come more and more successful and fail to integrate or even become Muslims,
they antagonize their hosts. Cultural difference is so noticeable that it often
leads to hostility and violence, as in all the cases of Christian-Muslim riots.

With regard to the federal issue, Nigeria depends on oil revenues.
The bulk of the oil resources are located in an area to the southeast of the
country. If the country had followed the principle of sharing the revenues
with the areas that produce the resources, the southeast would be the most
developed place on the entire African continent. The demand for a greater
share of oil revenues by the Ogoni and others in the Niger Delta is not just
a common discussion among their migrants in other parts of Nigeria, but
it has also received international attention, relative to the problems of envi-
ronmental damage by multinational oil businesses.
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In general, southern migrants complain that the north is benefiting
too much from southern oil wealth. The perception is that the north con-
tributes little to federal resources, but takes the lion’s share. As far as the
northern migrants are concerned, sharing the revenue is part of the price
for living in a large country. And when the northerners are provoked, they
claim that they, too, can stand on their own as an independent country
without oil money. Their agriculture and trade, they claim, should be enough
to sustain them.

The current controversy is over the ownership of oil resources found
offshore of the littoral areas in the south. The southern states claim that the
resources belong to them, but the federal government wants them as well.
While northerners say that such offshore oil resources belong to all Nigeri-
ans, southerners say that this is not so. There is yet a voice that advocates
free enterprise, which would enable all Nigerians with the capital and skills
to have access to all resources, thus minimizing government control. To
quote Lucky Igbinedion, an entrepreneur and the current governor of the
Edo state in the southwest:

Resource control is not defined by oil alone. It covers all natural resources—
solid materials, cash crops, everything. It is a pure capitalistic doctrine. It is
the ability of an individual . . . to have the freedom to exploit the natural
resources that abound in our country. I’ve always maintained that somebody
from Kano can go to Delta and strike oil, and it should belong to the Kano
man and not to the Delta State government and not to the federal govern-
ment but to the Kano man who will bring in his capital as long as he pays his
royalties and taxes to the state. This is what we call resource control. It is not
only for the oil-producing states. It is a national issue that has been miscon-
strued and politicised. People just misunderstand what resource control means
because oil is the mainstream of our revenue. In Plateau State, you have tin
and columbite. In Kebbi State, you have gold. I should be able to go to
Kebbi and exploit gold, and it should be mine. That is resource control. It is
the freedom of the individual to exploit his potentialities and capitalise on
the commercial capability of such natural resources.4

Northerners reject this kind of statement, saying that is a way for southerners
to dominate them with their skills and capital. As many northerners have
said, if southerners are this ambitious, why not divide the country along
professional lines: southerners should go into business and administration,
and northerners should control power.

A number of issues are clear from the migrants’ perception of the
various realities already discussed. First, every group has a perception that
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other groups are hostile and will take advantage whenever it controls power
or the market. The political leaders make the loudest noise, although it is
not always clear whom the leaders represent and what the size of their
following is. While certain opinions are commonly expressed, there is no
consensus regarding the solutions to problems. The common suggestion in
the last five years is that there should be a national conference of all ethnic
groups to discuss the politics and future of Nigeria. When such a confer-
ence is convened, it is more than clear that its resolutions will have little or
no effect on the large problems facing the country.

Second, most people put the blame on the federal government. Even
when a riot takes place at the local government level, it very quickly be-
comes a national issue that involves the federal police and government.
The strategy of blaming the center has enabled many to overlook the gross
mismanagement and reckless abuse of power at the state and local govern-
ment levels.

Third, although Nigeria is a federal state, it is clear that the compo-
nent units lack the power and resources to act independently of the center.
Nigeria actually runs like a unitary state, with a few people at the center
dictating policies and distributing the revenues from oil.

Fourth, a culture of discussion and debate is yet to take firm root.
When migrants feel marginalized or cheated, mediation strategies are in-
sufficient to resolve the matter which often degenerates into violence. And
when violence does occur, not only do people die, the survivors are thrown
into panic, rushing to the motor parks with the few possessions they can
grab, to run to their places of birth.

Finally, there is a growing desire for democracy. The future of Nigeria
may be uncertain, but it is not hard to figure out what migrants and others
want. High on the list of wishes are freedom from all forms of political
dictatorship, the right of migrants and all nationalities to autonomy, fair
elections to ensure genuine political representation, and a restructured fed-
eration that will give all nationalities a high level of freedom to determine
their progress. Thus far, no government has been able to aggregate these
wishes and create a program that will make migrants comfortable and se-
cure whereever they may find themselves.

Case Study 2: The Yoruba in Nigeria

Nigerian politicians since the early 1990s have turned the Yoruba into the
principal focus of national discourse. Having struggled since the 1950s,
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the Yoruba political class has now had its turn to have one of its own as the
country’s president. The Igbo expressed the view that the Yoruba had actu-
ally benefited more from the system than they claimed. The northerners’
support for a southern candidate was partly because of the political crises
that the military had created and the need to use a pro-north candidate to
retain control.

Calculations based on ethnicity remain deep, very much as before,
only slightly altered to give the Yoruba greater visibility. This reverses the
long trend that privileged the north and its quest for political domination,
the short-lived fear of Igbo domination in the 1960s, and the secession and
civil war that followed from 1967 to 1970. The rise of Chief M. K. O.
Abiola in the early 1990s, his victory in the 1993 elections, and the subse-
quent annulment of these elections by the military regime of General
Ibrahim Babangida dominated Nigerian politics for the rest of the decade.
The rise of Abacha to power met with organized opposition among the
Yoruba and the pro-democracy movements. During Abacha’s tenure, vari-
ous Yoruba groups not only emerged to advocate democracy; but some
wanted secession or, at the very least, the renegotiation of the basis of the
federation to give power to the different nationalities to shape their own
policies, free of a powerful center. The discourse of democracy put ethnicity
at its very center. It was no longer how a group of nationalists from differ-
ent parts of the country would govern and bring progress, but how the
representatives of the component units would share power and resources
along ethnic lines. The assumption was that the military generals and poli-
ticians would always represent ethnic interests, and in this kind of arrange-
ment, the north would always seek domination at the expense of others. If
a number of Yoruba politicians had advocated forging alliances with the
northerners, many now regarded them as “dangerous enemies.”

Abacha’s death in 1998 paved the way for a military disengagement
that resulted in 1999 in the victory of a Yoruba, Olusegun Obasanjo, as the
country’s president. Since his coming to power in May of that year, there
has been a spate of interethnic and intercommunal rivalries, two of which
pitted the Yoruba against the northerners. The Shari’a has been being de-
clared as state law in some northern states, a development that some inter-
pret as an attempt to destabilize the Obasanjo regime. Is there a backlash to
the growing influence of the Yoruba in politics? Will the east and north
create an anti-Yoruba alliance? Has the emergence of Obasanjo benefited
the Yoruba? Should Obasanjo govern as a Yoruba or a Nigerian? These are
some of the questions that politicians and analysts pose that reveal that the
understanding of politics is still very much conditioned by ethnicity.
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This section explores the historical and contemporary development in
the formation of Yoruba identity and how this intersects with Nigerian poli-
tics. The premise is that contemporary ethnic politics can best be understood
against the background of past events. The massive support that Abiola re-
ceived was in part because of the previous ordeals of Awolowo from the 1950s
to the 1980s, especially his efforts at becoming the country’s leader. The lack of
support by the Yoruba for Obasanjo during the elections was due to the widely
held belief that he did not favor the Yoruba when he was the head of state in
the 1970s, that he represented northern interests, that he worked against
Awolowo in the 1970s, and that he was lukewarm in his support of Abiola in
the 1990s. The support for him now that he is in power is partly based on the
fear that northerners will prevent a Yoruba from succeeding. Having failed to
prevent Obasanjo from winning the elections, preferring for their favorite son,
Chief Olu Falae, the Yoruba now lend their support to him because they inter-
pret anti-Obasanjo sentiments and campaigns as anti-Yoruba.

The Ethnic Factor

The role of the Yoruba in politics has been shaped by five interrelated factors:

1. The manipulation, by Yoruba politicians, of Yoruba and Nigerian his-
tory for specific ends presented as collective interests. In other words,
political leaders operate as the representatives of an ethnic group.

2. The promotion of a pan-Yoruba consciousness and cultural exclusiveness
built on the myth of Oduduwa, the progenitor of the Yoruba people. In
other words, political leaders and representatives subscribe to the histori-
cal narratives that regard all Yoruba as the descendants of one ancestor.

3. The use of ethnocentric traits (e.g., common language, boundaries,
beliefs, and group identity) for interethnic competition in a plural so-
ciety. The Yoruba politicians act on the assumption that the Yoruba
constitute one single nation and that their interests have to be pro-
tected against those of competitors from other ethnic groups.

4. The claim to early contact with Western education and Christianity
which, from the colonial period onward, became significant criteria in
access to jobs, business, and politics; and arising from this,

5. A stronger claim to modern civilization than any other group in the
federation.

Indeed, on the basis of the last point, many members of the ruling class
used to argue during the colonial period and immediately after that the
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Yoruba were better qualified than any other group in Nigeria to provide the
leadership for the country and serve as the agents of modernization. Ac-
cording to this belief, not only would the Yoruba transform themselves,
they would disperse to transform others, and their leaders would use their
modernization to move Nigeria forward. In 1947, Awolowo, the most im-
portant Yoruba hero of the twentieth century, justified the claims of the
Yoruba to the preeminent leadership position partly on the basis of their
exposure to superior Western culture, and the varying degrees to which
Western civilization and education had infiltrated the different ethnic groups.
As Awolowo stated, with some measure of confidence:

In embracing western culture, the Yorubas take the lead, and have benefited
immensely as a result. The Efiks, the Ijaws, the Ibibios, and the Ibos come
next. The Hausas and Fulanis on the other hand are extremely conservative,
and take reluctantly, the Western civilization. . . . And if the race is to be
swift, in spite of their lower cultural background, the Ibos or the Ibibios
would certainly qualify for self-government, long before the Hausas.5

All the claims of the Yoruba to leadership have not gone unchallenged, and
certainly not this statement. The leaders of the other groups hardly agreed
with this claim. For instance, Chief Nnamdi Azikiwe, equally as ambitious
as Awolowo and also regarded as the leader of a rival ethnic group, the
Igbo, also articulated the belief in the superiority of his own group:

The God of Africa has especially created the Ibo nation to lead the children
of Africa from the bondage of the ages. . . . The martial prowess of the Ibo
nation at all stages of human history has enabled them not only to conquer
others but also to adapt themselves to the role of preserver. . . . The Ibo
nation cannot shirk its responsibility.6

If Awolowo limited himself to Nigeria, Azikiwe went further regarding the
Igbo as the leaders of Africa. These men and others made new claims in later
years, all leading to a similar conclusion: a particular ethnic group must lead
the country for its own sake and that of others. As this belief shaped the nature
of political competition, it is important to identify its outcome:

1. Building a pan-Nigerian consciousness or nationalism to sustain the
Nigerian nation-state is complicated, since there are competing ethnic
nationalisms. Secession and the advocacy of separate developments are
strong examples of the clash of nationalisms. The belief in a superior-
inferior relationship makes consensus building more difficult.
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2. Building strong and viable networks of political associations and mass-
based political parties is difficult, as the challenges of ethnic loyalty
may undermine them. It has always been a convenient game to use one
ethnic group against the other and to disguise class and self-interests as
ethnic.

3. If the representatives of the large ethnic groups are interested only in
themselves and their groups, the resolution of divisive issues and the
protection of minority interests are difficult, if not impossible. Deci-
sions may reveal self-interest, rather than common interest, thus laying
the foundation of a future crisis.

4. The political elite regard the manipulation of ethnic loyalty as the cheap-
est and most reliable strategy to acquire and consolidate power. The
ethnic identity is manipulated to lay claim to leadership. At the same
time, the political elite fall back on this same identity to prevent the
underprivileged members of their own group from creating alliances
with members of other groups, since the “Others” have been portrayed
as rivals, enemies, competitors, and people with negative attributes.
Would Nigerian politics have been different if poor Hausa, poor Igbo,
and poor Yoruba had been united in the politics of change?

The Agency of History

As with other Nigerian groups, Yoruba identity is rooted in history. Ethno-
centric characteristics were formed during the precolonial period, ethnicity
was accentuated during the colonial period, and profound conflicts oc-
curred after the country’s independence from the British in 1960.

The interactions among the various Yoruba polities during the
precolonial period continue to have relevance in modern politics. The Yoruba
did not build one political kingdom or empire, but the various subunits
had strong contacts with one another. The factors that promoted the con-
tacts in the past (for peace and war) have been activated in the modern era
to build a pan-Yoruba consciousness. While there were various Yoruba groups
in the past, each with its own political authority and boundary, in the
context of contemporary politics, it is convenient for the political class to
occasionally forget this in the agenda of forging a Yoruba “nation” strong
enough to compete with the other equally large and viable “nations.” The
narrative is intended to underscore two interrelated points:

1. the importance of the states formed by different Yoruba groups, and
their relationship to one another;
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2. the attempts by a few states to expand at the expense of others, to
extend their territories and “nationalities.” Boundaries were occasion-
ally adjusted, and people were forced to migrate from one area to an-
other.

I want to begin my analysis with the historical past that has been used to
provide much evidence for Yoruba unity in the political present. I will iso-
late the historical evidence that now constitutes the political “memory” of
the Yoruba intelligentsia. It is the “memory” of this past that enables the
contemporary intelligentsia to create a basis for Yoruba regional unity in
modern Nigeria and to have a strong foundation for articulating a Yoruba
identity. A selective reading of the past does not ensure that present politics
will unfold as planned. There is also evidence of warfare and rivalries among
the Yoruba, which some may recall when it serves modern politics.

Territory, Territorial Sovereignty, and Citizenship

Two major criteria have been used to create a “Yoruba map”: language and
the migration of dynastic leaders from Ile-Ife. Language, of course, may
indicate that there are other cultural affinities. The second criterion in-
cludes all areas whose legends claim that their founders migrated out of Ile-Ife.
Thus, in Nigeria, to limit ourselves to one country, the Yoruba occupy most of
the southwest. To treat the Yoruba-speaking areas as a unit can be justified only
on the basis of cultural and linguistic similarities. These similarities have been
further promoted by modern politicians who talk of a common historical ex-
perience and the emergence of a standard Yoruba language. Yorubaland was
never a single sociopolitical unit. But what geographical labels did the precolonial
people invent for their territories and by what name(s) did they refer to them-
selves? In addition, were they conscious of such labels and names, and willing
to defend them in the face of threats, both internal and external, to destroy the
body of ideas or meanings which the labels and names represented? Were the
Yoruba conscious of their ethnicity and identity?

The answers to these questions reveal the emphasis on groups (such
as the Ekiti, Ijebu, and Egba) rather than on a single “Yoruba nation.”
Groups had their territories while citizenship was defined in relation to the
membership of a state within a group. Land, an aspect of territorial sover-
eignty, was communal, and no pan-Yoruba authority ever emerged to con-
trol all the land. Territorial sovereignty and citizenship were not defined in
a pan-Yoruba framework, since there were different autonomous groups
and city-states. These states did not even evolve into a loose political
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federation. The ruling classes in the different states forged ties with one
another, but certainly not a relation in which one of them assumed an
overwhelming control over the others. It was the British who made the
Alaafin of Oyo superior to many kings before the 1930s, and it was the
modern political party of the Yoruba, the Action Group, that made the
Ooni of Ife superior to the others from the 1950s.7 Every oba was sovereign
in his domain, and he, together with his chiefs and lineage representatives,
constituted the leading members of the political class. The exception was
when imperial control had been imposed, and the territory became a vassal
to another kingdom, as in the case of the Old Oyo empire that was able to
dominate a number of other groups.

Several sovereign city-states belonging to different groups dotted
Yorubaland. Each consisted of a large city surrounded by outlying villages
of varying sizes. The city was like a metropolis, with a network of adjoining
farmlands, hamlets, and villages. Some of these city-states were large, like
Oyo, the metropolis of a huge empire and the largest in the eighteenth
century, and Ibadan, the largest in the nineteenth century. The majority
were medium-sized, like Owu, which was destroyed in 1826, Ondo, Ile-
Ife, and Ilesa. Others include the Egba states before the nineteenth cen-
tury; the Ekiti states and a host of others such as the Iyagba, Owe, Oworo,
and Dumu in the northeast; and Ijaye and Ikale in the southeast.

The claims to differing autonomy and sovereignty depended partly
on the nature and pattern of state formation among the Yoruba. Sources do
not mention the formation of one Yoruba nation but rather of several states
and groups. Some, in fact, describe pre-Oduduwa communities, that is,
autochthonous communities that existed before the imposition of dynas-
ties with a connection with Ile-Ife and/or before a process of political cen-
tralization. State formation in Yorubaland is associated in myths with the
activities of Oduduwa and his “children.” These myths do not mention the
unity among these “children” as establishing a single nation, but rather a
host of nations. One inference that could be drawn from the myths is that
political centralization did take place in various states at different historical
periods. This was, however, a process which involved many people over a
long period of time. Those who established dynasties maintained control
over large territories. Many names were given to these states. Some of these
names derived from the features of the environment such as hills, rivers,
soil, and vegetation, and others from the personal experiences of the dynas-
tic founders or even of the entire migration of a people.

Expansion took place until boundaries were established with another
city-state belonging to the same group or a different one. The commitment
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to, and the struggles over, boundaries again indicates the place of different
groups and of a state-oriented territorial sovereignty in Yorubaland. A state
had its territory in which the citizens, who in turn belonged to recognized
lineages, had their own share of land. A ruler held control of the territory
and was recognized by other rulers as having the power and sovereignty; his
power was limited to this territory. There were traditions to legitimize claims
and the limits of expansion.8 As the Owa of Ilesa put it in 1882, “[T]he
boundaries of each state were well defined and regarded as sacred, so that
nothing could induce any one to intrude into the territory of another.”9

Hills, footpaths, streams, and other physical features were used as demarca-
tions. Diplomacy, treaties, and rituals were also used to strengthen the agree-
ments on boundaries. These boundaries separated areas of jurisdiction and
interest. When these were threatened, disputes arose between states.10

Sovereignty had relevance at the microlevel of the city-state and group.
So, too, did citizenship. The people used their towns or groups to identify
themselves. For instance, a person from Owo saw himself as an Omo Owo
or shortly as Owo (Owo’s citizen) and would not define himself in a pan-
Yoruba context. Strong group tendencies gave rise to, and probably pro-
moted, parochial tendencies and cultural variations. The widespread defi-
nition of being a Yoruba, instead of an Omo Owo, began to gain currency
in the nineteenth century.

The mode of production recognized the central role of households.
Production mechanisms depended on local initiatives and the use of local
raw materials.11 The point here is not to suggest that there were no eco-
nomic interactions, but that the mode of production could function, as a
system, at the level of the community connected to a regional network.

The same was true of the political system. Each state was sovereign
and constituted a recognizable territorial unit. Its government was also sov-
ereign, and its rulers were the symbols of the state. They exercised judicial,
executive, and legislative powers. The political system of the states rested
on a combination of the lineages, various associations, and the parapherna-
lia of a central authority. At the lineage level, the Baale (or olori ebi), that is,
the lineage head, was in charge. He exercised a penal authority limited to
fines and minor impositions, and chastisement. Associations included age-
grades and trade guilds, both of which exercised moral authority on their
members. The institutions of the central state’s authority were dominated
by the oba and the chiefs, both acting in a council.12

The institutions of government were replicated in many areas, but
the pattern of authority showed variations. Oyo represented the model of
an empire, with a powerful monarch. The Egba formed a loose
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confederation; the Ife a centralized provincial administration; and such other
states as the Ekiti, Ijebu, Ondo, Owo, and Awori lacked large central po-
litical organizations. New changes were introduced during the nineteenth
century.13 The military became preeminent in politics, primarily because of
the insecurity of the age. The military had new ideas for government, aris-
ing from their crucial strategic functions and substantial wealth. Because
they owed their prominence to their exploits in war, they tended to have
little regard for monarchical institutions. New ideas were put into practice
in Ibadan, where a military aristocracy was established; in Ijaye, which had
a military dictatorship; and in Oke-Odan and Abeokuta, where a military
federation was practiced.14

Centrifugal Tendencies

The various Yoruba states maintained close relations with one another. The
dominant ruling class in each state also had a strong interest in promoting
centrifugal tendencies primarily to widen its base of power. In the first
place, the myth of Oduduwa and of a common ancestry was popularized
partly to strengthen the link between the ruling class and to prevent, as
much as possible, the emergence of a counterhegemonic force which could
destroy the dynasties and royal families. The myth also reinforced the own-
ership and control of territories as well as of land. The affinal relationship
referred to below served as a further justificatory ideology; so did the exchange
of gifts, and diplomatic practices and exchanges. Secondly, intergroup rela-
tions widened the network of markets and trade, thus increasing the avenues
for profit by enterprising members of the ruling class as well as the peasants.
Thirdly, and more importantly, wars were fought to subjugate neighboring
and distant polities. This facilitated the accumulation of extensive booty in
goods and men, as well as considerable access to gifts and tribute. These mas-
sive gains have been clearly demonstrated in the case of Ibadan,15 as well as in
the activities of the leading war heroes of the nineteenth century.16

The factors affecting intergroup relations were diverse: trade, migra-
tions, diplomacy, and war. Migrations within the Yoruba region were com-
mon, brought about by such reasons as flight from wars and political up-
heavals and the search for new and better abodes. The nineteenth century
witnessed massive migrations which had the effect of altering the map and
the demographic composition of the region.17 Such migrations allowed for
borrowing and the spread of culture. The diffusion of artifacts and aspects
of social institutions represents major evidence of the impact of intergroup
relations and their integrative role in the Yoruba region. For instance, the
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Egungun-Oyo (Oyo masquerade) spread from the north to the south and
northeast during the nineteenth century. Similarly, the Orisa-oko (the cult
of farming and fertility) and Sango (the deity of lightning and thunder)
spread from the Oyo to other Yoruba groups. Other institutions emanated
from other areas and spread to the Oyo; one example of these was the Epa-
type masquerade headpieces.

The ruling dynasties in the various states forged relationships with
one another by promoting “brotherhood relations.” The cordial relations
among them were sometimes explained in affinal relationship. Several of
the royal families (members of the ruling class) claimed Oduduwa as their
ancestor. These “children of Oduduwa” constituted the dynasties in a good
number of kingdoms. The number of these “children” has been variously
put at between seven and twenty-one.18 Intergroup relations among the
kingdoms were fostered by this myth of common origin. This was occa-
sionally demonstrated in coronation rituals when some of the kingdoms
appealed to Ile-Ife for the symbol of power for their new rulers.19 Some
claimed secondary relations with the sons of Oduduwa, that is, the founders
of their kingdoms were children of the sons of Oduduwa. For instance, the
Akure and Osogbo dynasties claimed a blood relationship with the Owa of
Ilesa (a “son” of Oduduwa), while Iwo claimed a connection with the son
of a female Ooni of Ife. The rulers who claimed to have been born of the
same mother had common rituals to celebrate her. There were cases when
the ruling dynasties in contiguous communities claimed a common de-
scent from the same mother. In situations like this, members of the ruling
class regarded themselves as siblings and forged deep relationships. This
“blood” relationship was used to justify other important unifying steps,
such as the exchange of gifts, the custody of one another’s princes for effec-
tive training, the exchange of visits by chiefs, and trade relations.

Affinal relationships were also used to prevent conflicts among the
members of the ruling class in the same state. Two or more ruling houses
existed in most Yoruba towns. Marriage ties could cement relationships
among them. The use of marriage, however, cut across states. As a political
strategy and to widen the network of relationship, princesses were betrothed
to princes and chiefs in other states. Examples of this strategy are many and
well narrated in various traditions. The rulers of such states treated one
another as “cousins” and their people as “kinsmen.” When the products of
such marriages grew to acquire political power, intergroup relations were
further strengthened because of their dual loyalty to two states.

The conjugal and affinal ties between rulers affected how their subjects
related to one another. The people followed their examples of exchanging
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sons and daughters. The notions of security, safety, and “kinsmen” were
implied in such exchanges; in other words, they were exchanging with people
in states where it was safe to do so. The network of social and blood rela-
tionship was, therefore, wide.

Though the several wars of the nineteenth century destroyed a good
number of these affinal relationships, they were still remembered and also
occasionally served to prevent large-scale hostilities and total destruction of
communities. Ibadan, which built the most effective military machine in
the century, occasionally considered this factor. It did not attack most Oyo-
Yoruba states because their people were regarded as kinsmen. Even when
Ijaye—the rival Oyo-Yoruba state—was attacked in 1860, the attack was
undertaken only after prolonged deliberations.20

Concrete diplomacy was used to back “brotherhood relations.” The
Yoruba, like most other African people, were conversant in the art and
practice of diplomacy.21 There were several conventions: diplomatic agents
were recognized; the status and power of different diplomats were known;
political agents were exchanged; the inviolability of the person of the diplo-
matic agent was recognized; diplomatic communications were generally
immune from interdiction; and symbols and signs were used as the secret
language of diplomacy.

War was yet another factor which brought communities together.
Successful imperial wars put separate states and subgroups under a com-
mon political umbrella. The Oyo were able to achieve this in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries when they established an empire whose
territorial extent was very wide.22 Most of the vassal colonies enjoyed au-
tonomy, but the king of Oyo had to ratify the appointment of their Oba or
Baale. In addition, the Oba and Baale went to Oyo to obtain their titles
and the Alaafin could also depose them. They appeared periodically at Oyo
where they re-affirmed their loyalty in front of the Alaafin. The orders
emanating from the king of Oyo had to be obeyed, and the Oyo’s political
agents resided in the colonies to monitor local developments.

Among the other factors contributing to cohesion were the blood
and social relationships among the members of the ruling class in the vari-
ous cities and villages; Oyo’s military might and ability to subjugate and
coerce the colonies; and the domination of commerce, which enhanced the
economic power of the metropolis at the expense of the colonies. Finally,
many areas were linked by roads, which served as arteries of trade and
communications.

If the preceding evidence points to opportunities for solidarity among
the Yoruba, there is also evidence of alliances forged with a number of
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other groups within Nigeria. The groups on the periphery as well as in the
border zones inevitably had to interact with their neighbors. All the Yoruba
subgroups had contacts with other non-Yoruba in the west African region.
Both forms of interaction revolved around diplomacy, trade, cultural ties,
and wars. The contacts were also well developed and encouraged the diffu-
sion of ideas, goods, and people. They were promoted by ecological differ-
ences, the necessity of mutual interdependence, the benefits from a wider
commercial and economic network, and imperial desires. Only a few ex-
amples can be cited. Oyo’s relations with its northern neighbors, notably
the Nupe and Bariba, prompted many exchanges and occasional conflicts.
The economic integration of Yorubaland into the Hausa commercial net-
work was very deep.23 Hausa traders brought goods of diverse origins to
Yorubaland in exchange for kola nuts and other products. The Benin ex-
pansion into the area of modern Ondo and Lagos states from the sixteenth
to the nineteenth centuries was equally significant. There is more evidence
to show that the Yoruba did not limit interactions to fellow Yoruba groups.
Long-established relations have continued to this day, in spite of new bound-
aries, new administrative centers, and ethnic rivalries.

Manufacturing Yoruba: An Idea and Consciousness

If the idea of a united Yoruba can be contested, many factors remain which
the modern intelligentsia have used to forge the consciousness of a Yoruba
nation. In spite of differences, “Yoruba” can refer to cultural similarities
and those of social formations with communal boundaries. There are myths
and events that can generate ethnocentric pride and construct an identity.

The most vigorous attempt to create the “Yoruba nation” began dur-
ing the nineteenth century. It was during that century that the use of the
name “Yoruba” to refer to all the subgroups became popular. Names such
as Aku, Nagun, Anago, Olukumi, and Yoruba had been used by neighbors
and European visitors to describe various Yoruba groups.24 Yoruba became
the most popular name. Its popular usage began in Sierra Leone, when the
missionaries were interested in studying African languages, including that
of Oyo. By the 1880s, Yoruba had become a common usage among the
educated elite.

More important than the name was the Yoruba consciousness, which
developed among the liberated slaves in Sierra Leone and which they im-
ported into Nigeria from 1838 onward.25 From these returnees and the
products of missionary education introduced in the second half of the nine-
teenth century, there emerged an educated elite. This elite was interested in
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key positions in the church and civil service, in dominating commerce,
and also in sharing power with the “traditional” elite.26 They perceived
Europeans as opponents who stood in their way of achieving their ambi-
tions. One way to overcome the threat posed by Europeans was to promote
ethnocentric values, partly to strengthen intraclass unity and partly to pro-
vide ideological rationalization for some of their enterprising moves to
indigenize the church and set up businesses of their own.

Several ethnocentric values assumed great importance. The myth of a
common origin was popularized to create a pan-Yoruba identity and de-
stroy the group loyalties which the nineteenth century wars had effectively
consolidated. Language, too, became another factor in the effort to empha-
size the similarities in Yoruba culture. Yoruba acquired a written form, be-
coming one of the earliest languages in the country with standard alpha-
bets. Although it was the Oyo-Yoruba dialect that was chosen, other groups
accepted it, and it became a school subject as well. The standardization
enabled the language to unite all those who could read and write. Whether
one was Ijebu or Egba, the standard language was available for dialogue.

From 1875 till the end of the century, some Yoruba elite promoted
Ethiopianism, that is, “African nationalism expressed through the medium
of the church.”27 Ethiopianism and other aspects of missionary activities
and reactions to Europeans engendered cultural nationalism and ethno-
centric values. During this period, the Lagos press became virulent; the
educated faction advocated several reforms and changes, including the estab-
lishment of an African university, and respected Yoruba “scholars” emerged.
From among the latter, a flourishing Yoruba historiography was born, culmi-
nating in the writings of Samuel Johnson. Patriotism to the Yoruba underlay
most of these writings. In the last words of his monumental work, Johnson
spoke for the elite of the nineteenth century who had accepted a common
Yoruba identity and hoped for progress in the twentieth century:

 . . . that peace should reign universally, with prosperity and advancement,
and that the disjointed units should all be once more welded into one under
one head from the Niger to the coast as in the happy days of ABIODUN, so
dear to our fathers, that clannish spirit disappear, and above all that Chris-
tianity should be the principal religion in the land—paganism and
Mohammedanism having had their full trial—should be the wish and prayer
of every true son of Yoruba.28

Johnson’s desire for unity was expressed against the background of the cen-
tury-old civil war among the Yoruba and the need to enjoy peace and an
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economic boom. Johnson’s successors also desired unity, but in the context
of ethnic competitions in a colonial and postcolonial setting.

Beyond the Ethno

During the twentieth century, ethnocentric values gave way to ethnic rival-
ries, as the former became transformed in the service of the latter. There is
one decisive explanation for this big leap: British rule. The colonial period
introduced far-reaching changes which have, in many ways, laid the foun-
dation of many future problems and challenges.29 Colonialism certainly
accentuated group differences, encouraged the formation of classes which
benefited from promoting group differences and hostilities, and introduced
measures which made it difficult for Nigerians to achieve political integra-
tion and rapid economic development.30

The Yoruba elite began to articulate and manipulate a common con-
sciousness of the Yoruba identity in relation to other ethnic groups. This
tendency engendered competition with others and was expressed in inter-
ethnic conflicts and interethnic discrimination in job opportunities and
access to national resources.

The development of ethnicity owed much to the colonial policies
and programs which created new class structures and relations. The domi-
nant class in the colonial era, which subsequently inherited power in 1960,
benefited from the manipulation of ethnicity for private ends. It was not
difficult for them to do so because the British did so much to promote
divisions along ethnic lines. Okwudiba Nnoli has studied some of these
measures and has shown how ethnicity was deliberately politicized for pri-
vate ends.31

A genuinely nationalist, pan-Nigerian political party had not emerged
by 1960, when the country obtained its independence. Rather, what the
country had during the crucial era of decolonization were parties organized
along regional and ethnic lines. In the case of the Yoruba, a far-reaching
political expression of ethnic solidarity occurred in 1945 with the forma-
tion of a cultural-cum-political society known as the Egbe Omo Oduduwa
(the descendants of the children of Oduduwa) by Awolowo.32 One of the
aims behind it was to manipulate the idea of Yoruba identity and con-
sciousness in order to compete with other Nigerian groups. It held its inau-
gural meeting in Lagos on November 28, 1947, and subsequently couched
its aims in an ethnic context. These included, inter alia: the fostering of the
spirit of cooperation, unity and brotherhood among the descendants of
Oduduwa; the coordination of educational and cultural programs among
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the Yoruba; the discouragement of “intra-tribal prejudice among descen-
dants of Oduduwa whom for linguistic differences failed to recognize them-
selves as branches of the same stock”; and the importance of striving for the
preservation of “traditional monarchical form of government of western
Nigeria as to fit in properly in any future political set up for the govern-
ment of Nigeria.”33

From 1945 onward, the Egbe designed a host of strategies to pursue
its aims and compete with other ethnic groups, notably the Igbo (who also
had the Ibo State Union) and the northern intelligentsia, who, in 1948,
also established a cultural-cum-political union known as the Jam’yyar
Mutanen Arewa (The Association of Peoples of the North). Certain aspects
of the Egbe’s strategy were built on ethnocentric values. It created the
Oduduwa National Day, an annual event held on June 5, during which
youth engaged in athletic competitions and thanksgiving services held in
churches and mosques.34 The Obas and chiefs were mobilized, and many
of them identified with the aims and activities of the Egbe. As a political
strategy, the Egbe justified the need for chiefs in any new political arrange-
ment. The prominent members of the Egbe went further, acquiring honor-
ary chieftaincy titles from different Yoruba kings, thereby forging an alli-
ance between the educated and the traditional elite. Finally, the Egbe took
an interest in the propagation of Yoruba history and culture. As part of
this, it established a literature committee to encourage research into Yoruba
history and culture, and it commissioned individuals to examine specific
aspects of the past. It was the Egbe Omo Oduduwa that later constituted
the core of the Action Group (AG), a political party with a substantial
Yoruba base.35

Chief Obafemi Awolowo and the Limits of Yoruba Ethnicity

Awolowo dominated Yoruba politics from the 1950s until his death in the
1980s. He succeeded in two major ways: the consolidation of ethnicity and
the “modernization” of the Yoruba. He took the essential elements of Yoruba
history that brought them together during the precolonial era and refined
them into a political and cultural ideology. Under Awolowo, all Yoruba,
now children of one ancestor, Oduduwa, should turn from a large family
into a political party. It was as if Oduduwa had passed the baton to Awolowo
to continue the great work of unification. This was the ultimate ethnic
game, and Awolowo had to confront Ahmadu Bello and Nnamdi Azikiwe
who were also playing the same game. In most of the “struggles”—conflicts
for power and wealth—the dominant political leaders and their followers
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have concealed the pursuit of selfish interests by championing the cause of
ethnic groups. How politicians play this game of combining self- and eth-
nic interests is explained by B. J. Dudley:

Political competition was seen by the elites in ‘zero sum’ and not
‘positive sum’ terms, with the players drawn . . . in a set of binary opposi-
tions: East (or Ibo) versus West (or Yoruba); North against East, or the
South against the North. In each instance, the interests of the elite were
generalized by its members to be congruent with the interests of the collec-
tive. . . . Thus, Ibo elite interests were made to appear to be the interests of
the Ibo-speaking peoples and . . . the interests of the peoples of the Eastern
Region. Similarly the interests of the Yoruba . . . (or Northern) elite were
equated with the interests of the Yoruba (or of the peoples of the North . . .).
This entailed (a) that criticism of a member of the elite became . . . an
attack on the collective with which he is identified; and (b) since political
competition was conceived in ‘zero sum’ terms, that the group interest was
equated with the national or rather, the ‘public interests’[—]‘those interests
which people have in common qua members of the public’. In effect, this
amounts to a denial that there could be a ‘public interest’ other than the
interest of a particular group or groups.36

Awolowo was both brilliant and astute. He sought the means to create a
solid constituency behind him, and to then articulate a bigger role for him-
self and his ethnic group in the larger national front. He was a modern-
izer—the second success—and arguably the country’s most successful in
his ability to intellectualize and execute an agenda. His premiership, from
1952 to 1959, of the western region, the Yoruba homeland constituted
into a regional unit in a federal system by the British, is now regarded by
his admirers as the “golden age” of the Yoruba in their modern history. A
literature whose significance will be clearer in the next section of this chap-
ter summarizes Awolowo’s successes to include the following:

i. The growth and nurture of Yoruba nationalism and civilization;
ii. The creation of the best and most efficient civil service in Africa;

iii. The creation of an authentic Yoruba middle-class that became the arrow-
head of the transformation of the entire Yoruba nation;

iv. Introduction and sustenance of free and universal primary education and
health service;

v. Massive industrialization, creation of industrial and residential estates such as
that of Bodija in Ibadan, and those of Ikeja and Apapa in Lagos, building of
communication facilities, hospitals, pipe-borne water and opening up of the
rural areas with the most comprehensive road network in Africa;
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vi. Building of institutions of mass communications, like the first television sta-
tion in Africa and carrying of educative films to rural areas by the regional
government Information unit;

viii. Building the stadia, higher institutions of learning and public buildings that
enhanced the pride of the Yoruba people as free citizens, worthy of being
treated with dignity, respect and decency.37

The Yoruba who wanted Awolowo as the country’s president believed he
would successfully modernize the country and further empower the Yoruba.
Awolowo lost his bid in 1959 to become prime minister. He suffered dur-
ing the First Republic, as he was arrested for treason and sentenced to a
ten-year prison term. The AG split so badly that it lost control of the re-
gion to a splinter party, and a state of emergency was declared in 1962. The
common perception was that he had been persecuted by his northern po-
litical opponents, and this turned Awolowo into a god among his people.
His stature actually rose in the 1960s, far higher than when he was in
power. Following the second coup in 1966, he was released from prison,
and he became a federal minister the following year. His role as finance
minister during the civil war alienated him from the Igbo leadership, who
expected that a Yoruba alliance would have dealt a final blow to northern
domination. When Awolowo reentered politics in the 1970s, he repeated
his success and failure. As before, he built a formidable political machine
and party that had the Yoruba behind him. Again, as before, he lost. In the
last election of his career in 1983, he lost yet again to a northerner.38

The Yoruba never expected Awolowo to lose the elections. He did so
well in the 1979 elections, and the narrow victory of his NPN opponent
had to be sustained by a controversial legal decision by the Supreme Court.
Obasanjo was then in power, as a military head of state, and he was be-
lieved to be pro-NPN. Abiola was a leading member of the NPN and a
critic of Awolowo. Both Obasanjo and Abiola were later to pay the price
for what was regarded as a betrayal of Awolowo, although both were also to
be forgiven much later.

Awolowo’s failure reveals the limits of the ethnic game at two levels.
The first, and the most important, is that the political actors in the other
regions were also astute in consolidating their power base and using ethnicity
for the formation of political parties and contesting elections. In the east
and north, Awolowo was portrayed as an outsider. He was able to do well
in the middle belt and the Niger Delta, minority areas. Azikiwe and the
Igbo leadership successfully ensured that Awolowo would not succeed among
the Igbo. In the north, the pioneer politicians successfully recreated the
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caliphate of the nineteenth century, using Islam to unite the north under
one political party.39 The north has been the most successful in the use of
ethnicity, combining it with Islam to dominate power, during both civilian
and military rule.

The second level is that there were always pockets of resistance to
Awolowo among the Yoruba, a factor that was exploited by politicians and
parties from other regions to justify electoral malpractices, build alliances,
and actually recruit genuine supporters. The resistance among the Yoruba,
largely concentrated among the Oyo-Yoruba groups in Modakeke, Oyo,
Ibadan, and Ogbomoso, revealed old rivalries between groups and culmi-
nated in the rift that split the Action Group in the 1960s. There was, for
instance, the hostility between two powerful kings, the Ooni of Ile-Ife and
the Alaafin of Oyo. The AG had regarded the Ooni as the supreme Yoruba
king, in line with the politics of using the myth of Oduduwa as a political
ideology. The Alaafin, regarded by the British until the 1930s as the su-
preme Yoruba king, felt slighted. If the Ooni traditionally has sought alli-
ance with the party in power among the Yoruba, the Alaafin has had to seek
allies in the north. Both try not to keep the same powerful friends. Old and
new rivalries have often been invoked to justify the formation of alliances
between the Yoruba and other ethnic groups, as in the case of prominent
members in the National Party of Nigeria in the 1970s and 1980s. Here is
the fault line that weakens the ethnic solidarity: there are those who do
believe that the Yoruba cannot control federal power unless they form alli-
ances with other ethnic groups, notably the northerners. Abiola subscribed
to this position—he made many friends in the north, using Islam as an
opportunity to reach out. He won an election, but never achieved power.
Thus, Abiola’s case shows that the strategy of alliance, too, is not foolproof.

Yoruba Ethnicity in the 1990s: The Revival of “Oduduwa Kingdom”

The failure of Abiola, like that of Awolowo, was devastating to the ideo-
logues of Yoruba unity and their claim that the Yoruba have the strongest
credentials to have a son as the country’s president. The manner in which
the elections were annulled in 1993 was interpreted to mean that the vested
interest in the north did not want a southerner and Yoruba in power. Abiola
became a hero, although he was despised in the 1970s and 1980s for being
anti-Awolowo and pro-Shari’a. His support for the Shari’a in the 1980s
alienated him from the Christians, but they, too, chose to forgive him. As
the Yoruba became louder in their cries of injustice, Abiola’s supporters in
the north began to abandon him. Both the military regimes of Babangida
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and Abacha cleverly condemned the pro-Abiola rally and protest as evi-
dence of the excessive ambition of the Yoruba to control the federal govern-
ment.

The challenges to the Abacha regime have generally been described
under the rubric of pro-democracy movements, and the resurgence of Yoruba
ethnicity has gone uncaptured. Yoruba ethnicity received its biggest expres-
sion in the 1990s, mainly in reaction to the annulment of the elections that
Abiola won. In the expression of Yoruba ethnicity, two approaches were
prominent.

The Democratic Option

There was a political path, pursued by established politicians, which ulti-
mately led to the formation of the Alliance for Democracy (AD), the party
that now controls power in all of the Yoruba-speaking states. The activities
of the pro-Abacha movements were concentrated in the southwest, among
the Yoruba. Many members of the National Democratic Coalition
(NADECO) were leading Yoruba politicians. The Yoruba also formed an
association, the Afenifere, a pan-Yoruba gathering which brought within
its ranks people from different political parties and places. Strong members
of the Afenifere later became influential in the AD. Until the deaths of
Abacha and Abiola in 1998, the focus of the politicians was to demand the
mandate of Abiola and a national conference to discuss the future of the
country. When Abiola died, the politicians joined in the transition pro-
gram. The anti-Abacha, pro-Abiola associations were transformed into a
political party controlled by the Yoruba. So powerful did the AD become
that it was difficult for another party to penetrate the areas of Yorubaland.
Chief Olu Falae was the presidential flag-bearer in a two-way race with
Obasanjo, a member of the People’s Democratic Party.40 Once again, as
with the formation of the Action Group and the Unity Party of Nigeria in
the 1970s, Yoruba ethnicity found expression in the formation of a politi-
cal party.

The Autonomy or Secession Option

There have been various groups, within and outside Nigeria, seeking the
autonomy of the Yoruba either as a separate country or a strong one within
the federation. The denial of Abiola’s presidency was regarded as sufficient
reason to create a new Yoruba country or seek autonomy in a weakened
Nigeria. So important did this option become that it was widely discussed
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in the mid-1990s, and a few organizations devoted time and attention to
its articulation. I want to review the statement and argument of one such
association, the Egbe Omo Yoruba (EOY). The EOY was an amalgamation
of many Yoruba associations in the United States and Europe, with en-
dorsement from leading Yoruba politicians. Notable politicians such as the
late Chief Bola Ige, who served as a minister in the Obasanjo regime, Gen-
eral (retired) Alani Akinrinade and others have attended their meetings.
The EOY has published a handbook and magazine, in addition to main-
taining a web page.41

Using the language of redemption, agony, and hope, pro-autonomy
groups saw an end to the Yoruba unless they pulled out of Nigeria or at-
tained sufficient independence in a new political arrangement. Member-
ship in Nigeria is regarded as a curse, and the Yoruba cannot “entrust their
destiny in the hands of others.”42 According to the pro-autonomy groups,
except for a brief period under Awolowo, the Yoruba have suffered enor-
mously during the twentieth century. According to them, in the first half
of the twentieth century, the British took away power from their chiefs and
kings, forced them to become part of Nigeria, and “the main instruments
of British colonial control, the army and the civil service, were set up and
used mostly against Yoruba interest.”43 This period was followed by one of
devastation, according to the pro-autonomy groups. Described by the EOY
as the “years of occupation” by the Hausa-Fulani, the Yoruba were destroyed.
The itemization of the consequences reveals how they perceive ethnic com-
petition, regarding the Yoruba as victims and the Hausa-Fulani as the op-
pressors:

i. Like it was under British imperialism, the Yoruba people have again lost the
right to be ruled by leaders of their choice. Instead, governors, state adminis-
trators and sundry local government officials are routinely appointed for them
by successive coup plotters who are mainly the military front of the Hausa-
Fulani occupying power.

ii. The marginalization of Yoruba people in the center(s) of power, especially in the
military and security services, the civil service, the foreign service and parastatals.

iii. The decline of the Yoruba middle class. Many of them are forced to migrate
to other lands, especially Europe, America and the Middle East to live as
virtual second class citizens.

iv. The Yoruba people have lost their right to decency and dignity and God-
given pride in their heritage, history and culture.

v. The daily looting and destruction of the resources of Yorubaland by the Hausa-
Fulani occupying powers and their surrogates and henchmen have led to se-
rious decline in the people’s standard of living.
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vi. The collapse of education, health services and social infrastructure which the
Awolowo generation labored to build. A great culture that produced such
giants as Wole Soyinka, Hubert Ogunde, Kola Ogunmola, Sunny Ade, Fela
Anikulapo Kuti, Daniel Fagunwa, J. F. Odunjo, et al., has fallen into serious
decline. Universities are now literally empty of intellectuals. The University
College Hospital, UCH, which used to have about 60 professors in the early
eighties, now has less than ten professors. The others have been frustrated out
by the policies and mismanagement of the occupying power.

vii. The massive discrimination against the Yoruba people in the name of quota
system and federal character.

viii. The economic dis-empowerment of the Yoruba people through massive ma-
nipulation of indices of economic growth and formulation of policies de-
signed to destroy the industrial base of Yorubaland.

ix. The neglect and pollution of Yoruba cultural heritage, language and civiliza-
tion.

x. The physical occupation of Yorubaland by troops of other ethnic nationali-
ties who are loyal to people who have no interest of the Yoruba people at
heart.

xi. Daily violation of the fundamental rights of the Yoruba people to dignity and
constant brutalization by elements of the armed and security forces.44

The document goes further to discuss the implications of the aforemen-
tioned:

i. Destruction of legitimacy. Since we have been having military regimes that
have no roots among the people, the concept of legitimate leadership is gradu-
ally being eroded among the people. Might is now right. The so-called gover-
nors or administrators, holding their positions at the behest of the occupying
power, behave as if they own no responsibility to the people.

ii. Destruction of heritage. Having no emotional attachment or intellectual un-
derstanding of the heritage of the people, the so-called rulers posted from the
center continue to waste even the scarce resources and heritage that they met
on the ground. As far as they are concerned, the market would soon be over
and the earlier and faster they grab what they can, the better.

iii. Lack of leadership focus Since those who are ruling are not the elected leaders
of the people, they do not share the people’s hunger for education, technol-
ogy, science, cultural and artistic liberty, free and socially responsible press, full
employment, democracy and social justice. They see any emerging pattern of
independent leadership as a direct challenge to their illegitimate privilege.45

Arising from these depressing conditions, the Yoruba are enjoined to assert
their independence and explore five options:



Ethnic Nationalism 159

i. The Yoruba people must insist, with other nationalities in Nigeria, that we
need to discuss the re-creation of the Nigerian state. If we must stay together,
we should all agree on the terms of the marriage.

ii. The Yoruba people must accept that the destiny of the Yoruba nation is one
and inescapable.

iii. the people of Yorubaland and the rest of Nigeria must elect their own leaders
through universal adult suffrage and democratic institutions known to all
civilized and democratic societies in the world.

iv. The political mobilization of the entire citizens of Yorubaland is the primary
responsibility of every Family member so that the people can realize that only
a free and democractic Yorubaland can harness its wealth for the full benefit
of the people.

v. A nation’s greatest resource are its people and therefore their education, health,
social welfare, cultural aspiration and spiritual well-being must be the pri-
mary duty and concern of the political leadership.46

Autonomy and secessionist groups, like Awolowo before them, have ac-
cepted the historical evidence of Yoruba unity, and have disregarded any
data on division. They regard the Yoruba as victims, and not one of the
“big three” (Hausa-Fulani, Igbo, and Yoruba) who dominate the country.
The failure of Awolowo and Abiola to attain power was read not as per-
sonal tragedies, but as an ethnic tragedy in which a collective nation was
robbed of its well-deserved power. To these groups, the victims must em-
power themselves: ethnicity must not just involve a struggle with others,
but an independence movement. I want to turn now to yet another group
that has pushed the demand to the zone of violence.

The Oodua People’s Congress

Now a radical and an “anarchist” organization, the Oodua People’s Con-
gress (OPC) started as an association to advocate unity and autonomy for
the Yoruba. Founded by Dr. Fasheun, a medical doctor and politician, its
mission was to seek self-determination for the Yoruba, protect their inter-
ests, and fight for their rights. Its agenda included the funding of a research
center in Ile-Ife, occasional public lectures, and massive support for a leader
who stands for the Yoruba. Indeed, a number of prominent Yoruba have
honored the OPC with lectures and funding.

The OPC split in 1998 over the issue of the transition program an-
nounced by General Abubabar who replaced Abacha. Fasheun argued that
the transition should be supported, since a Yoruba would become the presi-
dent, but that the organization should not identify with any political party.
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Another faction, led by his deputy, Ganiyu Adams, was against the transi-
tion. Although Fasheun was in his sixties and a veteran politician, Adams,
a 29–year-old carpenter and a newcomer to politics, created a faction that
grew more popular. The Adams faction became militant and antigovern-
ment. A number of young men joined the organization, turning it from a
political interest group to a radical youth movement. Adams redefined the
agenda of the OPC to include fighting criminals, thus bringing the OPC
in confrontation with gang members, known as the “Area Boys.” To
strengthen its own power as well, Adams’s OPC also recruited a number of
“Area Boys” to its fold, thereby transforming the organization into a “vigi-
lante group.” In Lagos, Ibadan, and Ilesa, Adams’s OPC confronted crimi-
nal organizations, relying on mob popularity. According to Adams, fight-
ing criminals is part of defending the interest of the Yoruba.47

With Obasanjo in power and the AD in control of Yoruba-speaking
states, the belief is that either the activities of the autonomy/secession groups
should end or that they should become less combative, lest the army over-
throws a government headed by a Yoruba. Those who sided with for the demo-
cratic option now have the upper hand; many are in power and profiting from
it, and groups such as the OPC are no longer regarded as allies but enemies.

In 1999 and 2000, the OPC was credited with killing police officers;
creating havoc in different parts of Lagos; causing a market crisis that led to
the death of more than a hundred people; and house burning, armed rob-
bery, and insecurity. Regarding the OPC as a successful organization, youth
in other parts of the country formed similar associations, such as the Arewa
People’s Congress, comprising northerners, and the Ijaw Youth Congress,
all to constitute pressure groups or to champion the ethnic cause. The sce-
nario of widespread violence all over the country became frightening to the
government. So bad did things become in Lagos state that the president
threatened, in January 2000, to declare a state of emergency if the state
government could not check the activities of the OPC, whom he described
as a group of criminals. As Adams has been able to recruit many young
men and purchase weapons, it is unclear who is financing them and what
the true missions have become. The police and the OPC are now enemies,
and Adams a scapegoat of a state riddled with insecurity.48

The members of the AD are now put in the uncomfortable position
of dissociating themselves from an organization that they endorsed when
Abacha was in power, but which is now stigmatized as a gang. The OPC
continues to use the ethnic banner and the agenda of protecting Yoruba
interests. One thing that is clear is that, whenever the OPC becomes a
useful tool, politicians can be trusted to move closer to its restless members.
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Yoruba Ethnicity in Retrospect

Yoruba ethnicity has evolved over time, reaching its peak in the 1990s with
the vigorous demand for autonomy. In their long precolonial history, the
Yoruba-speaking people did not constitute a single, sociopolitical unit. Their
different groups and states were autonomous units. However, the groups
and states established relations with one another. Each city-state forged an
identity through the use of myth. War, trade, diplomacy, and marriages
fostered intergroup relations. The Yoruba also developed relations with their
neighbors through commerce, war, diplomacy, intermarriages and cultural
borrowing. Thus, history provides evidence of separate development and
regional cooperation, thus enabling modern political actors to draw from
historical materials and multiple conclusions.

The consciousness and manipulation of a pan-Yoruba identity began
during the nineteenth century and ethnicity was consolidated during the twen-
tieth century. The consciousness and consolidation owed to the emergence of
a new elite, the rapid changes that accompanied colonial rule, and the incorpo-
ration of the Yoruba into modern Nigeria. A new intelligentsia, led by Awolowo,
called on the Yoruba to ignore the evidence of past autonomous development
and choose instead that of the creation myth, a similar culture, and intergroup
relations. In other words, politics demanded that the Yoruba submerge the
parochialism of their many city-states and subgroups and choose the national-
ism of one Yoruba. A pan-Yoruba identity works when the Yoruba are involved
in the broader arena of Nigerian politics where they have to compete. How-
ever, as they also have to organize their space and share resources, an ethnic
fault line develops: the interests of different city-states and groups (e.g., Ekiti,
Ibadan, Egba) can be activated. Thus, one can discern multiple layers in the
construction and use of Yoruba identity:

1. at the national level, a pan-Yoruba identity is necessary in order to
present a united front in a competitive system;

2. at the regional/state level, a group identity becomes important. Here
the Yoruba accept their partition into the various states of Lagos, Ogun,
Oyo, Osun, Ondo, and Ekiti;

3. at the group/state level, cities and villages have to compete, thereby
creating the need to foster “township identities”;

4. at the township level, lineages and wards create boundaries of exclu-
sion and inclusion.

All these variations and multiple identities shape the relevance and use of
history. They subject history to creativity, propaganda, and abuse. Policy
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options have to consider the reality of multiple identities. For instance,
suggestions on confederacy ignore the fact that the values and interests of a
subethnic group can assume dominance when an ethnic group acquires
more power, or that new minorities can emerge in the process. Federalism,
on the other hand, enables a pan-Yoruba consciousness to flourish. The
emergence of a relevant ideology that would transform the Nigerian society
must grapple with the problems of building a pan-Nigerian consciousness.
More importantly, it has to focus on values that cut across ethnic boundaries.

Ethnicity will continue to shape the outcome of democracy. For half
a century, the Yoruba have always stood behind a leader and party that
represents regional-cum-ethnic interests. Awolowo’s Action Group and the
Unity Party of Nigeria, and the current AD, have had to seek alliances in
the quest to win control of the center. In all the alliances, they have always
demanded that a Yoruba would be the presidential flag-bearer. In other
words, alliances have been formed to ensure Yoruba hegemony or interests.
Abiola and Obasanjo, who have succeeded in winning elections, have done
so by presenting themselves as the representatives of interests bigger than
those of the Yoruba. Abiola consistently used his extensive connections
with northerners and Islam. Obasanjo, on the other hand, presents himself
as a “nationalist,” as being a Nigerian before being a Yoruba. Abiola was
denied power partly because of a perception that he would not serve north-
ern interests; Obasanjo obtained power partly because of a belief that he
would serve northern interests. Can a defender of Yoruba interests attain
power? If so, what possibility exists for democracy to work in a multilevel
society where other ethnic groups have their interests as well?

Events since May 29, 1999, when Obasanjo assumed power, have
shown that the forces that created the problems of the 1990 are still in
place; that the role of ethnicity and communities in politics remains strong;
and that the interests of the various nationalities have not been discussed,
to say nothing of being addressed. Ethnicity remains important. The self-
determination of each group has to be considered, which is why the coun-
try opted for a federal system in the first place. The center has to decentral-
ize power for ethnic groups to attain some of their aspirations. The more
centralized and autocratic the center is, the more assertive the ethnic groups
become. Prolonged military rule has undermined federalism and is actually
responsible for the demands to restructure the basis of the federation. Eco-
nomic decline and worsening living standards have called into question the
relevance of the state and accentuated the need to seek alternative models
to the Nigerian federation. Ethnic and religious nationalism has become
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powerful in the light of the failure of the Nigerian state to meet the expec-
tations of its people.

With Obasanjo in power, the Yoruba stand to be implicated in his
administration. Whether he succeeds or fails, they have achieved their long-
standing dream of producing a president. If Obasanjo represents their op-
portunity for sustained prominence, should he, then, govern as a Yoruba
with Yoruba interests in mind? This option is not open to him at a time of
rising communal, religious, and ethnic nationalism in various parts of the
country. The Yoruba will continue to speak of the “Oduduwa kingdom”
and the possibility of autonomy, thereby retaining the relevance of ethnicity
in a new millennium.

Conclusion

The chapter has noted the power and ambiguities of ethnicity as an iden-
tity and their strategies for political mobilization. It has shown that mem-
bers of an ethnic group seek the means to unite, drawing on values, tradi-
tion, and historical memory in order to constitute powerful social and po-
litical units. It has also shown that leading members of an ethnic group can
fight and seek alliances with other groups. Whether they are weak or strong,
ethnic identities enable the survival of older cultures, the creative use of
cultures for politics, the formulation of a set of universal ideas about the
purpose of society and its future needs, and the promotion of a set of com-
mon ideas and values to motivate ethnic members and sustain the con-
sciousness of peoplehood. Ethnicity has served African politics as a bar-
gaining device available to members of different groups to negotiate and
compromise. As Richard Sklar has shown with regard to Nigeria, ethnic
politics is not always as dangerous as people think—it has allowed politi-
cians to build a fast cultural and political network without spending too
much money.49

It is wishful thinking that cultural identities constructed by ethnicity
will disappear with development. To the contrary, ethnicity is becoming
stronger. Rather than seek the means to destroy loyalty to the group, it is
much more effective to develop complementary identities that will enable
the individual to seek a balance between the group and the nation. It should
be possible to be a Yoruba, a Muslim, and a Nigerian at the same time. To
give the individual the option of choosing one at the expense of the other is
to set the modern nation on a dangerous path that will destroy it.
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POLITICSPOLITICSPOLITICSPOLITICSPOLITICS

“ONLY THOSE WHO HAVE TEETH WORRY ABOUT

TOOTHACHE.”

—A GBANDE PROVERB

Islam (as does Christianity) constitutes an integral part of African politics.
This chapter draws on the Nigerian example to illustrate the link between
Islam and politics, as well as reflect on the global relevance of Islam in the
post–September 11 world. The chapter addresses two issues: what Islam
means for Nigerian politics; and some considerations for understanding
Nigerian Islam in global politics, in particular with reference to the United
States following the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon
on September 11, 2001. Nigeria has one of the largest concentrations of
Muslims in the world, and Islam has played a leading role in its politics:
like the proverbial mouth with teeth, there will be the occasional pains of
toothache. The data on Islam is extensive, and some conclusions can be
applied to many other African countries with their plural identities and
complicated politics. As the chapter makes clear, Islam does not operate in
a political vacuum—issues of ethnicity, power rivalry, and the ambitious
search for money create their own impact on the religion itself.

To be sure, Nigeria is not an Islamic state, as it is under a democratic
government with a secular constitution and the rule of law. Nevertheless,
Islam is important in Nigeria, and has an impact on politics and social life.
Islam is entrenched in Africa. In Nigeria, it is an old religion, with millions
subscribing to the faith. In many historical periods, Islam had served as a
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unifying force (as in the case of the Sokoto Caliphate during the nine-
teenth century). Islam has also contributed in many ways to Nigeria’s de-
velopment, notably in providing the sources to organize politics and soci-
ety, fostering community cohesion, and creating an ideology of change.

Without any fear of contradiction, it can be asserted that Nigeria
cannot be understood without Islam. To begin with the areas of intersec-
tion between Islam and politics, first, the government’s failure to promote
development or enhance living standards will continue to make Islam an
attractive “ideology” for organizing change and seeking better or alterna-
tive solutions to a myriad of problems. In general (as well as in different
historical epochs), Islam has expressed itself as a radical religion and politi-
cal ideology.1

Second, tensions will continue to mount in the country, and they
will take various forms, including inter- and intrareligious conflicts. Within
Islam, the Sufi and anti-Sufi conflicts are unlikely to disappear, and differ-
ent political parties and interest groups will exploit them to gain political
power to further specific interests. These can even be expressed as commu-
nal clashes as in the case of religious riots, including those of 1999 in the

Figure 9. The power of Islam. Niaga, Senegal.
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Figure 10. The face of Islam. Ibadan, Nigeria.

rh
Text Box



Disclaimer: 
Some images in the printed version of this book 
are not available for inclusion in the eBook. 

To view the image on this page please refer to 
the printed version of this book. 



Islam: Religious Identity and Politics 169

cities of Sagamu in the south and Kano in the north. In Sagamu, the Yoruba
attacked a number of Hausa (from the north), who were accused of not
obeying local customs, and the Hausa retaliated in Kano by killing a num-
ber of Yoruba and forcing many of them to leave the city. Ethnic groups
that migrate, such as the Igbo of eastern Nigeria, have experienced a num-
ber of communal-cum-religious conflicts outside of their homelands. Eco-
nomic decline can promote such tensions and the political class can ma-
nipulate them to its advantage. Other than the use of violence by the state,
there is thus far no solution to the conflicts. There is no leader of stature to
mediate in the conflicts, and an alternative agenda on reforms will con-
tinue to generate debate and problems.

Third, Islamic leaders and Muslim organizations are very efficient
and astute at building regional and international solidarity networks to
push their claims and gain strength in greater numbers. As the power of
traditional political authority represented by the emirs declines, there will
be a weakened centralized institution to hold northern Nigeria together.
Islam is the ideology that may create a semblance of unity. However, Islam
can also rally together other Muslims beyond the frontiers of the north.

Is the secular state too artificial? Many Muslims will answer in the
affirmative, and there are scholars who think that Nigeria alienates its citi-
zens and pushes them to seek loyalties in religion, communities, and ethnic
groups. Islam will continue to be relevant to power. While the Nigerian
constitution prohibits the formation of political parties along religious lines,
political actors will seek and consolidate power by manipulating and ben-
efiting from several identities. These actors and their rivals will continue to
use Islam and ethnicity to mobilize support.

To millions of people, the daily routines of life revolve around Islamic
practices and their survival in their villages and towns. The commitment to
such routines and practices is strong. The agenda of the political class is to
ask the people to transcend those routines and practices and become “na-
tionalists,” or “federalists,” or loyalists, that is, to move from an informal
socio-political space to that of the public and formal. As Peter Ekeh points
out, the zone of the formal, represented by the state and federal govern-
ments, appears both abstract and remote.2 Securing the loyalty of the pub-
lic will entail a great deal of propaganda work, far more than the conduct of
occasional elections. For democracy to work, Nigerians divided by religion
and ethnicity must be convinced that citizenship in the same country is
important to them. The demands of religious groups may make demo-
cratic institutions rather fragile. How can a Muslim living in Ibadan, a
Yoruba city, or Sokoto in the north be a Muslim and a Nigerian and be
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loyal to both without coming into conflict with other identities and na-
tionalities? Various segments of the population and groups have been call-
ing for a Sovereign National Conference to discuss the basis of the federa-
tion, the rights and privileges of each nationality and religion, a just way to
share oil revenues, and a new constitution to reflect all the differences, but
both the military and the Obasanjo administrations have rejected such a
call, fearing that secessionists and anti-federalists may gain the upper hand.
The Nigerian political class is yet to find an appropriate answer to the
problems and challenges posed by pluralism, including that of religious
differences and conflicts.

Islam, Elections, and Politics

On May 29, 1999, Nigeria completed a long and complicated process that
brought military rule to an end, at least for now, and inaugurated what is
now called a Fourth Republic. There was a First Republic (1960–65), a
Second Republic (1979–83), but the Third Republic did not exist. The
abortion of the Third Republic is the starting point to understanding the
elections that led to the fourth. It can also be argued that the elections of
1998–99 did not produce many peculiarities of their own, as the impor-
tant variables that determined them had long existed: ethnicity, religion,
competition over resource sharing, minority and communal marginalization,
personality and ego contests, and the prominent role of money.3 However,
if the First Republic was preceded by optimism and the Second Republic
by the oil boom of the 1970s, the Fourth Republic was born during a
period of great economic decline, social decay, and widespread public cyni-
cism and apathy.

In this political ebb and flow, the role of Islam has been constant in
some aspects and changing in others. Like ethnicity, it is a tool of manipu-
lation wielded by power seekers, but also a mobilizing ideology used by
those who have a genuine desire for change. If many politicians and people
see in Islam a political ideology and tool, the non-Muslims seek the means
to counter the power of Islam, to use ethnicity as a source of identity to
mobilize themselves against possible Islamic domination, and to advocate
secular institutions as the only available option to manage a modern coun-
try.

To “disarm” Islam in Nigeria, the strategies by non-Muslims have
been to foster primordial identities and ethnicities; radicalize Christianity
or at least “politicize” the congregations so that they will not dissociate
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Christianity from politics; promote a regional concept of the south against
the north; promote the spread of Western education and secular institu-
tions, including an insistence on a modern judiciary based on English law;
affirm Nigeria as a secular federal republic; and sponsor the elections of
non-Muslims into power.

If a Christian, Olusegun Obasanjo, is now the country’s president, it
does not necessarily represent the failure of Islam, but its limitation in domi-
nating the political arena. Nevertheless, the power of Islam as a political
ideology swiftly followed the inauguration of the Fourth Republic, when
the northern state of Zamfara became the first to declare the use of the
Shari’a law, thereby integrating the state with religion. This chapter will
also examine this crucial development, which tests the secular and demo-
cratic principles of the Federal Republic of Nigeria.

Islam has generally been linked to power, in particular in the creation
of what analysts have called the “northern factor” in Nigerian politics. These
geopolitics produce an irony: the north, with limited resources, without
even oil, which is the source of Nigeria’s wealth and power, dominates the
south, where the bulk of the resources are concentrated. The north has not
even acquired economic power, in spite of its leading role in politics—
compared to the south, it has a less educated labor force, fewer industries,
and lower per capita income. The south controls the media and bureau-
cracy, and has a large number of professionals. However, its power has al-
ways been one of opposition or, to use the common expression, of civil
society. Not that the south wants to lose this dominant control of civil
society; it wants more control of the federal government, that is, the ability
to share resources. Why is the north able to dominate the political space, as
alleged by the south? The answer lies in part in the ability of northern
leaders to use Islam as a religious and political ideology. However, does the
emergence of Obasanjo, a “born-again Christian,” represent the decline of
the north and of Islam? The answer lies partly in the limitation of the north
and Islam to dominate the political process in perpetuity and in the
assertiveness of other forces in the political arena to challenge the real and
imagined threat of the north and of Islam.

Preface to the Fourth Republic

Since the 1940s, the ambition of the political elite has been to create a
strong nation-state and a federal political system. This is yet to be realized,
in part because the nature of political competition and a politicized economy
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has made access to political power a most lucrative business. The trend
toward political division began during the colonial period, as British poli-
cies accentuated ethnic divisions, the nationalist movement fractured into
pieces, and the federal constitution of the 1950s gave full rein to the com-
petition among the three big regions: the north, west, and east.

Nigeria obtained its independence from the British in 1960 as a weak-
ened and divided society.4 The country inherited many legacies of colonial
rule: a Westminster parliamentary system;5 complicated ethnic and regional
divisions that led to bitter rivalries; competition between a group of tradi-
tional and educated elite; an export-oriented economy; and a public, rather
than an economic, elite that needed the control of state institutions to
sustain and consolidate itself.6 Very rapidly regionalism and political com-
petition culminated in the fall of the First Republic, military rule, and a
civil war, all during the first decade of independence.7 The 1970s witnessed
an oil boom during which the economy expanded rapidly, and produced a
temporary military disengagement that gave way to the short-lived Second
Republic.8 The military regimes of Mohammed Buhari and Ibrahim
Babangida governed Nigeria for most of the 1980s, and those of Babangida
and Sanni Abacha the 1990s.

The 1990s was the worst decade in the modern history of Nigeria.
The dictatorship of General Sanni Abacha redefined the patrimonial state
by incorporating all the worst excesses of power and corruption without
any regard for accountability and domestic and/or international opinions.
Yet previous military regimes had prepared the ground for the emergence
of General Abacha. Except for the short duration of the Second Republic,
the military dominated the political scene. By and large, their role has been
negative, notably marked by a civil war in the 1960s, the failure to build
and foster democratic institutions of society, the failure to promote probity
and accountability in government, and the gross inability to transform the
economy. All the failures of the military were exposed in the 1980s and
1990s under the military regimes of the two most notorious and repressive
leaders, Babangida and Abacha.9

The 1980s and 1990s witnessed a rapid economic decline. As before,
the country relied on enormous revenues from oil, which the federal gov-
ernment used to control the states, distribute largess, buy political support,
and pay for security forces to hunt out critics and opponents. But lacking a
solid economic base and regional control of trade, and unable to generate
food to feed its population, the government could not guarantee an oil-
based prosperity for the majority of the population. Other major problems
ensued in both decades. A Structural Adjustment Program that devalued
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the naira, the country’s currency, increased the prices of imports, and re-
duced the workforce resulted in severe damage to the economy and soci-
ety.10 Although the price of oil fluctuated and foreign investments declined,
huge oil revenues ensured that the economy would not collapse.11 The naira
continued to lose its value while external reserves were depleted. Military
officers and privileged politicians became more greedy than ever and con-
verted public treasuries to private ones. The embattled population sought
the means to survive, as many took to migration and crime. Infrastructures
crumbled, social institutions decayed, and the people lost hope.

Political frustrations, ethnic rivalries, and religious crises accompa-
nied the economic decline. Since the 1980s, there have been many con-
flicts, leading to the loss of thousands of lives. Among the major ones are:
the Muslim-Christian violence in the north in the 1980s, the Shi’ites’ up-
risings in the 1980s and 1990s, the Modakeke-Ife riots among the Yoruba,
the anti-government/oil companies in the Niger Delta, the Urhobo-Itsekiri
conflicts, and lately the Yoruba and Hausa riots in Lagos and Sagamu.12

Thus, Nigeria faced the threat of collapse in the 1990s.13 The lessons
of the civil war of the late 1960s were lost as new demands were made for
secession by different groups, most notably the Yoruba. Anti-military op-
position forces called for an end to military rule and for a national confer-
ence to renegotiate the basis of the federal system. The military ignored all
these demands. The only major step they took was to reconfigure the inter-
nal boundaries by creating additional states, a policy that began with Gen-
eral Yakubu Gowon’s administration in the mid-1960s. By 1998, the fed-
eral structure comprised thirty-six small states and a federal capital authority
at Abuja, all weak and many unable to maintain themselves without regu-
lar federal subventions. While a number of ethnic groups had used the
states to secure a sort of autonomy, their political elite viewed the state
treasuries as open to them for abuse. Meanwhile, the cost of maintaining
many bureaucracies had left very little money for development projects.

The grave political crises of the 1990s revolved around the ambition
of General Babangida to perpetuate himself in power while at the same
time initiating a fraudulent and costly transition program to a promised
Third Republic. A self-described “evil genius,” he engineered and manipu-
lated political crises to advantage until he was consumed by them in 1993.
He came to power against the background of the mismanagement of the
Second Republic and the political authoritarianism of the short-lived Buhari
regime (1984–85), but he ended with legacies far worse than those of his
predecessors. He promised to govern as a liberal but became a dictator; he
promised to be a “national leader” but he ended up using the north to
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shore up his regime and ethnicity to prevent an anti-military political coa-
lition. Originally accused of being pro-Christian, he made Nigeria a mem-
ber of the Organization of Islamic Conference, a decision that instigated a
prolonged Muslim-Christian tension and the rhetoric of interreligious war-
fare.14 To consolidate power, he appointed more Muslims and northerners
to the Armed Forces Ruling Council, courted the friendship of religious
leaders, and manipulated the appointment of a loyalist as the new Sultan of
Sokoto in 1988. Babangida promised to create a new political class and
culture, but neither of these materialized.

He embarked on a program of military disengagement characterized
by unpredictability, a waste of government funds, and ultimately failure.15

In an unprecedented move, his government single-handedly established
two political parties—the National Republican Convention (NRC) and
the Social Democratic Party (SDP). The north identified with the NRC
and the south more with the SDP. The government created too many ob-
stacles in the way of the transition, many candidates were disqualified, the
rules were unstable, and the people gradually lost interest in the elections.
Greater troubles came in 1993 and beyond. After the failure of a well-
sponsored plan to prevent the presidential elections on June 12, 1993, not
only did these take place, a victor emerged in Chief M. K. O. Abiola of the
SDP. Abiola was a latecomer to the SDP, becoming a candidate after
Babangida’s government had prevented many others from running. Abiola
was a Yoruba Muslim, a wealthy and generous philanthropist, and a friend
to many military officers, including Babangida. His rival from the NRC
was Bashir Tofa, a Muslim from Kano, also very wealthy. Not only did
Abiola have a great numerical victory (58 percent to Tofa’s 42 percent), he
also won the mandate in all the Yoruba states and in four minority states in
the south. Despite a poor showing among the Igbo (he won only one state
out of four), he garnered a resounding mandate in the north, winning nine
of sixteen states, most notably in the middle belt and northeast (among the
Kanuri), both traditionally opposed to the domination of the Hausa-Fulani.
Not only did Abiola win in Kano, Tofa’s state, but also in three other so-
called “emirate states,” the heartland of the Hausa-Fulani.

Babangida and a number of the northern political class were taken by
surprise by the result. Almost all their calculations had failed. Fielding two
Muslims as presidential candidates was believed to be so outrageous that
Christians would be alienated. However, the Christians voted for Abiola,
just to oust the military regime of Babangida. There was also the expecta-
tion of a stalemate in which neither of the two candidates would have
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sufficient votes to fulfill the constitutional provision of the majority of the
number of raw votes and territorial spread. Again, this did not happen.
Some also reckoned that a coalition between the Igbo and the north would
give Tofa the victory, but again they miscalculated. The north failed to
provide such a coalition, and for the first time in the history of modern
Nigeria, Abiola accomplished what many had thought was impossible: a
national mandate. Abiola’s victory showed the closing of ranks among many
forces: Christians voted for him, as well as non-Yoruba, thereby showing
that it was possible to overcome divisive ethnic and religious issues.

Rather than concede victory to his long-standing friend, Babangida
annulled the elections before an official pronouncement could be made.
This was a great error that pushed the country to the brink of another war.
Babangida annulled the elections in order to retain power, having been
urged to do so by a cabal of military officers and career politicians who had
benefited from his regime. But they failed to anticipate the consequences,
and Babangida and his loyalists were consumed by the crisis. In order to
rationalize a callous decision, the Babangida regime spent its last days de-
monizing Abiola and pro-Abiola supporters, and carefully orchestrating
the country’s ethnic divide. The Yoruba were accused of a grand desire to
use Abiola to dominate politics, but this was a grand manipulation of
ethnicity to undermine a political opponent. If Abiola had been a Chris-
tian, the regime would have asserted the need to defend Islam against Chris-
tianity as an additional reason. To the Yoruba, the annulment was yet an-
other case of a northern political class unwilling to yield power to other
groups. As Abiola was a Muslim, Yoruba Muslims were disappointed that
northern Muslims could betray them so easily.

A long period of domestic and international crises followed. The an-
nulment ended Babangida’s long history of duplicity. Opinions were di-
vided within the army, as some factions accused him of destroying profes-
sionalism; another faction said that he was not serious about disengagement
and that he should recognize Abiola as president. The various opinions
meant that there was no consensus either among the senior officers or north-
ern politicians. However, as the anti-Abiola campaign degenerated into
ethnic divisions, many northern politicians who had previously supported
him began to sing a different tune. Babangida could not himself hold on to
power, and a decision was made on July 7, 1993, to establish an In-
terim National Government (ING). Established on August 26, the ING
lasted for just over two months, unable to resolve the protests that
ensued in support of Abiola, especially in the southwest. General Sanni
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Abacha, a northern military officer, overthrew the ING on November
17, 1993.

Nigeria moved from the expectation of democracy to political
authoritarianism under Abacha. The regime portrayed pro-democracy forces
and protests as “tribal” activities emanating from the Yoruba. Abiola’s struggle
to claim his mandate ended in his indefinite house arrest and subsequent
death, and the protest for his release and the “mandate of June 12” was
long and bitter.16

Abacha had learned all his lessons from Babangida: steal as much
money as you can; use corruption to manipulate the political class; and
promise disengagement but do not relinquish power. But Abacha also had
his own style: be selective in cultivating your allies; accumulate billions of
naira quickly as time could run out; use maximum force to deal with oppo-
sition forces; strike fear in the military officers; curtail the activities of the
rank and file to the barracks; and indicate no willingness whatsoever to
vacate Aso Rock, the seat of power.

The style worked for Abacha, but the political cost was high. Nigeria was
isolated in international politics, lost its preeminent position in African poli-
tics, and its economy suffered further. Many opposition groups at home and
abroad condemned Abacha, but they were met with severe repression. Threats
of secession were openly made, especially by the Yoruba. Indeed, some groups
in Lagos and the United States established the Oduduwa Republic, planning
for an independent Yoruba country. The territorial integrity of the country was
questioned. Why should Nigeria be one, many asked, given the collapse of the
Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. Like his military predecessor, Abacha announced
a transition program, but he never intended the democratic process to remove
him from office. While he originally allowed many parties, only five were reg-
istered and none was allowed to challenge him. As the country prepared for a
presidential election in 1998, no party was allowed to have a presidential can-
didate other than Abacha. A number of organizations and politicians endorsed
his ambition for power, perhaps after having been paid or coerced to do so.

As is to be expected, not everybody is corruptible. A few mainstream
politicians condemned his ambition as a destruction of the democratic pro-
cess.17 Students, academics, and pro-democracy movements in Nigeria and
abroad vigorously attacked him for his excesses and political plans. The
various demands did not stop Abacha from designing a strategy to stay in
power. His tight control of the political system ended abruptly with his
death in February 1998, and General Abdulsalam Abubakar immediately
succeeded him. Soon after, Abiola died, anti-Abacha opposition forces lost
steam, and there was a promise of a new beginning.
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Politics and Political Competition, 1998–1999

Abubakar successfully executed the final transition program, but the greater
force was a clique of former military officers and wealthy civilians who had
their own agenda and candidates. Abubakar himself was not totally free of
complicity in this agenda. He had served under Abacha as the chief of army
staff and, as head of state, had refused to release Abiola from jail. The very
fact that Abubakar and the serving military officers were willing to relin-
quish power reflects the changing political conditions at both the domestic
and international levels. To start with, the long, drawn-out protests in sup-
port of democratization would not have ended without a program of tran-
sition. Jubilation followed Abacha’s death, with the expectation that the
military would retreat to their barracks.18 It was also apparent that the mili-
tary were unable to obtain international support for their continued stay.
Indeed, pressure mounted on Abubakar not to stay long in power. Opposi-
tion forces were still in existence. There were political parties building coa-
litions, and communities in oil-producing areas of the Niger Delta making
aggressive demands for equity. Continued military rule also meant that
there would be no answer to the economic decline, because fresh initiatives
were difficult in such unpredictable circumstances. Knowing that military
officers in political positions would eventually leave, those with access to
government funds and power abused it.19

In the early days of the Abubakar regime, the pressure from pro-de-
mocracy groups was to put Abiola in power. Not only did Abubakar refuse,
but Abiola died. His death ended a long period of antimilitary protest.
However, there was a demand for a national conference to discuss the basis
of the federation and the necessity, or not, of granting autonomy to differ-
ent “nationalities” in the country. The call for a national conference was
stronger in the south, being a code to address the issue of northern/Islamic
domination. The Abubakar regime ignored the call.

The only promise made was that military rule would end. Abubakar
announced a transition timetable of less than a year, from September 24,
1998, to May 29, 1999. He not only kept to this timetable, he also did not
interfere in the formation of political parties, did not manipulate the deci-
sions of the electoral commission, did not support any of the major politi-
cal actors, and was sincere in his decision to disengage.

All the political parties formed under Abacha were dissolved, but the
new ones were made up of the same people, with only some adjustment
within the parties. While the political parties that emerged resembled those
of the past, the consensus that the president would come from the south, in
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order to placate them for the Abiola crisis, minimized the danger of south-
north, Islam-Christian conflicts. Opposition to a southern president came
from a small quarter, led by Abubakar Rimi of Kano, a former governor
and minister. However, the majority of northern politicians and Muslims
conceded the presidency to the south.

There was yet another major change. If previous elections and repub-
lics had been preceded by constitution-making and ratification, this would
not be so. In a most unusual development, the formation of political par-
ties, campaigns, and elections all preceded the approval of the 1999 consti-
tution. Previous presidential-style constitutions had been controlled by the
Constitution Debate Coordinating Committee in 1998. With limited public
input, the committee submitted a document to the military which was
ratified after a few amendments. Only a minority of Nigerians had access
to the constitution. Its viability and adequacy would be tested by conflicts over
religion, the resolution of human rights problems, the excessive control of the
center, the marginalization of oil-producing regions, and the inability of citi-
zens to establish state-based political parties to create conditions favorable to
them without the intervention of the federal government. As the section below
on Zamfara shows, the power of the federal government to interfere in Islamic
laws is limited. Also, the constitutional provisions to deal with inter- and
intracommunity clashes have to be tested—should the center use force or leave
security matters to the state governments? For a long time, only a few Nigeri-
ans were able to see the constitution for their new republic.

The political parties and aspiring politicians did not demand a new
constitution, spending their time instead on plotting to capture power.
There was a demand on them to create a national political party by having
offices in two-thirds of the country, and before a party could receive a final
registration, it had to win 5 percent of the votes in all the local councils in
no fewer than twenty-four states during the elections of December 5.

The establishment of political parties and campaigns became the
monopoly of those with money. The cost of party registration and cam-
paigns was so high that only the wealthy could mobilize the sufficient funds.
Politicians looked to established party networks, alliances, and ethnic and
religious constituencies to form new political parties. Some changes were
actually cosmetic, as in the case of the United Nigerian People’s Party that
was different in name only from the former United Nigerian Congress.
The north-south divide was resurrected. All the political calculations in the
south were made to prevent the emergence of a northern president. In-
deed, notable southern politicians took to the rhetoric of warning the north
of secession and even demanding the restructuring of the federation.
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Many political parties, twenty-six in all, were formed, but only nine
later received official recognition and only three became very active. The
parties and campaigns did not depart from the established political script.
To start with, they all claimed to have a national scope, but a large number
were organized along ethnic lines. Even when they eventually passed as
“national parties,” they were nothing more than an agglomeration of eth-
nic notables. Indeed, the most powerful brokers first presented themselves
as men with large constituencies and followers that they could mobilize for
action. The intense lobbying for power and position also precipitated the
mobilization of ethnic and religious forces. Olusegun Obasanjo, who even-
tually emerged as the president, was attacked for lacking any ethnic base,
because the Yoruba people belonged to a different political party. Obasanjo’s
rival wondered why someone who was rejected by his own people could
become a national leader.

The nine official parties were marked more by differences in names
than in manifestos. By and large, ideologies have not been a great marker
of difference in Nigerian political parties, although a few have always claimed
to be socialist in orientation. The leading party, the People’s Democratic
Party (PDP), was a centrist party. It was a great coalition of ambitious
notables comprising former military generals and politicians. Its main pro-
grams touched upon agriculture and education, but many of its leading
members were less concerned about development than power. The PDP
has turned out to be a party without much discipline, and those who con-
trol power within it are “moneybags” who reap political profits from that
money. The Alliance for Democracy (AD) has remained essentially an eth-
nic party of the Yoruba in the southwest. It was both an attempt to unite
the former members of the Awolowo-led Unity Party of Nigeria, the anti-
Abacha coalition, and pro-democracy forces. It based its manifesto on a
welfare program with a promise to expand and improve on educational
and social services. Its grip on the southwest is so strong that the party has
produced all the governors in the Yoruba-speaking states. The third stron-
gest party is the centrist All People’s Party (APP), which has a large number
of pro-Abacha politicians mainly based in the north. The other parties have
been on the fringe: a few leftists formed the People’s Redemption Party,
which has not made any significant impact. Also with limited or inconse-
quential impact were the United Democratic Party (UDP), the United
People’s Party (UPP), the Democratic Advanced Movement, and the Na-
tional Solidarity Movement.

Some analysts have criticized the high number of political parties,
while some have seen them as a true expression of the democratic spirit.
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Both views are misleading. The participants were not expecting a political
space with many political parties, nor were they fostering democracy. Rather,
a political party enabled its founder and key executives to justify their claim
of representing religious or ethnic interests, and to create opportunities to
negotiate with fellow politicians so that power could be distributed to as
many of them as possible.

As the politicians had carefully schemed, political discourse and cam-
paigns focused less on policies and more on personality. The major actors
controlled the media pages, posing both as the representatives of various
interest groups and as nationalists. One day they would talk as true Mus-
lims or Christians; another day as defenders of ethnicities; and the next day
as “true federalists.” But what counted the most was hidden from the pub-
lic: an extensive use of money to woo opponents and buy votes.

As money became one of the major determinants in the contest, poli-
tics favored those who had it in abundance or those who had wealthy spon-
sors. Since most wealthy Nigerians have accumulated their wealth through
connections to state power, politics in turn favored those who had previ-
ously held power, such as retired military officers or politicians that held
office or served as civil servants. The big players in the presidential elec-
tions—Obasanjo, Chief Olu Falae, and Chief Alex Ekwume—were not
new to politics; Obasanjo had served as head of state in the 1970s, Ekwume
as vice-president during the Second Republic in the 1980s, and Falae as the
head of the federal civil service and secretary to the Babangida military
regime in the 1980s. A clique of faceless, wealthy retired generals served as
sponsors.

Once it was settled that a southerner would become the president,
the traditional politics of north-south gave way to that of competition within
the south and the choice of a vice president from the north. Within the
PDP, Ekwume and Obasanjo competed bitterly, but the forces within the
party and the faceless sponsors favored Obasanjo. In order to better under-
stand these political processes, I would now like to turn to a discussion of
the particular elements that have impacted them.

Muslims and Non-Muslims in a Complex Political Arena

An analytical narrative of events as presented above is not enough to under-
stand all the forces at work. One must consider the power of Islam and
Christianity, as elaborated upon, as well as other multiple identities and
social classes that affect elections and politics in a way that opposes or rein-
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forces the Islamic element. Also of importance are issues that divide people
and over which they need to compete vigorously. Primordial loyalties orga-
nized around ethnicity, community, and religion may transcend the loyalty
to the Nigerian state, constitution, and law and order. Primordial loyalties
may also strengthen or undermine the force of Islam. I will identify both
the issues and identities as they shape elections and politics in Nigeria.

Muslims and non-Muslims do not necessarily agree upon a number
of major issues: the secular or non-secular nature of the Nigerian founda-
tion; the distribution of federal positions to ambitious members of the
political class; the continuation or abandonment of the English legal sys-
tem; the retention of Nigeria as a federal structure; the distribution of power
between the federal and state governments; the place of women in society
and politics; the number of Nigerians and their regional distributions; and
the number of states and local governments in the federation, etc. In what
follows, I will briefly discuss a few issues that affect the intersection be-
tween Islam, politics, and elections.

The access to and manipulation of Western education has long been
a source of tension. The south had an early advantage, as Christian mis-
sionaries came via the Atlantic Ocean to evangelize and promote formal
Western education.20 When independence came in 1960, the south had
more educated elite than the north. To the north, this was a perceived
source of domination. This disparity fueled regionalism and attacks on
southerners. As the north established more Western-style schools, so too
did the south, with the result that to date, the south continues to have
more educated people than the north. As economic opportunities shrunk
in the 1990s, the southern elite, especially the middle class and fresh gradu-
ates, have suffered more, and thousands of them have migrated to all parts
of the world. To these migrants and to the jobless in the south, Muslims
and the north have held the nation back and must be blamed for their
predicament. As many Yoruba and Igbo in the south have said, their “na-
tions” would have developed but for the inclusion of the north in Nigeria.

In reality, the south is more afraid of the north. For most of the years
since independence, the north has produced the majority of the country’s
leaders, leading to the political concept of “northern primacy.” After inde-
pendence, the northern political class used the army to control power and
distribute resources among themselves. In the 1990s, a number of north-
ern intelligentsia were developing a political theory of domination: the east
should control trade, the west the civil service, and the north political power.
As if this fraudulent political theory was not enough, a tiny number of
Islamic intelligentsia were advocating a possible end to the definition of
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the country as a secular state. When the 1993 presidential election was
annulled, the only explanation that the southern elite could give was that it
was yet another example of northern primacy, and the crisis quickly be-
came one of overcoming the fear and consequences of northern domina-
tion.

The fear of domination gave rise to suggestions on zoning, an ar-
rangement whereby each region, a cluster of six states, would produce the
country’s president in a rotational arrangement. It was also suggested, as in
the expansion of the number of federal ministries, that the country should
have many vice presidents to represent regional interests. The consider-
ation had to do with satisfying the political gladiators without regard for
the economic costs that would be involved in the process, and the conse-
quent slowing down of development and the inability to have the necessary
resources to transform the rural areas and the peasantry.

As in all societies, people can see issues from the perspectives of loca-
tion, class, religion, gender, and privilege. Nigeria is a diverse society, with
many ethnicities and languages, nearly five hundred. Religious pluralism
and ethnic differences do undermine the process to build a Nigerian na-
tion-state, but those divisions prevent or undermine equally the attempts
by one group or religion to impose itself on the country. For instance,
Muslims have been accused of wanting to impose Islam on Nigeria, but
mobilization by southern Christians has suggested that there would be se-
cession or warfare as a result. The Igbo have tried to secede but in vain. The
northern political class has attempted a permanent political domination,
but southern resistance has forestalled this. Thus, while the identities create
problems to forging an enduring nation, they nevertheless also create the
basis for negotiations between Muslims and Christians, southerners and
northerners, the modern and the traditional elite.

Ethnic-cum-communal identities are strong, and they can comple-
ment or differ from the religious. Many nations had existed and flourished
before the British imposition of colonial rule. While the nations have been
amalgamated, the concept of a nation-state governed by European institu-
tions has been slow either to be widely accepted or made to work. For one
thing, the British themselves profited from the people’s identification with
their older nations, and the choice of federalism partly recognized the dif-
ferences and kept them apart from one another.21 Colonial rule consoli-
dated ethnicities and the politics of division. The use of Islam to promote
the politics of “One North” began after 1945.22 Elsewhere, politicians re-
sorted to the resurrection of tradition and culture to foster unity. Chief
Obafemi Awolowo used the Yoruba myth of creation and their progenitor
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father, Oduduwa, to form a cultural organization and political party, the
Action Group, which subsequently dominated Western Nigeria.23 Azikiwe
and others were able to rally together the Igbo in the east. The three ethic
groups controlled the big regions of the north, west and east and often
disregarded the minorities within them, leading to further agitations.

Ethnicity generates conflicts and competition. While it is a cheap
way to form a political party since members of the same group can be easily
reached and converted into a strong constituency, it also unleashes rivalries
with political parties built around other ethnicities. Competing elites re-
sort to ethnicity to distribute power, educational amenities, employment,
etc. The purpose of controlling the center may partly be to use collective
resources to benefit a group. For instance, the politics of revenue allocation
has been shaped by ethnicity,24 while different groups fight over lucrative
ministries such as that of petroleum, and internal and external affairs. In
1999, a number of Igbo politicians complained that the ministries allo-
cated to them were “yeye”—a Yoruba word for insignificant—and one min-
ister-designate actually refused to show up for the swearing-ceremony be-
cause of this. Decisions such as the choice of a lingua franca, and location
of airports and industries may be affected by ethnic considerations.

Major political decisions and problems have revolved around meet-
ing the challenges posed by the ethnic divide. For the greater half of the
first century, the strategy was to seek the means either to prevent the com-
ing together of the various ethnic groups to form a powerful association
against the British or to submerge the interest of the minorities while main-
taining political balance among the Igbo, Hausa, and Yoruba. To do this,
federalism was adopted. However, census became a political problem and
led to competition, as each region had to inflate or contest figures. Also,
the minorities, almost 40 percent of the population, were eager for free-
dom. In the north, where the regional government of the Northern People’s
Congress refused to recognize the minorities and actually attempted to spread
Islam among them, the Tiv in the middle belt resorted to violence in 1960
and 1964.25

Following the military takeover of 1966 and the events that led to the
civil war, the creation of additional states from existing ones became a strategy
to contain regional rivalries. In 1967, the four big regions were broken into
twelve. The twelve were later reconfigured to thirty-six in order to meet the
pressure emanating from powerful ethnic interests as well as from the am-
bition of the political class to control state resources.26 Other measures to
minimize the destructive impact of ethnicity included the introduction of
the National Youth Service Corps, which compels new university graduates
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to work in states other than their own, the reflection of a federal quota in
universities and federal appointments, and the appointment of one cabinet
minister from each state of the federation. In 1991, the collection of data
for the national census did not include questions on ethnicity, arguably to
underplay it. Many of these measures have not produced the desired re-
sults. Indeed, the competition for ethnic representation at the federal level
has been a source of conflict that threatens the very survival of the state
itself. The ultimate desire is to preside over the distribution of federal money,
to allocate licenses to oil explorers, and to steal. Islam, Christianity, and
ethnicity are manipulated by key political actors to obtain and consolidate
the opportunity. Rivalries among states and religions can at the same time
be opportunities for leading political actors to settle their scores. When
their ambitions at the federal level fail, political actors move to the state
level to compete with members of the same group or religion for power and
control of state resources. The elite in the army use the need to minimize
religious and ethnic conflicts to disguise their ambition for controlling power
in order to enrich itself. The army is as divided as the larger society, but the
generals maintain a faìade of interest in the concept of Nigeria and use the
rigid, hierarchical structure of the army to curb the radical expressions of
the rank and file.

The duplicity of the army generals is always clear in moments of
danger to their rule. Babangida and Abacha manipulated Islam and ethnicity
to maintain their power, while pretending to protect the integrity of Nige-
ria. Babangida clandestinely promoted the entry of Nigeria into the Orga-
nization of Islamic Conference, over the objections of Christians, simply to
satisfy the Islamic constituency at a time when he was not trusted by north-
ern Islamic leaders. As the OIC crisis pitted the south against the north,
and Muslims against non-Muslims, Babangida manipulated the conflicts
to attack his competitors for power and to silence many of them while at
the same time appealing to Christians by calling Nigeria a secular state.
When he annulled the 1993 presidential election and the Yoruba took to
massive protests, he used other groups to attack them by saying that they
wanted Abiola, a Yoruba, in power only for their own ethnic benefit. Abacha
continued with this game. When the Ogoni complained of environmental
pollution and marginalization, Abacha manipulated their neighbors against
them and executed Saro Wiwa, one of their leading members.

As important as ethnicity is, it is not the only source of division nec-
essary to understand politics or the place of Islam in Nigeria. In the north,
in spite of its presentation of Islam as a hegemonic force and a source of
unity, many violent clashes have occurred among groups and between
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peoples of the same city. There is the cleavage of religious difference which
is discussed below. But as in other places, communal or town differences
occur within regions and ethnic groups. In recent times, such differences
have translated into serious disputes and violence in such places as Zangon-
Kataf between the Kataf and Hausa; Ile-Ife, between the Ife and Modakeke;
Warri, between the Urhobo and Itsekiri; Lagos, between the Ijo and Yoruba,
etc. Christianity, Islam, and ethnicity have not put an end to division of
townships and communities. The Yoruba may unite to compete with the
Igbo and Hausa for federal resources, but Yoruba subgroups such as Ijesa,
Ekiti, Egba, and Oyo also compete within the Yoruba zone.

The different pace in educational development, mentioned above,
has created a fissure between the south and north and within both regions.
Class consciousness and radical ideologies, although not fully realized, have
occasionally undermined the unity of Islam and ethnicity or have provided
intersecting ties that indicate the possibility of the creation of a united
country.27 For instance, in the north, the left-wing party of the Northern
Elements People’s Union, founded in the 1950s by Aminu Kano, which
became the resurrected People’s Redemption Party during the Second Re-
public, tried to undermine the claim to unity in the north based on Is-
lam.28 NEPU and its successors regarded many members of the political
and religious class as exploiters and opportunists. During the Second Re-
public, the PRP won elections in Kaduna and Kano states, great victories
that reduced the control of the established and traditional politicians in
Northern Nigeria.

Military rule must be added as a source of division.29 Within the
army, the officers and ranks are divided, like the rest of society, by issues of
ethnicity and religion. Professionalism has been undermined by participa-
tion in politics. But the greatest source of worry is the role of the military as
a major constituency that dominates politics with its control of weapons,
and established tradition of coup-making. When in power, the military
sets itself in opposition to civil society, constitutes an enemy of the demo-
cratic process, and destroys the federal system of government. Whenever it
is in control, the military concentrates power in the center; in the hands of
the so-called commander in chief, the states become mere “command posts.”
Since the state governors cannot fight the commander in chief, different
organizations will emerge to demand their rights or organize protests.

Islam and Christianity are two established universal religions in Ni-
geria. Both have undermined local religions and control much of the po-
litical and social space. The spread of both is uneven, a fact that makes
religion sometimes coterminous with communal or ethnic identities. Islam
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is dominant in the north and competes with Christianity in the middle
belt and southwest, while Christianity is dominant in the southeast. Often
a north-south regional divide is also read as the Islamic-Christian divide.
An ethnic category such as the Igbo in the east may also mean Christian,
while Hausa or Fulani identity in the north is both ethnic and religious.
Both Islam and Christianity compete for space, converts, and political domi-
nation. Leaders of religious organizations use the style and language of
politics in their propaganda, quest for converts, and desire to prevent one
another from dominating the political environment. In their interactions,
virtually everything is political. A major case in point is the statistics as
both play the numbers game: Christians claim that they number more;
Muslims say the same. Official records, unreliable for most areas, put the
Muslim population at 47 percent, the Christian at 34 percent and others at
18 percent. Both religions are far from homogenous in any aspect. Each is
divided into factions, with competing leaders, numbering over 3,000, ac-
cording to the list of those who are officially registered.30 National politics
often unite them, as in the case of the Christian Association of Nigeria
(CAN).31

A combination of factors has made religion a powerful factor in Ni-
gerian politics.32 First is the failure of political leadership. As successive
military leaders fail to transform the country, religious organizations seek
alternative leaders and leadership models. The stress has been on morality,
accountability, and spirituality. To many Muslims, Mhumar Gadaffi of Libya
and Ayathola Khomeini of Iran provide alternative models to emulate. Sec-
ond, the failure of institutions and structures of governance have been in-
terpreted as the failure of the state itself. To many Muslims, the failure
represents the limitations of secular institutions. Third, the Structural Ad-
justment Program and its failures in the 1990s instigated tensions expressed
as religious conflicts. As the economy declines, more and more people see
in religion an escape or a source of opposition to the state.33 For instance,
in Kano, the country’s political decay and economic problems have not
only drawn more people to Islam, it has also radicalized them.34

Fourth, religion, like ethnicity, is a source of mobilization for politi-
cal actors. Once a political candidate defines himself as a Muslim and his
rival happens to be Christian, politics can acquire the coloration of reli-
gious conflict. In the north, many politicians have turned to Islam for power
legitimization. There have been power rivalries with Christians and bids to
impose the Shari’a over a larger region. These attempts have radicalized the
Christian Association of Nigeria to contest all religious symbols and what
it perceives as efforts to use Islam to dominate politics.35 By and large,



Islam: Religious Identity and Politics 187

northern politicians have continued to profit from Islam, using its symbols
as political ideology in order to unite the region against the south and to
mobilize their different constituencies.36

The conflicts play out in the political arena on a permanent basis. To
start with, Christians have always have been afraid of Islamic/northern domi-
nation. This fear began during the colonial period both in the south and
middle belt.37 There is a pervasive fear that Islam would expand and gain
greater influence by using the resources of the federal government to its
advantage. No doubt, there are leaders such as Ahmadu Bello, the first
premier of the north, who have had this vision, and there are still vigorous
attempts at proselytizing.38

The fear of domination is unlikely to disappear as long as religion is
part of the definition of community and ethnicity in most parts of the
country. In the north, minority elements define themselves as Christians,
and they have actually resorted to Christianity to solidify their identity, as
in the case of the Kataf of Zangon-Kataf. At the national level, the north-
south divide is treated both as an ethnic and a religious fault line.

Islam and the Northern Factor

I now want to historicize the role of the north in the politics of Nigeria, as
it intersects with Islam. For most of the twentieth century, the north has
tried to present the image of a “homogenous polity” in relation to the south,
and there is an intellectual articulation of the thesis that the Hausa or Hausa-
Fulani are the dominant members of this region.39 There are contradictions
in this self-presentation: first, it is a diverse region comprising almost two
hundred ethnic groups; second, the Hausa-Fulani group has been accused
of trying to dominate other ethnic groups, and the accusation has given
rise to a number of riots in various places;40 third, there are many pockets
of Christian populations, notably in the middle belt; and fourth, there are
left-oriented intellectuals who can be described as nationalists.

In the first half of this century, Indirect Rule enabled the north to
revive the structure of the old Sokoto Caliphate. If power was diffused in
the south, the old Caliphate in the north made possible the creation of a
pyramidal power structure that enabled the sultan and emirs to retain much
control over the people. After 1945, the south relied on the educated elite
to organize, a strategy that lends itself to intense competition and fragmen-
tation.41 In the north, the strategy was to use the structure of the old Ca-
liphate and prevent fragmentation. The NPC, the first party, maintained a
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hierarchical structure, a replication of the Caliphate, with village heads serv-
ing the emirs who controlled the Native Authorities. As Dudley explained,
the strategy was not to develop “mass party organs” but to rely on tradi-
tional political elite.42 The chief agent of the unification of the north was
Sardauna Ahmadu Bello,43 the modern politician whose ancestor, Uthman
Dan Fodio, built the old Sokoto caliphate, an outcome of the nineteenth
century jihad. Bello’s era, 1951 to 1966, marked the apogee of northern
unity. As the British were initiating their departure, the northern political
class was manipulating the structure of the nineteenth century caliphate
and Indirect Rule to great advantage. The symbols and ideology of Islam
were used to serve political interests, Bello emerged as the number one
political figure, and the Northern People’s Congress became the major party.
Bello and the NPC put under their command structure the emirs, local
government (Native Authorities), and politicians. The emirs adapted their
office to the needs of modern politics, thereby benefiting from the arrange-
ment.44 To the NPC and the emerging political class, the south was the
primary enemy.

An early start in Western education, the emergence of a business class,
better organized parties, and influential leaders such as Obafemi Awolowo
and Nnamdi Azikiwe were advantages that threatened the north. Within
the north itself, a small group of educated people were thinking like
southerners in terms of breaking free of the control of emirs. This was
another threat to the traditional establishment. The solution was to create
a party that would unite the north, and bring all members of the political
class under one umbrella and the leadership of Bello. The NPC used the
power of a modern political party and tradition to discredit or destroy
opposition forces such as the Northern Elements’ Progressive Union, formed
by Aminu Kano, to halt the infiltration of the north by southern leaders,
and to punish Northerners who refused to toe the party line. Traditional
authorities in minority areas were given power to control the Native Au-
thorities and destroy opposition forces. Whenever a younger activist gen-
eration raised its head, the NPC would move quickly to destroy it.

Ahmadu Bello was not just moving a new political class into a mod-
ernization project, but he was very astute to clothe the change in the garb
of tradition. He cleverly turned to Islam as the ideology of control, leader-
ship, and the unity of the region. Disregarding the minorities and Chris-
tianity, Bello constructed the idea of a religiously homogenous region. He
and the emirs would not be just political leaders but spiritual leaders as
well. Bello established religious organizations as if they were to be the “re-
ligious wings” of the NPC with spiritual leaders under him. By far the most
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notable of the organizations was the Jama’atu Nasril Islam (JNI) estab-
lished in 1962 to “consolidate the northern states, and make sure the north
is one, and there is peace and stability in the country.”45 The JNI brought
together prominent civil servants, politicians, and religious leaders to dis-
cuss Islamic issues. There was also an organization to unite Islamic preach-
ers, the Kaduna Council of Malamai, founded in 1963, that later inte-
grated with the JNI. About the same time, Bello embarked on an aggressive
campaign to convert more northerners to Islam, one that led to anti-Is-
lamic and Hausa-Fulani movements in a number of places.46 Alhaji Abubakar
Gumi was the first chairman of the JNI, and he remained for almost three
decades one of the most influential Islamic leaders in the country, with a
strong passion for the reforms and spread of Islam and the pursuit of northern
interests.

Ahmadu Bello’s death in the first military coup in 1966 initiated the
process of fragmentation of the north. The ideal of unity and the ambition
of the political class did not entirely vanish, but historical circumstances
did weaken the northern front. The charismatic leader was no more; Igbo
officers were in control for six months before the north regained power;
soldiers, rather than emirs and politicians, became the major actors; the big
north was broken into six states, later to be further fragmented; Kaduna
lost its influence as the major seat of power as new state capitals emerged;
and various Islamic organizations clashed with one another. The military
wing of the northern political class acquired considerable influence after
1966, producing a long list of leaders: Yakubu Gowon, Murtala Mohammed,
Shehu Shagari, Buhari, Babangida, and Abacha, all but one Muslims. Within
six months of the accession of the Ironsi-led government, northern officers
reorganized to end what they understood as Igbo domination. Yakubu
Gowon was a northerner, but from the middle belt, and a Christian. Not
only did he take away the power of the emirs over the Native Authorities,
he also created new states, actions which weakened the internal solidarity
of the north.

The southern political class continues to see the north as a united
front, especially following the “warfare” of the post-1993 annulment of the
elections. But the south has benefited from this weakness, as in the case of
the emergence of M. K. O. Abiola as a political force, the appointment of
Chief Earnest Shonekan, a Yoruba, as the president of the Interim National
Government in 1993, and of Obasanjo as president in 1999. Some would
regard the success of these three as evidence of the manipulation of politics
by the north. In the case of Abiola, he was accepted by the northern masses,
but its political class did not want him in power; in the case of Shonekan,
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he was regarded as a stooge of Babangida; and in the case of Obasanjo,
many calculated that he would serve only northern interests. Thus, in a
sense, the southern political class still does not see the north and Islam as a
weakened force, but as still powerful and with a “hegemonic circle” so strong
that the entire country dances to its music.47

The idea of a strong north as portrayed by the southern elite is always
exaggerated. What the southern elite ignores is that the vigorous pursuit of
modernization in the north has weakened the hold of its hegemonic class
on power. New actors have emerged, with their bases in the army (as in the
case of General Babangida), civil service (Chief Adamu Ciroma), and edu-
cation (Professor Ango Abdullahi). The new men have often come together
in circles that the southern elite derisively labeled as the “Kaduna Mafia.”48

The large number of university graduates as well as increasing urbanization
has considerably weakened the power of the emirs and Sultan. The new
men were partly instrumental in bringing down the Second Republic. As
northerners, they were embarrassed by the shoddy performance of the
Shagari government; they sought to forge new political alliances with south-
ern politicians and ultimately instigated the military to take over power.49

Although the north has produced most of the military generals in
power, by and large, the generals are more concerned with their private
wallets than with development, and they build alliances primarily to con-
solidate personal wealth and power. However, the generals find it easier to
identify with the northern political class than with the southern, especially
when they are under threat and can manipulate ethnic divisions for selfish
benefits. Abacha offered a different model: he could alienate the traditional
constituency and still survive. Other than a few emirs (notably those of his
home base of Kano), Abacha antagonized many traditional rulers, even
removing the Sultan, the wealthy and influential Ibrahm Dasuki, in April
1996. The early incorporation into his regime of such notables as Adamu
Ciroma, Abubakar Rimi, and Babagana Kingibe was rather short-lived as
he replaced them months later with less politically powerful appointees.
When challenged by Yar’ Adua, the general and politician, Abacha’s secu-
rity machine descended on him, accused him of participating in a coup,
and threw him in jail, where he died.

Although there are many political actors, among them a few who are
indeed very powerful, none has acquired the clout, prestige, and awe of the
late Ahmadu Bello. All attempts to invent another Ahmadu Bello have
failed. He did not use cash to buy people and support, but royalty and an
elaborate reward system that gave positions and power to his followers. The
new contenders to replace Bello, such as Yar’ Adua and Babangida, want to
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rely on the use of stolen wealth, but they cannot fool their followers nor
their rivals who have no respect for them but are eager to take their cash.
The various minorities—ethnic and religious—have also become more as-
sertive. For instance, the northern Christians forged an alliance with their
southern counterparts in the Christian Association of Nigeria to discuss
matters pertaining to religion and politics. The creation of states has also
enabled a number of minorities to gain some degree of autonomy, as did
the states of the middle belt.

Political dissidence is a common characteristic of northern minori-
ties. During the Second Republic, the Kanuri to the northeast organized
themselves into the Great Nigeria’s People’s Party led by a veteran politi-
cian, Waziri Ibrahim, partly to reject the domination of the Hausa-Fulani
and the Nigerian People’s Party (NPN). Similarly, politicians in the middle
belt formed the Council for Understanding and Solidarity (CUS), which
forged an alliance with the Nigerian People’s Party (NPP), which was con-
trolled by easterners.

The Shari’a in Zamfara State

The question of using the Shari’a Islamic law has generated public contro-
versy since the 1970s. In the writing and ratification of the constitutions of
the Second and Third Republics, the demand for a federal Shari’a court of
appeals created a political crisis, requiring the intervention of the military.
In both instances, the south interpreted the debates on the Shari’a as an
attempt to impose Islam on the country. There has always been a political
side to the demand for the Shari’a. To start with, its most forceful advocates
are not religious preachers or scholars, but a new breed of politicians. The
demand for the Shari’a enables these ambitious politicians to exploit an
ideology to unite the north, to halt the inroad of southern competitors to
the north, and to even discredit established northern politicians who are
regarded as too soft in advancing the agenda of the north. These young
politicians failed in their demands in the 1970s and 1980s, opening them
to charges of being either politically immature or unable to understand
how to deal with southern opposition.50 Since then, the Shari’a has contin-
ued to generate political controversy. In its last month, the Provisional Ruling
Council under Abubakar did not agree on what place the Shari’a should
have in the constitution. The pro-Shari’a group called for an amendment
that would enable the states in favor to set up Shari’a courts in addition to
the provision in the constitution for Shari’a courts of appeal.
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A new, and perhaps the most aggressive, implementation of the Shari’a
followed in the first year of the Fourth Republic, when the executive and
legislative branches of Zamfara state extended the full jurisdiction of the
Shari’a court throughout the state and over criminal issues, beginning on
October 27, 1999. Governor Ahmad Sani Yerima has not only been opti-
mistic about its achievement, he has indicated that he is prepared for a
fight to defend the Shari’a. To him, it was a feat that many had thought
impossible to achieve, even under Muslim presidents. Muhammad Maccido,
the Sultan of Sokoto and president of the Nigeria Supreme Council for
Islamic Affairs (NSCIA), endorsed the governor, saying that he “fully sup-
ports the establishment of Sharia law for Muslims and whosoever wishes to
be judged by it.”51 Some representatives of Islamic countries in Nigeria
visited Gusau, the state capital, to congratulate the governor.

The Zamfara Shari’a law appears to go beyond the constitutional pro-
vision that there should be a Shari’a court of appeals in any state that wants
it. In a democratic structure, the federal government lacks the power of the
military to issue an immediate decree to stop the action of the Zamfara
government. President Obasanjo described it as unconstitutional: “Nige-
rian constitution does not allow any part of the country to adopt a state
religion or any law that goes against the national constitution.”52 He asked
the Christians not to panic.

However, the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) wanted
Obasanjo to use federal power to reverse the decision. The state branch of
CAN in Zamfara has intensified local efforts to mobilize Christian opinion
against the Shari’a. In mid-November 1993, the chairman of the Zamfara
State Chapter of CAN, Venerable Peter Dambo, criticized the federal gov-
ernment for maintaining silence over the Shari’a issue and called on the
government to declare a state of emergency in Zamfara. Dambo saw an
even bigger Islamic plan: “What is happening now in Zamfara State is a
means to divide the country and if this is allowed to continue and manifest
itself in totality, it will be very unfortunate for the nation.”53 Members of
CAN advocated retaliation in the southern states where they wanted the
Christians to demand the introduction of Christian canon laws. To Dambo,
“If the Federal Government would not take any action to stop the imple-
mentation of Sharia in Zamfara in spite of the popular outcry and opposi-
tion by Nigerians, there is nothing wrong in the Christian states too to
impose the canon laws on their citizens.” In addition, CAN also threatened
to go to court and called on the country’s attorney general to sue the state
government. Other branches of CAN and the national headquarters have
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taken a united stand to attack the move. To many Christian leaders, this
represents the very first step to initiate an agenda of Islamization.

To Governor Yerima, the Christians are exaggerating the impact the
Shari’a has on them, as it is meant to root out all moral and criminal vices
among only the Muslims. According to Yerima:

Let me make it unequivocally clear to all that we are not unaware of the
multi-various nature of our society as a multi-religious and multi ethnic one
and we therefore do not intend to impose the Sharia law on the non-Mus-
lims in the state as being deliberately and mischievously falsified by some
agents of blackmail, or do we harbour any ulterior motives against any group
of people than our overwhelming majority Muslim citizens in Zamfara
State.”54

To deny the Muslims the Shari’a because of what Christians say, Yerima
concluded, is to deny the Muslims the right to freedom and Islam.

If the governor of Zamfara gave assurances that Christians would not
be affected by the Shari’a, CAN was quick to say that he was wrong and
that “anti-Christian actions” were being implemented, including the re-
fusal of motorcycle operators to carry non-Muslims. A number of CAN’s
branches also held or plan to hold anti-Shari’a protests in different parts of
the country. They have pointed to cases of discrimination against Chris-
tians in Zamfara and other Islamic states, notably in issues of employment;
the allocation of land to build churches; and the demolition of churches in
Gusau, Kano, and Sokoto, ostensibly because the Christians do not have
legal claims to the land.

Criticism has come from other sources, mainly among secular-ori-
ented organizations. Pro-secular university students demanded that they
not be posted to Zamfara for their national service after graduation. A
women’s group, Women in Nigeria (WIN), makes a pro-gender argument.
To WIN, the Shari’a is an instrument of a male-dominated society to sub-
jugate women under the cloak of religion, denying them the right to free
movement and work, keeping them in perpetual servitude in a patriarchal
society, and leaving them few options: “baby-making machines, pleasure
objects to men and chattels.”55 WIN adds that the introduction of the
Shari’a will undermine the corporate existence of the country’s secularity. It
has called on the Zamfara state government to repeal the law and on the
federal government to ensure that the state complies. Further criticism comes
from secular-minded lawyers and politicians who regard the Shari’a as a
legal imposition and an attempt to use Islam to dominate national politics.56
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To cite one example, Justice Akinola Aguda, a public figure and notable
lawyer, called the Shari’a illegal, without foundation in the country’s con-
stitution, and that the end result would be to create confusion that may
lead to the breakdown of Nigeria.57 Human-rights activists see the sanc-
tions (such as amputation for theft) as barbaric.

One power that the federal government has is to ask the Nigerian
Police Force not to enforce the Shari’a. Police authorities indicated that
cooperation with the state government was not assured and that it had put
in place security measures to deal with violence in January 2000, when the
Shari’a law came into full effect. A tension exists in that the Shari’a bill
empowers the Shari’a court to authorize the police to enforce the law, but
the state government does not control the federal police. According to the
police chief in Zamfara, “We will not enforce any law that goes contrary
and in conflict with the Nigerian law because we have sworn to defend the
country and the citizens as a whole.”58 The Zamfara government thinks
otherwise. The chairman of the Joint Aid Monitoring Groups on the Ap-
plication of Shari’a, Dr. Atiku Balarabe, insisted that it is the constitutional
duty of the police to enforce the Shari’a, since it is a law that is approved
under the constitution. Meanwhile, the Zamfara government began to train
monitors to report violations of the law.

The Zamfara case opens the possibility of violence not just within the
state but in other areas, either in support of or against the Shari’a. The
opposition by CAN will turn it into a Muslim-Christian crisis, similar to
tensions of the 1980s and 1990s. CAN indicated that it will mobilize Chris-
tians to defend their rights.59 It is at the same time challenging the contin-
ued membership of Nigeria in the Organization of Islamic Conference,
and a religious crisis will follow if Nigeria is to pull out. Some branches of
CAN have taken the Zamfara state to court; more than ten thousand Chris-
tians protested against the Shari’a in Gusau; some ethnic organizations,
notably the Igbo ones, are warning their people to return to the south; the
House of Assembly in the “Christian state” of Cross River passed a resolu-
tion that oil revenues should not be given to Zamfara. Not only has the
Zamfara state refused to change its mind, the much more volatile state of
Kano has similar thinking. All forty-four chairmen of the councils of local
governments and many members of the state assembly have agreed to imple-
ment the Shari’a.60 In Sokoto, Kebbi, Niger, Kaduna, and Katsina states, a
similar move is underway, supported by many politicians and Islamic lead-
ers who have made combative speeches in its favor. Support is not lacking
for the Zamfara state. To the Moslem Lawyers Association of Nigeria, only
the courts could decide or rule on the legality of the bill enacted into law by
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the Zamfara government. The pro-Shari’a group has many reasons to sup-
port the law: there should be no separation between Islam and the Shari’a;
only the laws of God are legitimate; religion cannot be separated from law;
Shari’a is not new in many parts of the north; it gives the right of place to
God as the creator; and it promotes morality. Muslims are divided over the
issue. To the Shi’ites, the steps by Zamfara are not enough because they
want an Islamic society; to a number of “elders,” the Shari’a will split the
country; to secular Muslims, it is a diversion; and to young preachers, it is
necessary. The Jama’atu Nasril Islam promises to convene a conference, but
it is unlikely that resolutions will satisfy all the various groups. Meanwhile
in Gusau, Zamfara’s capital, indications are that some groups will take to
violence in struggles to either impose the Shari’a or alienate Christians.61

Governor Sani has warned that the decision on the Shari’a is nonnego-
tiable. If the Shari’a is regarded as complicating Nigerian politics, Islam is
regarded by others as complicating global politics. I now turn to the latter
point.

Nigerian Islam in Global/United States Politics

Since the attack on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, ana-
lysts have continued to focus on the role of Islam in global politics. Keep-
ing the focus of the chapter in mind, the case study will continue to be on
Nigeria, specifically in its relations with the United States. It is difficult to
address the issue of the role of Islam without also asking what Nigeria’s
relation to the United States should be. Nigeria’s deliberations about this
need to understand that U.S. interests and intentions for the region (and
the world) include an interest in the region’s stability, vigorous trade rela-
tions that allow access to oil and other natural resources, and an unchecked
neocolonialism through various international institutions. It is also impor-
tant that the current debates around such bodies as the World Bank, IMF,
IDB, WTO, etc. resolve themselves to promote expanded trade, stability,
environmental and human rights protections, and equity. One of Nigeria’s
main claims for retaining a positive relationship with the United States are
around its importance to regional and African stability. If U.S. interests,
which are not being submitted to international processes and policies (as
evident from Kyoto, arms treaty, World Court, etc.), can coincide with
Nigeria’s own vision of development and of its role in Africa more broadly,
then there is good ground for a positive relationship. Otherwise, if the
United States perceives the need for a restructuring in Africa to accelerate
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the rate of profit and extraction of natural resources, then Islamic funda-
mentalism becomes as good an excuse as any for undermining Nigeria’s
regional strength. Nigeria may be able to continue to pursue an ideal of
secular federation that can honor ethnic and religious politics while also
maintaining a pluralist political framework and discourse. While there are
limits to this ideal, India is a good example of a country that has been
committed to secularism and rapid industrialization, yet has moved to reli-
gious politics as a successful means of mass mobilization which has been
firmly open to Western global interests. India’s saving grace is the claim
that it has a middle class market of 200 million waiting for Western goods
and services. The extent to which Africa’s attractiveness as a market can be
balanced against its appeal as a source of raw materials will also determine
U.S. policy in the future.

A number of issues must be factored into the consideration. To start
with, Nigeria will continue to be prone to violence, which may limit in-
vestment options and create problems for its emerging democratic institu-
tions. Conditions for violence are many—based on communal, ethnic, and
social divisions. Internal chaos can be blamed on external agencies, most
notably multinational companies. An articulate group of intellectuals blame
Nigeria’s woes on bad leaders who collaborate with American and Western
interests to exploit resources and the poor to the benefit of a small group of
people. How the United States will promote business without being “con-
demned” is crucial. Multinational companies should be careful not to exac-
erbate domestic challenges.

In some areas, American popular culture is portrayed as “sinful.” There
is a perception in Nigeria that there is an “American culture” instead of
diverse cultures. Many are unaware of the cultural wars and controversies
even within the United States itself. American propaganda abroad should
not “homogenize” American culture, and there is not much to gain in pro-
moting American culture as the best in the world. Vigorous attacks on
some established practices such as polygamy, purdah, veiling, etc. may be
counterproductive and create unnecessary enemies. Where the people are
receptive to Western culture (fashion, music, films, etc.), there is no protest
against the spread of American popular culture. The United States has to
recognize the “cultural divide” in Nigeria and assume that every area and
people do not cherish the same thing. In conducting propaganda abroad,
less will be gained by selling American culture, but more can be attained by
finding the means to avoid being labeled as a country of immoral infidels.
The United States must accept other people’s customs while preserving its
own values.
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It is important to support Nigeria’s (and Africa’s) steps towards de-
mocratization. Nigeria’s recent advances in this direction are crucial for
Africa’s stability in general. If one is advising the United States on its policy
toward Nigeria, the more publicity that can be given to Nigeria’s efforts at
democratization (rather than military rule) the more likely (though only
mildly “more likely”) it is that the United States cannot develop policy
strictly according to its material interests. Nigeria has to be represented as
having a crucial role in Africa’s stability, which includes democracy.

The United States will continue to attract Nigerian migrants for a
variety of reasons: careers, the search for economic opportunities, educa-
tion, etc. The majority of migrants are from the southern parts of Nigeria,
educated, and hardworking. Historically, northern Muslims have not seen
migration to the United States as a serious option. Southern Muslim mi-
grants are moderate and are not politically active. While Nigerian Islam
exhibits radicalism, there is no tradition of suicide to make political points.
The main reasons for migration are less religious, but more economic and
social: those who want to come to the United States think that they are
being prevented from doing so; those already in the country think that
they cannot compete or use their skills to the maximum.

Where there is extensive poverty and political mismanagement, Is-
lamic radicalism is unstoppable. The United States has to extend its hand
in friendship and cooperation in order to promote better economic and
political management. If the United States is “following the money” to
stamp out terrorism, it should also provide leadership in following the cor-
ruption of African leaders who steal money and deposit them in Western
banks. If avenues to hide stolen money are reduced, it can be recirculated
within Africa for investment purposes. Foreign investors have plundered
the continent without Western countries complaining about it. Nigerian
agents have collaborated with Western interests to exploit their people. The
United States can play a leadership role in the economic development of
Nigeria.

The politics of Islam in Nigeria revolves mainly around a domestic
agenda that is seeking greater access to resources and political influence.
Islam is a way in which northern constituencies have been able to imagine
national political power. Although Muslims are aware of international poli-
tics, the pressure is from the outside, sometimes to make Islam more radi-
cal.

Secular movements/organizations can be more anti-Western than Is-
lamic ones. The differences between a collapsed state against a rogue state
should also be understood. In stable states, Islam poses no danger to the
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United States, and its members are not terroristic. There is no such thing as
“universal Islam,” Africa is different from the Middle East, and Nigeria has
not produced terrorists.

To conclude with respect to both the domestic and international con-
cerns regarding Islam and politics, many of the advantages that have de-
fined Nigeria as a potentially great country still exist. It is Africa’s most
populous country, with a large percentage falling under the age of thirty,
which implies that many will be restless and will continue to demand changes
and jobs. It has a large number of educated people capable of generating
ideas, but the economic base of a “middle class” is not there to turn them
into consumers, taxpayers, great thinkers, and captains of industry. The
political leadership has the ambition of dominating regional politics and
leading Africa in world politics. The economy is the second largest in the
continent, behind South Africa. Based mainly on revenues from oil, it is
capable of being transformed, with careful management, to end massive
corruption and to improve the development of agriculture. Its size and
resources can turn Nigeria into a regional hegemon and a world power.

The disadvantages are all still present: an unproductive army, whose
elite are greedy for power and money, may strike at any time to put an end
to a fragile democracy. The military has dominated politics for decades,
with very limited positive changes to show for it. The two civilian regimes
generated limited stability and little growth, thereby offering an invitation
for military rule. Both the military and political elite have been very cor-
rupt and have failed to include the people in any major program. To be able
to minimize the dangers posed by religious conflicts, the Nigerian state
needs to become development-oriented.62 The loyalty of the people to Is-
lam and Christianity remains stronger than the loyalty to Nigeria. This is
true of other African states as well.
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“IT IS BETTER TO GO IN VAIN THAN TO STAY IN

VAIN.”

—A SWAHILI PROVERB

There is no need to justify including a discussion of religions in the under-
standing of African cultures. Increasing secularization and modernization have
not diminished the importance of religions and a worldview based on indig-
enous cultures. Not only are values shaped by religious traditions, millions of
Africans regard themselves as religious and make decisions based on beliefs,
conscience, or the fear of punishment or great rewards in the afterlife. Many
attitudes are shaped in part by religions. The landscape is marked by religious
symbols and places of worship. Politicians manipulate religions and religious
organizations in order to secure the loyalty of people and to mobilize them.
Religions represent core aspects of a cultural system in addition to constituting
the key component in how a group defines itself. Religious explanations for
many events and problems continue to compete or supplement the scientific;
a large number of intellectuals derive sources of power from religions, as in the
case of Imams. Religion has provided many opportunities for change. As the
preceding chapter shows, Islam and Christianity are competing religions, and
their members in some countries engage in bitter rivalries for converts and
power. As world religions travel to Africa with the cultures of other lands,
issues relating to culture contacts and conflicts are not uncommon. Through
the religious medium, Africans are able to compare and contrast Western cul-
tures with theirs, identifying aspects to accept and resist.
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In this chapter, I will discuss some of the more important issues, not
only to complement the preceding chapter on universal religions, but to
focus on Africa’s indigenous or traditional religions. The focus is on the
contemporary period, a time when African religions are no longer the ma-
jor ones. The themes show the encounter of indigenous religions with for-
eign ones, as well as their decline and the residue of their survival. On one
hand, there is evidence of the decline of traditional religions; on the other
hand, there is evidence of survival and modernization. Indigenous reli-
gions have demonstrated a great capacity to redefine themselves, adapt to
new circumstances, and redefine some of their practices.1 On balance, as of
today, the decay of traditional religions is more prominent than its sur-
vival. Traditional religions are far less organized than Islam and Christian-
ity, and they lack the resources to compete with them in the changing
world of the colonial and postcolonial eras. Traditional religions are cer-
tainly less aggressive in the quest to convert, which partly explains why
they have also been less involved in religious conflicts in such countries as
Nigeria and the Sudan.2

The major chapter in the story of indigenous religions in contempo-
rary Africa concerns their encounter with Islam and Christianity. There is
no doubt that the success of Islam and Christianity has undermined the
indigenous religions, displacing them in some areas and making them ir-
relevant in many others. Christianity is now firmly established in Africa.
Indeed, it is an old religion in places such as Ethiopia and Eritrea.3 In many
places, successful conversion began during the nineteenth century, and
Christianity became a mass religion during the twentieth. The literature on
the early history of Christianity is rather extensive, full of episodes of vol-
untary acceptance of Christianity, resistance to the new religion, violent
encounters, and the ability of Africans to “translate the message” in a way
suitable to their needs and environments. The adoption of Christianity
was not without its advantages, mainly the association with the symbols
and power of Europe. It brought Western education, medicine, and oppor-
tunities for work in the formal economic sectors. It enabled a number of
African chiefs and kings to use religion to promote international trade and
consolidate their own power. To the elite produced by the missionaries, it
led to an assumption that they were equipped with the knowledge to trans-
form Africa. It provided an avenue to build social networks in the new
cities: the elite and church members could share and circulate information
about jobs, social services, public policies, and other things beneficial to
them. As many as the changes might have been, they did not amount to
any noticeable transition from a traditional world to a modern one.
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Where initial evangelization efforts failed, the missionaries came back.
As Africans became converts, they became the active native agents who
actually took the gospel to all nooks and crannies. No sooner did the reli-
gion spread than a synthesis with African cultures began. Dona Beatriz
Kimpa Vita of the Kingdom of Kongo in the eighteenth century prefig-
ured the history of African adaptation that is now common. A charismatic
prophet, she gave birth to a movement in 1704. Along with her disciples
called “the angels,” Dona told the story of her death and resurrection, from
a human being to her incarnation as Saint Anthony. She regarded Jesus
Christ as a Congolese, and claimed to be bestowed with divine powers.
With her angels wearing attire said to have been made from the same ma-
terials that Jesus wore as a child, Dona’s movement gained support among
Africans, especially the poor. Although it was a peaceful movement, one
intent on stopping wars that supplied captives for the trans-Atlantic slave
trade, she was roundly condemned by Europeans. She was crucified on July
2, 1706.4

Many other prophets and prophetesses followed Dona, some actually
recording great successes and creating huge movements that today have
become international, as in the case of the Nigeria Redeemed Church of
Christ. Resistance to Christianity has also come from another angle: Is-
lamic leaders and groups who also took advantage of local cultures. Thus,
in the first half of the twentieth century, there were many cases of resistance
directed at Christian missionaries and their converts. In Senegal, where the
French initially pursued a strategy of assimilation which mandated that
Africans seeking French citizenship become Christians, Muslims reacted
with hostility, with many seeking the means to strengthen their faith rather
than succumb to colonial policy. In some of these cases, the strategy of
Islam was to present itself as indigenous and not associated with imperial-
ism.

There can be no doubt whatsoever that African Christian leaders and
missionary agents have transformed Christianity. They fought the race in-
equality within the church and devised successful strategies for creating
their own independent missions. With many declaring themselves as proph-
ets—reinventing the strategies of the biblical prophets, writing their own
hymns and prayers, and demanding loyalty and devotion from their fol-
lowers—African church leaders created not just race equality but local vari-
eties of Christianity which can endure.

Islam and Christianity have both been used to define ethnic and cul-
tural identities. Both religions have served as an agency of nationalism.
Resistance to colonial powers was often expressed in religious terms or led
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by religious leaders. When Islam and Christianity contribute to national-
ism and identity formation, they are in part responding to demands based
on local needs and the aspirations of elite members.

Furthermore, Christianity has created the new social identity of an
African middle class, one with Western education, aspirations of mobility
defined in some modern ways, and an urban lifestyle. The role of this elite
was certainly pronounced during the colonial era. With a Western educa-
tion, they were able to secure wage jobs which improved their social status.
After the Second World War, when European powers were transferring
power, the elite benefited most significantly, inheriting power which was
quickly used to build wealth. Prestige followed. Other members of society
thus had a reference point to organize their lives, with the ambition of
receiving a Western education and becoming mobile. Western education
was the handmaiden of Christianity. The majority of pioneer schools were
established by Christian missionaries in order to convert Africans and cre-
ate a middle class that could work in various areas. The nature of education
in the colonial era reflected the intentions of the missionaries. The empha-
sis was on primary education, and the initial higher institutions were geared
toward the production of the clergy. Significant changes came after the
Second World War, when many high schools and a few universities were
established by the colonial governments. Not all elite members accepted
assimilation into a Christian and Western world; many among them be-
came defenders of African values and strong critics of imported religions.
Traditionalists and the new elite have had to talk about indigenous cultures
and religions.

Indigenous Religions and Cultures

Notwithstanding the perception of the converts, Christianity and Western
education created a package that regarded their converts as superior to oth-
ers. Missionary education repeatedly told the students that their past and
religions were backward, simple, and childish, and that the primary goal of
conversion was to save them. Where African religions and values had to be
mentioned in the classrooms, the aim was to prevent the students from
going back to them, a reminder of their pagan past. With Western culture
and Christianity presented as noble and superior, the captive minds were
brainwashed into despising their own culture and religions. In areas where
practitioners compared religions—the new and old, varieties of old and
new—as in the case of South Africa, they did so in part to justify the
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imposition of an economic and political order to marginalize Africans.5

Christianity posed a serious threat to the established cultural and social
order. New converts could reject the authority of chiefs and kings, ridicule
indigenous religions by burning their symbols and ritual object making a
mockery of masks and sacred spaces, violate norms by disregarding taboos
and revealing age-old secrets, and stake a new social path by condemning
polygamy and aspects of arts and culture. Even objects associated with deco-
rations were destroyed for their association with so-called paganism.6 Soci-
ety became divided between Christians and “primitive pagans,” Muslims
and Christians, Muslims and non-Muslims—all with implications for poli-
tics and the economy. A christianized Western-educated elite could behave
arrogantly to a “primitive pagan.” Christian missionaries could criticize
traditional religion as idolatry, condemn dancing and singing as being as-
sociated with cults, oppose polygamy and some other marriage practices,
and take other steps that undermined older cultures and the traditional
elite.

Christianity has always entailed more than religion; conversion came
with exposure to Western cultures. However, if they linked religion to their
own culture, the missionaries were also eager to disconnect Africans from
their cultures, thereby creating a notion that religion and the nonreligious
aspects of life (e.g., singing and drumming) were separable. African gods
and spirits were presented as “satanic” and “paganistic;” only the Christian
God was the authentic one and the Bible was regarded as the only legiti-
mate Holy Book. Even creative aspects of African culture such as drum-
ming, singing, and dancing were criticized. Converts were warned to avoid
participation in rituals, ceremonies, and other activities that supposedly
doomed their future salvation. In order to make Africans turn their backs
on their culture and past, conversion was necessary, and certain symbols
had to accompany it: they should bear Western or biblical names, wear
Western attire, eat Western food (notably bread, tea, and an egg for break-
fast), use Western languages as a routine, and travel to Western countries,
notably the capital cities of Europe.

Assisted with the power of the colonial governments, the missionar-
ies made a number of drastic changes to many aspects of African culture
that they regarded as rather barbaric. Certain practices were proscribed,
such as female circumcision in some parts of Africa, as well as a few deities
such as the Akim Kotoku of Ghana and the cult of Dente in Togo. Laws
were passed in many places banning witchcraft. Many other practices were
ridiculed simply to undermine them: food habits, attire characterized as
costumes, languages reduced to “vernaculars” in order to undermine their
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significance. There was the psychology of inferiority fostered by the very
nature of colonial conquest and governance. European guns subdued Afri-
can states and societies, reducing their powerful chiefs and kings to subor-
dinate officers of European powers. Similarly, the African elite were sub-
dued and had to accept the junior roles created for them.

Modernization in education, medicine, and social structure has un-
dermined many aspects of indigenous religions. Where Western medicine
is superior, it has reduced the number of clients that visit herbalists and
other traditional healers. Technology is an area that humbles Africans. From
small items such as mirrors to bigger ones like the airplane, the superiority
of Western technology has translated to a belief in the idea of a superior
culture/race. Christianity has exploited this to its advantage, largely by as-
sociation with Western technological power. The “new” African—wearing
Western attire, bearing Western names, speaking and writing in European
languages, and eating Western food—can now conveniently avoid tradi-
tional religions, opting instead for Christianity or Islam.

Urbanization, too, played a role in changing many views. New cities
emerged during the twentieth century, and older ones grew as well. The
cities have become centers of new opportunities and privileges, in spite of
the problems associated with urban living. Hospitals, schools, and eco-
nomic production centers are concentrated in the cities. To many, migra-
tion to the cities is an opportunity to reject the rural, create some distance
from traditional cultures, and use modern technology and new products.
Cinema halls, electricity, pipe-borne water, extensive interactions with oth-
ers without patriarchal supervision are all part of the package of modernity
offered by cities. To agencies of modernization, such as the Christian mis-
sions and secular governments, the cities enabled them to reach millions of
people with modern communication and transportation facilities. Laws
could be made, and the people could be forced to comply. Newcomers and
the poor saw the elite and successful city-dwellers as models to emulate.
They came to the cities with their established ideas and cultural practices;
however, the space and the venues to live their old ways were limited. Con-
sequently, they explored other avenues, such as attending new churches,
visiting clubs, and participating in other new city cultures. After the Sec-
ond World War, new cultural practices in the cities favored the spread of
Western cultures and Christianity. Consequently, urban Africa today is
imitative of Western culture, even if the elements of traditional and Islamic
religions remain equally strong. Churches and mosques are prominent fea-
tures of the landscape. Western-style attire are fashionable for attending
church and going to the offices.
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The encounter with Islam and Christianity is much more than the
story of the displacement of older indigenous religions. Indeed, many prac-
titioners of indigenous religions might not have interpreted the process as
that of displacement, but as one of accommodation which enabled them to
add other religions to their crowded cosmos. African indigenous religions
exhibit features of flexibility and tolerance which make it easier for their
practitioners to welcome other religions while retaining many of their tra-
ditional values and symbols. This flexibility can be exploited, however, as
in the case of Muslims who, as Lamin Sanneh notes, exploited the situation
to great advantage in constructing a new society based on an Islamic view
of state and religion.7 There are even cases when an ethnic group, in re-
sponse to a series of changes they originally resisted, turned around to modify
their views on the spiritual and sacred meanings of water, body, religious
sites, and others to accommodate secular and scientific interpretations.8 To
a number of converts, the baptism and the sermons that were regarded by
the missionaries as an act of conversion were no more than mere gestures.
Thus, conversion can be accepted and social changes might follow, all with-
out abandoning the “African ways.”

Indigenous religions and cultures have also been used to organize
resistance by African Christians against the mainstream missions. There
are many cases of the use of the elements from indigenous religions and
cultures to redefine Christianity, sometimes in ways that established mis-
sions did not approve of. For instance, in the 1930s, the Gikuyu of Kenya
established the African Orthodox Church, which supported circumcision
and took an anti-European and anti-mission church stance. It was pro-
scribed by the colonial government. Other churches with similar objectives
have been created, and they have recorded success in drawing followers.

Even in more subtle and often disguised forms, resources are drawn
from indigenous religions and worldview to understand and critique the
changing world of the colonial and postcolonial era, partly in order to adapt
to them and partly in order to create a defense mechanism. For instance, in
a nuanced study, Luise White has used vampire stories to explain the African’s
understanding of the colonial system.9 Bloodsucking stories are not restricted
to this era. Even today, people continue to believe that fortune and power
seekers can use other people’s blood for rituals. More generally, schism within
Christianity has been driven in large part by a desire to interpret the reli-
gion along an “African” way that relates things to customs, supports local
leadership, accepts polygamy not as a sin, and in some cases even defends
such a practice as female circumcision. The prophets of the African churches
behave in many ways like the cult leaders of old: they see visions; they
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interpret dreams in ways that indigenous diviners may; their members can
fall into a trance, a sort of spirit possession common in traditional reli-
gions; they have the power to heal by manipulating objects and symbols
such as holy water, incense, ashes, and oils; many do wear white gowns,
adopting the symbolism of the color white in traditional religions; they
encourage the use of ritual dance in sacrifice and worship; and they claim
to have the power to destroy witches and other enemies pursuing their
members.

Rather than totally destroy traditional religions and beliefs associated
with them, Islam and Christianity have actually incorporated many of their
elements. While Islamic preachers may intensely condemn indigenous reli-
gions as paganism, one sees a lot of borrowing from indigenous medicine,
charms, and literature to make Islam more attractive to Africans.10 Songs
for African gods have been adapted into Christian songs, and traditional
dancing steps and drumming have also been adopted. The belief in magic
and witchcraft has been appropriated by many modern churches to retain
their membership and instill some fear in the congregation. The power of
the church pastor to conquer a witch—in ways similar to that of the herb-
alist or diviner of old—is an effective strategy to demonstrate the power of
Jesus Christ and the relevance of Christianity.11 One study has documented
how Luo women borrow strategies from precolonial female spirit posses-
sion to act as leaders in Christian organizations.12 It is the ability to borrow
from existing religious traditions, while criticizing them at the same time,
that has partly enabled Islam and Christianity to endure. In cities where
changes are most noticeable, the blending of old and new beliefs is most
prevalent. Ethnic identities have been consolidated in cities, as people use
ethnicity to create social networks and political associations. Where the
police and the judicial system are weak or inefficient, Africans have turned
to a traditional judicial system to create a new order and peace. Old music
forms are reinvented. Western musical instruments such as the piano and
guitar are used along with African rhythms. Songs are generally composed
in African languages, with occasional code switching with European words
and phrases.

Although Africans have accepted Islam and Christianity, many of the
beliefs and views they express are drawn from traditional religions and cul-
tures. The idea of God can combine elements from the Bible, the Quran,
and the African worldview. The emphasis on community and ethics of
behavior reveal a mix as well. The rejection of religion as abstract and the
emphasis on prayers and sacrifices to solve worldly problems enable the
views of traditionalists. The beliefs by Africans in sorcery, witchcraft, and
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destiny are so similar, irrespective of their religions. The construction of an
afterlife, based on Christian and Islamic ideas, has yet to undermine a be-
lief in the power of ancestors among groups with established practices of
ancestor veneration. Respect for unseen forces, elders, and hierarchies are
drawn, not necessarily from Islam and Christianity, but from established
indigenous values. One observer interprets the tendencies to borrow from
traditional religions as “the coming into being of ‘churches’ which are posi-
tive repudiations of Christianity, even though they use the scaffolding of
the Christian church to erect new structures for the self-expression of the
traditional religion.”13 This view may be considered extreme by a number
of church leaders, but the impact of indigenous religions on (African) Chris-
tian theology cannot be disputed.14

Continuity with the past is pronounced in various aspects of African
religions. Religious symbols and beliefs are strong, some repeating the ideas
of old and some already integrated into Islam and Christianity. Where an-
cestor veneration is ongoing, it is part of the religious practices of old.
Secret societies have been modernized in many areas and their functions
redefined to enable elite members to participate and use them as networks.
The magic component of indigenous religions has yet to disappear. So strong
is the belief in witchcraft and magic in many parts of Africa that one might
assume that changes to established ideas have been minimal. Herbalists,
medicine men, charm makers, and diviners are numerous in cities, indicat-
ing the continuity of medical practices and the belief in supernatural forces.15

Even when elite members say that their preference is for the modern, many
still visit the traditional diviners and healers. Writing in the 1960s, Profes-
sor Bolaji Idowu, one of the most distinguished pioneers in the study of
indigenous religions, remarked on the ability of African converts to tap
into many religious sources, without regarding them as contradictory or
sinful:

It is now becoming clear to the most optimistic of Christian evangelists that
the main problem of the church in Africa today is the divided loyalties of
most of her members between Christianity with its Western categories and
practices on one hand, and the traditional religion on the other hand. It is
well known that in strictly personal matters relating to the passages of life
and the crisis of life, African Traditional Religion is regarded as the final
succour by most Africans. In hospitals, for example, people who, on admis-
sion, have declared themselves Christians, and indeed are ‘practising’ Chris-
tians, have medicine prepared in the traditional way smuggled in to them
simply because, psychologically at least, that is more effective in that it is
consecrated medicine with the touch of the divine healer, in contrast to the



Traditional Religions in Modern Africa 211

Europeans’ mere ‘coloured water’ or mere pills. In matters concerning provi-
dence, healing, and general wellbeing, therefore, most African still look up
to ‘their own religion’ as ‘the way.’16

Writing twenty years earlier, E. G. Parrinder made a similar observation,
highlighting how even members of the Western-educated elite continue to
believe in traditional medicine:

Educated people attribute to witchcraft their failures in work, or seek magi-
cal protection against new diseases. They may use new types of medicine,
but of a magical kind. Many have recourse both to the medicine-man and to
the European-trained doctor. The medicine-man serves as a link with the
village ancestors. He may interpret a patient’s sickness or nightmares as due
to an angry ancestor who has been neglected and demands that money be
sent home to make him offerings.17

The methods of consultation and the type of medicine are not necessarily
the same today, but the belief in witchcraft and charms remains as strong as
ever. The survival of African medicine is no longer in doubt.18 Divination
systems remain strong, and diviners are almost everywhere, already cre-
atively adapted to urban life and the needs of modern occupations.19 In
1978, the World Health Organization called on African governments to
recognize and use traditional medical practitioners. Some governments re-
sponded to this challenge, and a number of efforts have been made to
reform and “professionalize” the occupation of traditional healing.20

The continuation of many indigenous practices means that we still
can locate communities in Africa based partly on older sacred beliefs and
practices. Many aspects of the beliefs have been modified, some proscribed
by laws, and many have been forced to adapt to modern circumstances.
Certainly, worldview and mental orientation remain shaped by older reli-
gions in aspects relating to the meaning of life, origins, death, and many
ideas about the universe. There are hardly places where people do not be-
lieve in the concept of an “evil eye,” the expectation of danger in associa-
tion with some bad people, events, or symbols. Community festivals are
widespread, such as yam festivals, masquerade ceremonies, and a variety of
annual remembrances of ancient gods, such as Ogun among the Yoruba.
Beliefs in spirits are as strong as ever. Where festivals are held, established
practices relating to sacrifice, prayer, communal feasts, and other religious
aspects do occur. Supernatural forces are believed to be everywhere. Beliefs
in a number of gods may have waned in some places, but their symbols
persist, as well as the invocation of their names in moments of dangers. So
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too do the contents and motivations of prayers, including, but not limited
to, a desire to survive, overcome obstacles, live long, and have children
remain as before. Religious workers and mediators, such as diviners, herb-
alists, and priests, all continue to be invested with power to carry prayers to
gods, to use codes and symbols to cure illnesses, and to manipulate sacred
objects for specific events.

The existence of this community and its retention of older beliefs
and practices can be demonstrated in several ways, some so fascinating that
they show the continuity in Africa’s long history and the power of its chang-
ing traditions. First, where communities still subscribe to indigenous reli-
gions, the principles are similar to those outlined in many studies,21 al-
though suggestions that these remain pristine should be ignored. Thus,
there is a belief in a Supreme Being, gods, and spirits; a universe controlled
by greater forces; the need to live a moral life in order to reap rewards now
and in the future; creation myths at the beginning of a very distant past;
ancestor veneration; the power attributed to nature, witches, and other
powerful agencies; and the need to balance the interest of human beings
and nature in the development process. These worldviews continue to be
shaped by the strong assumption that supernatural powers control the uni-
verse and the various human groups residing in it; and that for an indi-
vidual to survive, he or she must function as part of a larger group. More
than the issue of worldview is the actual survival of a number of cultural
practices such as singing, drumming, art, dancing, dressing styles, and oth-
ers. Where people practice their traditional cultures and religions, they no
longer necessarily feel inferior, although the elite among them tend to be
apologetic and defensive. There are priests and religious leaders in charge
of various communities, and the power of these leaders varies from one
region to another, from one cult to another, and from one community to
another. Chiefship and cosmology were connected in precolonial Africa;22

while they have not been totally disconnected, secularization has tended to
undermine the power of traditional leaders, but not destroy them.23

In many parts of West Africa, the annual celebration symbolized by
the masquerade remains rather common. This is the cult of ancestors, which
plays a visible role in some culture groups, such as the Yoruba of Nigeria.24

Where divination and witchcraft are part of the established belief system,
the cults associated with them tend to have continued in many areas. Thus,
the oracle divinity is still widespread in many places. The Yoruba Ifa and its
priests (the Babalawo)25 are featured in many popular dramas and televi-
sion plays, revealing their influence on modern consciousness. In reality,
Ifa and the Babalawo are part of the living traditions and practices. Just as
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many Muslims and Christians continue to patronize the Babalawo, so too
is the desire to participate in cults associated with personal success, as in the
case of Ogun (the god of iron) among Yoruba in such occupations as driv-
ing and blacksmithing. Where some festivals are clearly associated with the
history of a town, they also tend to have survived, and participation actu-
ally cuts along religious lines. The festivals enable the community to come
together, even when people are mere spectators, to renew their commit-
ment to tradition and shared histories.26 The festivals are marked by public
singing and loud drumming in a way that strongly suggests that all at-
tempts by Islamic and Christian missionaries to destroy indigenous use of
songs and drums have been unsuccessful. Indeed, the talking drum re-
mains an integral aspect, not just of religion, but of music and drama, even
of the secularized versions. Magic and medicine are equally powerful. Irre-
spective of their religion and level of access to Western education, a large
percentage of Africans continue to believe in many medical and magical
practices associated with indigenous religions. Many people use herbs, and
consult charm makers and diviners. The idea of the existence of powerful
magic is generally unquestioned, even on university campuses. Be it the
desire for love or the desire for wealth, it is not uncommon to find people
who believe that it can be fulfilled with the use of the right magic.

Second, in modified or redefined ways, indigenous religions shape
many aspects of contemporary culture. Muslims and Christians believe in
witches who can be conquered, not just by the priests of these two mono-
theistic religions, but also by those of the indigenous religions. There is a
strong belief that the manipulation of religious symbols can alter fortunes
and nature. Elite and government officials have paid traditional rainmakers
to stop rain during important celebrations, thereby integrating tradition
with celebration and modernization. Idioms and statements drawn from
indigenous religions are part of the culture of the contemporary world.
Traditional roles assigned to women have largely been retained.27 Indig-
enous religions have been able to adapt even to secularization tendencies,
appropriating nonreligious elements to reform themselves or even to grapple
with changing worldviews. Even the most visible frontier of secularization,
the cities, still show the evidence of indigenous religions in the importance
accorded to herbs and charms, priests and diviners, and many premodern
worldviews that regulate interpersonal relations.

Third, indigenous religions have manifested the ability to modern-
ize. Some elements of religious practices have been presented in such a way
to accommodate Muslims and Christians. Thus, in some Yoruba
cities, Christians and Muslims have participated in community festivals,
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reenactment ceremonies of kinship rituals and power, and even some events
associated with the honor of gods. In the celebration of the rites of passage,
old and new religions are combined in ritual performance, songs, and many
aspects of social arrangements. Burial ceremonies remain the ultimate uni-
fier, as members of the community, however divided by religions, unite to
honor the dead and participate in burial rites.

Modernization can also be seen in the way that indigenous religions
present themselves to the public, a process of self-fashioning that is geared
toward appealing to younger people and the elite. Some are imitative of
Islam and Christianity, as in the building of permanent and modern temples
for gods. Shrines of makeshift objects and huts are giving way to “temples.”
Some ancient shrines have been modernized, with awe-inspiring artistic
decorations, for example, as in the case of Osun Osogbo in western Nige-
ria. Where some gods are “international,” largely because of their spread
during the trans-Atlantic slave trade, some attempts are being made to en-
sure their survival and standardize elements of worship in order to make
them more appealing. Osun, Sango, and Ogun, all Yoruba gods, are ex-
amples of deities that are constantly being modernized in west Africa, South
America, and the United States.28 For instance, a popular book on Ogun,
the god of iron and occupations associated with it (e.g., hunting, war),
claims that its contemporary worshippers number more than forty mil-
lion.29

Fourth, thanks to the school system, indigenous religions are taught
in schools, especially in universities as part of religious studies, anthropol-
ogy, law, or sociology. While the schools are not useful for conversion, they
have been able to present indigenous religions in the context of history,
comparative religions, and cultural development. It is actually in schools
that many youths learn about indigenous religions for the first time; in
other words, it becomes an academic than a practical reality. But even as an
academic enterprise, many have become excited with the new knowledge,
asking their teachers why Africans have abandoned their own gods in pref-
erence for imported ones. According to the late Professor Bolaji Idowu:

Often, they want to stop their teacher and ask him to say precisely in what
way the imported values are better than the indigenous ones, and why ‘we’
cannot bring back the religion of our forbears to its own, refining it, if need
be.30

The development in universities reflects a much broader attitude of
government officials and secular policies, especially in non-Islamic areas.
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Many African governments, in the quest to assert themselves and claim a
connection with Africa’s past, have supported the revival of some aspects of
indigenous religions and cultures.31 They funded programs to revive some
of these aspects, allowed radio and television stations to document and
broadcast festivals and worship, sponsor communal festivals, and even or-
ganize various competitions among youths in schools and towns.

Still, on modernization and change, elite practitioners of indigenous
religions have been embarking upon various moves to universalize and propa-
gate their beliefs. Many methods are being employed. Some are seeking the
means to simplify the religions and make them adaptable to the modern
era. Beliefs are being codified in written forms, in a way that the essentials
of a religion can be communicated and the teaching of priests can be stan-
dardized. Godianism, a religion distilled from African indigenous religions,
is one example, with its leader being able to write speeches and present his
religion as one based on a “holy book.”32 Godianism attempts to reduce the
pantheons by stressing a belief in a Supreme Being. Varieties of Godianism
exist in several parts of Africa, each with its own leader and creed. There are
examples that even preceded Godianism, such as the Church of Orunmila
among the Yoruba, the Aruosa Church among the Edo, and the National
Church of Nigeria and Cameroon. Some die rather quickly, to be replaced
by other leaders and organizations. What unites them is simply the quest to
adapt indigenous religions to the modern age. Some have priests (even
calling them reverends and preachers), hymn books, temples, and an order
of service. Books and articles now exist that explain the various religions,
even the activities of secret societies.33 The imitation of Islamic and Chris-
tian practices also includes the use of modern media and technology to
preach and present the faith. The Islamic and Christian “God” are substi-
tuted with African ones, and local languages are used to preach and pray.
Sacrifices, including the use of animal blood, are integrated with worship.
The move toward modernizing African religions includes rejecting imported
religions, empowering Africans to assume spiritual leadership, and creating
opportunities for the elite to have alternatives to Islam and Christianity.

Certainly, the elite converts to indigenous religions are not as ashamed
as their predecessors, who, on conversion to Christianity, distanced them-
selves from “paganism.” Though few in number, the elite converts are will-
ing to associate freely, convene conferences, and seek time and space in the
public arena. More importantly, they can communicate the principles of
their religions. Today, we have not only scholarly books on indigenous
religions, but also practical-oriented books, hymnals, handbooks on a vari-
ety of subjects, and meditation books. Western technology and education
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are being used to modernize and commercialize old religions. Similarly,
many diviners and herbalists, with or without a Western education, have
become better organized to regulate their profession, standardize the train-
ing of new recruits, commercialize alternative medicine, and seek govern-
ment recognition for their trade. Herbalists demonstrate their craft for a
fee, just as masquerades now do even in secular events, and attend public
conferences.

Fifth, as many societies witness problems of crime and social deca-
dence, especially in the cities, there are increasing calls to borrow certain
elements of indigenous religions to maintain the social and moral order.
Disappointed by what contemporaries see as the moral failure of their age,
rebirth based on religious principles has always been suggested as an op-
tion. To quote Parrinder for the last time:

The greatest danger in African religious life is that the old should disappear,
without some new religious force to take its place. Unchecked individual-
ism, self-seeking, corruption and materialism are the great enemies of mod-
ern Africa. Yet the past has been so thoroughly impregnated with religion
and its ethics that it is difficult to see how an ordered society can be estab-
lished without them.34

He was writing a long time ago, too long for him to know that Islam and
Christianity would become religious forces, but without the ability to es-
tablish “an ordered society” that could satisfy the majority of Africans. Even
a number of Christian and Muslim leaders are driven, no doubt by frustra-
tion, to call for the revival of many older values that are believed to be
positive. Analysts and policymakers who describe themselves as
“neotraditionalists” also seek ethics in indigenous religions to counter the
perceived negative impact of changes coming from abroad. There is hardly
a consensus on the values and ideas that are to be retained, as analysts pick
whatever they find enduring and suitable for present needs. From the point
of view of this chapter, the fact that they are engaging in such a discussion
is an indication that they wish to keep the religions alive in the public and
intellectual arena. As to the specifics, many agree that an ethical system
based on the overall welfare of the community is much better than the
contemporary idea of individualism. As analysts point out, in the past, the
sins of the individual were visited on the kin members and groups, thereby
putting pressure on people to avoid such serious crimes as stealing, adul-
tery, and murder. An individual in trouble was not only punished, but
members of his or her family would suffer a similar fate. They all could be
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ostracized, banished from the town, asked to perform elaborate sacrifices,
and requested to pay heavy fines.35 In contrast, modern societies, ignoring
the teaching of indigenous religions, stress individual success and the ac-
quisition of wealth and power to the detriment of society. While analysts
are correct about the merits and relevance of group identity, it remains
unclear how elements of the past can be duplicated in a competitive mod-
ern economy.

Finally, traditional religions show that they are still of practical value,
not just for the individual but for political leadership, mass-based politics
and war. The link between religion and nationalism is mentioned above,
but there is also a link between religions and contemporary politics and
war. That many politicians and political leaders use charms is no secret.
Indeed, many boast about it and do in fact threaten their opponents with
the possession of powerful magic to destroy them. All wars and major con-
flicts in Africa have involved a reliance on traditional powers of magic and
religious priests. Commenting in 1988, a Mozambican minister remarked
that the liberation wars by his people against the Portuguese demonstrated
not just the survival of traditional religions, but its linkage to the power
structures:

We didn’t realize how influential the traditional authorities were, even with-
out formal power. We are obviously going to have to harmonize traditional
beliefs with political project. Otherwise we are going against things that the
vast majority of our people believe—we will be like foreigners in our coun-
try. I think we are gathering the courage to say so aloud. We will have to
restore some of the traditional structures that at the beginning of our inde-
pendence we simply smashed, thinking that we were doing a good and im-
portant thing. . . . Traditional beliefs are a point of reference for all those
people caught in the middle of the road between Westernization and African
society. In a state of flux like a war, the beliefs become even stronger. This
war of ours has certainly underlined the shortcomings of our choice to ig-
nore those beliefs.36

Stephen L. Weigert has decumented the validity of this remark in a study
that examines the role of traditional religions and ideologies in a number of
wars in the second half of the twentieth century. Weigert’s five case stud-
ies—drawn from Madagascar in 1947, the Mau Mau of Kenya in 1952–
63, the war by the UPC in Cameroon from 1955 to 1970, the conflicts in
the Congo from 1964 to 1968, and the war in Mozambique from 1977 to
1992—are not theologically inspired, but part of anticolonial struggles. In
spite of the secular motivation of the wars, traditional religions played a
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crucial role. Indeed, as he points out, some insurgent movements were
inspired by “traditional religious and revivalist ideas.”37 Thousands of sol-
diers, ordinary ones and commanders, believed in the efficacy of charms
and magic as bulletproof against not just bullets but also spears, knives,
and machetes. In mobilizing people to fight, the leaders pay attention to
religious values and traditions to generate widespread enthusiasm and sup-
port. The connection between religion and nationalism is pretty much es-
tablished, either by the activities of priests and prophets who led the resis-
tance against colonial rule,38 the diviners and charm makers who prepared
charms for soldiers engaged in various wars of liberation, or even scholars
and activists who present traditional religions as alternatives to Christian-
ity and Islam. The effectiveness of a number of insurgent movements, con-
cludes Weigert, “was, in part, due to a creative synthesis of traditional the-
ology and modern techniques of political and military organization.”39

Weigert concludes that:

Modern African military history demonstrates that a substantial body of
African religion and mythology has survived the impact of Western political
institutions, ideology, and military technology. While bullets may never be
turned into water, oppressive alien ideas and their corrupting influence on
indigenous tradition continue to be diluted by those who retain their faith in
ancestral spirits and institutions.40

The belief that the power derived from traditional religions should be
combined with modern weapons remains current, as manifested in the wars
in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and central Africa in the 1990s and the early years
of the twentieth century. To prepare for war, a soldier may consult a spirit
medium, an herbalist, diviners, and charm makers. Morale in battles is
heightened by nonsecular beliefs in the ability to overcome problems. To a
victorious party, success is not simply analyzed as a function of military
strategy and superior weapons, but as the favorable intervention of super-
natural forces. To believe in charms is not necessarily regarded as antisecular.

Because of the relevance of traditional religions to contemporary so-
ciety or for the ideological reason of countering Western domination, ev-
ery generation has produced leading advocates who want Africa to either
reject the two universal religions or retain them without destroying the
indigenous ones. Thus, we have the example of Wilmot Blyden during the
nineteenth century and Léopold Senghor in the twentieth.41 When Kwame
Nkrumah became the first head of independent Ghana in 1957, he sought
to recover the past by using African rituals to open official business. Liba-
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tion and ritual statements were made, instead of the Christian prayer. Lat-
ter-day advocates make similar arguments.42 In order to avoid the extinc-
tion of indigenous religions, they argue, avenues must be created for adap-
tation and modernization with a changing world, most especially with the
imperatives of development, science, and technology.

Perhaps in the years ahead, indigenous religions will decline to a point
that they become impossible to even recognize. So powerful is the ability of
Islam and Christianity to convert and retain its members that indigenous
religions cannot possibly launch a counterattack. Indeed, in most censuses
in African countries, only a minority declare themselves as members of
indigenous religions. Compared with the universal religions, the indig-
enous ones offer little by way of mobility and power, while the intellectual
ideas that sustain them may have become anachronistic in many ways.43 As
a body of coherent system, indigenous religions cannot survive in a society
based on new science, technology, and economies. Cults may disappear,
symbolism may be redefined, and many practices may weaken or disappear
altogether. The linkage between cults and occupations, in a way that reli-
gion has been used to give more power to men than women and establish
control on some products such as iron,44 is severely threatened and de-
stroyed in many instances.

However, ideas, words, and views on many aspects of indigenous re-
ligions, such as magic, witchcraft, spirits, ancestors, and the agency of the
supernatural, will continue to be with Africa for a long time to come, not
simply because they are part of the worldview that modernity has neither
challenged nor destroyed but because the universal religions have also ap-
propriated them. Values, both premodern and modern, are still very much
tied to traditional religions and the related worldview.45 Divination prac-
tices, such as the Yoruba’s Ifa, have the ability to endure, as they continue to
meet the needs of individuals to understand themselves, solve personal prob-
lems, and enable them to peep into an uncertain future. While the power
of kingship is in decline, the legitimacy of the institution still relies on
rituals and tradition.46 African heroes of the past—warrior-priests and
mythological leaders—are still used to construct and consolidate ethnic
nationalism.47 Struggles over land are ultimately tied to local traditions and
religions, while not underplaying commercial considerations.48 The limita-
tions of Western medicine will ensure the survival of alternative medicine.
Not only will diviners and some powerful priests continue to play the role
of counselors and therapists, but charm makers and herbalists will con-
tinue to have clients. The cures for misfortune, failure, “spiritual sickness,”
and others that are hard to explain lie not in the hands of Western-trained
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doctors but with traditional healers. Africans, even those with the highest
educational qualifications, continue to believe that there is science and magic,
and individuals are controlled by destinies. Songs, art, and literature will
continue to profit from the knowledge and information derived from local
cultures and religions.49 Material culture,50 including those with imported
components, are invested with a lot of meaning derived from traditional
sources. Even modern science and technology have not escaped being un-
derstood in some mythical and religious way. Moreover, both Islam and
Christianity will continue to exploit the most beneficial aspects of indig-
enous religions to their advantage. When more and more people reflect on
the capacity of indigenous religions to build community cohesion and en-
sure a more stable social order, they will learn to draw from its positive
elements, while rejecting those that are considered inappropriate to con-
temporary times. Oba Victor Ayeni of Ila-Orangun, a notable Yoruba king
who lived for the greater part of the twentieth century as well as a Christian
convert who actively participated in festivals and the worship of the major
deities, offered an intelligent and pragmatic “secularist” solution to the pres-
ervation of indigenous African religions:

I do not wish that all these traditions should perish, because that is our
history and they provide a link between us and our ancestors. . . . The way to
preserve many of these cultural practices is to present them as “asa” [tradi-
tion] and not as “esin” [worship]. The supernatural elements will have to be
deemphasized to attract followership. If we present and sustain these cus-
toms as a mark of our identity with the past, with our ancestors, and as part
of our history and heritage, not as a religious obligation, then they will sur-
vive. The removal of the orisa (deity) aspects will not make many of these
practices useless or irrelevant. For instance, no one will doubt the beauty, the
thrill, and the amusement associated ordinarily with the Egungun Festival,
even without the religious elements. It is entertaining and interesting to look
at. But when you now say that this is our ancestor coming all the way from
heaven, how do you want me to believe when I know that it is not true. Just
say this is egungun, and I will respect it for that.51

The noted king is providing what appears to be the consensus among many
Africans—the desire to escape the destructive impact of globalization, the
eagerness to purge religions and cultures of elements considered negative,
and the practical policy of being able to draw on a positive cultural heritage
to construct a better society and attain sustainable development. Tradi-
tional religion may be dying, but efforts should be made that what remains
of it should not be in vain.
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“FOLLOW THE RIVER AND FIND THE SEA.”

—A SWAHILI PROVERB

The telling has not been easy. One has to convey in a language that is not
one’s own the spirit that is one’s own. One has to convey the various shades
and omission of a certain thought movement that looks maltreated in an
alien language. I use the word “alien,” yet English is not really an alien lan-
guage to us. It is the language of our intellectual make-up. We are all instinc-
tively bilingual, many of us writing in our own language and in English. . . .
We cannot write like the English. We should not. We cannot write only as
Indians. We have grown to look at the large world as part of us. Our method
of expression therefore has to be a dialect which will someday prove to be
distinctive and colorful as the Irish or the American. Time alone will justify it.1

The focus of this chapter is on the use of the English language and its intersec-
tions with culture, elitism, and power. Most of the broad statements should be
applicable to the majority of African countries, although the data is drawn
from Nigeria. To follow the use of English in Africa is like following a river that
may lead to a sea. We are dealing with a situation of linguistic and cultural
diversity—while English is the official language, the majority of the popula-
tion uses a host of other languages to conduct their various daily activities.

As with the rise of an educated elite, we are dealing with a “new” phe-
nomenon dating only from the mid-nineteenth century. The English language,
in its association with the educated elite, developed slowly. For most of the
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twentieth century it was a language of the minority and it was a powerful
vehicle to express nationalism during the colonial era. As the majority of the
population was disempowered by the inability to use the English language,
they formulated alternative strategies of survival, which included the evolution
of a new form of English, the Nigerian pidgin or “rotten English.” Thus, the
space became crowded with the use of not one English, but various Englishes.
The emerging elite and their use of Englishes also benefited the mother tongues.
Not only were vocabularies invented for local languages that transformed them
into written forms, nationalism began to empower them by advocating their
increasing use in the school system and, after independence, by reducing the
role of English as the official language in preference for local ones. The search
for an alternative or complement to English as the lingua franca has become a
political issue. To recapitulate before embarking on the details, the chapter will
touch upon the following issues:

1. the rise of the use of English language, and its Africanization;
2. the elements of Nigerian English;
3. the development of the Nigerian pidgin; and
4. the search for a lingua franca.

The most common debates relating to the four itemized issues, always posed
and answered in a polemical manner, include the following:

1. Is English the country’s official language?
2. Is English a lingua franca?
3. In what ways and manner should English interact with the hundreds

of Nigerian languages?
4. If the majority of those who use English as a second language may

never be proficient in it, are there alternative languages to be devel-
oped, such as pidgin, or should the various mistakes in English be
accommodated as a Nigerian variant?

5. How can Nigeria create a linguistic identity if language is central to the
identity of many nations? Would the search for a linguistic identity
not move in the direction of rejecting English? How can Nigeria enjoy
“linguistic autonomy” if the English language was originally imposed
on it and the country is yet to develop conditions that will empower it
to either choose an alternative language or market a variant of English
that it eventually finds acceptable?

6. If there is one acceptable international English, should Nigerian En-
glish be recognized in the schools and by examination bodies? If we
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can speak of “Irish English,” “American English,” and “British En-
glish,” why can’t we speak of “Nigerian English”? If Nigerians depart
from a so-called model (e.g., American English or British English) are
they enriching English or bastardizing it? This is an issue that even the
International Corpus of English,2 which aims to develop some univer-
sal or acceptable standards, may not be able to handle.

7. To what extent does the use of English in the country prevent a “lin-
guistic democracy,” that is, create a situation whereby millions of people
are excluded from active participation in public and civic duties be-
cause they cannot use English, since not all Nigerians have the oppor-
tunity to learn English or attain competence in it?

The History and Impact of English in Nigeria

As is to be expected, the spread of English was associated with the expan-
sion of the West in Africa, beginning from the late fifteenth century on-

Figure 11. Language as a sales strategy. Accra, Ghana.
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ward. By the fifteenth century, a rather small circle of traders along the
West African coast began to utilize some words in English. The effective
beginning of the use of the language in Nigeria can be dated to the mid-
nineteenth century, when European missionaries and officials began to ar-
rive in large numbers. As formal schools were established, the English lan-
guage became one of the most important subjects, with syllabi designed to
teach communicative skills and an education based on European classical
traditions.

The spread of Western education assumed a rapid pace in the twenti-
eth century. In the south, Western schools proliferated. Developments in
the north were slower, as Islamic leaders regarded Christian missionaries as
a threat to their religion. However, after 1940, the north changed its atti-
tude and also began to sponsor English in the schools. When power began
to pass to Nigerians from the 1950s onward, the spread of Western schools
and English became one of the most successful achievements of the era.
English eventually became the official language, and it has had to interact
with local languages.

The impact of English cannot be overemphasized, as it permeates
various aspects of society. Originally, it began as the language of commerce,
a role that has ensured for it a permanent place in society. Language and
culture often spread together. In this case, English was the agent that intro-
duced Western forms in food, attire, sports, and entertainment. Very quickly,
the distinction between the city and the village, the educated and the un-
educated revolved around the issue of language and culture. As villages and
the uneducated represented “backwardness” or “primitiveness,” the acqui-
sition of English and European ways of life came to represent “civilization”
and “modernization.”

Moreover, English became the language of both the mission and the
school system. The pioneers used it as a medium to teach and also as a
curricular subject. Both roles have survived, even when local languages are
not ignored, especially at the elementary level. Even in the north, where
Hausa served as the medium in lower elementary grades, English has be-
come important as a medium. At the secondary level, a pass in English is
mandatory to secure jobs or pursue higher studies.

As the British established their political influence in Lagos in the
mid-nineteenth century and subsequently imposed colonial rule, English
became the language of administration and politics. For Nigerians to par-
ticipate in the new institutions and agencies of government and change,
the acquisition of English became a key requirement. Thus, English be-
came associated with the needs and register of change, progress, and devel-
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opment. English became one of the determinants for establishing a new
stratification and new hierarchies, with the result that members of the edu-
cated elite enjoyed greater visibility and dominance.

The link between English and religion remains. While Nigerian lan-
guages are the choice in many churches, English has not been abandoned for
worship and sermons in many cities and in various heterogeneous settings
such as college campuses and police barracks. European and American evange-
lists and their Nigerian followers preach in English; their sermons are quickly
translated to a Nigerian language, often in a rather literal manner.

English, Elite Power, and Politics

For the emerging educated elite, English has been not just a language for
communication, but also a source of power. It enhances political participa-
tion, the cultivation of elitism, and the articulation of the ideas of nation-
alism and progress. In other words, English facilitates self-definition and
politics. The ability to communicate in English became one of the defining
characteristics of this elite. And during the nineteenth century, many also
adopted an English lifestyle.

During colonial rule, the elite profited from English by using it to
express political demands. Nationalism and the fight for independence in-
volved the use of English to make various demands, to formulate new con-
stitutions, to organize political parties, and to develop new media outlets
to express political positions and publicize manifestos.

The northern elite was slow in accepting this language. Originally, it
believed that English and European culture would undermine the Islamic
religion and the power base of its intelligentsia.3 However, by the 1950s,
the Islamic elite had come to accept the dominant role that English and
Western education would play in the modernization of Nigeria. The north-
ern elite also formed political parties and worked toward the expansion of
modern education, not only to empower their citizens but to prevent domi-
nation by southerners.

In the 1940s, when nationalism intensified, the use of “bookish En-
glish” became a weapon to mobilize the masses. When Nnamdi Azikiwe
joined the political landscape, part of his fame derived from his compli-
cated and convoluted expressions. Azikiwe went back to the Victorian style
of the nineteenth century to dress short statements in inflated language.

Soon after independence, the country began to be governed by the
military, essentially comprising officers who were less educated than the
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leading politicians they overthrew. While they could conduct private trans-
actions in Hausa and other local languages, they were more likely to com-
municate with people in English. A revised constitution designed to trans-
fer power from the military to civilians assumed that federal legislators would
at least be proficient enough to communicate in English. As of now, be-
tween 20 and 30 percent of the population can use English very well. The
qualification for this social group includes the ability to use English with
an acceptable level of competence. The connection between language and
power is not peculiar to Nigeria: in other multi-ethnic African societies
with many languages, those who control the use of European languages
tend to argue that they are modernizers.4

English is much more visible in the legal system, the media, and the
formal sectors of society. The print media with a national or regional orien-
tation is usually in English. The legal codes are written in English, and the
official language in many formal courts is English. Even where a Nigerian
language is used for official transactions, most minutes are recorded in
English. Candidates seeking elective offices may speak in a Nigerian lan-
guage for effect, but they know that they have to translate what they say
into English if they want the media to report them. Older and newer cities,
becoming more and more homogenous, depend partly on English for their
diverse dwellers and outsiders to communicate, especially in market situa-
tions.

The Africanization of English

English has been Africanized by way of innovations, experimentations, code-
switching, departures in themes and styles, the impact of culture, and the
numerous limitations and challenges of bilingualism. Nigerian English can
claim to be part of what is now called “world Englishes.”5 Time and again,
the “nativization” of English is made clear in many African literary texts.
Chinua Achebe’s work has been used as an example. Qouting from a com-
monly cited novel, the Arrow of God (1964), Achebe starts with an
Africanized presentation of a man who wanted to send his son to church:

I want one of my sons to join this people and be my eyes there. If there is
nothing in it you will come back. But if there is something there you will
bring back my share. The world is like a Mask dancing. If you want to see it
well, you do not stand in one place. My spirit tells me that those who do not
befriend the white man today will be saying, “had we known” tomorrow.
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Then, Achebe, writing as a commentator and using non-Nigerian English,
recreates the same idea in another way:

I am sending you as my representative among these people—just to be on
the safe side in case the new religion develops. One has to move with the
times or else one is left behind. I have a hunch that those who fail to come to
terms with the white man will regret their lack of foresight.6

And he compares both statements by saying that:

The material is the same. But the form of the one is in character and the
other is not. It is largely a matter of instinct but judgement into it.7

Language usage has taken many forms when expressing creativity, as
the Indian scholar in the opening remark has noted: to create an indepen-
dent canon that is both “decolonized and demythologized”; to combine
two or more languages, as in pidgin discussed below; and to write English
in the idioms of local languages, as in the works of Amos Tutuola.8

If the initial goal of the European missionaries was for Africans to
receive minimal education and acquire basic use of the language, Nigerians
turned English into an expression of political power. It became a vehicle to
create new cultures and to impose the context of multilingualism and plu-
ralism on a foreign language. English has had to relate with hundreds of
local languages, complementing and competing with them. The need for
language choice and policy inevitably arises.

As English inevitably interacted with African languages, a “nativization
process” began, leading to what can be called “Nigerian English.” Code-switch-
ing and loan words are manifestations of this “nativization.” Two forms of
“nativization” are prevalent. The first is lexical and structural (including syntac-
tical, morphological, and phonological) features present in Nigerian languages
are imposed on English. Second, the creative use of English is dependent on
the reservoir of knowledge derived from local languages and culture.

A variety of Englishes has developed over time, sometimes discussed
in relation to a so-called standard model. Not all variants of English are
intelligible to so-called international speakers or “native speakers.” Some
variants have emerged in the process of interacting with one or more of the
over four hundred local languages. Nigerian English can also include gram-
matically correct usages that employ local words as part of code-switching:
“they” instead of “he” or “she” to denote respect for an elderly person; and
the use of gender-neutral pronoun such as “they” when “he” or “she” is
meant. As many cultures have no words for uncle, nephews, nieces, and
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cousins, the language of sibling (sister, brother) or “relatives” may be used
instead. Prepositions may be incorrect, and the use of definite and indefi-
nite articles can also be wrong.

Even when the English is correct by any standard, there is the issue of
accent. “S” can be pronounced as “sh” in many settings and “th” as “d” in some
others. There are identifiable Nigerian accents, which may be misinterpreted
by non-native speakers as mispronounciation or the bad use of words and
phrases. To further complicate the matter, Nigerian accents are heterogeneous.
Very clearly, the Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba pronounce many words in different ways.9

How the variants should be developed, especially in schools, has been
a problem. Some policymakers assume that there can be only one standard
English and that the variants represent errors which should be corrected.
Both the public and specialists think otherwise, actually insisting that so-
called errors should be acceptable. Indeed, the corpus of Nigerian Englishes
is being gathered, in part to avoid penalizing students in major examina-
tions. Ultimately, such local differences will constitute the formation of
grammars and dictionaries that can standardize Nigerian English.

Essentially, three principal forms of Nigerian English have been iden-
tified: Contact English, Victorian English, and School English.10 Contact
English evolved through a creolization process involving the use of “bro-
ken English” or pidgin. “Broken English” is an attempt to grapple with the
use of English with a limited vocabulary and without following the stan-
dard rules of grammar. It has been identified with coastal Nigerians who
came in contact and wanted to communicate with English-speaking people.
While it has been superseded by pidgin, it is still used in plays to depict
local people who are fascinated with English and want to impress people
with their false competence in it. Words are elongated for effect (e.g., “sur-
prise” can become “surprisation”), plurals are confused (e.g., “he have” in-
stead of “he has”), verbs are swapped with nouns, and pronounciations are
distorted (e.g., “fader” instead of “father”).11

With respect to Victorian English, Ayo Bamgbose associated this with
the English adopted by the mid-nineteenth-century Lagos elite, whose cul-
ture has been brilliantly analyzed by Michael Echeruo. These were pioneer
professionals, many of whom were liberated slaves returning from Brazil.
In Lagos, they constituted the pioneer educated elite, an “upper class of
civilized Africans.”12 In their language choice and style, they displayed eru-
dition, familiarity with the classics, use of compound words, and long and
convoluted sentences. Bamgbose points out that the tradition actually sur-
vived the colonial period. Just to take one example, drawn from the well-
known Onitsha market literature, Veronica My Daughter:13
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I must advise you Madam to let your conversational communication possess
a cherified consciousness and cogency, let your entamporaness discernment
and unpermited expectation have intangibility, veroness and versity. Avoid
pomposity, proticity, verbosity and rapacity.14

Yet another example:

As I was decending from declivity yesterday, with such an excessive velocity,
I suddenly lost the centre of my gravity and was precipitated on [a]
macamadized throughfare.15

The third variant of Nigerian English is School English or the En-
glish of the school. As has already been pointed out, it began with the
missionaries during the nineteenth century, based on the use of the hym-
nal, sermons, and the primer. The assumption was that the “natives” must
be introduced to language in its basic, simplified elements. Sentences are
short and straight to the point.

The consensus among linguists is that the current standard Nigerian
English is derived from a combination of the three varieties. The emerging
characteristics of this standard Nigerian English include the following:16

1. linguistic nativization: “This includes substitution of Nigerian language
vowels and consonants for English ones, replacement of stress by tone,
pluralization of some non-count nouns, introduction of culture-spe-
cific vocabulary items, back formation, semantic shift, different verb-
preposition combinations.”17

2. pragmatic nativization: “The rules of language use typical of English
in native situations have been modified under pressure from the cul-
tural practices of the Nigerian environment. Hence Nigerian English
replicates numerous indigenous greetings: Welcome, Well done, Sorry,
Thanks for yesterday, Safe journey, How? Till tomorrow, etc. Modes of
address are formalized to reflect social status and age, with the result
that offense may be taken if multiple titles (e.g., Alhaji Honourable
Chief Dr. A) are abridged and someone addressed as ‘My dear father’
may be no more than an elder in one’s village, not in the least bit
related to the speaker.”18

3. creative nativization: “It manifests itself in two ways: first, expressions
are coined to reflect the Nigerian experience or world view. Expres-
sions such as to take in (to become pregnant), been-to (one who has
travelled abroad, particularly to England), sufferhead (a luckless per-
son), arrangee (someone employed in illegal currency deals), four-one-
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nine (a dupe) are coined. Second, authentic Nigerian native idiom is
translated into English in such a way as to reflect the mood of the
situation or character.”19

4. drawing from the Bible: Many phrases and words are drawn from the
Bible, and used in literary discourse as proverbs and idioms for empha-
sis, and to make arguments.20

5. the influence of “Americanism”: Owing to the growing influence of
the American media, movies, videos, and the Internet, American vo-
cabulary and expressions are spreading, with a number of American
ones now either being interchanged with Nigerian-English words or
being accepted as alternative choices. However, teachers still have to
contend with what is right or wrong. For instance, “all manuals on
English teaching in Nigeria insist on the infinitive with to in such ex-
pressions as help to train, enable someone to achieve, and that it is wrong
to say help train, and enable someone achieve; but these stigmatized forms
are correct American English.”21

6. descriptive labels may overlap: “Among such labels are overclarification
or tautologization, rationalization, cross-interference or contamination,
phrasal contraction, lexical metathesis or free collocations, semantic
generalization, agglutination, arbitrariness (for example, in the selec-
tion of articles and signs), indiscrimination (for example, between for-
mality and informality), transitivization and intransitivization.”22

As to how to treat the acceptability of Nigerian English, opinions are
divided, and the politics of what English to teach in Nigerian schools will
never be easy to resolve. A tiny elite will continue to push for a so-called
international variety—the variety used by the British Broadcasting Corpo-
ration or another acceptable “international model.” However, the majority
will opt for the promotion of “Nigerian English” with a recognizable vo-
cabulary and grammar. The various examination boards in the country will
have no choice but to accept the peculiarities of English as a second lan-
guage. English lacks a so-called international norm. Indeed, it may be ar-
gued that its success derives in part from its great flexibility, the opportu-
nity for various places in different parts of the globe to adapt the language
to their own needs.

Written English may be easier to understand than spoken English.
The oral English in Durham, New Hampshire, and that in Ibadan, Nige-
ria, will continue to differ, even be mutually unintelligible in some circum-
stances. But the vocabulary of English can be shared by a greater number of
people, even if various national forms do emerge. A number of researchers
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are doing “corpus research,” collecting data on “variants” used locally in
Nigeria, and comparing them to model forms. A few among them have
been reaching the conclusion that the “variants” should be acceptable.

English and Nigerian Languages

Nigerian languages have also benefited from English, as they have bor-
rowed many words such as technical terms, dates, and names for imported
objects. Bilingualism has become common, especially among the educated
elite. This in turn has made code-switching much more widespread all over
the country: English can be inserted into local languages and vice-versa. A
number of loan words have become so indigenized that even locals do not
know that they are foreign. Some others may be of more recent origin and
recognizable, such as the Yoruba words for computer (komputa), television
(telifison), tailor (telo), and radio (redio). Technical words tend to be loan
words, such as the components of a car, train, or computer. Among other
major impacts of English are:

1. The prevalence of “English-induced structures.”
2. The sound-systems of a number of local languages are modified in

bilingual situations, “leading, for example, to the introduction of non-
indigenous sound patterns, e.g., English ‘p’ for Yoruba ‘kp’ in palo
(parlour), pepa (paper), peeni (pen), or English consonant clusters in
place of insertion of Yoruba epenthetic vowels: minista instead of minisita
(minister), bredi instead of buredi (bread), boos instead of boosi (bus).”23

3. Code-mixing: English words can be inserted into a Nigerian language
syntax. Ayo Banjo and others have studied this usage, noting how En-
glish syntax structures are even adapted to the Nigerian language. En-
glish loan words are used in a way that conforms to the syntax of the
Nigerian language. To be specific: “an English modifier-noun struc-
ture is converted to Yoruba non-qualifier structure (e.g. my cousin be-
comes cousin mi), the past tense morpheme is dropped from English
verbs (e.g. he transferred his services becomes o transfer services e) and
Yoruba aspect markers are transferred to English verbs (e.g. they are
planning to go to London becomes won n plan ati lo si London).”24

Code-mixing is the most commonly observed of the three, used ex-
tensively in informal and day-to-day communications in various settings.
Code-mixing involves borrowed lexical items and vocabulary, so that two
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languages or two codes are used to produce a message. The grammar of the
indigenous language is adjusted to accommodate the foreign elements of
English, but the deviation from what is standard is clearly observable. These
borrowed words may actually become, over time, part of the indigenous
vocabulary. A few words, phrases, or terminologies in English can be in-
serted into any Nigerian language. For instance, it is common to hear “bawo
ni matter yen”—“how is that matter?” A bilingual or multilingual person
may switch from one language to the other, drawing from the following:
part of an English sentence (e.g., “examine the matter” or “consider all the
circumstances”); one word as verb, noun, or adjective (e.g., milk, com-
puter, honestly, brilliant); and discourse markers (e.g., immediately, ac-
cording to). Even speakers of the same language can code-mix in some
circumstances: if certain words are necessary to clarify a point; when they
use different dialects of the same language and code-mixing will facilitate
understanding; if the facilities in their own languages are limited for what
they want to say; if speakers want to use certain words in English to show
status or disguise their inability to actually use English on an impressive
scale; or if there is a lack of fluency in any of the two languages being code-
mixed. Although the advocates of the use of standard English or Nigerian
languages see code-mixing as bad, it does expand the opportunity to use
language in a more creative or accessible manner. Also, it enriches the domi-
nant language. However, there is no consistency to a code-mixed language
as two people may not use one sentence or code-mix in the same way.

The Nigerian languages have benefited from their contacts and inter-
actions with English. While borrowing words from English to adapt to
modern society, Nigerian languages have retained their syntax. The major
Nigerian languages will continue to expand, as more bilingual and multi-
lingual speakers are created and as they attain greater sophistication in re-
search and teaching at all levels of the education system.25 At the local levels
and in day-to-day transactions in many parts of the country, the language
of choice will continue to be a Nigerian language. Other than in formal
settings, Nigerian languages are very much in use on college campuses,
government agencies, and businesses. Indeed, it is unusual for members of
the same language group to converse in a language other than their own.
Situations which call for the use of English tend to be formal. Where two
people can use the same language (say, Yoruba or Hausa) and they speak in
English, it may be an indication of tension or conflict between them.
Among the Ibiobio, it may mean that one of the parties wants to tell a lie!
In the cities, where multilingualism is the rule, people use English only
when it is the only appropriate language to use. In the north, for instance,
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it is more than clear that the preference is for Hausa, even when both par-
ties are able to communicate in English. Where migrants from the same
area live in the same neighborhood, as in the “Hausa Quarters” in the
south, the major language of communication among the members is their
“mother tongue,” and they use English or pidgin only in transactions with
non-members.

It is also clear that some features of English and Nigerian languages
do differ. Nigerian languages have the features of the “mother tongue”: in a
monolingual context, the “mother tongue” meets most of the needs of the
speaker, it is the most connected with culture, and it facilitates social and
occupational requirements. On the other hand, English is a “second lan-
guage”: the user conducts only part of her/his communication in English;
and most people have to go to school in order to acquire the requisite skills
in the language.

The Pidgin

Pidgin started as a language of oral communication among people with
limited or no formal education, and blossomed into a vehicle to express
humor in the media. Later, it was extensively used for news broadcasts, and
more recently to express very serious ideas in poems, books, drama, and
other important media. It is a combination of a local language with En-
glish—a creolization which can produce its own speakers and set of rules.
Words are constantly borrowed from English, but packaged in ways that
are different from English. The lexis may be expanded to cope with words
that do not exist in local languages, like computer and biochemistry. En-
glish syntax may be appropriated for effect or simply to make sense. For
instance, “make sure” becomes “mek una sure se.” Pidgin can be described
as a language in the process of creolization. After creolization, will pidgin
de-creolize to become a language in competition with English?

As “proper English” spread, so too did pidgin. In written forms, its
use was rather slow. An eighteenth-century document by Antera Duke is
perhaps the first indication that English could be combined with a local
language. As with other pidgins, it probably started as a “makeshift” lan-
guage between two people who used different languages. Perhaps the vo-
cabulary was limited in the beginning, but sufficient to conduct trade and
a minimal level of interaction. It was perhaps the first opportunity by many
Nigerians living along the coast to acquire some English words: in other
words, to embark upon a process of learning another language. What
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emerged as “Nigerian pidgin” is a language with a Nigerian grammar and
an English vocabulary. The original areas of use were Warri, Sapele, Cala-
bar, and Port Harcourt, all areas along the coast. We may never know the
history of the emergence of pidgin, but we do know that it became fairly
established by the first half of the twentieth century. In the 1950s and
1960s, Frank Aig-Imoukhuede and Dennis Osadebay, two pioneer mod-
ern poets, used pidgin to compose a few poems. Soft-sell gossip publica-
tions, such as the Lagos Weekend, realized that pidgin gave them greater
sales figures.

If pidgin started as the “English” of the underclass, its influence be-
gan to spread and become noticeable from the 1970s onward. In ways that
may appear rather curious, members of the supposedly educated class, no-
tably university students and civil servants in many parts of the south, also
began to use it. In one sense, such an extensive use of pidgin is an indica-
tion of the failure of a new generation to use the English language in a
proper manner. In other words, the correctness in the use of pidgin dis-
guises the failure to be effective in English. Unlike with English, the rules
of pidgin are less restrictive, can be broken without sanctions, and the user
is not stigmatized on the basis of accent or word mingling. Since the mid-
1980s, the quality of education has declined, even at the university level.
From the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, the ability
to speak correct English was associated with the educated elite. Indeed, the
very definition of appropriate English was associated with them. At the
close of the twentieth century and today, that association is no longer ap-
propriate, as more and more educated people take to the use of pidgin.

However, if a number of elite members have taken refuge in pidgin to
hide their incompetence in English, there is a tiny group that has turned to
pidgin not because their English is limited but because they see it as the
best means to reach a larger audience. Well-known poets, singers, and play-
wrights adopted the use of pidgin to communicate their ideas. Fela
Anikulapo-Kuti, the country’s music legend, used nothing other than pid-
gin. Ken Saro Wiwa, who became internationally famous following his
execution by the military regime of General Abacha in 1995, also put pid-
gin to good use. Even in dignifying pidgin, its “ruralness” is always empha-
sized, as it is used to represent the voice of the semiliterate or illiterate.
When educated people use it, it is sometimes to indicate a free or informal
setting. Among the popular works in pidgin are those by M. J. Vasta, F.
Aig-Imoukhuede, and Ken Saro-Wiwa,26 popular plays include those by
Tunde Fatunde,27 and a book of proverbs in pidgin has also been pub-
lished.28 In these and other creative works, pidgin enables the author who
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is competent in English to use pidgin for humor, depict so-called illiterate
characters, ridicule people, and make comments on power.

Pidgin has been successful in competing with English in different
settings. First, in heterogeneous cities with representatives of various local
languages, pidgin has been a better unifier than English. Thus, one can get
by in Port Harcourt, Lagos, Sapele, Abuja, and Warri, to mention some
large cities, by being able to use pidgin.

Second, in the electronic media, most notably the radio, the use of
pidgin has ensured lively programs, grassroots ideas, and mass appeal. It
sustains interesting drama series and documentaries. If acting in English
requires too much memorization, the use of pidgin enables actors to be
spontaneous, to add to the scripts as they go through them. State radio and
television stations, notably in the southeast, use pidgin to broadcast gov-
ernment programs. “How Una See Am?”29 is one such television program
on public opinion. Public announcements and propaganda are often con-
ducted in pidgin, as in the following examples:

Pidgin Help Nigeria make your life better
English Help Nigeria to make your life better
Pidgin Oya! Quicki comot dat rice, sell am make all man see wack
English Resolve now! Stop hoarding rice; sell them so that all can eat.

Third, pidgin is the language that sustains communication at the lowest
rungs of the ladder in the civil service, judiciary, army, police, and govern-
ment agencies.

Should pidgin be recognized as an official variant of English or an
independent language? There are those who argue that a pure pidgin can
be developed, with rules that all users will respect.30 Some have even gone
further to suggest that it should be adopted as the country’s official lan-
guage, or used temporarily as the official language pending the ratification
of another one, because more people are able to speak pidgin than English.
In other words, it can be treated as a “national language” since its use is
more widespread among people of various ethnic groups. There are critics
of pidgin, though, some saying that since it is not widely used in many
parts of the north or in villages, it should not be promoted. A number of
educators complain that pidgin stands in the way of the correct learning of
English, makes it hard to distinguish the educated from the illiterate, and is
inadequate to express great literary ideas. Linguists remain divided on the
status of pidgin. To B. O. Elugbe and A. P. Omamor, it is a unique lan-
guage, different from English.31 Indeed, there are those who can use only
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pidgin, rather than English, as their mother tongue,. In this case, they can
be treated as different from bilingual speakers who can use pidgin and En-
glish. Nevertheless, there are many English words in pidgin, as well as ex-
tensive code-switching. A. Adetugbo would argue otherwise, saying that
pidgin is too closely tied to English; in other words, it is a variant of En-
glish.32 Agreeing with this position, another linguist, E. Bamiro, has con-
cluded that “it is a basilectal [i.e., less desirable] form” of English.33 One
thing that is clear is that in its written form, especially among educated
writers, pidgin reads like English, which strongly suggests a process of
decreolization.

The Politics of Lingua Franca

The role of English and the search for a local substitute have been the
subject of protracted debate. This often cantankerous argument sometimes
moves into the realm of politics and public policy. The problem is that
Nigeria is a multiethnic and diverse society with hundreds of languages
and ethnic groups. This heterogeneity creates the need to resolve a number
of complicated issues in politics, culture, language, and development. Lan-
guage resources are very much connected to culture, identity, national co-
hesion, and development. To manage these resources, clear policies have to
be formulated. In Nigeria, many of the policies relate to language choice,
the development of “national languages,” and the place of English. We lack
accurate figures on the number of Nigerians who can use English to com-
municate on a day-by-day basis. However, it is clear that in many areas
where the population is homogenous, people tend to be monolingual. The
argument of those who are opposed to English as a lingua franca is that the
monolingual population is excluded from aspects of culture and develop-
ment that are dependent on English.

To some critics, English is the language of domination, colonialism,
and imperialism. At one level, it allows the West to dominate Africa. At
another level, it enables an elite to dominate the country. Many defenders
of culture and tradition think that the use of English is undermining the
preservation and practices of home-grown institutions. As a fundamental
agent in the creation of an elite, English is blamed for dividing society.
Some of these critics call for a war against English in order to prevent the
extinction of Nigerian languages, preserve the country’s cultural heritage,
and develop the country. They will even go further to say that the use of
English causes the alienation of Nigerians from their culture, assimilates
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them to a foreign culture in a subservient manner, and prevents the social-
ization of Nigerian youth into their own culture. This cluster of “schizo-
phrenic arguments” is based on fear: the fear that English makes Nigerians
insecure in its use and adoption and that it represents a danger to indig-
enous resources and creativity.

A “technical” argument has also been made against English: the ma-
jority of non-native speakers can never be competent in it. The decline of
teaching and competence in the use of English cannot be denied. This can
be attributed to the decline in education standards in general, the lack of
teaching resources, the limited opportunity to use English outside the school
system, and the low morale among the population as graduates find it hard
to get jobs. This argument relates to “linguistic democracy,” which is that a
high number of Nigerians cannot use English to empower themselves or
become more competitive in the market place.

A prominent literary figure, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, has waded into the
debate, calling the use of English in the first place an abnormality that is so
damaging in its impact that Africans now ignore their own languages to
generate relevant literature.34 He is not alone in making a case for the use of
African languages to produce literary works for Africans, although most of
the celebrated writers continue to use European languages.35 The principal
justification is usually nationalism: the language most suitable for Africans
should be the one their ancestors “invented.”

There are those who speak in defense of English,36 arguing that En-
glish cannot be treated as a mere guest. Some tend to suggest that there is
no useful language to adopt for the nation other than English. Thus, sug-
gestions are made to strengthen the teaching of English, based on the as-
sumption that Nigerians actually do not have much of a choice other than
to use this language for interaction, mobility, and globalization. To many,
English is crucial to the country’s development, for it makes it easy to im-
port ideas in various areas, most notably in science, computers, and engi-
neering.

There are those who argue for complementarity, that is, the promo-
tion of English and local languages at the same time. While not necessarily
dismissing many of the nationalist claims of those opposed to English, they
merely argue that local African languages can be promoted and English can
be “tamed” to serve the same or similar purpose as the mother tongues. To
cite Chinua Achebe once again:

Those of us who have inherited the English Language may not be in a posi-
tion to appreciate the value of the inheritance. Or we may go on resenting it
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because it came as part of a package deal which included many other items
of doubtful value and the positive atrocity of racial arrogance and prejudice
which may yet set the world on fire. But let us not in rejecting the evil throw
out the good with it. . . . [T]he African writer should aim to use English in a
way that brings out his message best without altering the language to the
extent that its value as a medium of international exchange will be lost. He
should aim at fashioning out an English which is at once universal and able
to carry his peculiar experience. . . . I have in mind here the writer who has
something new, something different to say. The nondescript writer has little
to tell us, anyway, so he might as well tell it in conventional language and get
it over with. If I may use an extravagant simile, he is like a man offering a
small, nondescript routine sacrifice for which a chick or less will do. A seri-
ous writer must look for an animal whose blood can match the power of the
offering.37

The proponents of a bilingual approach argue that the use of Nige-
rian languages is best in rural areas, and English should not even be used to
announce government policies or assist the farmers with new ideas. Simi-
larly, leading educators argue that Nigerian languages should be used as the
medium of instruction in the early years. “It is our thesis,” argued A. Babs
Fafunwa, a leading educator and one-time minister of education, “that if
the Nigerian child is to be encouraged from the start to develop curiosity,
manipulative ability, good spatial visualization, spontaneous flexibility, origi-
nality, initiative, industry, manual dexterity and mechanical comprehen-
sion, he should acquire these skills and attitudes through his mother tongue
which is the most natural way to learn. This is the way the children in
Europe and America learn.”38

The place of English and Nigerian languages in the country has raised
a variety of issues, some even calling it a dilemma of language choice. Con-
siderations involve the interjection of nationalism and ethnicity, and some-
times revive the complicated politics of division in the country. From the
point of view of the government wishing to avoid political disharmony, the
country has to be multilingual, and its policies and programs must reflect
this reality. However, there are those who argue that English should be the
only official language. Others argue that the three most widely spoken Ni-
gerian languages—Yoruba, Hausa, and Igbo—should become official lan-
guages and be vigorously promoted. And still others go further to suggest
the adoption of one language, Hausa, as the official language.

Most of the discussions, especially in the media, tend to be highly
politicized. The common opinions include the following: that all Nigerian
languages be developed, that all the Nigerian languages be officially
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recognized, and that English be promoted along with all or a few Nigerian
languages. Since the promotion of languages ultimately involves the schools,
funding considerations (e.g., recruitment of teachers and teaching equip-
ment) mean that not all options can be pursued.

Attacks on the adoption of English as the official language are based
on nationalistic and cultural considerations. To those who see English as a
colonial language, its continued use has been a reminder of that era and a
continuation of Western domination. Thus, they tend to argue that an
alternative Nigerian language is desirable, adding that the use of a Nigerian
language will promote indigenous cultures, promote intergroup relations,
and unite the various parts of the country.39

When we leave polemics and considerations based on nationalism
aside, there remain problems in the “conversion” of Nigerian languages to
“official” ones. Some are technical: not all Nigerian languages have been
studied, not all have standard orthographies, and some have not even ac-
quired a written form. To overcome these three problems, the government
has to spend more money on language research. There is also the issue
of language size and the number of languages. The number is more
than 400, and many of these are used by groups with small popula-
tions. The most widely used are Yoruba, Hausa, and Igbo, but there is
no accurate information on the number of people who communicate
in each of them. There are also minority languages spoken by large
groups of people, notably Ijo, Edo, Fulfulde, Ibibio, Tiv, Igala, Kanuri,
and Nupe. It is likely that 60 percent of the population belongs to the three
major language groups, and Hausa probably has the most speakers. In terms
of development, the three major languages are the most advanced, includ-
ing the metalanguage which has been used to write science and mathemat-
ics textbooks.

Whether a Nigerian language represents a small or big group, or has
technical advantages or not, has not minimized the intense discussion about
a lingua franca or the political relevance of language. Most languages do
accompany the definition of identity and ethnicity. As each group struggles
to maintain its ethnicity and identity, it protects its language and tends to
see the choice of another language in schools as an attempt at domination.
Minority groups tend to think that the promotion of Hausa, Igbo, and
Yoruba is grossly unfair to them. Among the majority groups, each resents
any suggestion that a language other than theirs should become the official
one. Thus far, there is no indication that the majority of Nigerians will
accept any choice made for them by the government.
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The answers to minimizing the role of English include the choice of
one or more Nigerian languages, the adoption of pidgin, or even the cre-
ation of an artificial language. Only a brief review of the various proposals
is possible in a short essay. The suggestions on the choice of a Nigerian
language vary a great deal. Some want to use a minority language—even
one that is yet unwritten—because they think that it will remove the fear of
political domination associated with the choice of one of the three major lan-
guages. Of the three major Nigerian languages, Hausa is usually mentioned as
the most acceptable because more Nigerians use it than any other language.

Pidgin is arguably the most popular choice after the suggestion of the
adoption of Hausa. Its advocates say that it is widely used in many parts of
the country, no ethnic group can lay claim to it, its grammar and phonol-
ogy are indigenous, and it is accessible to both the educated and the un-
educated. To the critics, pidgin has a limited vocabulary, its orthography is
undeveloped, and its use is associated with the poor.

Regarding the adoption of an artificial language, the most creative
suggestion has been to collapse many words in all Nigerian languages and
use them to create a new orthography and national language. One sugges-
tion is the creation of Guosa, a combination of twenty-two Nigerian lan-
guages made by one Igbineweka who also created a short dictionary of his
new language. Linguists have criticized this for its inadequate vocabulary
and absence of rules of grammar. An artificial language is also disconnected
from identity and ethnicity.

A minority opinion has gone to the extent of abandoning all Nige-
rian languages for Swahili, a lingua franca in East Africa. Wole Soyinka
argued in 1977 that Swahili was appropriate because it is indigenous to
Africa, widely used in East Africa, and its grammar is developed. Not only
is the suggestion unpopular, but Swahili is not connected to any identity
group in Nigeria. It could be useful as a language for all Africans if there is
ever a need to promote continental unity.

Indeed, because of the failure to accept one Nigerian language, the
status of English is enhanced—politically, it is a “neutral language,” neutral
in the sense that it does not belong to any one ethnic group. The most
commonly expressed opinion is that English will forever remain a comple-
mentary language to the well-established local languages such as Yoruba,
Hausa, and Igbo. Policy options tend to be presented as English plus one
or more local languages. Advocates of the use of English as a second lan-
guage believe that both English and local languages must be developed to a
level of sophistication in which they will feed one another.
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Conclusion

Nigerian English is in the process of creation, an ongoing project. As the
“Nigerianization” of English becomes established, the school system will
have to respond to it by appropriately rewarding those who are able to
adhere to its rules and norms rather than by penalizing students for deviat-
ing from so-called “international English.” Pidgin will remain a language
with revolutionary potential, and it is even now being exported by mi-
grants to the United States and other parts of the world. The domestication
of English will continue as Nigerians draw from their enormous resources
to create adaptations, even new words. Thus, the form of English may
change, if not its status. We are not sure whether Nigerian English will
acquire respect within Nigeria and outside the country or whether a gen-
eral perception will one day emerge that will regard Nigerian English as
indigenous.

The government has also been sensitive to the politics of choosing a
national language. It has come to accept that English will be the language
of business and administration. “The business of the National Assembly,”
stated the 1979 Constitution, “shall be conducted in English language and
in Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba when adequate arrangements have been made
there.” Nevertheless, it promotes Nigerian languages by allowing the use of
Igbo, Yoruba, and Hausa for legislative deliberations, in addition to En-
glish. The National Policy on Education insists that Nigerian children should
learn at least one major Nigerian language:

In addition to appreciating the importance of language in the educational
process, and as a means of preserving the people’s culture, the Government
considers it to be in the interest of national unity that each child should be
encouraged to learn one of the three major languages other than his own
mother tongue. In this connection, the Government considers the three major
languages in Nigeria to be Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba.40

To further promote Nigerian languages, the policy on education stated that:

The medium of instruction in pre-primary schools should be the language
of the immediate community. In a multi-national school, English may be
used as the medium of instruction, but the language of the immediate com-
munity should be taught in the spoken form. . . . Government will see to it
that the medium of instruction in the primary school is initially the mother
tongue or the language of the immediate community, and at a later stage
English.41
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The three major languages are also offered in junior secondary schools,
although the representatives of minority groups complain that this is un-
fair to their own people. At the local levels the languages of an area are used
by the government (local, state, and federal) to announce public policies
and conduct propaganda. The use of English is unlikely to undermine Ni-
gerian languages and pidgin, and the wise thing to do will be to promote
them. When it comes to the formulation of national economic and politi-
cal policies, conduct of foreign policy, and official meetings, English is the
“official language.” All the major documents and policies of the govern-
ment, at different tiers, are written in English.

Other foreign languages are in use, but their numbers are small. French
is taught in schools, and in the 1990s, the country made a decision to
enhance its status. Nigeria’s neighbors are all French-speaking, and it was
believed that French would facilitate relations with people in those coun-
tries. However, there was a political motive behind the decision. The Abacha
regime that made the decision was suffering from international isolation,
and it wanted to use the encouragement of the French language to pro-
mote relations with France. The other foreign language is Arabic, associ-
ated with the spread of Islam. Arabic has been spoken in the north for
centuries. Ajami, a combination of Arabic and Hausa, is also used. Arabic
is the language of religious instruction and of communication among Is-
lamic scholars. In view of its importance to Islam and the Islamic commu-
nity, it will continue to be a major language. However, since those who are
literate in it cannot compete for the majority of jobs in the formal sector,
Arabic poses a limited challenge to English. Indeed, the trend among the
current generation of students in Islamic areas is to learn both Arabic to
fulfil religious needs, and English to be able to participate in the modern
economy and politics.

English, in whatever form, will consolidate itself as a principal lan-
guage. This consolidation will in part owe to the school system and the
advantages conferred by the language. English is both a subject and a me-
dium of instructions in most schools. Although the mother tongue is used
in some parts of the country in the early years of elementary education, this
is not so in the majority of private schools and cities where the acquisition
of English is deemed essential for progress. English is crucial to how the
educated elite defines itself—it will remain the language of this elite. As the
members of this elite continue to dominate power and bureaucracy, they
will ensure that English remains an official language, if only for self-interest.

When we include pidgin as a variety of Nigerian English, it becomes
inaccurate to see only the elite as dominating the language space. Even if
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members of the elite complain about pidgin and other so-called “bad
Englishes,” the fact is that millions of people are able to communicate in
them,42 and there are scholars who argue that the emphasis on one correct
model of English is nothing but an attempt to maintain class dominance.43

To reproduce the membership of the elite and connect the country to
the outside world, English will continue to be a subject and a medium of
instruction in schools. A competitive group of scholars needs it to circulate
their ideas beyond the shores of Nigeria and for literary expression. English
is also connected to development: it is the language that the politicians of
different groups use to communicate and negotiate with one another, on
the one hand, and with the public on the other. The spread of powerful
media organizations such as cable television’s CNN brings information and
entertainment from other parts of the world to thousands of Nigerian homes.

Although English spread in Nigeria in the context of colonialism, its
retention will be in the context of world trade and politics. To import and
export commodities and cultures from other parts of the world, English is
crucial to Nigeria. It will remain a major language in Nigeria in the context
of multilingualism. The use and teaching of English in Nigeria will always
be within these bilingual or multilingual systems, and attempts have to be
made to marry both in a creative way. It will remain the “second language”
if only for its sociolinguisitic, economic, and pedagogical importance. It
will serve the dual function of being a national and international language.
The politics of language will be confined to the “national role” of English
while that of its international role will be largely uncontested.

Appendix: A Poem in Pidgin

I no Sabi o!

Why you dey ask make I dabaru hin face
Make i biti am so tey make hin kon dey pis for hin niker
Why be say you o, na for katakata, for dabaru na hin you dey chop
Why be say you o, na to faiti finis na for where you dey fat
Why be say you o, to comot happiness for your broder hin belle na
him dey sweet your belle,
No, I no sabi o

Me I no sabi o!
My people dey talk say,
“When we dey cry sebi we dey see.”



English or Englishes? The Politics of Language and the Language of Politics 247

Abi wai you kom tink say
Na de tin wey make your belle sweet
Na hin go make my belle honey
You tink say
Na di tin wey make rain rain for hammatan
na him go make am rain for rainy season,
Your korokoro eyes no even fit see una nose
No o, I no sabi

Me I no sabi o!
Me know say since wen
Our obodo kontiri dey worker to do good for hin people
Wey he want make life good for Onitsha, Ibadan, for Sokoto
No bi your katakata sef kon jam him leg for ground,
No bi you wei take bad belle kon detroy dis place
Konkobility, now you kom call make I join you
No, no bi me o. I no sabi.

—Abdul-Rasheed Na’Allah44
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this book. He has provided an English summary stanza by stanza:

I cannot do it

Why will I destroy him, as you want me to do,
And become a terror in my community!

Your objectives are not necessarily mine,
I can think for myself and will act on my intentions

People like you drag our country to flames,
Nigerians, Onitsha, Ibadan, Sokoto, in dire poverty
People like you would stop at nothing.
No, I won’t join you!
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GENDER AND CULGENDER AND CULGENDER AND CULGENDER AND CULGENDER AND CULTURE IN OLD ANDTURE IN OLD ANDTURE IN OLD ANDTURE IN OLD ANDTURE IN OLD AND

NEW AFRICANEW AFRICANEW AFRICANEW AFRICANEW AFRICA

“A WOMAN IS A FLOWER IN A GARDEN; HER

HUSBAND IS THE FENCE AROUND IT.”

—AN AKAN PROVERB

How does a man with six wives arrange love-making sessions? Can a woman,
too, have six husbands? Why does female genital mutilation persist? If there
is no welfare system, who takes care of widows? If societies expect all women
to marry, what happens to single parents? Why do women in Islamic areas
cover their faces in public? Why do African men dominate their wives?
These are some of the questions that my American students are fond of
posing when we address topics relating to kinship and gender. Perhaps be-
cause people want to improve their knowledge, or because they are simply
amused by some of the practices, they have asked similar questions at pub-
lic lectures, and I have had occasions to address the issue of polygamy at a
major forum. The popular literature on African women generated by Western
writers reveals only the frightening aspects, painting women as savages who
are exploited by men for their maximum reproductive forces as well as for
their labor. Recent literature, especially that on female circumcision, pre-
sents women as powerless victims, human beings no better than the slaves
of old. From the various depictions, one cannot help but ask: Are African
men evil and the African women so docile as to tolerate evil?

In this chapter, I will try to answer some of these questions within a
general framework of kinship and development. In both, elements of tradi-
tions and modern cultures are clearly manifested, and I will use a few issues
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as illustrations. Issues pertaining to women and culture have become cen-
tral to discussions on democracy and governance in Africa, and the overall
problem of underdevelopment. In other words, until women’s lives are trans-
formed in a positive manner, the continent cannot move forward.

In many parts of Africa, a clear break has not been established with
the past, while changes are yet to take any firm hold. In different parts of
Africa, patriarchy has long been established, and its manifestations can be
found in various aspects of gender relations. A number of contemporary
conditions affect both men and women in ways that create both equality
and competition. In a continent where poverty is widespread, one’s gender
offers little or no protection against hunger, disease, and joblessness. Thus,
class and elite positions may also affect the diversity of gender roles and
access to opportunities.1 Women are not docile, not from the evidence of
their autonomy and struggles. Patriarchy is not about “evil,” but a hierar-
chy that makes men more powerful than women.

Culture definitely plays a role in many of the experiences of women,
as well as the hardships they complain about. Gender inequality can be
rationalized by culture. Gender roles and reward allocation may be based
on old beliefs. Within households, even if gender roles are complementary,
men are regarded as the heads of households while a woman has relevance

Figure 12. Commerce: A woman’s world. Ayorou, Niger.
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as a mother and wife. She keeps traditions and kinship alive by bearing
children and socializing them. As a bearer of children, she acquires respect
within the household; as bearers of male children, she acquires prestige and
ensures the stability of her marriage and the continuity of kinship and its
traditions. Culture also affirms the power that is available to women. One
area is in spirituality and religion. As ritual leaders in some cults, women
have enormous power. In societies that believe in witchcraft, such power
becomes an avenue to attain respect also.

The majority of African societies are patriarchal in nature. In this
context, an ideology exists in support of gender inequalities and roles. Pa-
triarchy is an affirmation of male domination, a way to stratify societies
along gender lines, such that men receive more prestige and power than
women. When a woman marries, she moves to the household of the man,
where she is expected to behave in certain ways. This relocation may come
with a loss in power, unless the husband is a king or chief, or he is wealthy,
and the wife can benefit from the connection. Female circumcision and
rules about virginity must have prepared her to play a subordinate role and
to give the control of her sexuality to a man. She may have seen a widow
who was compelled to marry a man in the household of the deceased; she
could have seen her mother kneel, to show great respect, to serve food to

Figure 13. Food gathering: A man’s world. Dakar, Senegal.
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her father, and she would have seen that a boy is regarded as more impor-
tant than a girl. As part of the socialization process, her mother will insist
that she retain her virginity, know how to cook food that will please her
future husband, and show respect. The newly wed woman will be judged
by some of what her mother told (and warned) her about. She is expected
not only to respect her husband, but to respect those senior to her in age
and even men younger than her within the household. Her own respect
will come with age and seniority. The longer she is married, the more se-
nior she becomes, and the more respect she acquires.

The various ways to control female sexuality, sanctioned by culture,
show male dominance. Women are expected to appear in certain physical
ways, as in the fattening practice in southeastern Nigeria which attaches
beauty to fatness. Among the Hausa in West Africa, girls are socialized to
become modest and shy—they are expected to be obedient, accept the
husbands chosen on their behalf, and cultivate the habit of silence. If Mus-
lims, they can be kept in seclusion, justified by the need to prevent them
from interacting with other men, mixing with “pagans,” or having any-
thing to do with people without the permission of their husbands.

Whether male or female, poor or rich, Africans belong to social groups
defined by kinship, as in birth or marriage, or by non-kinship, such as

Figure 14. The culture of cleaning clothes: A woman’s world. Mopti, Mali.
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occupational associations or social groups. Both old and new Africa cannot
be understood without understanding kinship. Birth and marriage unite a
large number of families who trace descent to one ancestor, commonly a
male. In the past, laws of inheritance were governed by descent. A kinship
identity was formed based on names, ritual, religion, taboos, and other
markers.

The interlocking of people and the role of women are enacted within
the various social groups. If women gain power, wealth, and prestige, its
significance is measured within the network of the social groups. If class
and other cleavages are still in the process of formation, Africa is still at the
crossroads in terms of the connectivity between people—the established
traditional pattern is a collectivist ethos, while the emerging capitalist-ori-
ented one is individualistic. If women operate within the collectivist frame-
work, certain elements of patriarchy have to be accepted. If they break
loose and act independently as in a globalized world, the balance in the
social group is threatened. Will they support emerging family forms of single
parents, lesbianism, and others? Patriarchal-minded people prefer the consoli-
dation of traditions to prevent the penetration of new family forms.

In precolonial Africa, the stress was on the group so that larger inter-
ests would supersede the “selfish” ones of the individual. A group could be
rewarded for the achievement of one person, and it could equally be pun-
ished for the transgression of its members. In this kind of ideology, women
had to conform to a group’s interest. To be sure, not all individual accom-
plishments were discouraged—some groups, such as the Igbo of Nigeria
and the Baganda of Uganda, actually celebrated individual achievement—
but the premium was on meeting the challenges of group survival. Farm
work, security, prevention of diseases, building houses, and other tasks in
the pre-industrial past required the cooperation of many people. The so-
cialization process was deliberate in making the individual part of the group.
Ceremonies of new babies and their eventual growth involved the entire
community. A child was exposed to a large number of people beyond the
nuclear family, all to affirm its membership in an extensive kinship net-
work. The child was a product of a marriage that had connected extended
families of about three or four generations, all operating, in cooperation
and conflict, within the framework of communal ethos.

The child would discover that he or she was one of many children
belonging to the same father. He or she might also realize that not every-
body that was called “mama” was the biological one, but co-wives with the
actual mother. As the child grew up, he or she might begin to wonder why
resources had to be carefully managed among many siblings, when fewer
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children would have been the wiser option. That decision, however, was
not based just on resource management, but on the necessity of children
for sustaining kinship and the economy. Children were necessary to sustain
kinship and the economy. In the perpetual desire to link various genera-
tions, the dead ones and the unborn, children constituted the strongest
part of the chain. In popular thinking, without children the kinship as a
biological and ideological entity would come to an inglorious end.

Part of the experiences of modern Africa is the erosion of collectivist
interests, and the forceful emergence of the attitude of the individual to
become a hero to the self and to the community. Men and women now
seek the means to celebrate self, although the pressure of group interests
has yet to go away. How can a married man actualize self-interest in a
community? The erosion has resulted in new conditions that create inde-
pendence for women and others in such a way that the group cannot sanc-
tion them. One result has been migration away from the group, to faraway
places outside the continent or to cities within the continent. Cities offer
opportunities for jobs, to live in small apartments, to develop new friend-
ships, and to re-create group networks in a way that can fulfill utilitarian
goals. In these distant settings, the individual can decide on those aspects
of the collective to pay attention to.

Western education has been a powerful agency for change. It offers
not only new skills for both men and women, but also new values and ideas
about how to organize private and public lives. If children raised in tradi-
tional settings did not challenge the authority of the elders, Western educa-
tion leaves all ideas open to questioning. If traditional occupations were
bound by specific locations, Western education can lead one to different
parts of the country or the world at large. If family elders were loved for
their moonlight stories, radio and television have displaced them in many
areas, especially in elite homes. Where Western education has taken deep
root, initiation ceremonies have been abandoned or modified.

There is also the force of new laws and regulations. The police, as the
agent of the modern state, can arrest a person; the learned judge (rather
than village elders) will try him; if the person is found guilty, the prison
door is open, with brutal guards to keep an eye on him. A woman living a
comfortable life on wage income has no relations to turn to, if the job is
lost, in order to maintain the same standard of living. If the collective ethos
is weakening, what can sustain such practices such as initiation ceremonies
and female circumcision?

Female circumcision has become a contentious issue while male ini-
tiation has not, though some of the reasons for both are similar. In societies
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of old, as individuals witnessed a transition from one stage of life to an-
other, the community celebrated and performed rituals. Initiation ceremo-
nies were intended to introduce citizens to adulthood, and then to mar-
riage. In some cultures, initiation could be marked with circumcision of
teenagers, as in the case of the Kikuyu of Kenya and the Igbo of Nigeria. In
some other cultures, circumcision could come much earlier, and marriage
became the initiation to adulthood.

Male initiation rites and practices are not just about religion but about
education, sports, leisure, endurance, and knowledge.2 In places where male
initiation ceremonies are declining or dying, there is the need to create
secular ideas to attain similar goals. Gathering its young men together, a
community was able to turn a ceremony into the affirmation of collective
identity. Young men grew to respect their people and traditions, and to be
in a position to defend them. Community elders would impart lessons on
history and morality. And there were many advantages for the initiates:
they acquired respect as adults; they had evidence to prove they could en-
dure pain; and they were now able to marry and practice sex in ways ap-
proved of by the community.

With respect to women, female circumcision was not as widespread a
practice as the Western media has portrayed it, and even where it has been
more common, it is not as widely practiced as many people think. For
women, initiation could take many forms, such as marriage, tattooing of
parts of the body, cicatrization, and tooth removal. Where female circum-
cision (clitoridectomy, to use the clinical terminology for the removal of
the clitoris—or genital mutilation, now the most common label, partly to
attract attention to it) is practiced, the justification for it has mainly been
based on tradition and the male perception of female behavior. Whether
male or female, an uncircumcised individual in a number of African societ-
ies would not make the leap to adulthood, become married, and have chil-
dren. In other words, the sanction was rather severe—not having children
was like banishing the memory of the person’s existence. The practice of
circumcision is attributable also to the ambiguity of gender: at birth, a boy
with the foreskin is female, while the female with the clitoris is male. Ac-
cording to this belief among the Dogon (an ethnic group in Mali) belief,
for the child to claim its true gender, circumcision must take place.

Where the practice has survived, the tendency is to explain female
circumcision as nothing but another manifestation of male dominance.
Male circumcision has no effect on sexual pleasures, unlike clitoridectomy,
thus fueling the suggestion that the practice was enforced by men simply to
deny women similar pleasure. The belief was that women had an excessive
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sexual drive which could be curtailed by removing the clitoris. Those who
continue to defend the practice ignore the aspect of male domination and
emphasize culture: Africans are presented not as stupid people but creative
beings who know what is good for them. When people who are opposed to
clitoridectomy present it as barbaric (as Christian missionaries and others
have done), they enable the defenders of the practice to focus on the cul-
tural factors, to argue, as Jomo Kenyatta does in his well-read classic, Fac-
ing Mount Kenya, that it is an aspect of indigenous religion and culture
which must survive. To destroy culture, according to the argument by
Kenyatta and others, is to destroy identity. Thus, clitoridectomy is not
isolated as an aspect of culture that can be modified or abandoned without
necessarily destroying other aspects of the culture. In what would seem
ironic, Kenya became one of the very first countries to outlaw it, though
there are no ways to arrest and punish those who violate the law.

Those opposed to clitoridectomy did not question tradition, but
pointed to the diminished sexual pleasure for women and a host of medical
woes that circumcised women could face. In the 1990s, clitoridectomy
became one of the issues that Western feminists adopted to seek change in
Africa. Indeed, their attacks on clitoridectomy became a media issue, even
a justification for those seeking permanent residence in the United States. In
one case, a woman successfully argued that if she was to return to her native
country, her two daughters would be forced to undergo genital removal.

If Africans, including women, are uncomfortable talking about the
pleasure of sex (the subject is still confined to the private domain in most
countries), many are willing to talk about the medical woes. Everybody
agrees that it is painful—even those who do the removal will say the same
thing—and some women’s pain can remain for a long time. Measuring the
degree and impact of pain is hard, but is the outcome worth it? Certainly
not. There is also the issue of the scar that is left, a sort of permanent
damage to the body. On this, opinions are divided. If that part of the body
is private and always covered, who sees the scar? And the most conservative
people pose the question: why look at that part of the body to see the scar?

Modern medicine has pointed to two issues that culture is unable to
address. First, a link has been established between clitoridectomy and death
during or immediately after childbirth. Missionaries based in Kenya in the
early decades of the twentieth century had noted the high death rate dur-
ing childbirth, later discovered to be connected with clitoridectomy. This
may, of course, be associated with the nature and severity of the circumci-
sion, but it is a powerful reason to stop the practice, as the death rate was
lower among those who were not circumcised.
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The second issue is the way the surgery is performed during the time
of the AIDS epidemics. The procedure is simple but unregulated. The
“midwife” lives in the community, and can use the same instrument to
perform the removal for many girls, even in conditions that may be unsafe.
In other words, unlike male circumcision which can be performed in a
modern hospital, clitoridectomy is more or less private. Those infected may
have to find treatment in a modern hospital, and there is no sanction im-
posed on the “midwife” in case of serious illness or death.

In calling for the abolition of any entrenched cultural practice, it may
be necessary to find acceptable substitutes. A new set of values have to
evolve on sexual practices and how to mark and celebrate the transition
from childhood to adulthood. Here, the key may be the formal school
system and a variety of social and cultural practices that will call on the
creative energies and talents of the community. Changes continue to occur,
even in some objectionable practices. In places where the community con-
tinues to value male initiation, the ceremony has been reduced in duration
from months to days. In places where people insist on female circumcision,
some modern clinics have come up with the compromise of cutting just a
small tip of the clitoris, a surgery that is merely symbolic as it leaves no scar,
does not affect sexual pleasure, and does not create problems at childbirth.
Compromises within cultures can be politically astute and desirable as a
strategy of changing established beliefs and practices.

Marriage Practices and Current Controversies

Female circumcision is not the only aspect that has generated crisis in mod-
ern culture. Aspects of marriage and family life are being debated, usually
framed as a contest between tradition and modernity. Even many of the
factors that ensured marriage stability in the past are being challenged.
Why do people get married? Old Africa had a primary answer: to repro-
duce children and thus ensure the survival of kinship. New Africa, like
Western societies, now adds love. As many have discovered, love cannot
sustain the relationship if there are problems, especially those associated
with the answer of Old Africa. Old Africa did not deny that there was love,
as their stories and poems clearly show, but it was considered as merely part
of the conditions to reproduce and socialize new kin members. The mod-
ern belief is that couples should love, but must have children if the love is
not to fade away.
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Bridewealth3 is common in many areas to legalize a marriage and for
the man’s kinship to have legitimate claim to the children arising from it.
The bride and her family receive goods and/or services from the bride-
groom and his family. The goods are local, such as cattle and goats. The
payment can just be once, while in some places an installment exchange is
allowed. In some extreme cases, a poor man can offer his labor in lieu of
goods, although this practice is not widespread. These days, the bridewealth
includes money, imported items, and expensive goods. When family mem-
bers used to constitute the principal production units, bridewealth was a
small compensation for the lost labor of the woman. But the bride carried
with her some of the goods to the family of her husband, notably expensive
attire, thus starting her marriage life with a good wardrobe. In more ways
than one, bridewealth affirms the importance of women in the commu-
nity, an assured agency to transfer wealth between families. The items are
shared by members of the extended families and their friends, yet another
way of announcing the legality of the marriage. Those who give the
bridewealth and those who share in it are expected to ensure the stability of
the marriage.

Some of the traditional practices that justified bridewealth are no
longer applicable to modern-day society. The legal system has developed
rules and sanctions to legitimize marriages. To those in non-farming occu-
pations, daughters are not needed in farm work, and thus, they do not
impose any loss and hardship on others if they decide to marry. And as the
goods and services demanded in some areas have become excessive, some
analysts have seen an element of greed in the contemporary practice of
bridewealth, which has become a way to exploit people rather than to ce-
ment social relationships. Traditional marriages were stable, with a low di-
vorce rate. The sanctions to prevent divorce were strong; the necessity of
returning part of the bridewealth constituted a constraint, while the con-
trol of children by their fathers assured custody only to men.

In many parts of Africa, a man could marry two or more wives, a
practice known as polygyny. To cultures that practice monogamy, as well as
to Westerners, polygyny is another evidence of male domination and a
marriage practice not based on love. Again, the practice has to be under-
stood in its traditional context. In an agrarian society dependent on family
labor, the best way to expand production (and thereby wealth) was to have
access to additional labor. A most reliable source of labor was one’s chil-
dren. Women, with their reproductive power, became the key to family
expansion, thus playing a leading role in the creation of household wealth



260 The Power of African Cultures

and overall prosperity. Thus, polygyny can be interpreted as a clever device
to use women to acquire wealth and status. Where wealth is counted in
people, the polygynous man with numerous wives and children demon-
strates success and prestige. Where pawnship was practiced—the use of
people’s labor to serve in lieu of interest on loans4—the man with many
wives and children also had access to capital that could be invested or even
consumed in a way to exaggerate his success within the community.

Just as polygyny enabled men to derive maximum advantage from
marriage, so too did the women turn it to a great advantage. With co-
wives, each woman’s domestic task was reduced. In marriages where con-
flicts were minimal, polygyny ensured companionship within the house-
hold, as the wives could become great friends. Co-wives offered assistance
to one another in need, such as pregnant women, and more importantly
the sick and elderly who needed care and attention.

Since there is limited research on the population of Africa over a long
historical period, we are still unable to confirm the assertion that there
were more women than men in precolonial Africa. The assumption is that
warfare and the Atlantic slave trade led to a higher male infant mortality.
Thus, polygyny became a clever answer to address the excess of women.

Polygyny survived the twentieth century, in part as an established
marriage practice, but also as an attempt to adapt Western-style monogamy
to a number of cultural practices. The number of monogamous marriages
is on the rise, due in part to education, the spread of Christianity, the
reduction in the average number of children a man expects to have, and the
refusal of many women to enter polygynous relations. In Tunisia, polygyny
has been proscribed by law. However, in many countries today, the number
of men in polygynous relationship is as high as one-third of the married
population.5 Thus, the question arises: why has polygyny survived? To start
with, even if European colonial officers were critical of polygyny, the eco-
nomic system they promoted actually encouraged it. African economies
remained agrarian, but in a way that promoted male power and changed
the attitude toward land. The emphasis on the production of crops for
export (such as cocoa, peanuts, cotton, rubber) led to attempts to maxi-
mize the use of land and labor. The commercialization of land began in a
way that benefited men rather than women. Where traditional inheritance
practices had been more equitable, men in some areas reinterpreted cus-
toms to ensure their control of land. The production of cash crops also
demanded the use of labor. As with traditional economies, marriage pro-
vided an avenue to obtain labor, with many ambitious farmers resorting to
polygyny as an agency of labor recruitment.
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Many of the customs and beliefs that sustained polygyny in the past
are still very much alive. In the majority of African communities, women
are expected to marry. While the number of single parents is growing, low
status is accorded to unmarried women. The pressure to marry lends itself
to polygyny, even to tolerating bad marriages. Preference for male children
is widespread, with the result that a married man without a son would take
a second wife. Where infant mortality rate is high, the wish to be survived
by children means that a man can have more than one wife. No desire is
greater than to have children, if only in order to be cared for in old age. In
places where great prestige is associated with large families, polygyny be-
comes an avenue to acquire high social standing. In Islamic communities,
religion is used as yet one more justification of polygyny—the widespread
belief is that a man can marry up to four wives as long as he can provide
resources to support them and love them equally.

Marriage forms such as polygyny fulfill various functions in society.
In cases where a man inherits a widow, say, of a senior family member, the
motive is not necessarily based on sex, but on welfare—the marriage en-
ables the woman and her children to have support within their established
households. While there are other forms of polygyny (although not among
educated people) which were originally intended to cope with people’s wel-
fare and maintain the survival of the kin group, widow inheritance is the
most common, a form that is collectively described in the anthropological
literature as levirate. Various customs prescribe various rules about who can
inherit a widow, but in general the inheritor is junior in age to the de-
ceased.

The desire for children is at the root of some other practices, ensuring
that a man leaves a child behind. Impotency may be a problem, or even
death at an early age, and the solution may be to have a woman produce
children on behalf of another. Among the Zulu of South Africa, a man may
marry his wife’s sister, in an arrangement that anthropologists have labeled
sororate. If the married Zulu man found it difficult to have a child by his
wife, the woman’s family could offer the wife’s sister to produce children on
her behalf. It is not only the Zulu that employed surrogate women to bear
children for others—the practice existed in various versions in different
places. Additionally, a dead man could have a child: a living volunteer mar-
ried on his behalf, entering a sort of “ghost marriage,” and the products
belonged to the dead whom they claim as a father.

In some parts of Africa, as among some communities in northern
Nigeria, young girls can be induced or forced to marry older men. This
practice is, of course, different from the belief in some parts of Southern
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Africa that sex with a virgin could cure AIDS and other sexually transmit-
ted diseases.6 Among the Tiv, an old practice allowed a male member of the
household to use his sister or other relation in exchange for a woman to
marry. In this exchange marriage, the woman was not given a choice and
could actually end up with someone that she did not like.

The Changing Role of Women

It is misleading to talk about issues of exploitation and empowerment of
women as if their role has been static. Evidence is clear that women’s roles
have changed over time, and that we now have women who are as well
educated as men.7 The distribution of power within the household has also
responded to changes in society over time. During the twentieth century,
traditional practices were modified or strengthened by colonial changes,
the penetration of European gender values, and new developments that
gave more power to men.

While patriarchy was established in most of precolonial Africa, the
nature of economy and politics gave women visible roles and privileges.
They were part of the agrarian societies, where the mode of production was
based on the family. Age and seniority were as important as sex in allocat-
ing responsibility and sharing rewards. An elderly woman was more re-
spected than a younger man. Girls and boys shared tasks within the house-
hold.8 Women had established occupations, either complementing those
of their husbands or operating independently. In places where women had
direct access to land and other resources to establish their independent
trade and occupations (as in the case of Yoruba traders of Nigeria), they
were able to attain status and prestige. Even where they lacked direct access
to land, the role of women in production was crucial to the survival of
society—they controlled the domestic chores of cooking and cleaning; they
were involved in building houses; they played an important role in rearing
livestock and in a myriad of other duties vital to the functioning of the
society. Reproduction is the key to the continuity of kinship and commu-
nity, and women as childbearers, carry its burden and glory.

Women did all the jobs associated with men, although not in all Af-
rican communities. Thus, there were women warriors in Dahomey; the
Maasai women were house builders, and even served as guards to defend
them; and Yoruba women were versatile traders, even in long-distance trade.
In spite of these examples, it is clear that most occupations were gendered.
Certain jobs were exclusive to men, such as hunting, blacksmithing, and
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carving. Women concentrated on domestic chores, assisted with harvest-
ing, and processed foodstuffs. Within the family, most of these tasks were
transferred to the children through a socialization process that was depen-
dent on observation. As peasants, women were exploited. Where relations
of dependence existed, as in slavery and pawnship, women, too, were ex-
ploited for their labor and sexuality.

While the distribution of power in the community favored men, in
many places, women were not totally excluded from power or political
influence. Indeed, one study has suggested that there was a phase of matri-
archy when gender equality existed among the Owan of West Africa, and
that patriarchy actually evolved there over time. The study points to god-
dess traditions and festivals, and indicates how the distribution of power
favored women in matrilocal communities.9 The lingering survival of ma-
triarchy in some places has given women more privileges and influence
than are reflected in some of the literature.

Elsewhere, formal and semi-formal women’s organizations existed in
most societies to allow participation in politics, the management of affairs
specific to women, and the exercise of influence. Notable among these
organizations were those by traders and market women who established
guilds, secret societies, and age-grade groups. Not only were women the
leaders, but they were also able to take control of matters of interest to
them. The officers of the organizations were regarded as chiefs, and some
titles carried enormous prestige, as in the case of the Iyalode among the
Yoruba and the agba ekwe among the Igbo, both groups in Nigeria.10

There were kingdoms and societies such as the Serbro of Sierra Leone
and the Tonga of Zambia where women could be chiefs. In Dahomey,
there were women warriors and chiefs. Cases of leaders such as Queen Amina
of Hausaland (northern Nigeria) and Nzinga of Angola show how some
women could rise to positions of great influence.11 In a number of West
African societies, the queen mother was so powerful that she could even
select the king and serve as the power behind the throne. In nineteenth-
century Sokoto caliphate—the largest single political unit—Nana Asma’u,
the sister of Uthman dan Fodio, the jihad leader, was a notable political
and intellectual force. Some of her writings have survived, and they do
attest to her strong intellect and personality.12 During the nineteenth cen-
tury, there were other distinguished women leaders such as Efunsetan
Aniwura of Ibadan and Madam Tinubu of Lagos. In religion, women were
members of many powerful priesthoods, as in those of a number of Yoruba
gods such as Sango, Osun, and Obatala, where women were not just cult
members but major leaders. Witches with “positive” power were also re-
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spected for their contributions to society. H. Henderson, in one case study,
established three linkages between religion, economy and power:

i. [There is] a strong correlation between women’s important economic func-
tions and their roles in religious functions (thus where women have impor-
tant economic functions of an autonomous nature such as trade, they will
form associations which will have important political and religious func-
tions).
ii. Where women are economically independent, there will be an elaboration
of their personal cults and an invitation to those of men.
iii. [There is] a correlation between the relatively high social position for
women, and their control over personal destiny shrines (thus the greater the
control women possessed over these ritual and religious objects, the greater
the degree of autonomy of action they possessed in society).13

Status and influence represent evidence of autonomy. It is clear that
there were other ways for women to gain and use their independence. The
control of economic power within the household meant that successful
women entrepreneurs had great voice. The stress on age and seniority
brought prestige to many as they grew older. Ancestor veneration was ex-
tended to women, a confirmation of their power and prestige in the after-
life. Women were active in trade and markets, thus serving as valuable links
between the farms and the households, that is, the producers and the con-
sumers.

By the time we entered the twentieth century, much of the political
and economic power enjoyed by women had been diminished. There are
scholars who see a trend towards marginalization even earlier, blaming the
trans-Atlantic slave trade for destroying family relationship and disturbing
a more equitable gender balance.14 According to this argument, which awaits
further research, the enslavement of millions of people and the violence
and death associated with the wars and kidnapping reduced the male popu-
lation, creating considerable pressure on women to have more children and
pay more attention to domestic duties. In the process, they lost economic
and political power.

The political arrangement since the European conquest at the turn of
the twentieth century has favored men. Colonial officers were male who
ruled in partnership with African men. African men served as tax collec-
tors, police, and soldiers, and in “native authorities,” all agencies that ran
the colonial system. The association of men with power and authority was
consolidated at the expense of women. Male power was used to seize more
land. As cities became important centers of new economic and social op-
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portunities, moves were made in a number of places to limit access to un-
married women. Many were forced to cohabit with men to justify resi-
dence in cities, while rural single women were prevented from relocating to
cities in some countries such as South Africa.

In colonial societies, all Africans were exploited, irrespective of gen-
der, but men were more active because of the nature of the economy. Occu-
pations that attracted wages, such as service in the army, police, and civil
service, were mainly for men, thus providing them with more cash than
women. As the school system prepared men for these marginal jobs, educa-
tion and skills were provided to more men than women. Men concentrated
on the production of cash crops for export, one of the primary motivations
for the conquest of Africa. Either because cash crops were more lucrative
than food crops or because some colonial authorities compelled Africans to
grow what they needed, men took control of more land than before, push-
ing women to less fertile lands and crops with less market potential. Poli-
cies of land reforms favored men, as in the case of land private ownership
regulations in Kenya in the 1950s.15 Where women had been dependent
on cattle, as among the pastoral farmers, changing ideas about property in
a number of areas denied them access to cattle and some occupations relat-
ing to it, as male cattle owners turned the women into labor to produce
wealth for them.16

Where minerals such as diamond, gold, tin, and coal existed, men
were also recruited (or forced) to work as mine workers, even in situations
where they had to leave their wives in their villages. Migration to the cities
involved more men, and when their wives joined them, the wives were
again pushed into less rewarding jobs. Thus, in many ways the colonial
economy confined women’s activities to the domestic and the marginal
informal sectors of the economy. The idea of men as “breadwinners” and
“wage earners” spread, while women were relegated to positions of home
keepers and custodians of “petty jobs.” Many women became dependent
on their wage-earning husbands, who gave them only the amounts needed
for housekeeping. Men dependent on farming took more land at the ex-
pense of women, married many wives in order to expand their labor force,
and accumulated property and money at the expense of their wives in order
to build their status and prestige. Several case studies have pointed to the
exploitation of women in the colonial situation. Studies on prostitution in
urban centers have shown how the inability by women to obtain jobs and
survive gave them limited options other than to sell sex. Many others took
to homebrewing and small jobs.17 In villages in Cameroon, a number of
men turned their wives into a cheap labor force to grow cash crops.18
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In part to change their conditions, and in part to rid Africa of Euro-
pean rule, African women contributed to nationalism in colonial Africa. A
few were leaders and activists who challenged the colonial state and their
local agents.19 Women leaders mobilized against the taxation of women, as
well as against other aspects considered unjust to them.20 Some joined po-
litical parties, and even acquired management power, as in the examples of
Margaret Ekpo, Lady Oyinka Abayomi, Carlotte Olajumoke Obasa,
Olaniwun Adunni Oluwole, and Constance Agatha Cummings-John.21

Gender relations that were formed during the colonial era were trans-
ferred to the postcolonial period. In spite of women’s contributions to an-
ticolonial struggles, men took virtually all the most important positions in
the formal sectors. Most African countries developed centralized power
structures where what people got was largely dependent on whom they
knew. As most men had received a Western education, they also dominated
the wage-earning sectors, thus consolidating many of their privileges. While
an increasing number of girls began to go to school in the 1960s, a notable
accomplishment indeed, the prevailing view was that only “gentle” occupa-
tions awaited them, such as teaching and nursing, both of which did not
translate into much political and economic power.

As noted below, Africa has seen many changes, but a number of ineq-
uities persist. The perception that women are “secondary citizens” remains—
the best of everything is for men, and the crumbs for women. Resources are
not equitably distributed; men take more than women, although women
often contribute more to production and households. Men in power and
development experts assume that they can plan for women, not as partners
in progress, but as recipients of favors and objects of policies and programs.
Cultural stereotypes present women as weak and incapable of leadership;
the belief is that their main goals should be to manage the “home front.”
Discrimination and marginalization can be seen in many aspects of life,
and the contradictions are all clear. If women’s reproductive and productive
functions are so eclectic that they are actually manifest in all sectors, low
rewards and hardships can be linked to gender.22 In laws made by men,
women are denied many rights in inheritance and divorce settlements. In
agriculture, where they contribute a lot, women have limited access to land,
credits, and opportunity to cultivate leading cash crops. In education, women
are still behind men—even where access is open to both sexes, the dropout
rate for women is higher in part because of pregnancies and early marriage,
preference of parents to meet the needs of boys rather than those of girls,
and heavy involvement in household tasks. In health they do not have full
control over their reproductive ability, and their nutritional needs are grossly
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inadequate. The statistics for many countries put the population of women
at more than 50 percent, but they constitute less than a third of the labor
force.

In spite of all these inequities, women continue to struggle and to
achieve considerable success in different areas.23 Changes have come, but
contradictions remain. The status of women is not the same in all coun-
tries, and even within each country changes are not uniform. A woman
may receive a university degree (a great educational change), but may still
be expected to do all the house chores (a traditional role). She may have
power (as a civil servant), but she is not able to influence the allocation of
resources, such as a male politician or military general is able to do.

The Paradox of Change

The forces of change—colonialism, Westernization, capitalism, Islam, and
Christianity—do also create their obstacles, as Ifi Amadiume has brilliantly
shown.24 Take the modern economy, for instance: where capitalism is spread-
ing, it is exploiting women similar to the way patriarchy exploited them in
the past. Economies based on wages turned males into sole “breadwin-
ners.” Modernization has come with some negative baggage, as it originally
invested men with more skills and power that were used in part to domi-
nate women. Islam is not hostile to secluding women, thereby undermin-
ing their career goals, while Christianity regards men as heads of household
who deserve the obedience of their wives. While urbanization is liberating,
it may constrain autonomy if there are no jobs or if the jobs are menial or
involve selling sex.25 Women continue to serve as poorly paid domestics
and as prostitutes in cities where competition is intense. Female poverty
can be endemic, especially in cities where the cost of living is high.

At present, it is clear that men control power in most countries, domi-
nate the occupations and the households, and manage public and private
institutions to their advantage. Some studies suggest that the dominant
role of men is actually a global phenomenon.26 In the case of Africa, certain
tendencies are clear. The attainment of economic stability rests on the ac-
quisition of education and maintenance of extensive connections, both of
which men have better access to than women. Without skills and educa-
tion, the majority of women are still engaged in occupations relating to
farming. The 1989 data by the World Bank puts the percent of the
women’s population in agriculture at more than 60 and the percent of their
responsibility for the production of basic foods at 70.27 The rewards are
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unimpressive, with the majority of women being totally unable to save or
accumulate any significant wealth. Where men have control of land and its
products, women suffer more hardships, as they are unable to control even
what they earn.

The worldview and legal system continue to favor men—the assump-
tion tends to be that women should occupy an inferior status. The typical
husband desires an obedient wife, playing a subordinate role defined for
her. The widespread opinion is that a woman’s role should be domestic in
nature. Many men, even in monogamous nuclear relationships, still expect
many children, an average of five in some places. Thus, women still have to
devote a preponderance of time to child rearing. Where women do work,
the purpose is to add to the status of the husband. In matters of law, women
can suffer when they lose their husbands, as their relations can take a heavy
share of the inheritance. In cases of divorce, most women get little or noth-
ing, and the custody of their children is never assured.

Modernization has been more beneficial to elite women. With diplo-
mas from higher institutions in Africa and abroad, they are integrated into
the formal sector. The more active among them establish cultural, social,
and political organizations to support a variety of programs, spread literacy,
and encourage many more women to go to school. Skills are being intro-
duced to “rural women” to improve the techniques of farming, child rear-
ing, and crafts making. Wives of heads of governments at the national and
regional levels are playing active roles in popularizing some issues on poli-
tics and development, lending support to their husbands, and promoting
aspects of culture.28 Some of these prominent women have also demon-
strated the abuses that can come with power and influence, as in the case of
a number of Nigerian “first ladies” whose preoccupation is to make fashion
statements.

Educated young women and men are no longer bound by tradition
in selecting partners to marry, and elders can no longer conduct arranged
marriages for them. If in the past marriage was between two families in
order to establish a large kinship, today it may just be between two people
to establish a nuclear family. It is not that the extended families are ig-
nored, but the interests of kin members are not considered of prime impor-
tance as before. Established traditional practices have been adapted to mod-
ern times and to the demands of other religions such as Islam and
Christianity. Thus, the parents of the bride and bridegroom are still heavily
involved, and their consent is crucial; bridewealth is still exchanged, even
as tokens in some areas, and the celebration is community-oriented, in-
volving a large crowd. Where the parents interfere too much, or in cases
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where the community is also insisting on the specific choice of partners or
how to celebrate a wedding, the couple can elope and either become mar-
ried or simply cohabitate and have children. Cities, again, provide the sanc-
tuary to the couple in love.

However, the modern nuclear family cannot escape the role of ex-
tended families. It is common to have other kin members living with couples;
married people have to take care of their aged parents, who usually spend
their last days with their children. Moreover, celebrations involve many
people; when a man dies, the wife may have to struggle with his brothers
and relatives in sharing the inheritance.

The liberty of contracting relationships and talking about love and
emotion does not free the modern African woman of problems. To women
in search of absolute freedom, there are substantial issues. To start with,
patriarchy is alive and well. Men continue to make more money than women,
creating a financial imbalance that may undermine the power of many
married women. Africans still see reproduction as the main purpose of
marriage. A married man without children will be pressured by relatives
and friends to have a mistress who can bear children for him. Even a man
with children still can be influenced by peers to have mistresses. The gen-
eral perception is that having mistresses does not suggest that men do not
love their wives. Bigamy laws are rarely applied, even when a man has chil-
dren by his mistresses. Thus, we have to understand the meanings attached
to love and relationships. In general, love is defined as responsibility and
duty, a situation whereby the man fulfils his obligations to his nuclear and
extended families. The worldview about infidelity tends to be forgiving of
men and, certainly, critical of women, who are expected to be monoga-
mous and faithful. An observer, a woman journalist, noted that a number
of women also keep men friends either for revenge against their cheating
husbands, or just for money.29 The punishment meted to a woman who
commits adultery is rather severe. Thus, while we can talk of women’s inde-
pendence, we should also note that marriage relationships are not necessar-
ily egalitarian or stable.

Some countries, such as Kenya, Ethiopia, and Côte d’Ivoire, have
passed laws giving women the right to inherit. As a result of the success of
the pressure for changes, laws against polygyny and bridewealth have been
passed in Côte d’Ivoire. In Tunisia, monogamy is sanctioned by the power
of law. In Islamic Senegal, which allows polygyny, a man requires the con-
sent of his wife before marrying a second one. Children of the elite and
members of the upper class, whether they are boys or girls, receive equal
access to education, and they can now be found as professionals in virtually
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all sectors of modern society. Elite women also tend to “marry well,” thus
further extending their influence and privileges.

Some conditions are in place to effect major changes in the future.
Many women’s organizations have pressed for increased empowerment and
greater gains from development projects. Various governments have been
persuaded to recognize the need to involve women in the administrations,
even at the most senior cabinet levels. Educational opportunities have ex-
panded for women, and in some areas there are more girls than boys in
schools. Many are moving to occupations traditionally associated with men,
such as engineering and computer programming. Development agencies
now understand that it creates a greater impact on society to channel grants
and resources to women. Grassroots women’s organizations have risen to
the challenge, pressuring the government and foreign donors to consider
their plights. Their focus is not even to wait for assistance, but to mobilize
their members to work for progress by forming cooperative clubs, childcare
centers, and credit associations. In cities, women have struggled to control
local trade, penetrate major informal economies, unite to save and build
capital, organize social events, create opportunities for leisure, and use the
ability to make a living to create better relationships with men.30

Hundreds of non-governmental organizations have emerged across
the continent, and they work tirelessly to effect changes. They are heavily
represented in all the major international forums on Africa organized by
the United Nations and other agencies. African women representatives have
been insistent on what they want: the acquisition of skills to participate in
all important economic and political affairs, an end to violence and wars
that kill and injure millions of women, and solutions to the lingering prob-
lems of poverty and disease. They demand changes in these aspects of cul-
ture that constitute obstacles to them: changes in the training of children at
home and schools to alter the perception of women as subordinate to men;
an equitable distribution of resources in such a way that women will get
their fair share; programs to improve the standard of living of women in
rural areas; enlightenment programs about the rights of women in society;
and an overall improvement in the areas of nutrition, hygiene, and family
planning. Practical steps have been taken by many women’s organizations
to ask young women to marry for love, divorce when things are not work-
ing well, pursue engineering and science courses, seek power, alter the legal
system in their favor, play the leading role in making decisions that involve
them, and control their sexuality and reproductive ability.

The struggles have to be collective, and they may even have to benefit
from the age-old African ethos of group interests and consensus building.
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As Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch concludes, seeking emancipation in
Western feminist terms may be tough, “in a society that specifically denies
the individual in favor of the group and prefers consensus to freedom of
individual choice.”31 As elite women now realize, self mobility and success
does not help others. Women have to fight for power, not just legal changes
that exist on paper, but the ability to use power itself in a direct manner.
Dependence on men for power—as in the case of wives of governors and
presidents—has limited value. African women have also been productive
and active economically, and the struggle is about attaining adequate re-
wards and compensation.

Women have to change women, not leave things to men, who will
think about themselves and the status quo. The Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action adopted in 1995 to demand various changes is 132
pages long: if Africa can implement a page a year, the progress for women,
although it may take 132 years, will surely create a revolution through
evolution. But eight years have already been lost!
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“WHOEVER DOES NOT KNOW YOU CANNOT

APPRECIATE YOU.”

—A SWAHILI PROVERB

Africa has established a presence on other continents, due in part to the
extensive forced migrations associated with the trans-Atlantic slave trade
that occurred between the fifteenth and the nineteenth centuries. The scat-
tering of blacks to the Americas and Europe created an African diaspora
whose relevance remains today. To the blacks in the diaspora, Africa re-
mains the “homeland” which has facilitated the construction of the iden-
tity of blackness. The chapter examines issues around culture and represen-
tation, showing the power of culture to unite, keep alive the notion of
“Africaness,” and even create opportunities to challenge negative ideas on
race. Thanks to its culture, the “poor” continent is empowered by culture.

The political side of the African diaspora has generated considerable
attention. Its ultimate manifestation has been expressed as Pan-Africanism
which, during the twentieth century, translated into a series of major con-
gresses and related activities demanding political rights for all blacks. The
ideology of Pan-Africanism is socialism. As important as Pan-Africanism
and socialism have been, they represent only one aspect of the history of
the African diaspora. Various cultural and ideological areas have either been
ignored or marginally addressed. Today, the politics of the African diaspora
centers around demands for reparations and the scholarship of Afrocentricity.
Both continue to generate controversies in some quarters.
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Figure 15. A cup for the journey. Lalibela, Ethiopia.

Figure 16. The African world: A delicate balance. Near Ougadougou, Burkina Faso.
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Figure 17. Portable African culture: A strong and beautiful tapestry.
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But there is also the politics of culture, which generates less contro-
versy and is far less visible—the use of traditions, symbols, religions, and
other aspects of culture to build identity, resist dominant cultures, and
project hope. In fact, greater success has been recorded in cultural struggles
than in economic ones. For more than a hundred years, many have ex-
pressed the ambition of turning the diaspora into a great economic advan-
tage, for example, by creating transnational businesses that would empower
blacks. For instance, in the nineteenth century, Bishop Henry Turner, the
famous minister of the African Methodist Episcopal Church and the most
renowned emigrationist of his generation, eagerly spoke of the creation of
the “black capitalists” who would promote trade between the United States
and Liberia and become millionaires within a few years. Muhammed Duse,
a Pan-Africanist, went beyond this by actually creating some business ven-
tures during the twentieth century. These and other business efforts have
met with limited success. Again, the experience in sustaining and creating
cultural connections has been different, with notable achievements.

Themes and Assumptions

This chapter will dwell on how culture has played a number of important
functions in the diaspora, creating sources of identification among various
communities, important linkages among groups and people, and ideas to
uplift black people irrespective of their location. The chapter addresses a
variety of issues, including the following:

1. African Imprint in the Americas and Caribbean
From the kente attire of Ghana and the abakua music of Cuba, to the
orisa worship of Ogun, various aspects of African culture have spread
globally, serving as agencies of black representation, historical memory,
visible presence in the Western world, and sources of identity. The
chapter touches upon cultural aspects in American societies that have
their roots in Africa in such areas as religion, music, and food.

2. Culture and Resistance
Whether in Cuba, Haiti, or the United States, mobilizations for pro-
test and change have relied on ethnicity, cultural identities, and reli-
gion to resist hegemonic power. Even the politics of Pan-Africanism
was reinforced by culture—the Harlem Renaissance gave a formi-
dable intellectual expression to black radical politics; artists and singers
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attended Pan-Africanist congresses; and scholars of international stat-
ure emerged to lend their weight to political demands. “If We Must
Die,” the combative poem by the Jamaican poet Claude McKay, be-
came a slogan, a cultural code that celebrated the power of resistance.
Culture has been used to create hope—the idea of transformation via
the power of unseen forces and the emergence of a future hero.

3. Religious and Cultural Identities
A number of religions sustain black identities in various places (e.g.,
Rastafarianiasm and the reggae music of Bob Marley, Islam, “tradi-
tional religions,” and others). There is also the idea of black-con-
sciousness—Négritude—which has received intellectual expression
in creative scholarship. Millennial dreams created black Messiahs such
as Haile Selassie, who could save the race. Religious forces and sym-
bols have been united to forge a mentality of oneness.

4. What Is Africa to Me?
The definition of the individual and collective self among blacks in
the Americas and the construction of identity have borrowed exten-
sively from the African connection. There have also been perceived
obligations to contribute to the liberation of Africa from colonial
rule and to its economic development. Educational and evangelical
projects were aimed at making these contributions, based on the idea
that Africa requires political, economic, and moral redemption, and
reconstruction. Through Pan-Africanist ideas, black literature and
cultural projects, and even tourism, the black world has been con-
nected and occasionally invested with the notion of “oneness.” As
non-African blacks looked to Africa for solidarity and identity forma-
tion, so too did Africans look to the Americas for intellectual and
practical ideas of redemption.

5. Knowledge Circulation
Within the diaspora, political ideas about race relations and strategies
of redemption spread widely. Technical skills equally expanded. One
courier agency has been the various generations of African students
who study in the United States, who have been able to use the oppor-
tunity to understand politics, race relations, capitalism, and culture.
In the first half of the twentieth century, the political ambitions of
these students and African American political leaders converged in
Pan-Africanism. As they moved from a racialized world to a colo-
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nized one, they sought the means to manipulate trans-Atlantic ideas
and visions. The idea of reconstructing Africa thus involved a sense
of unity in the diaspora—the transfer of black personnel and ideas
from outside of Africa to Africa becomes a key component in uplift-
ing Africa. Culture and skills merge in the project of race emancipa-
tion.

A number of assumptions that influence this chapter should be stated
at the outset. First, I have used the word diaspora to refer to the dispersal of
Africans to other areas (Asia, Europe, the Caribbean, and the Americas)
during the slave trade and the voluntary migrations of Africans to other
continents, for a variety of reasons, which have been increasing since the
nineteenth century.1 Blacks have also returned to Africa, either on a perma-
nent basis (as in the settlement of Liberia and Sierra Leone) or on a tempo-
rary basis (as in the example of African American missionaries). We are
dealing with multiple experiences, some global (the sense in which diaspora
is used) and some localized within nation states, but with connections to
other places (as in the case of apartheid in South Africa and the radical
response to it by blacks in Africa and elsewhere). The African diaspora is a
broadly defined notion, conveying a sense of globalism, but with the na-
tion state also in mind.2 Although academic interest in it is now wide-
spread and vigorous, it is not a new idea. As long as blacks have been able
to write and become involved in politics, they been thinking globally, in
terms of situating themselves and their works in a trans-Atlantic vision and
paradigm.3

The diaspora is a historic creation (migrations and dispersal), a men-
tal and cultural idea (consciousness), a metaphor (to explain racial and
economic injustice), a pilgrimage (the idea of a return to the homeland),
an economic world system (the exploitation of black labor and a sense of
collective loss), a political agenda (Pan-Africanism), an intellectual concern
(academic courses and seminars), and a constructed identity (invented tra-
ditions, identity politics). Irrespective of how it is viewed, the diaspora is
tied to culture in many ways: Africa is regarded as the homeland, the cul-
tural space that belongs to all members; diaspora’s boundaries are marked
by culture and race, and its language is also defined by culture.4

Second, in all the aforementioned cases and others, culture has been
used to sustain identity, empower people so that they can survive various
circumstances of life, define blackness in order to build pride in the race,
and preserve traditions and memory in order to develop historical con-
sciousness. The interactions among the members of the diaspora have been
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fostered by various aspects of culture. Indeed, governments have sponsored
such huge gatherings as the Second World Black and African Festival of
Arts and Culture (FESTAC) in Lagos in 1977 to underscore the relevance
of culture for global linkages. Through various avenues, ideas have circu-
lated in the diaspora. There is the conventional one of the media. When
Marcus Garvey created The Negro World after the First World War, the
circulation reached almost two hundred thousand. But the number of those
who were able to access the message was even larger—through people who
traveled (for instance, merchant sailors) and took the paper to many places,
including Africa, where it was read to people and the message further circu-
lated through oral transmission. Music has equally been a powerful tool, as
in the case of Bob Marley and Fela Anikulapo Kuti. Books and essays also
travel widely. Garvey’s Philosophy and Opinions (1923) became the Bible to
the generation of Kwame Nkrumah, the famous Pan-Africanist and the
first president of independent Ghana. Garvey in turn confessed that the
book that had the most profound influence on him was Washington’s Up
from Slavery. Ideas in major books get circulated by word of mouth in a
culture where orality has developed as a strategy of cultural preservation.

Third, although often ignored, black communities have historically
contributed aspects of their labor and civilizations to others—to the Greeks
and Romans in ancient times; and to areas where they were taken as slaves
(e.g., Saudi Arabia, India, Turkey, Portugal, the Caribbean, the United States,
Britain, Canada, and Brazil). Blacks, too, have borrowed ideas from others,
since the traffic in borrowing is never unidirectional. Africans in the diaspora
have been assimilated and integrated into host communities and have equally
struggled to adapt themselves to new circumstances. In this discussion, the
emphasis is on Africanism in the Americas—what Africa has contributed
to both the black and white communities.

Fourth, non-African blacks have contributed to the development of the
African continent in various ways. The traffic has always been impressive, in-
cluding African students who studied abroad and returned home with ideas
from other lands, African traders, educators, sailors, African Americans who
resettled in Liberia and Sierra Leone or who worked as missionaries in other
places, and Afro-Brazilians and Afro-Cubans who went to Africa. For years,
many African Americans of different ideological persuasions and careers have
expressed the need to contribute to the development of Africa. In understand-
ing why there is a strong desire to do this, we see the role of identity, the power
of culture. Africa is the homeland, and its people must not suffer. Retaining
some cultural elements from the homeland, they also want to give back to
Africa, thereby creating a brisk traffic in cultural ideas.
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Finally, culture, in all its ramifications, creates the subtext of politics.
Political activities such as Pan-Africanism are based on a belief that mem-
bers of the diaspora share some common culture or regard themselves as
Africans. The African diaspora lacks a clear unity based on one language or
religion, as in the case of some diasporas. Neither do we have historical
continuity in which diaspora members maintain unbroken historical links
with Africa. However, there are four strong elements in the cultural unity
of the African diaspora. To start with, the blackness that others deride be-
comes an identity marker, one in which physical appearance becomes a
strong element of culture itself. Second, historical experiences have been
constructed as a racial identity—such experiences as slavery, political exclu-
sion, economic exploitation, and related conditions are treated as constitu-
ents of a collective identity. Although the experience may differ and ob-
scure differences in gender, class, and even the relevance of race, it is
nevertheless treated as a “collective” one. Third, there are cultural rem-
nants, in ideas and practices, that members continue to associate with Af-
rica. And finally, a point made by Ronald W. Walters, is that of imagina-
tion: “what fired the imagination was the incongruity of the European
perception and treatment of Africans and the African’s own perception of
his native continent as an option for liberation.”5 Walters, an African Ameri-
can, says that he may look like a white lawyer in his three-piece suit, but
Africa remains in his imagination; he is even possessed “of both spirit and
imagination.”6 This imagination has given rise to deliberate projects to study
African culture, identify its main elements, and choose the name “African
American” to claim a link to Africa. Still borrowing from Walters, Africans
in the diaspora, while not claiming to be part of the routines of African
culture in Africa, base their claims on the following: “(1) their affirmation
of an African heritage; (2) their participation in the diasporic aspects of
pan African political struggles; (3) their continuing concern with the status
of Africa and their efforts to improve it, and (4) their relationship to other
hyphenated Africans in the Diaspora.”7

African Imprint in the Americas and the Caribbean

A variety of African cultures have made an important impact on the United
States, the Caribbean, and Latin America. Some have persisted and many
have been transformed to produce hybrid practices. Among the notable
areas are the survival of the core aspects of worldview relating to family and
the work ethic, religious values, the use of African musical instruments and
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rhythm in the musical cultures of many areas, African cuisine, the use of
African songs in religious worship in places like Brazil and Cuba, and the
use of the hoe and some farming equipment in Haiti. Some gods such as
Ogun, Sango, and Yemoja and the African belief systems regarding magic
and witchcraft have become truly trans-Atlantic. For instance, Ogun, the
Yoruba god of war and iron, is worshipped or invoked in speeches by mil-
lions of people in West Africa, the Americas, and the Caribbean.8

The transfer of culture was made possible by forced migrations and
the nature of the relations between various cultures in the Americas. Inte-
gration is not always easy, as barriers may be created by host communities,
or migrants may simply refuse to integrate.9 Through assimilation, the cul-
tures of the host societies have also been absorbed, in some cases com-
pletely.

It is not always possible to correlate demography to cultural retention
or the degree of assimilation to host societies. Other factors do affect de-
mography to produce many consequences. Assimilation and intermarriage
take place and affect the adoption and retention of cultural practices. Edu-
cation and integration to market economies can also lead to the emergence
of alternative cultures, making it difficult to isolate the African agency.
Where the Protestant churches are strong and exert influence on the black
population, as in some parts of the United States, many have replaced their
African values with Anglo-Saxon ones.

The sheer physical presence of black people in a country is itself a
form of survival which may affect perception of race and the nature of
domestic politics. In some countries, color difference is institutionalized, a
practice which may even affect the neighborhoods in which people live in
a given city. Roger Bastide noted in the mid-1960s that even where the
color line is not institutionalized, there is a tendency for blacks to feel as if
they are different from others, and to construct a world of difference.10

Where the majority of the population is black, as in Barbados, Haiti,
Jamaica, and Trinidad and Tobago, the diaspora connection is plainly vis-
ible. There are countries where the degree of intermarriage is high, and
people of African descent have played important political and economic
roles, as in the cases of Cuba and Brazil. There are places where the demo-
graphic impact of blacks is minimal—Chile, Bolivia, Paraguay, Uruguay,
and Argentina. R. D. Raltson, borrowing data from other scholars, has
indicated additional categories. He regards Colombia, Nicaragua, and
Panama as three countries where small, “tightly-knit” black populations
have been able to maintain a respectable level of distance from other races.
According to him, there are other countries where people of African origin
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have also not been fully integrated with other local populations—Suriname
and the maroons in Santo Domingo, Jamaica, Cuba, and Haiti.11

With regard to culture, it is unwise to keep searching for evidence of
so-called cultural purity, as if values and cultures can be retained in their
original forms over a long period. Changes inevitably occur, leading to
various transformations and new hybrids. Connections with Africa can,
however, be clearly seen in some examples. For instance, in Jamaica the
Sasabonsan cult was originally of Asante origin, later to become modified
to a spirit-based cult. In 1894, the Jamaica Baptist Free Church, created by
Bedward, added magic and repackaged it as Christianity. It has not been
uncommon to add elements from Christianity to an African religion either
to create a redefined Christianity or a redefined traditional religion. This is
the power of cultural creativity at work, the ability to draw from various
sources to meet one’s needs and achieve spiritual satisfaction. Evidence of
this strategy can be found in Haiti where the Catholic Church and African
gods met and combined in creative ways. Interactions can also be multiple,
as in the case of the macumba of Brazil, where African religion interacted
with the Catholic and Amerindian observances. Where intermarriage has
occurred, as in the rise of the mestizo in the West Indies where Africans
(the Caribs) married Amerindian women, cultural mixing can be intense
and complex.

Interest and research in cultural survival started a long time ago, with
a most notable contribution from Melville J. Herskovits, who in 1941 pub-
lished The Myth of the Negro Past.12 Since then, the literature has been quite
respectable, with some clear patterns now fairly well established. This es-
tablished literature reveals a number of issues. Drawing on evidence of rem-
nants of African culture in the United States (notably in the states of South
Carolina, Georgia, and Florida) and in Brazil, the Caribbean, and Suriname,
a debate ensued as to the survival or otherwise of African culture. Some
scholars tend to see continuity and survival, while others see transforma-
tions and new ways of life.

In what is now known in intellectual circles as the “Herskovits-Frazier
debate,” Melville Herskovits argued that there is cultural survival whereas
E. Franklin Frazier posited that African Americans lost their culture over
time and that what is characterized as survival is an alternative culture. For
Frazier, slavery was so completely destructive that no aspect of African val-
ues survived, and African Americans had no choice but to borrow heavily
from white communities.13 As more scholars joined in the debate, it be-
came obvious that Herskovits is right to point out that cultural retention is
strong, although a tiny voice continues to affirm that Frazier is right in
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pointing to the deculturalization of the black experience, and that Africanism
should not be treated as the most notable aspect of African American cul-
ture. There are others, notably Sidney Mintz and Richard Price, who are
opposed to the idea of cultural survival, but do not necessarily support
Frazier either. They argue that there is more cultural syncretism in the New
World, not just cultural survival, as African cultures came in contact with
others to lead to the creation of new ones.14 Research continues to focus on
issues of survival and new cultural formations as well as on the impact of
different ethnicities and identity on cultural practices.15

The list of the contributors to unearthing the evidence of survival
and Africanisms is long, including Newbell Puckett, Carter G. Woodson,
W. E. B. Du Bois, Guy Johnson, Lorenzo Turner, Norman Whitten and
John Szwed, Sidney M. Mintz and Richard Price, Peter Wood, Lawrence
W. Levine, Margaret Washington Creel, Sterling Stuckey, Charles Joyner,
Winifred Vass, Dena J. Epstein, and John W. Blassingame.16 Among the
major statements by these various scholars are that: the folk beliefs of Afri-
can Americans in the southern states show similarities with those of Afri-
cans in their contents and strategies of transmission; African customs have
been preserved in African American philosophy, folklore, belief in witch-
craft, voodoo, ghosts, and burial customs; the survival of African culture
can be found in various aspects of arts, crafts, history, language, and spiri-
tuality. Detailed studies on the Gullah communities and Georgia Sea Is-
lands reveal considerable evidence of African retention in oral cultures (e.g.,
proverbs, legends, songs and folktales, and speech). Those who examined
colonial America see the African impact on agricultural practices such as
open grazing, basketry, and rice growing. Studies on the banjo have traced
it to Africa, while the impact of African Bantu languages has been estab-
lished with respect to American folklore, place names, and literature.

Much of this previous research has been extended and consolidated
in a book edited by Joseph E. Holloway.17 The ten essays in the volume
examine the cultural carryovers from west and central Africa in various
areas, notably history, language, arts, and religion. The major zones of in-
fluence identified in this important book include the following:

History—some African groups, notably the Bantu of central Africa, created ho-
mogenous societies and cultures in some areas of the United States; southern
planters borrowed from the agricultural practices of their African slaves.

Language—African Americans have retained the linguistic structures of African
languages in the use of tone and tense distinctions.18

Religion—many African American practices are derived from Africa, such as the
belief in a Supreme Being, the awareness of the spiritual world in the life of
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an individual, the practice of Christianity that incorporates aspects of indig-
enous religions, “the ring shout, the passing of children over a dead person’s
coffin in the Sea Islands, and the placement of objects on top of graves.”19

Detailed case studies in a number of chapters bring out other major points—
Jessie Gaston Mulira traces the voodoo religion in New Orleans to Dahomey,
arguing that the religion and its elements of magic, rituals, and symbols,
were transplanted virtually wholesale.20 In another examination of African
American religion in Florida during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
the attention paid to ecstasy, funeral rites, musical styles, and rituals is traced
back to Africa.21

Arts—African influence can be seen in African American musical forms, folklore,
and artistic culture in general. The impact of the Kongo culture (from central
Africa) is considerable on the aesthetic of black culture in the Americas, con-
tributing to the emergence of the samba in Brazil, to that of jazz in the United
States, and to a number of dance patterns such as the akimbo pose, baton-
twirling in Mississippi, and juba dance (now known as the Charleston). Af-
rica also influenced the epic heroes (Stagolee and John Henry), medicine,
food, and drama. Many of these survived the Middle Passage and were prac-
ticed on the plantations. Later, slave songs became the spirituals.

In the same collection edited by Holloway, John Philips broadens the
discussion to examine how African culture also influenced white Ameri-
cans in areas such as food, agriculture, religion, social structure, and music.
In general, the impact of Africa and blacks in general on white civilization
or economic development tends to be ignored or denied. But Philips notes
that some aspects of African culture adopted by white Americans are not
necessarily found among African Americans or are actually more prevalent
among whites (as in case of the banjo).

In isolating some of the African contributions to white America,
Herskovits’ short but pioneering essay remains a landmark.22 He identifies
at least five major areas:

1. music—jazz and spirituals, in both of which African Americans have
distinguished themselves, have become popular American music. Add-
ing to the banjo, Philips notes the African influence in the develop-
ment of country music and the white Appalachian banjo and the de-
velopment of the American washtub bass from the African earth-bow.

2. southern dialect, in its pronunciation and musical tone.
3. African spirit of respect for people, elders, and neighbors and the use

of kinship idioms.
4. cuisine, such as gumbo, fried chicken, okra, and heavy seasoning of food.
5. religious behavior—to quote Philips, who paraphrases Herskovits, “Eu-

ropean possession cults practiced a very personal form of autohypnosis,
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whereas American churches engaged in a more social form of group
excitation induced by the rhythms of the liturgy and the droning of
the preacher. Such a trance form was characteristically African but was
often found among whites who belonged to churches with large num-
bers of black members and in the Pentecostal sects.”23

Philips extends this list of contributions, adding new areas that require
further investigation as well as offering explanations as to how people of
African descent could have imparted their culture to white communities.

What Herskovits and Philips identify are positive aspects of culture
borrowing. Culture also offers the tools to create differentiation. In creat-
ing racial distinctions, the marker is not just physical characteristics but
cultural ones as well, especially a deliberate creation of social boundaries.
To take just one example, the combination of slavery and poverty created a
culture of black inferiority in the minds of whites. It is this white belief in
the culture of black inferiority that has part defined the power and identity
of whiteness which makes it easier to exploit racial difference. “Without
the presence of black people in America,” concludes Cornel West,

European Americans would not be “white”—they would be only Irish, Ital-
ians, Poles, Welsh, and others engaged in class, ethnic, and gender struggles
over resources and identity. What made America distinctly American for
them was not simply the presence of unprecedented opportunities, but the
struggle for seizing these opportunities in a new land in which black slavery
and racial caste served as the floor upon which white class, ethnic, and gen-
der struggles could be diffused and diverted.24

The issue is even broader than this. By trying to understand black-
ness and castigating it, whiteness was being invented. A notion of white
superiority is in essence the creation of a white culture based on “Other-
ness.” The emergence of one culture that counters the other is the result of
their contributions to one another, even if this process goes unacknowl-
edged.

What Is Africa to Me?

Blacks outside of Africa have constructed their identity based on their Afri-
can origin. Indeed, their definition of Self and its perception by others
inevitably revolve around issues of race, slavery, and Africa. Historically,
there has also been a strong tendency not just to borrow from Africa, but to
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contribute to it. For instance, part of the agenda of Pan-Africanism was to
seek the means to liberate Africa from European domination and to supply
the continent with ideas to transform it. For various generations of diasporan
Africans, the continent has been a source of immense pride. Every era has
produced leading African Americans who talk about the renewal of pride
in Africa and popularize the contributions of Africa to world civilization.25

African American consciousness of Africa is both cultural and political and
can be found in the way Africa is connected to their identity, their contri-
butions to Pan-Africanism, the dismantling of colonial rule in Africa, and
the end of apartheid in South Africa.26 Notable among these African Ameri-
cans are W. E. B. Du Bois, the “father of Pan-Africanism” and one of the
most prolific authors of the twentieth century; J. A. Rogers, the author of
The World’s Great Men of Color; Chancellor Williams, who wrote one of the
most influential books on Africa, The Destruction of Black Civilization: Great
Issues of a Race from 4500 B.C. to 2000 A.D.; Arthur Schomburg, an essay-
ist and the creator of one of the most respectable archives on the African
diaspora; and the highly respected Howard professor, the late William Leo
Hansberry, whose lecture notes were later published by Professor Joseph
Harris, an equally respected scholar. In the late 1970s, Alex Haley success-
fully created major public interest in his book, Roots, which has since led to
annual pilgrimages by many African Americans to west Africa. In the same
spirit, the African American National Black Arts Festival, a biennial festi-
val, began in 1988 to bring together black artists and scholars from Africa,
the United States, the Caribbean, and Latin America.

As indicated above, the connections between Africa and diasporan
blacks have been expressed in multiple ways Two major areas will be dis-
cussed to illustrate the intensity and relevance of linkages in the diaspora:
projects and ambitions by blacks outside of Africa to return to Africa (emi-
gration) and the contributions of African Americans to the spread of Chris-
tianity in Africa (evangelism).

Emigration Projects and Ideas

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, black emigration was both a
cultural and a practical project to construct a linkage between Africa and
its members in the diaspora. The back-to-Africa movements grew in the
United States, the Caribbean, and Brazil, indicating a great ambition by
thousands of blacks in the diaspora to return to west Africa, south Africa,
and the Horn.
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Early emigrations from the United States were to Liberia and Sierra
Leone during the nineteenth century. Before the official abolition of sla-
very in Brazil in 1888, a large number of Brazilian blacks emigrated to west
Africa. In spite of the disappointment that accompanied this move, the
idea of “back-to-Africa” continued to be expressed during the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. The leading advocates of this idea during the
nineteenth century included Lott Cary, John B. Russwurm, Paul Cuffee,
Henry H. Garnet, Martin R. Delany, and Daniel Coker. A number of
individuals and small missions helped to propagate the idea of emigration.
For instance, the famous scholar, Dr. Edward Wilmot Blyden, represented
the American Colonization Society in 1889 to urge more people to go to
Africa. A few combined missionary work with emigration, as in the cases of
Henry H. Garnet, who in 1881 became a resident minister and consul-
general to Liberia, and Bishop Henry NcNeal Turner, who went to Africa
in the 1880s and 1890s.

Some examples of the emigration projects can be offered here.27 In
1878, the South Carolina–Liberian Exodus Joint Stock Steamship Com-
pany was able to take about 203 African Americans to Liberia. In the 1890s,
hundreds of black farmers in Arkansas and Oklahoma were eager to relo-
cate to Liberia. In 1896, Turner was able to relocate three hundred people
to Liberia. Three years later, the African Development Society was estab-
lished, an organization aimed at sponsoring African Americans in buying
land and relocating to East Central Africa.28 In 1900, the International
Migration Society of Alabama sent about five hundred people to Liberia.
This was not a good experience for all of them, and those who returned came
with terrible stories of impossible living conditions, discouraging many others.

In the early twentieth century, efforts to relocate to South Africa and
Ghana were unsuccessful. Marcus Garvey, born in Jamaica in 1887, was
the most remarkable advocate of emigration in the early decades of the
twentieth century, rising to become one of the few heroes of the Pan-
Africanist movement. His career has generated an impressive array of lit-
erature.29 So successful was Garvey that his movement—the Universal Ne-
gro Improvement and Conservation Association and African Communities
League (UNIA)—was the largest after the First World War. He believed
that self-help programs were necessary to liberate blacks. He moved to the
United States in 1915 to develop his business and political ideas. Garvey
chose the United States after reading Washington’s Up from Slavery in hopes
of learning about his Tuskegee Institute and enlisting his help in building
similar schools in Jamaica. Washington died shortly before Garvey’s arrival.
According to Garvey, agricultural and industrial schools had to be created
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in Jamaica and elsewhere, a black-owned fleet of ships should be created to
facilitate commerce between Africa and the Americas, and blacks must cre-
ate one nation to serve all of them. Garvey chose Liberia as the focus of his
emigration scheme, which promised to relocate almost thirty thousand fami-
lies. The emigration project was a failure.30 Perhaps inspired by Garvey, a few
African Americans went to Ethiopia (among them William Leo Hansberry).

These cases of emigration represent examples of the “reverse diaspora,”
in which blacks were returning to Africa rather than leaving their conti-
nent. What did emigration mean to the participants and what did it con-
tribute to Africa? Emigration was associated with empowerment—the ability
to be free to determine one’s occupation and enjoy rights and privileges as
a citizen. It was associated with dignity and respect in a nonracialized envi-
ronment. “[O]ne thing that the Black man has here (i.e., in Liberia),” con-
cluded Henry Turner, “is Manhood, freedom; and the fullest liberty; he
feels like a Lord and walks the same way.”31 Turner maintained that blacks
could create not just a dignified living, but an autonomous culture—they
should create a new nation with their own laws, customs, economies, and
civilization. The supporters of emigration wondered: if blacks in the New
World had Africa to go to, why live in another place where they had to beg
for justice, jobs, and freedom? Garvey, who linked emigration with the
creation of black business power, was able to energize a large number of
blacks in Africa and the Americas. For him, blacks were suffering people
who, to liberate themselves, must “claim Africa for themselves.”32 The emi-
grants to Africa brought with them new ideas, skills, knowledge, and culture.
Again, only a few examples can be provided. In west Africa, the Afro-Brazilians
emerged as a distinct cultural group during the nineteenth century. They cre-
ated a trading and professional group, and altered the cultural landscape.

The Afro-Brazilians

During the nineteenth century, mixed passenger cargo lines traveled be-
tween the ports of Lagos, West Africa, and Bahia de Todos os Santos. Bra-
zilian emigrants increased in number from 1835 onwards, settling along
the coastal cities in the Gold Coast (Ghana), Togo, Dahomey (Republic of
Benin), and Nigeria. They formed communities, clearly identified by them-
selves and their hosts, who were bearers and propagators of culture. New
consumer goods were imported from Brazil, notably rum, cigars, and to-
bacco in exchange for kola nuts, palm oil, local textiles, and European cot-
ton. A commercial class emerged and profited from this trade, along with
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an artisan class—masons, carpenters, printers, and tool repairers. Not only
did the latter spread their skills among Africans, they also introduced the
Brazilian architecture style to West Africa. “Brazilian Quarters” were cre-
ated in a number of areas, including multistory houses copied from Bahia,
a number of mosques, and a large Catholic cathedral in Lagos. In Dahomey,
the common Brazilian architecture was the “Casa-Grande” structure of the
Brazilian plantations and sugar mills. A number of Brazilian emigrants were
well educated, and they imported books and other reading materials. Dur-
ing the colonial period, their education enabled them to join the civil ser-
vice. Not only did they use culture to retain their identity, they also intro-
duced their hosts to their ways of life in such aspects as folk dances and
songs. As they became integrated into African society during the colonial
period, they gradually lost much of their heritage and Portuguese language.

Afro-Brazilians contributed to the growth of religions. They did not
belong to just one religion, and many actually took advantage of emigra-
tion to return to their old religions. Among them could be found Muslims
who contributed to the building of mosques and Catholics who contrib-
uted to the building of the first church in 1879 in Lagos. Eager to retain
aspects of their African culture, Afro-Brazilians contributed to the
Africanization of Christianity. Many chose not to keep a distance from
indigenous gods and spirits, seeking accommodation between older ways
and Catholicism. While deriving or enjoying the prestige and social status
brought by Christianity and its elite, they seem to have taken refuge in the
spiritual powers of local gods and diviners. For the Yoruba among them, the
orisa (gods) and babalawo (diviners) were as important as the Catholic saints.

Even the commercial traffic reflected this religious blending. If items
of status and leisure were imported for the Afro-Brazilians in west Africa,
they exported religious and cult items such as kola nuts, cowries, gourds,
palm oil, black soap, carved objects to represent the gods, charms (juju),
and many others. Demand was high, showing that many people were de-
voted to orisa worship in Brazil.

The Spread of Atlantic Ideas:
The Circulation of Knowledge and Skills

Voluntary migrations of Africans to North America and other areas where
black people live have broadened the interactions between Africa and other
continents. Major intellectual and practical ideas about change, leadership,
and political philosophy have also spread so that people can now talk of
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black literature, black music, and black art. Space does not permit an elabo-
ration of all these issues, but I will identify the most persistent ones.

Hundreds of voluntary African migrants left Africa for Western coun-
tries and returned to Africa with ideas and skills. The historically black
colleges in the United States such as Howard, Xavier, Fisk, Bethune-
Cookman, Hampton, Lincoln, Livingston, Tuskegee, Wilberforce, and
Morris Brown became dream schools for many Africans. African American
churches sponsored a number of African students, and black ministers were
mentors to many.

The education of Africans in the United States has helped in many
ways to strengthen the linkages in the diaspora. Through education, cul-
tural ideas and technical skills have been circulated within the diaspora.
African students have served as culture couriers and keen observers of
American domestic politics and race relations. In interacting amongst them-
selves, they have developed associations and strategies to deal with their
own countries and continent. When some American-trained Africans re-
turned to their home countries still under colonial rule, not all were able to
secure the kind of jobs they wanted, as they were discriminated against for
not studying in Europe or were perceived as being too radical. Many be-
came champions of American-type education. I will limit my examples to
the first half of the twentieth century.

The number of Africans who went to school in the United States
began to increase after 1880, encouraged by the few who had gone before
and the need to overcome the limitations of higher education in colonial
Africa. Many of these Africans distinguished themselves in various careers.
The activities of the politicians among them bore a clear imprint of the
impact of the United States on their politics and ideology. A large number
made contributions as nationalists and community leaders, for example,
John Chilembwe, Ndabaningi Sithole, J. E. K. Aggrey, Charlotte and
Marshall Maxeke, John Dube, Pixley Ka Izaka Seme, D. S. Malekebu, Franck
Osam-Pinanko, Peter Koinange, and A. B. Xuma. Three became heads of
states—Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, Kamuzu Banda of Malawi, and
Nnamdi Azikiwe of Nigeria.

The contributions of this group of people were diverse. Among them
were church founders and leaders such as Chilembwe and Malekebu; pio-
neer industrialists such as Malekebwu; and educators such as the famous J.
E. K. Aggrey (1875–1921) of Ghana.33 Aggrey left for the United States in
1898, sponsored by the American Methodist Episcopla (AME) Zion
Church, to attend Livingstone College in North Carolina. After his
degree, he stayed in the United States where he worked as a newspaper
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correspondent, schoolteacher, and church minister. He contributed to the
demand for higher education in west Africa and served as a mentor to a
generation of African students in the United States.

The idea of technical education, as espoused by Booker T. Washing-
ton and his Tuskegee Institute, gained considerable influence among Afri-
cans who wanted to duplicate it in Africa. Characterized as the “Tuskegee
spirit,” it was widely believed to be superior to European colonial educa-
tion in blending agricultural, technical, and liberal education. The belief
was that a technical and commercial class would emerge that would give
blacks considerable professional and economic power, allowing them to
use the skills and capital generated to improve their standards of living and
overcome domination by other races. The impact of Washington on Garvey
has been mentioned earlier.

As expected, the best known were the politicians. Here, the Atlantic
and Pan-Africanist connections are clear. One example was Nnamdi Azikiwe,
who started his impressive educational career in West Virginia in 1925,
and later attended Howard University inWashington, D.C.34 Azikiwe was
exposed to the ideas of Marcus Garvey and Pan-Africanist principles. At
Howard, he became a student of leading African American scholars, such
as Ralph Bunche, Leo Hansberry, and Alain Locke. He was also privileged
to meet a number of notable visiting scholars, such as the distinguished
Trinidadian Pan-Africanist and socialist George Padmore. He moved to
Lincoln University in Jefferson City, Missouri, in 1930, where he stayed
for four years and criticized the school for its racist policies. Upon his re-
turn to Africa, Azikiwe propagated political ideas and publicized Pan-
Africanism. Under the umbrella of the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People (NAACP), African American leaders, most
notably W. E. B. Du Bois, added the decolonization of Africa to its agenda,
thus making statements that future African leaders easily connected to. For
instance, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana enrolled at Lincoln in 1935, and
later became a leading Pan-Africanist, the first president of independent
Ghana, and a tremendous symbol for African Americans.

Culture and Resistance

Resistance has been part of diaspora from the very beginning, and culture has
always been deployed as a strategy to mobilize people, ensure cooperation,
prevent the betrayal of fellow members, and generate hope. In important cases,
Africans in the diaspora formed ethnic associations to mobilize against their



Africa, the Homeland: Diasporic Cultures 293

masters or create opportunities for violence and flight. Examples of the linkage
between associations and resistance can be found in slave revolts in Cuba. In
Havana, Cuba, in 1836, the Abakua society was formed, modeled on the east-
ern Nigerian Ekpe secret society, to fight against slavery. The secret language of
the Abakua society is now part of Cuban popular music.

In Jamaica, Haiti, Cuba, and Santo Domingo, countries with maroon
communities, we find examples of fugitive slaves who came together, separated
themselves from others, and resorted to cultural identity to create strong bonds
among themselves. Living in rural communities, they were able to turn to
African values in creating their semi-autonomous societies.

The linkage between culture and resistance survives today. In Jamaica
and some Caribbean islands, the Rastafarian movements emerged in part
as a culture of protest against the domination of capitalism and race. While
Protestantism did spread, many elements were added to it, in particular the
idea of the Messiah. Haile Selassie became a god, the Messiah that would
deliver many Rastafarians from oppression.

There are several aspects which do not manifest themselves in rebel-
lion or other direct forms of violence, but rather in intellectual ideas, radi-
cal leadership, and the belief in a savior. I will provide three examples.

Négritude: Blackness and the Creativity of Resistance

The leading intellectual idea in the Francophone black diaspora during the
twentieth century was the cultural concept of a collective black conscious-
ness, known as Négritude. Usually regarded as the cultural side of Pan-
Africanism, the intellectual leaders of Négritude include notable Carib-
bean intellectuals such as Aimé Césaire, Léon Damas, and Jean Price-Mars
of Haiti, and the famous poet-politician, Léopold Senghor of Senegal. These
men and their ideas connected the black universe in an intellectual affirma-
tion of blackness. Scholarship was connected with identity politics, as the
writers sought the means to be politically relevant. Excited by the Harlem
Renaissance and eager to support Marcus Garvey and Du Bois, Négritude
scholars turned to history, poetry, and other genres to invest culture with
political meaning. Senghor and Césaire regarded the diaspora as an indivis-
ible cultural entity, sharing a similar past, common historical traditions,
and great dreams about the future. If the Harlem poet, Countee Cullen,
posed the question, “What is Africa to me?” in his celebrated poem,
“Heritage,”35 other members of the Harlem group such as Langston Hughes
and the Négritude scholars decided to answer the question in an assertive
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and definitive manner by praising blackness, minimizing or rejecting the
relevance of Western civilization, rejecting the idea of white superiority,
and calling for black nationalism.

Who is Prester John?

Négritudist imaginations moved from dreams to reality in the symbolism
and expression of black unity and consciousness, but more so in the belief
that a savior would arise to deliver the black race. The Rastafarians saw in
Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia such a savior.36 The Muslims believed
in the Mahdi, a prophet who would emerge to clean the world, reform
Islam, bring justice, and restore people’s dignity.

Many African Americans are unlikely to imagine, to say nothing of
believing, that part of the African millennial tradition was to regard them
as saviors. Those seeking an alternative to white missionaries expected black
missionaries. According to the Xhosa of South Africa, who lost their land
and cattle in the mid-nineteenth century, African Americans would come
to their rescue by fighting on their behalf. To those seeking an end to colo-
nial rule, African Americans would come to Africa to form an army that
Europeans could not defeat. If there was a shortage of skills and entrepre-
neurs, why not ask African Americans to return to the homeland? In the
apartheid era of the 1920s in South Africa, when Africans were regarded as
primitive and incapable of understanding and enjoying the rights and privi-
leges of citizenship, African Americans became examples of modernizers
and the role models of radicalism and civility. James Thaele, the Lincoln-
trained South African professor, became a prominent member of the radi-
cal African National Congress in the 1920s and a firm believer in the ca-
pacity of African Americans to lead Africa out of its colonial domination.

There was also the creative invention of prophets, leaders, warriors,
and even gods. Bishop Msiqinya, the peripatetic black American, appeared
to many in South Africa in the 1910s as a deliverer, and those who offered
political deliverance could be regarded as Messiahs. Thus, Marcus Garvey
was believed in some parts of South Africa to be semi-divine. Even James
Aggrey, the teacher, was welcomed in South Africa as a sign that an army of
African Americans would soon arise to save them from European domination.

In his novel, Prester John, published in 1910, John Buchan, a white
man, explored this millennial theme by creating a fictionalized educated
African pastor who emerged from the black community and led a rebellion
against white people. For capturing the prevalent view among blacks and
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the fear of violence among whites, Prester John received attention in South
Africa. Thirteen years later, another novel with the same theme was writ-
ten, entitled Bayete!, which describes the coming of African Americans to
South Africa and also portrays the great fear that whites had that such a
migration would prove to be a calamity for them.

The diaspora experience can also be seen among the marginalized
blacks of India. Called “untouchables” by the others, but calling themselves
the Dalits, they have been able to connect with the African American leader-
ship in the United States, borrowing organizational strategies and political
ideas from them, and building bridges to ensure an end to their marginality.37

Rastafarianism

“By the rivers of Babylon”—so begins one of the most famous reggae songs
of the twentieth century, by Bob Marley, based on the Old Testament Psalm
137. Reggae is not just music for listening pleasure, but is connected to
Rastafarianism, a movement which began in Jamaica in the early decades
of the twentieth century.38 It is a resistance movement, one that uses cul-
tural identity to seek an end to the domination and marginalization of its
members. To the general public, the “Rastas” are known by their dress and
speech—they wear “dreadlocks,” ornaments in the colors of Africa (red,
green, yellow, black, and gold), and use a “dread talk” language which is a
form of creole. The public associates the Rastas with drugs and the use of
ganja (marijuana), which has made them victims of police harassment.

The public imagery of the Rasta obscures their complex practices, as
well as their strong beliefs. The dreadlocks and dread talk help to create a
very strong sense of identity and bonding among members. The ritualistic
and secular use of drugs is not meant to produce a careless, reckless lifestyle.
Indeed, Rasta members are forbidden from consuming alcohol, hard drugs,
and unprocessed foods. They are expected to be religious, and to constantly
reread the Bible and the speeches of Haile Selassie and Marcus Garvey.
They subscribe to a set of religious beliefs: Ras Tafari (Haile Selassie of
Ethiopia) is a prophet and Jah (God) is black. Ras Tafari is God incarnate,
the Messiah that will save the black people. They see themselves as the
descendants of the Israelites of the ancient period, represented in the mod-
ern world by the Ethiopian Coptic Church. They see an end to the present
world, which will destroy itself and be replaced by a just, new one.39

These practices and beliefs are connected to a political agenda and
resistance ideology. Like the Nation of Islam discussed below, they attribute
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the destruction of the black race to Western influences, usually described as
evil. For the black race to prevail, it has to deal with this evil. A Messiah will
help, and blacks must return to their homeland in Africa. To communicate
with one another and reach a larger audience, the Rastas use reggae music,
their fashion, ganja, and their religious leaders. They have been successful
in reaching places outside of Jamaica, including west Africa, New Zealand,
Britain, India, Canada, and the United States, where they have appealed to
a number of young people. As with the spread of religions and ideas, when
they reach new places, they can be “customized” to meet the demands of
local cultures and established lifestyles.40

As Rastafarianism spreads, its association with identity politics and
resistance is clear. It appeals to those who regard their peoples and cultures
as having been suppressed by capitalism and Western influence, those who
complain against American and Western colonialism; youth dealing with
joblessness and urban problems, and those who seek alternative models to
the present realities that appear to them to be corrupt and alienating.
Rastafarianism is regarded by its members as a source of hope, a way to
make life more meaningful in a noncapitalist ideology. Its connection to
the African diaspora is also very apparent: the Rastas condemn slavery and
exploitation, call for the restoration of African values and cultures among
all blacks, advocate emigration to Africa, preach freedom from mental colo-
nization, and affirm the importance of blackness. The scholarship that ap-
peals to members relates to race pride and radicalism, in particular the
ideas of Garvey, Du Bois, and Frantz Fanon.

Resistance is much broader than I have presented here. Indeed, the
entire Pan-Africanist movement can be interpreted as resistance to colonial
domination and racism. “Africa Must Unite,” the slogan of Kwame Nkrumah
and the title of his famous book, is an affirmation of the power of collective
resistance. This idea in turn led to the formation of many socialist-oriented
associations (such as the Pan-African Revolutionary Socialist Party in 1983),
and regional and continental organizations, notably the Organization of
African Unity established in 1963. Resistance can also be reflected in scholar-
ship, as in Afrocentricity, which celebrates black scholarship against the back-
ground of Western universalism,41 or black radical scholarship in general.42

Religious Identities and Evangelization

Many religious traditions illustrate the ability and success of religion to
create connections and memory among the members of the diaspora. Such
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Yoruba gods as Ogun, Yemoja, and Sango have spread beyond their origi-
nal homeland to North America. Belief in magic and witchcraft is perva-
sive in many locations. Islamic and Christian missionaries have broadened
the scope of religious interactions to respond to local conditions. I will
examine these three religions.

Christianity and African Gods

A blending of Catholicism and African gods has taken place in many areas.
Voodoo practices are not regarded as any violation of Christian injunc-
tions. Just as a Catholic in west Africa can have two or more wives and still
expect salvation, his counterpart in Haiti can take to orisa. The Catholic
saints and Yoruba orisa (gods) are regarded as equals, even with the celebra-
tion of orisa replacing those of the saints.

The practice of traditional religion can also be influenced by that of
Christianity. Catholic sacraments have been incorporated into orisa wor-
ship to add to the spiritual energy and the rituals. In Brazil, the candomblé
and macumba cults have taken elements from other sources such as the
Amerindian culture.

Black Evangelism

Traditional religion was not the only basis for maintaining identity. Both
Islam and Christianity have contributed to strengthening linkages and pro-
moting affinity among the members of the diaspora. Owing to the conver-
sion of many African Americans to Christianity, it is this religion that has
been more important in the cultural traffic and linkages. African Ameri-
cans have served as missionaries in Africa in an attempt to propagate Chris-
tianity.43 Many worked as missionaries for established mainstream churches,
such as the Presbyterian Church, which sent missions to French Cameroon
in the 1890s; the Southern Presbyterian Church, with its mission in the
Congo also in the 1890s;44 and the Seventh-Day Adventists, who sent three
African Americans to Malawi at the turn of the century.

Black-owned churches and organizations sent their own agents at dif-
ferent periods and to different areas. The Rev. Alexander Crummell was
one of the early pioneers who went to west Africa, also serving as the prin-
cipal of an Episcopal school in Liberia. In 1893, the African Methodist
Episcopal (AME) Church organized two conferences, in 1893 and 1895,
to discuss the possible contributions of African Americans to Africa. The
motives were genuine, and the answers were passionate. Participants at the
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conferences and many church leaders believed that African Americans owed
Africans a duty and needed to evangelize them. Many were to repeat the
same ideology of the mid-nineteenth-century white missions of the “Bible
and the Plough”—that Africa required Christianity and a new economy to
grow and transform itself. Regarding it as a continent with great potential
and a great future, Christianity would let Africa discover and actualize it-
self. In the words of Bishop Turner, the redemption was certain, and the
agents were clear: “God brought the Negro to America and Christianized
him so that he might go back to Africa and redeem that land.”45 Black
missionaries went to various parts of the continent as the agents of mis-
sions such as the AME, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion, and the
National Baptist Convention.

Their impact was substantial. A number of Africans were drawn into
African American-led missions. For instance, in Ghana J. E. K. Aggrey and
Franck Osam-Pinanko distinguished themselves and became members of
the AME Zion Church. In South Africa the AME had an impact that lasted
for a long time in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In 1896, the
AME was able to create a temporary alliance with the “Ethiopian” Church—
a set of African independent churches that broke away from the white-led
Wesleyan mission. Through the AME, black South Africans gained some
access to the United States, more African American missionaries were sent
to South Africa, and a school (the Wilberforce Institution) was later estab-
lished in 1908. A number of Africans went to school in the United States,
sponsored by African American churches. Many others were trained in Af-
rica by African American missionaries and teachers.

Conversion was a process of culture creation and an avenue to empower-
ment. African Christians, drawing currents from African American churches,
tend to be intense in their mode of worship; see the church as an agency to
create a social, cultural, and political network; and emphasize passages in the
Bible that lend force to the struggles for emancipation and liberation from
poverty and injustice imposed by colonial or racial domination.

Very quickly, many Africans, persuaded by African American evange-
lism, connected race emancipation with Christianity. One of the early re-
markable figures was John Chilembwe of Nyasaland, a graduate of the Vir-
ginia Theological Seminary, an all-black school. While in the United States
he witnessed the 1898 race riots in Wilmington, North Carolina, read a lot
of protest literature, and interacted with a number of race-conscious Afri-
can Americans. When he returned to Africa, he combined mission work
with the creation of small industries and an apprenticeship system for the
converts,46 who led an unsuccessful rebellion against the British in 1915.
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Black evangelists attuned their followers to the power of Christianity.
The church led the attack against the atrocities of the Belgians in the Congo
in the 1890s and 1900s, and was consistently critical of minority rule and
apartheid in South Africa. Churches became centers of opposition to the
colonial governments throughout Africa, their activities explaining why
European officers were always suspicious of African American miss-
ionaries.

The Nation of Islam

With the spread of Islam to the Americas and Europe, it has become im-
perative to treat it as an important religion in the diaspora. The literature is
still new, and I want to focus only on the Nation of Islam in the United
States in relation to the theme of culture and politics. The Nation of Islam
offers a case study for understanding militancy, leadership, and political
mobilization in some black communities in the United States.

Islam is an old religion in the Americas, although it has attracted
fewer people than Christianity.47 Many more African Americans began to
embrace Islam after the 1930s. Although not all Muslims are members of
the denomination, much attention on Islam has been focused on the Na-
tion of Islam, whose visibility began in 1934 when Minister Elijah
Muhammad became its leader and set up headquarters (Temple Number
Two) in Chicago. Membership grew, reaching about 200,000 in the 1980s,
with temples in different parts of the country.48 The figure is now larger,
and the Nation of Islam has spread to Africa, Asia, and Europe, thus be-
coming a truly transnational organization. Minister Louis Farrakhan, the
present leader, is treated as a head of state whenever he visits certain coun-
tries. The Nation of Islam has also grown financially, benefiting from con-
tributions by its members and a wide range of investments.

The growth in the membership and visibility of the Nation of Islam
is connected to the belief that blacks suffer from racism and discrimina-
tion. Certainly, such factors as the economic depression of the 1930s, which
led to a high rate of unemployment, and the race problems of the 1960s
and 1970s led to many African Americans joining the organization. Most
members are former Christians who regard Christianity as too closely tied
to white power and racism. According to C. Eric Lincoln, the majority of
members are young African American men from low-income families, al-
though the Nation’s message also reaches people of other classes. The mem-
bers are prohibited from consuming alcohol, smoking, gambling, premari-
tal sex, and other things considered to be vices.
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The Nation of Islam regards religion as an opportunity for political
expression, a militant nationalism that seeks to empower blacks. Islam pro-
vides an agency of unification, and the majority of the members tend to
subscribe to a set of common beliefs, although they may disagree on strat-
egies.49 Many of the leading beliefs have been altered, but the original lead-
ers believed that Christianity is the creation of the devil, although the Bible
is a Holy Book; that Allah is black and black people are the chosen people;
and that white domination will end. The Nation of Islam is opposed to the
use of violence, but believes that empowerment will come with spiritual
power. Some of its members advocate the separation of races, and subscribe
to a demand for a separate state for blacks. The ideas of the Nation of Islam
on black economic and political power, racial solidarity, and the role of
other races in the condition of African Americans have generated contro-
versy in the United States and deepened racial conflicts. Orthodox Mus-
lims who are members of other organizations do not necessarily agree with
the message of the Nation of Islam even if they share the goal of race eman-
cipation through religion.

Concluding Remarks

All the issues highlighted above are combined in one aim: the expression of
the consciousness of blackness. Multiple media are used to express this
consciousness. Cultural survival and adaptation show the power of memory
(to retain and to use ideas) as well as the power of articulation (to resort to
memory and practices to construct communities and enduring strategies
of survival). Shared experiences of exploitation and domination by other
races and powers are turned into a cultural presentation of a shared destiny
and a vigorous effort to seek redemption.

While culture provides a means of identification, the goal is to trans-
late the consciousness to strength—to convert culture and consciousness
to economic and political power. Underlying visions of political emancipa-
tion and economic reconstruction are heavily embedded in those of cul-
tural reformation and redemption. The energization of the black race has
involved projects of cultural renaissance—even the transfer of skills from
one black world to the other was predicated on the assumption of race
redemption. There is a political and practical side to projects of cultural
solidarity. Culture translates into power; the power of culture is shown in
political struggles. Culture and political struggles are interwoven—Kwanza
creates an alternative to Christmas and consumerism; voodoo complements
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Western medicine; the defense of cultural practices is at the same time a
defense of race and identity; political meetings and activities advance cul-
tural interests; reliance on local products and ideas minimize dependence
on the West; and breaking with or minimizing the impact of the culture of
the colonizer is to empower oneself.

In the linkage between consciousness and power, many expect per-
secution and tend to use the language of redemption. The expectation of
persecution is derived from the historical circumstances of slavery, resis-
tance against slavery, colonial domination and nationalist expression. Thus,
in colonial Africa, those who declared themselves as followers of Marcus
Garvey, for instance Clements Kadalie and Dr. D. S. Malekebu, experi-
enced discrimination from the government. The Rastafarians claim the same
discrimination and accusations of drug trading in their relations with the
police. The persecution enhances the visibility of cultural projects, turning
their consumption into the articulation of consciousness, the embodiment
of resistance, and a powerful statement on race difference and affirmation.

The use of culture and cultural symbols does not mean that there is
no tension in the diaspora. There have been African American evangelists
who regard Africa as too poor and primitive, and Africans as exotic people
requiring civilization. There have been African migrants in the United States
who question the integrity and autonomy of African Americans. There
have been historical moments when the contingencies of assimilation in
new societies have called for a distancing from Africa or even the claim to
blackness. Other forces that create divisions between Africans and diasporan
Africans are stereotypes, different historical experiences, barriers erected by
powerful forces, etc.50 To limit myself to the United States, African Ameri-
can history and identity have their own complexities, richness, and inter-
nal struggles in addition to being connected to Africa. However, as a lived
and shared experience, culture and an identity constructed around Africa
have also created clearly visible bonds—as in similar physical appearance—
and in building bridges between peoples.

The cultural bonds have fostered a feeling of diasporic consciousness,
an international identity. International solidarity can be expressed in po-
litical ways or in the use of culture to globalize political projects. The strong
opposition to the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, the success of Patrice
Lumumba in the independence of the Congo in the 1960s, the FESTAC
in 1977, and the end of apartheid in the 1990s are examples of events that
show the power of cultural consciousness and solidarity in the diaspora.
When notable black American leaders visit Africa, they are treated as he-
roes, as in the case of Governor Douglas Wilder of Virginia, who led a trade
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mission to seven African countries in 1992. In grappling with underdevel-
opment, Africans look to the diasporic blacks for help. Diasporic blacks
look to Africa for cultural and racial pride, and for emotional comfort.
When cultural identity is linked with politics, one outcome is to create
groups in opposition, a subject and an object. Members of the African
diaspora regard themselves and their cultures as victims, and they struggle
to resolve many of the conflicts and to overcome victimization—real or
imagined—by turning to culture as a weapon. Music, art, history, past
heroes, etc. can all be used to defend identity and create metaphors for
political struggles. A kinship terminology is often used to describe relation-
ships among the members of the diaspora and Africans—the “Ties that
Bind,” to use the title of one book on the subject. The naming of the
race—African Americans, Afro-Cubans, Africans, Afro-Caribbeans, Afro-
Latinos and some others—reveals the relevance of identity and the power
of culture in a diaspora fostered by the consciousness of a common origin
and shared destiny. Perhaps, when more people know about us, both Afri-
cans in the homeland and in the diaspora, they will begin the slow process
of appreciating us.
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“The Power of African Cultures avoids the beaten tracks and subtly explores African use of
culture as a deconstructive tool in the responses to and appropriation of external change
agents. This rich study brings together the resources of contemporary African scholarship
across disciplines. Competing interpretations are held in tension by a powerful mind. It
makes for compelling reading.”

—Ogbu U. Kalu, Henry Winters Luce Professor of World Christianity
University of Nigeria and McCormick College

“This is an eclectic book, a fascinating and illuminating work from one of Africa’s most
active scholars. Toyin Falola’s fertile and restless mind provides readers with an engaging
commentary on African culture from which they will derive much benefit.”

—G. N. Uzoigwe, Chair of History, Mississippi State 
and former President of the Historical Society of Nigeria

“My response is a spontaneous acclaim for this superb writer and his extraordinary pres-
entation of African issues. This is the most creative book to tie Africa’s past into a web of
possibilities for Africa’s future.”

—Abdul-Rasheed Na’Allah, scholar and poet

“With the wisdom of a traditional elder and the erudition of the Western-educated elite,
Toyin Falola translates into various vernaculars—popular and academic—the ‘power of
African cultures.’ That same power is reinvested in these pages in the very terms of Falola's
own African cultures: new communities of readers and renewed kinships of struggle;
imperial conquest and continental resistance; the radical resurgence of national identities
and international identifications; cultural diversity and ethnographic diversification;
economic investment and political investiture; religion, ritual and rascality.”

—Barbara Harlow
Louann and Larry Temple Centennial Professor of English Literature
The University of Texas at Austin 

The Power of African Cultures

This book focuses on the modern cultures of
Africa, from the consequences of the imposition
of Western rule to the current struggles to define
national identities in the context of neo-liberal
economic policies and globalization. The book
argues that it is against the backdrop of foreign
influences that Africa has defined for itself
notions of identity and development. African
cultures have been evolving in response to
change, and in other ways are solidly rooted in
a shared past. The book successfully decon-
structs the last one hundred and fifty years of
cultures that have been disrupted, replaced and
resurrected. The Power of African Cultures chal-
lenges many preconceived notions, such as
male dominance and female submission, the
supposed unity of ethnic groups, and contem-
porary Western stereotypes of Africans.

The book shows the dynamism of African
cultures and how they adapted to foreign impo-
sition. Even as colonial rule forced the adoption
of foreign institutions and cultures, African cul-
tures appropriated these elements. Traditions
were reworked, symbols redefined, and the past
reconsidered in order to accommodate the
modern era.

Dr. Falola illustrates the intersection between
culture and politics in history and in the present.
An ongoing dialogue exists between the uphold-
ing of traditional African culture and the imposi-
tion of a modern culture. All societies deal with
the ambiguity and tensions of maintaining an
old world in the face of new developments, but
Africans have had to come to terms with an
ambiguous identity, as new nation states, institu-
tions, religions, languages and gender roles
established themselves on old traditions and
understandings of the world.
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Academy of Letters. His memoir, A Mouth
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University of Michigan Press. 
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