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1
 Introduction

Recent images of Africa in the West have depicted the continent in the throes of great political instability and economic stagnation or decline.1 A corrupt and authoritarian leadership, personal rule, ineffective government, poor policies, and unproductive patterns of accumulation are variously held to blame. Applied to Nigeria, these images seem exaggerated and too general. Although state policies have often been inefficient, inconsistent, and wasteful, there is a long-term capitalist dynamic at work. The federal system of government has evolved, and the pattern of political competition has kept strongly authoritarian rule at bay. In the struggle to govern a recent colonial creation of great complexity and create a national identity, there have been some achievements; and I will argue that the prospects for material progress are not as gloomy as the perpetual talk of crisis implies.

The study is focussed largely, though not exclusively at the level of national politics and the macroeconomy. In both major sections, a chronological approach is used. The study begins in Part 1 with a historical introduction to Nigeria's political economy. Part 2 (Chapters 3-6) contains an account of contemporary political development in Nigeria since 1970, when a civil war that had lasted for thirty months ended with the defeat of secessionist Biafra. Major issues and conflicts in Nigerian politics, the dynamics of regime change, and the challenges that have arisen from ethnic, religious, and regional divisions are identified. The political, ideological, and social context within which state power has been exercised and the federal system of government has evolved is examined.

In Part 3 (Chapters 7-10), the focus is on the evolution of economic policy economic institutions, and economic performance. These issues are examined in relation to the overall priorities and capacities of the state under different regimes and to the longer term dynamics of capitalist development.

The division into parts reflects the fact that political and economic aspects of Nigerian society can be separated analytically. Such a separation helps to clarify their character and the nature of their interaction. Both economy and politics are rooted in common social relations and historical experiences, and the division is not meant to imply the existence of separate spheres of activity. A measure of independence can be given to political activity and institutions. Thus the manner in which political power is mobilised, competed for, and shared affects the political demands that find expression. Economic forces, on the other hand, find expression in local patterns of capital accumulation and class alignment, in the character of the productive classes, in the changing fiscal basis of the state, and in the power of international capital.

Often it is the two-way interaction between political and economic forces that is important in shaping the direction of development and public policies through time. A few instances will help to make this clear.

	The Marketing Boards, which originated out of the need for wartime controls and the growth of monopoly in the export trade, became instruments of taxation. They also became important political institutions at the centre of regional party power. In turn, they shaped the extent and form of government economic intervention, allowing scope for the exercise of bureaucratic power and the growth of state patronage.
 	The strength of distributive issues that have made up much of the substance of political debate and controversy and affected the allocation of resources is not explicable without reference to the evolution of the federal system and the structure of political competition. Study of the dynamic impact of large oil revenues demonstrates how the distribution of a centralised revenue from above affects political incentives and the focus of political competition. At the same time, low levels of taxation weakened political participation, discouraged a concern with policy issues, and tended to undermine financial responsibility at all levels.
 	The impact of large oil revenues on economic strategy and management in the 1970s was shaped by existing political conditions. In turn, the timing and form of the subsequent reform and reversal of policy in the 1980s under reduced oil revenues was conditioned by political forces.


Perspectives on the State, Class, and Community

State institutions and the exercise of state power are important for a number of reasons. First, there is the general role of the state in providing the conditions for capitalist development through the rule of law and protection of property relations. Beyond that, the state intervenes to regulate and manage the economy. It also intervenes in production and redistributes resources and structures the economy through the system of revenue allocation and institutions like the Marketing Boards. In analysing the orientation of the state and the conduct of economic policy, I have tried to avoid functional or instrumental approaches that would reduce the state to a mere organ of capital or an instrument of a ruling class. At the level of policy, such approaches tend to leave out the political dynamics that shape policy over time and ignore the economic consequences of particular policies. The state may establish some of the conditions that are favourable to capitalist development while simultaneously failing to establish others. The state may face contradictory tasks involving, on the one hand, the need to sustain and promote the process of accumulation and, on the other, the need to legitimate power and counter uneven development by allocating resources through the federal system to the less advantaged areas.2

Second, state institutions play a role in the creation of social order, mediating conflicting interests and providing a basis for the exercise of political authority and capital accumulation. This coercive role depends on power relations and hence the political configuration. By origin, the Nigerian state was a state of colonial conquest and an instrument of subjugation that forced many different nationalities to live together in a single territorial unit. This origin was not conducive to the development of a close identification with the state or to the growth of a legitimate authority at the centre. Loyalties were very often focussed on communities of origin. The state, or more accurately, the government, was often perceived as remote and alien. It came to be seen as a purveyor of services and employment that belonged to no one. Without a strong sense of nationhood or citizenship, the state was seen as vulnerable to private and sectional interests. A just distribution of state resources was therefore of paramount concern.

Far from being a fixed functional or structural category, the state has evolved over time. In response to economic demands and political creativity, new state functions and responsibilities have emerged, and the federal system of government has evolved (for example, breakdown of the regional structure with the creation of new states, changes in the system of revenue allocation, new financial responsibilities and controls, growth of security and surveillance functions). In tum, the structure of the state institutions has shaped political conflict.3

Despite a trend to administrative and financial centralisation, political authority has been weak and fragmented. Bureaucratic power has not been heavily entrenched, and governments have generally not attempted to incorporate sources of opposition within the state apparatus. On occasion, the struggle by private interests for state resources has helped to undermine the legitimacy of governments and erode the authority of the state. The state then appears to be highly fragmented and corrupted from within and without. This competition for access to the state has been heightened by the large amount of oil revenues directly available to the state and by the weakness of a class of taxpayers who might otherwise have limited the demands made on the state and pressed for public accountability.

In the 1970s weak government combined with centralised oil revenues opened up a serious imbalance between political authority and financial responsibility within the federal system. State governments, which had considerable autonomy, received a large proportion of their revenues from the federal centre. This situation encouraged financial irresponsibility and set up strong forces for the creation of new states.

There is no suggestion that the state is the key to understanding social and economic change in Nigeria. Arguably the state has been given too much centrality in recent writing. This perspective arises partly from instrumental, developmental views that attach great importance to state policy, often without showing its effect. Much economic activity is not the result of state policy in a proximate, causal sense. The importance attached to the state also derives from an emphasis on resource allocation by the state and on access to the state as the main avenue to wealth and social mobility. In the literature, political and economic power at the level of the state are sometimes fused together in the all-embracing notion of rulingclass formation or domination.4 Politics is then seen as a struggle between a ruling class and subordinate classes and as a competition between ruling-class fractions over access to state resources.

Recent perspectives shift the emphasis to the relation between the state and civil society in Africa.5 A period of "incorporation" of society by the state is followed by the " disengagement" of the society from the state under conditions of economic deterioration and state crisis. However, the division between state and civil society and between public and private domains is a very imprecise one, and this reading of shifts in power relations between the state and civil society does not fit my interpretation. It fails to relate changes in state power to political conditions and to social forces within civil society that penetrate and enmesh the state. In Nigeria, the expansion of state activity, on the one hand, was not associated with a strong state, and it derived in part from pressures within civil society. State "withdrawal," on the other hand, was linked to the existence of a stronger political authority at the centre, as was the case with the introduction and implementation of the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP).

Despite the spread of capitalist relations involving state, local, and foreign private capital and the limited creation of a domestic capitalist class, capitalism is not a dominant force in the political process. Those who derive their power from the temporary occupation of state office or access to the state do not constitute a coherent ruling class that is bourgeois or national in orientation.6 Nor do they necessarily act in the interests of a capitalist class. Lacking independent sources of wealth, some may aspire to build up more independent property, bases outside the state that will advance their individual, family, and community interests. To this end, they may engage in corruption and primary forms of capital accumulation that tend to erode the distinction between private and public spheres of activity.

Those who hold state power are not specifically bourgeois in their culture or political orientation. In office, they bring with them identities and political orientations formed in a broader field that includes their home communities and local political arenas. Their culture is to a large extent derived from ethnic traditions and religious affiliations that are contingent in relation to the basic economic determinants of class position.

The coherence and strength of ruling groups has varied with the extent of external threats, with alliances between groups like the military, civil servants, businesspeople and politicians, and with the extent of coalitions between various sectional interests. Power and status have shifted between groups, and alliances have proved unstable. The large population of the country, combined with its cultural diversity, has given rise to powerful subnational identities that have contributed to political divisions and set limits to central political control. The military have the advantage of a relatively strong corporate organisation and force of arms, but they incur the envy of other groups in the civil population and are themselves subject to strong pressures and demands from various constituencies.

Politics

Patron-client ties provide much of the social fabric for informal and party politics in Nigeria. Patronage flows along personal networks based on kinship, marriage, community, ethnic associations, old school ties, social clubs, and religious affiliations. These multiple networks are effective relations of power that wealthy individuals or those in positions of authority can use to mobilise support from below. Those below can use the networks as channels to lobby for all manner of support from patrons higher up in the hierarchy. The hierarchy extends from the village and clan to wider communities and then to the state governments and on to "representatives" at the federal level whose role is often recognised by taking traditional titles in their home communities. In this way, clientage acts as a channel for political participation, social mobility, and economic advancement at local and national levels. These vertical ties are quite consistent with processes of class fo rmation, though they tend to weaken collective class actions.

Broader patterns of political mobilisation and alignment that build on clientilist networks have often followed ethnic lines. At times of mass electoral politics, ethnic identities have generally proved stronger than those of religion or class. The prime concern of communities and broader ethnicities has been to secure adequate representation at higher levels in the administrative and governmental hierarchy so that they are not at a disadvantage in the competition to obtain material benefits and to influence state policy. In a bid to regulate this competition and provide a basis for sharing power between the various constituencies, the 1979 constitution introduced the principle of federal character, which was a way of distributing public patronage in appointments and state expenditures. One result of the mass of particular and personal demands on those who hold state office, together with the absence of strong class alignments in agricultural or industrial production, has been the dominance of distributive demands in matters of policy.

Some authors have characterised Nigerian politics or the state as prebendal and patrimonial.7 Although these perspectives capture aspects of Nigeria's political economy, they do not give the whole picture. They tend to draw the links between political behaviour, the state, and private accumulation too tightly. They have in common an emphasis on state regulation of the economy and state control over the opportunities for private accumulation (via contract, licence, office, and corruption). Accumulation takes unproductive forms. Political competition is focussed on access to state resources. The administrative and economic functions of the state are undermined and personalised, and state policies and institutions become incoherent, inefficient, and wasteful.

These views, in the first place, do not allow for the capacity of those who exercise state power to respond to economic crises and sustain accumulation over time through policy and institutional reforms and new political initiatives. Second, they do not give adequate recognition to the existence of social and political space that is more or less autonomous of the state and where, for example, individuals can pursue long-term strategies of private accumulation. Finally, these perspectives tend to neglect forms of political conflict that are not focussed on the struggle for material benefits and access to state power.

There is, for example a tradition of democratic struggle against the abuse of state power in Nigeria that goes back to the nationalist movement, The fight for individual rights, for the freedom of the press, and for public accountability is a continuing one. Though often subject to threat and harassment, the Nigerian press has generally played a major part in checking the abuses of those in power. Lawyers, writers, students, intellectuals, professional associations, and organised labour have all on occasion ' played prominent roles.

An approach based on the competition for material benefits also leaves out of account nationalism, ideological divisions between parties, collective action by trade unions, and shifts in attitudes and ideology. It cannot comprehend the politics of centralisation, local autonomy, and uneven development. At a more local level, it ignores many forms of popular protest like peasant resistance to the alienation of land and urban protests that have often been directed against the police and the military. It cannot comprehend the 'Yan Tatsine riots as religious protests directed against the gross materialism of the oil boom in the northern states. Nor can it account for the anticorruption campaign of the Buhari regime or the politics of resistance to the Structural Adjustment Programme after its introduction in 1986. This study attempts to bring together these various elements of Nigerian politics.

There is a further theme—the alternation of military and civil government and its relation to the economy. Is there a relationship between political authority and capitalist development in the long term? Despite twenty years of military rule in Nigeria, tendencies towards authoritarian government have generally been resisted. Military governments have remained relatively open. Compared to military regimes in Latin America and elsewhere in Africa, there has been a low degree of state coercion and domination. Twice military regimes have initiated programmes to return the country to civil rule. Under civil rule, moves towards one-party rule have been undermined by lack of purposeful government and corruption.

Perhaps the main difference between military and civil regimes lies in the capacity for political and economic reform under military government. Practically all reforms have been carried out under the military. The major exception was the creation of the Mid-West Region in 1963 under civil rule. The capacity for reform stems from the ability of the military to insulate state institutions and government more effectively from external pressures, allowing stronger management of conflicting interests and more effective government and economic control. However, this argument cannot be taken very far. The latter days of the military under the Gowon government showed an acute loss of economic and political control that brought about the downfall of the government. Since that time, the military have become increasingly professionalised and have extended their involvement in civil politics and political reform, attempting to create a presidential system of government.

In general, changes of government and regime since independence have not been associated with changes in economic policy or strategy, which has shown considerable continuity. The major exception was the coming to power of the Babangida government in 1985, which marked a shift in strategy towards more reliance on private enterprise and market fo rces. At the same time, the government announced an elaborate transition programme to return the country to civil rule by 1992. How are these programmes related? From a neoliberal market perspective,8 moves to re duce the concentration of power in the hands of an authoritarian military government and reforms aimed at economic liberalisation might appear to have common origins and to reinforce one another. From this perspective, the "withdrawal" of the state will release entrepreneurial capacities and promote bourgeois democracy as well. I argue that the assumptions behind such doctrines are mistaken and that the two programmes have different, conflicting sets of forces behind them. There is no necessary compatibility between economic reforms that require stronger political control and civilian politics that will bring greater participation in politics.

Capitalist Development

The colonial trade economy experienced a rapid expansion of peasant commodity production. With foreign monopolies controlling much of the trade and finance, there was little opportunity for accumulation by indigenous capital beyond domestic commercial activity, property investment, and transport. In the late colonial period, financial surpluses extracted from agriculture through the marketing board system were used to support the onset of large-scale industry as foreign capital shifted from trade to industry. Later, oil replaced commodity exports as the major source of government revenue and foreign exchange. Its very abundance created severe fiscal imbalances and distributive pressures that tended to undermine any longer-term state strategies.

International capital penetrated the economy, attracted by the large size of the market. Capitalist relations of production were extended, and foreign capital entrenched itself with the support of those in control of the Nigerian state. Foreign companies then became more domesticated through the advance of Nigerian middle-level and senior-level management and local ownership.

The strategy of reliance on foreign capital initially contributed to rapid industrial growth. But import-substituting industrialisation was import-and capital-intensive and contributed to balance-of-payments problems. Oil revenues allowed this constraint to be temporarily relaxed. They also encouraged greater state investment. Much of this state industry was unproductive and did little to raise indigenous technical capacity fr om its low level or to accelerate structural change towards intermediate and basic industry. Very limited use was made of oil and associated gases as a source of energy or raw materials for domestic industry.

The Nigerian market has not proved consistently attractive to foreign direct investment. Foreign capital has often been more concerned to realise profits in hard currencies through trade, transfer pricing, and loans. Yet it would be an error to interpret recent limited flows of new foreign investment as evidence of a trend towards the marginalisation or looser integration of Nigeria in the world economy. The view from the major centres of economic power can be misleading.9 The prospects for further capitalist development in Nigeria do not depend primarily on foreign direct investment. Recent changes favourable to capitalist development include improvements in the communications infrastructure, advances by local capital, deregulation and dynamism in the financial sector, the emergence of national business associations, and a shift in the ideological climate as state resources have declined and international pressures for reform intensified.

There has been a tendency for private Nigerian capital to be seen as subordinate to the public sector and foreign corporate interests. It has, nevertheless, advanced in scale, corporate organisation, and managerial and technical capabilities and in the range of its investment.10 There has been a gradual shift from commerce to industry in some parts of the country. There has also been a strong movement into the financial sector and some advance into large-scale agriculture, where the commoditisation of labour and land has deepened. This capitalist group is not an auxiliary comprador class. It is an active component of capital that has grown partly through collaboration with foreign capital, partly in competition with it, and partly independently.

It is commonly held that indigenous patterns of accumulation have taken largely unproductive forms. This view is often linked to a stress on political forms of accumulation via the state, on statism, and on the arbitrariness and unpredictability of a patrimonial state. This emphasis is misplaced. There are long-term trajectories of private accumulation in Nigeria that are relatively independent of the state. They deserve more recognition.

Despite the dominance of foreign capital in several sectors of the economy (including oil), weak external economic management, the buildup of external debt, and pressure from international institutions, Nigerian rulers have on occasion shown autonomy in the pursuit of national economic interests. Geopolitical rivalry between imperialist powers and competition between foreign companies can create the potential for bargaining and leverage (for example, the enforced divestment of the indigenisation decrees and the nationalisation of British Petroleum). Moreover, the weight of the Nigerian market and industrial production in turn places the economies of neighbouring countries in a subordinate position with large unofficial flows of goods, labour, and currency in both directions. These economic flows and the existence of mineral deposits underpin Nigeria's geopolitical interest in the West African subregion. Nigeria's position as an economic power has risen within the region. This power was exercised by the Nigerian military in the Liberian conflict where a leading role in peacekeeping in 1990 led to direct military engagement in 1992.

Organisation

Chapter 2 provides a historical introduction to Nigeria's political economy. It covers the terminal decade of colonial rule and the first years of independence. Under colonial rule, the growth of a regional tripartite system of government left a political vacuum at the centre. With the gradual transfer of power to Nigerian politicians, a political mobilisation of vigorous subnationalisms was accentuated by uneven development and by fear of political domination at the centre. This led eventually to an attempt by the Eastern Region to secede from the federation.

The period from the end of the civil war in 1970 to 1979 is covered inChapter 3. With the breakdown of the old regional centres of power, an alliance of the military and civil servants tried to use federal power to increase national integration, enhance national control of the economy, and promote structural changes in the economy. I examine in some detail the loss of political and economic control that undermined the Gowon regime. The Murtala-Obasanjo government released a more radical brand of nationalism. It speeded up reforms and embarked on a successful programme to return the country to civil rule. Many new initiatives were undertaken in this decade, including changes in the system of revenue allocation and the creation of new states, that had the effect of increasing the dependence of the states on federal finances while at the same time creating a more even distribution of revenue. The civil service was purged, the trade unions reformed, and a new system of local government introduced. In 1979, the new civilian government of President Shehu Shagari took power.

In Chapter 4, I attempt to explain why the Second Republic (1979-1983) combined formally democratic institutions with ineffective government and an economic crisis. The nature of the National Party of Nigeria (NPN), the ruling party, is examined in detail. It is argued that the party was formed with the express purpose of distributing patronage on a national basis. Distributive concerns dominated over policy issues, and the main axis of political conflict was between the centre and those states controlled by the opposition parties. Clientilist politics and the demands of those intent on pursuing wealth through political connection sapped the authority of the state. Corruption accelerated and the management of the economy became subordinate to political objectives. The rule of the politicians created a profound disillusionment with those who held public office and contributed to a deep economic crisis.

The return of the military is treated in Chapters 5 and 6. I examine the authoritarian tendencies in the short period of correction and discipline under the Buhari government (1984-1985). I then assess the first five years of the Babangida government (1985-1990) that ousted the Buhari regime. I look at how challenges to authority have been met and the institutional reforms that have been introduced. I attempt to explain the rise to promi nence of religious identities and their relation to political divisions. I also examine the forces behind the transition programme that is intended to return the country to civil rule by 1992 and ask whether the substance of politics is likely to change with attempts by the military to engineer changes from above.

Chapter 7 covers economic changes in the period from 1970 to 1979. Immediately after the war, attempts were made in the Second Plan to promote structural changes in industry and secure greater national control of the economy through local ownership. These strategies were weakened by a lack of priority and loss of macroeconomic control. The basic accounting and budgeting functions of the state were poorly developed and the sudden surge of oil revenues undermined accountability in the public sector. Many state-sponsored projects turned out to be costly failures. The state played an ambiguous role, neither taking a leading part in promoting economic growth nor supporting private enterprise effectively.

Oil was a source of great economic instability. As a centralised rental income, it created strong pressures to maximise state revenues and expenditures. The massive increase in government expenditures and imports quickly brought about a balance-of-payments crisis. Yet existing policies, which included the appreciation of the exchange rate, were maintained and led to a rapid increase in the external debt.

What was the dynamic impact of oil on agriculture and industry? Some economists have used the term "Dutch disease" to describe the adverse effect of windfall foreign exchange earnings on domestic production.11 I argue that this is not a particularly useful concept in the case of Nigeria, because the logic only really fits agricultural exports and oil had many other important economic consequences like the loss of macroeconomic control, the growth of foreign debt, and the expansion of the public sector.

The disastrous impact of civil rule on economic affairs is examined inChapter 8. No consistent policies emerged as the management of the economy was subordinated to the political imperative of retaining power. Economic management, policymaking, and implementation were all exposed to the political pressures for state patronage, competition for rents, and distributive demands. Capital flight and corruption gathered new momentum from a second surge in oil revenues.

Chapter 9 is devoted entirely to agricultural policy and is intended as a corrective to commonly held views. Contrary to the influential arguments of some, agrarian policies in Nigeria have not been especially detrimental to the interests of the majority of farmers.12 More generally, the extent to which policy has been responsible for performance and the extent of the agrarian crisis have been exaggerated. Large oil revenues were not responsible for an agrarian crisis caused by loss of labour from agriculture and the appreciation of the exchange rate. No single economic mechanism can be generalised for the whole country.

The final chapter looks at the economic reforms associated with the Structural Adjustment Programme. They were introduced in 1986 by the Babangida regime, which was favourable to the strategies promoted by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Through deregulation, privatisation, and changes in relative prices, the reforms attempt to encourage private enterprise and market forces and restructure the basis for capital accumulation. A number of questions are addressed: Why did the reforms come so late and how were they introduced? How extensive are the reforms and how have they been shaped by domestic opposition? What are their short-and medium-term economic consequences? How might economic reforms and demands of economic management be reconciled with the politics of civil rule? What challenges do they pose to national economic strategies in the long run? Finally, how are the reforms related to other long-term features of Nigeria's political economy?


Notes

A note on currency: Until January 1973, the unit of currency was the Nigerian pound (£). The naira (N) was then introduced at the rate of one naira (N1) = $1.52. The value of the naira then fluctuated, reaching an annual average value of N1 = $1.83 in 1980. Subsequently the naira depreciated and was devalued sharply after 1986. At the end of 1990, N1 = $0.11 ($1 = N9).
 1. R. Sandbrook, The Politics of Africa's Economic Stagnation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).
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 5. See D. Rothchild and N. Chazan, eds., The Precarious Balance: State and Society in Africa (Boulder: Westview Press, 1988).
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Part One
 State, Society, and Economy


2
 State, Society, and Economy: Historical Background

Federal Structure, Regions, and Unequal Development

Although in theory colonial Nigeria was ruled by the British as a single political unit, in practice the administrations of the units were distinct and independent. There was no central representative institution or unifying political focus.1 After World War II, under pressure from nationalist politicians, constitutional developments led to a truly federal system of government in which the regions had considerable autonomy.

In 1954, Nigeria became a federation of three regions (Northern, Western, and Eastern). The centre had responsibility for foreign relations, de fence, the police, overall aspects of finance and trade policy, and major forms of transport and communications. The regions had responsibility for primary and secondary education, agriculture, public health, and local government. They could undert ak e their own initiatives in spending and public works. The judiciary, the public service commission, and institutions lik e the Marketing Boards were regionalised. Responsibility for economic development, together with higher education and labour matters, was shared between the centre and the regions.

The federal structure reflected the wide cultural and political differences between the country's three largest ethno-linguistic groups—the Igbo, Yoruba, and Hausa-Fulani, which constituted the majority of the population in the Eastern, Western, and Northern regions, respectively (see Table 2.1). Within each region, the majority group tended to exercise political dominance over numerous other smaller ethnic groups.

Through the regional system of separate administrations and the use of local authority structures, the British divided and ruled. In this way, cultural and linguistic differences were emphasised and communal sentiments encouraged.2 Local systems of authority were upheld, provided they did not conflict with commercial expansion and administrative convenience.3 The policy of indirect rule strengthened and centralised existing forms of leadership and authority. In the north, the emirate structure

TABLE 2.1 Geographical Distribution of Principal Ethnic Groups of Nigeria in the Early 1950s
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of the most powerful political entity, the Sokoto caliphate, a Muslim community of thirty emirates, was kept intact and formed the basis of local government. The British tried to extend the emirate model of indirect rule to the administration of "pagan" areas. In the 1950s, attempts were made to reform the Native Authority system, but emirs and chiefs remained the most powerful figures, acting as crucial power brokers between the British and a new generation of political leaders.

The premier of the Northern Region, Ahmadu Bello, the Sardauna of Sokoto, used the authority structure of the caliphate, with its "gateways" (loyal notables) who acted as intermediaries between the centre and outly ing areas to hold the Northern Region together.4 This political system worked well with the emirates, though relations with Kano proved difficult. It was less successful on the southern fringes of the Muslim emirate north where the Sardauna tried to consolidate Northern Regional unity and a northern identity in the face of efforts to break up the region by sup porters of a Middle Belt state. Here, there was a series of minority ethnic groups stretching from present day Gongola state in the east through to Bauchi, Plateau, Benue, Kwara, Kaduna, and Niger states to the west. It was in this Middle Belt area that the bulk of the non-Muslim populations of the north, including Christians, was located.

The Christian populations were originally built up as a result of the ac tivity of foreign missionaries, who provided schools and health facilities. For a time, Western education and Christianity were synonymous. The Sardauna made alliances with some Christian leaders and co-opted them. Yet the Tiv, the largest of the Middle Belt communities, never accepted the political and cultural domination that its members perceived in the attempt to create a unified north.5 They rejected the centralised system of local administration imposed on them from above and the attempt to incorporate them within the ruling regional party. Their opposition led eventually to violent resistance and the armywas sent into Tivland in 1960 and 1964 to pacify the area.

The vicissitudes of local government and traditional authority under colonial rule are well demonstrated in Igboland. Here, the British could find no centralised authority to incorporate and administer. At first, they tried unsuccessfully to create a class of local chiefs.6 The imposition of the warrant chiefs was very unpopular. Resentment against them, together with opposition to the introduction of direct taxation, led in 1929 to the Women's Riot, which brought their regime to an end. The government then tried to get back to what were said to be the traditional authorities of the Igbo by creating native authorities and native courts.7 This system appeared at first to be a more satisfactory solution; but although the clan was a valid basis for cultural and ritual cooperation among its members, it was not a valid basis for political and administrative action. Each Igbo village group or town was in fact autonomous. Also, the clan unit was too small to be viable. The government then decided to de-emphasise traditional rights to headship and emphasise proven ability and popular acceptability. It also compelled clans to amalgamate into larger adminstrative units.

Ethnic identities were to a large extent created, widened, and shaped under colonial rule. Villages, towns, and communities were incorporated into larger administrative units and a wider political space. John Peel has described the process of creating and adopting an identity among the Yoruba:


The vast bulk of peoples who now know themselves as Yoruba ... did not do so in 1900. Originally the word referred to only one Yoruba grouping, the Oyo. Yoruba ethnic identity began to be adopted by other groups (e.g. Ilesha, Egba, Ijebu, Ekiti, Ondo) from the 1920s, as migration, cash-cropping, education, and conversion to the world religions drew more people into a Nigeria wide sphere of social relations. From the late 1930s, when nationalism really began to get underway, the Yoruba began to shape themselves politically against other "tribes," especially the Igbo in the political crucible of Lagos.8



Culture was an essential part of this ethnic politics. For the "Yoruba" parties it was olaju, or "enlightenment," a complex of development values rooted in Christianity and Western education.

Thus it was within the regional framework of administration that political mobilisation began to create powerful subnationalisms built up on hierarchies of communities. Support was mobilised from below as communities struggled to secure representation and access to resources at higher levels in the state machinery. At the same time, upward pressure was brought to bear on the colonial power by nationalists who retained strong links with their home communities. When the British departed, it was in the competition for power and office in the political vaccuum of the federal arena that the appeal to ethnicity was strongest.

The balance of initiative was with the regions rather than the federal government. The weakness of the federal centre in the 1950s and early 1960s was clearly reflected in the strength of regional institutions like the Marketing Boards and development corporations and in the general conduct of economic policy. In spite of the growing strength of the centre in financial matters and the establishment of a number of unitary institutions, the struggle for regional advantage could frustrate the centre and render it powerless.

The independence of the regions was offset to some extent by interregional trade and migration. It was estimated conservatively that interregional trade was worth £64 million in 1964, or 14 percent of the value of exports.9 According to these estimates, the Northern Region derived most financial benefit from this trade, running a substantial trade surplus with the other regions. It was also dependent on access to southern ports for the export of agricultural produce, mainly cotton and groundnuts. The east, with its economic base in palm produce, contained a large food-deficit area and was more reliant on out-migration to reduce the pressure on the land and provide a flow of remittances from employment and trade.10 The Northern Region was 'larger in population and area than the other regions combined (see Table 2.2). It was also the poorest region.

TABLE 2.2 Size and Population of Nigeria by Region
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The richest region was the west, by virtue of cocoa production, early access to Western education, the location of much of the industrial development, and the presence of Lagos, the capital and major port.11 The west, too, was favoured after 1954 by the system of revenue allocation, in that the principle of regional derivation applied to agricultural produce and certain imported commodities was prominent.12 Boosted by large cocoa revenues, the Western Region took over 38 percent of the statutory revenue allocation in 1954/55 (see Table 2.3). There was thus a considerable disparity in the financial resources available to the regions.

The distribution of educational enrollment also showed a pattern of highly unequal development. In 1959,90 percent of primary and secondary school enrollment was concentrated in the southern regions.13 These regions had been exposed to Western education by Christian missions from an early date, whereas in the north, which was predominantly Muslim (see Table 2.4), much of the schooling took the form of Koranic teaching. As Nigerian politicians gained power in the regions, so political pressures for the rapid expansion of education became overwhelming. In the 1950s, the gap between north and south widened as a result of new education programmes in the south.14 In 1952, the government of the Western Region announced a universal, free, and compulsory system of primary education to be introduced in 1955. The Eastern Region soon fol lowed with its own proposals for a programme to be introduced in 1957. By 1960, the southern regions were directing over 40 percent of their an nual recurrent expenditures to education.

TABLE 2.3 Shares of Statutory Revenue Allocation (percentage)
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The pattern of educational imbalance sowed the seeds of tension between the north and south and led to efforts to bridge the gap. Within the Northern Region, immigrants from the southern regions provided much of the semiskilled labour as clerks and artisans. These immigrant communities prospered and competed effectively with local traders. To take one example, the Kano Sabon Gari market, which was dominated by Igbos, came in the early 1960s to surpass the older Kano city market in terms of the number of traders, volume of turnover, and average profit.15 This pressure on jobs and markets led to local resentment that could easily be manipulated by politicians.

At the federal level, the civil service and senior positions in the army and police were dominated by southerners. This was a major factor in efforts by northerners to slow down the movement to independence—with British cooperation—for fear of southern domination. In the 1950s and 1960s, the Northern government, responding to these disparities, embarked on a concerted policy of northernisation of the public service and corporations at the regional and federal levels and of business enterprises in the north. This policy, which affected traders, artisans and professionals alike, was a major point of difference between northerners and southerners. Southerners resented the fact that they could only obtain employment in the north on short-term contracts.

TABLE 2.4 Religious Affiliation by Region, 1952 and 1963a
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Capital and Class

Strong class identities and alignments around agricultural or industrial production had not materialised in Nigeria by the time of Independence in 1960. Nigerian private capital was small scale—concentrated largely in commerce, residential property, and finance—and fragmented and regional in outlook. Locally, there were pockets of agricultural or landed wealth, as in the large farms controlled by the Muslim aristocracy in the northern emirates and the medium-scale cocoa and rubber farms in the south. Through their control of local government and patronage systems, traditional rulers in both the Northern Region and the Western Region exercised a great deal of power over land matters. Yet it was small farmers who dominated the rural economy and provided the vast bulk of the export produce. This meant that agricultural interests were not sharply defined, coherently organised, or powerfully promoted within the government.

Polly Hill argued that the general absence of agrarian hierarchy in precolonial West Africa was due to the lack of differential and transmittable rights over farmland.16 The fact that land was plentiful and that the great majority of households were not prevented by poverty from actively undertaking cultivation was also important. The individual right to cultivate on a usufructuary basis derived from membership in a corporate landholding lineage or from position as a resident member of a rural community.

In Nigeria, the colonial period saw a large expansion of crops for export and food crops supported by the development of road and railway infrastructure, accompanied by the development of new areas of crop specialisation, population migration, and the reorientation of internal trade patterns. Most production was carried out on a small scale and de pended on family labour, kin, or clients. Wage labour, usually temporary and seasonal, drew on labourers from other farm households and was difficult to attract and retain. Rich and powerful families were able to secure the services of various forms of unfree labour but it was always difficult to recruit and discipline.17 In general, no clear class divisions between rich and poor farmers or between farmers and labourers emerged within rural communities in response to commercialisation and the commoditisation of land and labour. Access to resources and strategies of accumulation were very often dependent on ties of kinship, lineage, and friendship and on reciprocal ties of clientage. Community identities were strong, shaping economic participation and conditioning social differentiation. A distinct peasantry, landed gentry, or class of capitalist farmers did not emerge.

Capitalist agriculture did not take root during the colonial period. The colonial government generally resisted attempts to establish plantations for fear of the political consequences of widespread land alienation had made a political alliance with the traditional authorities who controlled the land. Taxation, the mobilisation of labour for public works, and the ac quisition of land for government and commercial purposes had priority, and these concerns in themselves created considerable opposition. There were doubts, too, about the efficiency of plantations by comparison with smallholder agriculture in West African circumstances. Early plantations had a very poor record. The smallholder policy could draw support from ideas about colonial trusteeship in Africa that involved the protection of African communities and land rights from large-scale private appropriation of land.

The expansion of cocoa, a perennial crop, led to permanent transmittable rights over cocoa trees (but not land) and the development of tenancy and sharecropping. No class of capitalist farmers, cocoa gentry, or self reproducing peasant households emerged. According to Sara Berry, the possibilities of accumulation in the colonial period were limited by problems of labour supervision, by the absence of economies of scale in agriculture, by the foreign trading and banking monopolies, and by colonial subordination.18 Small prosperous farmers tended to diversify their assets rather than acquire large farms. The best opportunities for accumulation were not in agriculture but in trade, the professions, and civil service.

Berry has stressed that power and wealth were sought in a political and legal context, in that seniority and patronage played a large part in under pinning relations of production.
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