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Preface

The conference from which this book emanated was held 
from 4th to 8th October, 1987, in the Conference Centre 
of the Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife. The conference 
could not have been called at a more opportune time, given 
its theme, “Obafemi Awolowo: The End of an Era?” The 
Board of Directors of the University of Ife Press Limited 
did not have to consult the Ifa oracle before deciding to 
organize a conference on this theme on behalf of the Uni­
versity itself. But the Board is gratified that events which 
occurred virtually on the eve of the first day of the confe­
rence not only underscored the timeliness of this conference,. 
but also gave it a greater urgency. These events include the ban 
imposed by the Federal Military Government on various 
categories of persons, excluding them from participating 
in politics at least during the transition period leading to 
1992. This did not only underscore the timeliness of this 
kind of conference, but also gave a greater urgency and 
partinence to this particular one.

Several reasons could easily be imputed to us for orgahi- 
zing the conference, each of which in fact turns out to be 
only a happy coincidence. They do neither, singly nor 
collectively, constitute our real reason for calling the con­
ference. These ‘non-reasons include, first, the fact that the
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Press is wholly owned by the Obafemi Awolowo University 
whose name it is bound to bear. Secondly, we could easily 
justify convening the conference on the premise that the 
University and, therefore, the Press is located in Ile-Ife, the 
heartland of the “Wild Wild West”, governed With distinc­
tion by the late Chief Obafemi Awolowo and his team. 
Thirdly, in case anyone is still not satisfied, we could again 
take umbrage under the historical fact that for all of the 
Chancellors of the University, the late Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo served the longest. And he has the distinction 
to have served throughout the institution’s formative years. 
Not only that, his contributions in every facet of the nation’s 
life earned him a berth among the distinguished Honorary 
Graduates of the University.

We could indeed, very easily add to the foregoing as a 
fifth reason and with pride, that the late Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo, as Chancellor, nurtured the institution to the 
point where the Federal Government took it over in 1975, 
after which the University has continued to struggle to 
preserve the excellence already achieved in all spheres. 
This excellence continues to attract to the tlniversity the 
envy of all.

One additional reason which we certainly cannot give is 
to claim that when the late Chief Obafemi Awolowo passed 
on May 1987, he died as the last of the old brigades. Indeed, 
not only are a larger number of his contemporaries and 
fellow activists still alive, not a few of them have been 
speaking up in the last few. months since his death. Never­
theless, it is fair to expect that most of those still alive 
would consider it foolhardy for any of their member to 
enter the political fray after 1992. For this last reason, if 
for no other, the passing away of Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
may be seen to mark the end of an era. He remained publicly 
in politics to his last breath.

The real justification for arrogating to ourselves the 
privilege of calling the conference out of which this book 
emanates lies in the major objective of the University of 
Ife Press Limited which is “to disseminate intellectual infor­
mation beneficial to the Nigerian society, and to do so with 
scant regard to profitability”.
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In pursuit of this objective, therefore, the Press decided 
to invite scholars and other informed individuals from 
various walks of the Nigerian society to undertake a syste­
matic assessment of the last fifty years of Nigeria’s expe­
rience as a Nation. From our vantage point, this period 
englobes the pre-emergent years and the most active and 
productive parts of the lives of the late Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo and his contemporaries.

Nor do we make any apologies for taking Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo as a reference point. His name became a household 
property during the period. Perhaps, more thaft any other 
activist of his time, he succeeded in making the entire coun­
try his constituency. Again, more than any of his contempo­
raries, he left to posterity volumes of his words and thoughts 
in addition to deeds attributable to him. Both the deeds 
attributable to him and his published works alone touch 
every aspects of our reality as a nation. Indeed, some will 
argue that the late Chief Obafemi Awolowo at various times 
in his career put together teams of men - in the non-sexist 
acceptation of that term - whose deeds, even after they 
have parted ways with Chief Obafemi Awolowo, have shaped 
our realities and may have set this Nation on a course from 
which we may have to strain every sinew of our constitution 
to deviate even for our own salvation.

Writing this preface some six months after the conference 
which generated the various chapters of this book, we at 
the University of !fe Press Limited are all the more persuaded 
of the urgency to make the content a public property. We 
are so persuaded because we hope that we have in this 
volume documents which will set the lower limits below 
which the next generations of Nigerian leaders will be expec­
ted not to descend. Furthermore, if the task succeeds, 
mythmakers, mythographers, chroniclers, historians, syco­
phants and denigrators of the period under review will have 
to contend with information and judgements which are now 
being put on record through this publication.

There remains, perhaps, one regrettable lacuna in the
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nckoning of the period presented in this collection. That iJ, 
the absence of a systematic* assessment of Chief Obafenri 
Awolowo's proposal that Nigeria could have been effectively 
organued into political units as a Federal Republic only on 
linguistic basis.

This preface is certainly not the place to assess this propo­
sal tor the sake of posterity. One can only surmise that, 
perhaps more than in any other discipline which informs 
each of the chapters in this volume, linguistics and ancillary 
disciplines have generated, in the last two-and-a-half decades, 
a body of information which might have dissuaded Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo himself, had he lived, but may most 
certainly have dissuaded his mentors of the linguistic princi­
ple, who have survived him, from further re-espousing or 
from assessing that political wisdom for Nigeria. That missing 
aspect as well as others which may be no less significant remain 
open to unrestricted analysis and commentary .Some of the* 
“others” belong to the scores of exciting papers presented 
during the conference which, unfortunately, reasons of scale 
and economy have constrained not to include in this volume. 
But their painful omission by no means diminish our satisfac­
tion to commend to posterity this volume with its assess­
ment of the last fifty years of Nigeria’s national life before 
Awo’s death.

It is necessary to state here that it is not inevitable that 
the assessment contained in this volume be carried out 
looking over Awo’s shoulders. Doing so. however, most 
certainly provides a point of view about which. given the 
life and death of Jeremiah Oy eniyi Obafemi Awokiwo, 
nobody can be truly neutral.

The conference “Obafemi Awotowro: the end of az era’" 
which generated this book succeeded beycad the widest 
imaginatiez of the Uruverstty of Ife Pre» Lcxitsd who 
organized it on behalf of the Obafemi Aweiewse Urrsatty. 
One measure of its success s that not ooe of its sesscs 
counted less than sexty-five active and arzatec partjcptih 
-any o: whom canoe front outsde the UzjversKy. tor fee
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full days of two sessions per day, excluding the opening 
and the final plenary sessions also fully subscribed.

The success of the conference and the realisation of the 
publication of this book soon after the conference, despite 
the economic strait-jacket in which individuals and institu­
tions in this country have found themselves, are due to many 
who have pledged and given generously to this cause. These 
include the family of late Chief Obafemi Awolowo, Chief 
Michael Ajasin, Chief A.A. Owoade, Chief Olu Adebanjo, 
Chief S.O. Gbadamosi, Chief M.A. Omisade, Chief Bisi 
Onabanjo, Ven. Archdeacon E.O. Alayande, Chief C.O. 
Adebayo, Justice Ighodalo, and Chief Bola Ige as individuals; 
and International Breweries Limited (Ilesa), Chief G.O.K. 
Ajayi & Co, University of Ife Bookshop Limited, Odusote 
Bookshop Limited, Ibrahim Aruna & Co., and Codat Publica­
tions as corporate bodies.

Bosude Printers Limited Oke-Ado, Ibadan, deserves a 
separate mention. They undertook to defray the crjtical 
part of the cost of the first printrun of this book.

We thank you all severally and collectively. We hope that 
the career of this volume will be a gratifying reminder of the 
choice you have made to promote our objective both in 
holding the conference and in publishing this selection.

The editors accept responsibility for whatever infelicities 
this publication contains.

It is not possible to single out any of the participants in 
the conference for recognition. We are proud to acknow­
ledge the invaluable contribution of those invited to present 
papers and who did so with the awareness that no financial 
remuneration was involved. We wish to assure those whose 
contributions are included in this volume that their inclu­
sion is not meant as a reward, just as the non-inclusion of 
others must not be construed as a sanction in any sense. It 
deserves saying it that the quality of most of the chapters 
bears tangible evidence of the contribution of the invaluable 
exchanges which characterized the deliberations throughout 
the conference.
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Olasope 0. Oyelaran, Chairman, Board of Directors, 
University of Ife Press Limited.
April, 1988.

Within the University, we wish to acknowledge the pers 
nal encouragement of the Vice-Chancellor of Obafemi Aw 
lowo University, Professor Wande Abimbola, and his cot 
mittment to the University Press at all times. We recogni 
the University’s financial support fo the conference throuj 
its Financial Support Sub-Committee. We thank the Depii 
Vice-Chancellor of the University, Professor Adeniji j 
Adaralegbe for his personal presence at the conferenc

Finally, a special mention must be made pf a few colie 
gues. First, indefatigable Dr. Toyin Falola, who distingi 
shed himself in all spheres beyond the call of duty. His enth 
siasm from the first mention of the idea of the conferem 
refused to succumb to an unmentionable barrage of dampe 
up to the realisation of this publication. I hope that he w 
not be embarassed if I sum it up by saying no more the 
that, without his total involvement, neither the conferem 
nor this publication would have been possible.

Dr. Femi Taiwo, Dr. D.O. Akindele and Dr. Tunde Lawu 
responded totally to Toyin Falola’s draft. They gave withoi 
stint and at the most critical moment to ensure the succe 
of the conference.

Mr. Akin Fatokun and Mrs. Adenike Osadolor, Geher 
Manager and Publishing Manager of the University -of II 
Press Limited respectively accepted the added responsibilil 
of running all the errands for both the conference and th 
publication. Together with Toyin Falola, they kept goii 
even when the various duties of the sub-committees of tl 
Press Editorial Committee serving as the conference organ 
zing committee fell on their lap. They both motivated tl 
various cadres of the staff of the University of Ife Pre 
Limited whose unstinting dedication in spite of the loi 
additional grind they had to bear enabled the conferee 
fulfil its promise to the audience of this book.



Note
The change of the name of the University to “Obafemi Awolowo 
University” received legal backing only in March 1988 through 
the University of Ife (transitional provisions) (amendment) 
Decree reportedly released on Thursday 31st March 1988. This 
explains why the name of the Press remains “University of Ife 
Press Limited” instead of “Obafemi Awolowo University Press 
Limited” (AVPL) which the Board of Directors approved in 
July 1987, soon after the announcement of the University’s 
change of name through the mass media.
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AKIN L. MABOGUNJE

Introduction: Awolowo as a 
Charismatic Leader

I feel highly honoured to have been invited to give the key note address 
at this remarkable national conference to appraise the life of late 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo and evaluate the nature and durability on 
his influence on and contributions to our national life. Coming so 
soon after his death and after the renaming of the University of Ife to 
honour this national hero, one cannot but share with the staff and 
students of the university their exhilarating excitement of having 
come into a good heritage. I want, therefore, on this occasion to 
congratulate the university on their cognominal association with a 
leader who was great in his life time but is likely to be even greater 
in future as succeeding generations of Nigerians come to appreciate 
better the enormity of his contributions to our emergent nation.
I note that the topic of this National Conference is “Obafemi 
Awolowo: the End of an Era?” I believe that the most critical elements 
in that topic is the question mark at its end. To my understanding, 
the challenge before this Conference is to determine in what sense 
can the death of Chief Awolowo be construed as the end of an era 
and in what sense it is not. This double-faced nature of the topic 
presents rather special difficulties to a guest speaker giving the keynote 
address since I am left to essay a guess as to how the mind of the 
Conference organisers is working. In the event, I chose
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WHAT IS CHARISMA?

to re-phrase the topic my own way and do ask whether 
death can indeed be construed as the end of charisma, at 
least in this case. I have therefore chosen for this keynote 
address the title “The Charismatic Leader and the Emergent 
Nation”. In what follows therefore, my main aim is indeed to 
put before this audience for consideration the question whe­
ther Chief Obafemi Awolowo was just a charismatic leader 
or something much more? If he was just a charismatic leader, 
what do we expect to follow now that his charisma has been 
removed from the scene? If he was more than a charismatic 
leader, in what respects can this extra-charismatic qualities 
be established? Either way, where has the death of Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo left Nigeria as an emergent nation-state? 
All these are questions which I have no doubt would be 
examined in detail at this Conference. All I want to do in 
this keynote address is to highlight a few issues which I hope 
will help in giving some direction to the deliberations of this 
Conference.

As a first step, I think it is important to ask ourselves the 
question: What is charisma? In answering this question, I like 
to begin with an illustration which must be very green in the 
memory of most of those in this audience. In 1974, the coun­
try was rocked by an announcement from Dodan Barracks by 
the then Head of State, Major-General Yakubu Gowon, an 
announcement whose implications threatened the very 
foundation of the nation. It was the results of the National 
Census held in November 1973 which was claimed to have 
given the northern states of the country a population of 52 
million as against 28 million for the southern states. The 
country was agog with the disruptive consequences of this ann­
ouncement and different groups were agitated as to what 
this portends for the future. It was in this circumstance that 
later that year, at the Convocation of this same University, 
Chief Awolowo, as Chancellor, spoke authoritatively as to-
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the non-acceptability of those results by the nation at large. 
From that point on, the credibility of the government was 
seriously dented. It was therefore no surprise that one of the 
very first acts of the military coup d’etat that displaced the 
administration of Major-General Yakubu Gowon the follow­
ing year was to nullify the results of that census. The obvious 
question is: by what legitimate power could a private indivi­
dual such as Chief Awolowo was at the time make a pronoun­
cement which was sufficiently compelling that those in 
government felt a need to respond to it?

In discussing the nature of political power, Max Weber 
argues that this can be understood only within the context 
of legitimacy, the basis of leadership or factors underlying 
the recognition and acceptance of thq right of an individual 
or group of individuals to rule a polity. According to him, all 
power is based on legitimate authority, by which is meant an 
authority whose exercise is based on principles generally re­
cognized in a given society. W eber also noted that there are 
three ways by which an authority can obtain legitimacy or 
the recognition of its rights to govern.

The first of these is through tradition. Legitimacy based on 
tradition depends in one sense on force of habit. It is general­
ly rooted in an ancestral past and is often shrouded in some 
form of mysticism. This is the type of legitimate authority 
exercised by our “natural” rulers and traditional chiefs in 
the country even today.

The second type of legitimate authority is what Weber 
called the legal-rational. This is the type of legitimacy derived 
from the provisions of a constitution or of laws currently in 
effect.

The third type of legitimate authority is that based on the 
charisma of an individual. Charismatic authority is based on 
an almost religious respect for, or faith in a leader to whom 
exceptional qualities are attributed. These qualities may be 
thought to be of divine origin, as in the case of religious 
prophet or they may simply be the product of extraordinary 
personal talents in an individual. The application of the term
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ever, his fortune changed. Things began to go well for him 
and, in a sense his life became a relatively success story right 
to the very end.

How far the harshness of these early years, especially the 
difficulties of having the requisite financial support to get a 
good education were important factoi in the obsessive pre­
occupation of Chief AwolOwo with free education is an issue 
which historians will have to resolve. Certainly, situations 
which forced him at such an early age to learn to rely almost 
solely on his own inner resources must be considered as 
critical elements in the development of his initiative/self- 
confidence and the ability to confront difficult situations 
ahead. This, of course, explains the variety of occupations 
he had dabbled into before he finally settled down to the 
career of a legal practitioner. According to his autobiography, 
between the ages of 17 and 35, he had been a teacher, a 
shorthand typist, a clerk, a reporter-in-training, a money­
lender, a transporter and a produce-buyer. By the time he 
undertook the last two of these occupations, his leadership 
qualities and organisational abilities were starting to manifest 
themselves. He was noted as having been the founder of the 
Ibadan branch of both the Nigerian Motor Transport Union 
and the Nigerian Produce Traders’ Association, serving as 
National Assistant Secretary-General of the former- and 
Secretary of the Ibadan Branch of the latter.

But it was the political mobilisation and organisation of 
the Nigerian populace that by the age of 25 these activities 
were becoming the dominating interest of his life. He had 
joined the staff of the Daily Times in 1934 as a trainee­
reporter and threw himself avidly into the social life of 
colonial Ibadan. His ability as an adept organiser and partici­
pator in public debates and lectures was soon recognised and 
by 1936 he was elected Secretary of the Ibadan branch of 
the Nigerian Youth Movement. This was, at the time, the nas­
cent nationalist organisation under whose auspices much of 
the discussion about throwing over the colonial yoke took 
place.
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Chief Awolowo’s departure from the shores of Nigeria on 
October 1, 1944 could be said to mark the end of a major 
chapter in his life. Instead of the uncertainties and vagaries 
of fortune that had characterised the first 35 years of his life, 
there was to be noticed, a certain determinacy and direc­
tional certitude about his ambition and aspirations. By Octo­
ber 3, 1946, he had passed his law examinations and on 
November 18, 1946, he was called to the Bar as a member of 
the Honourable Society of the Inner Temple; Within a year 
of that event, he had published the first of the books which 
were to cst down for posterity, his vision of the political 
future of Nigeria and of the ways and means of securing such 
a future. That book, titled Path To Nigerian Freedom 
and published in 1947 still has a certain freshness and rele­
vance forty years after publication as the issue of State 
creation remains a crucial item on the political agenda of 
Nigeria.

But it was the fact that the book served as a clarion-call to 
Nigerians, announcing the arrival of a new leader on the poli­
tical scene, that for many years after, gave it national salience 
and helped increasingly to focus the nations attention on the 
actions and activities of Obafemi Awolowo. And events, from 
that point on, like a succession of waves, carried him forward 
on their crest. Following on the example of the Ibo State 
Union, which, after being launched in 1942, had been used 
as a veritable agency for training large number of Ibo youths 
through scholarships to numerous overseas Universities espe­
cially in the United States, Awolowo while still a law student 
in Britain had in 1945 co-founded the Egbe Omo Oduduwa. 
On returning to Nigeria, in 1947, it was necessary to trans­
form the Egbe into a mass movement to shake off the com­
placency of the Yoruba and mobilise them for the great 
events that were then so potently lurking in the shadows of 
time. Again, Awolowo's leadership qualities and organiza­
tional ability had a challenging task with which to cope. He 
managed to persuade all Yoruba Obas and traditional chiefs 
to sink their differences and rally under this new banner. He
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succeeded in attracting to tlje cause the growing wealthy 
Yoruba middle class in Lagos and elsewhere and in firing 
the imagination of the masses of the Yoruba about a more 
glorious future within the emergent Nigerian nation. Thus, by 
June 1948 when the Egbe Omo Oduduwa was launched in 
Ile-Ife with the Ooni of Ife, Sir Adesoji Aderemi as the Grand 
Patron and all the Obas of Yorubaland as Patrons, it was like 
the dawn of a new era.

While Sir Adeyemo Alakija was elected the Chairman of 
the Egbe, Chief Obafemi Awolowo became its General 
Secretary. The Egbe launched a massive campaign for support 
and fund, a task which took Awolowo to all parts of the 
country. Soon, the Egbe had raised enough resources to 
award scholarships to deserving Yoruba sons and daughters 
to study not only in Britain but also in the newly opened 
University College, Ibadan.

Political events in Nigeria then began to move at a fast 
tempo. Consequent upon the difficulties encountered with 
the operations of the Richards Constitution of 1947, a new 
constitutional arrangement, known as the MacPherson Cons­
titution was by the late 1940s in the process of being adopt­
ed for the country. This was designed to give wider political 
powers to Nigerians but not necessarily to usher in an era of 
self-determination. It was at this juncture that Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo realised that he could use the platform of the 
Egbe Omo Oduduwa to launch a new political party with 
more decisive protocol and programmes of action in contra­
distinction to the existing political movement - the National 
Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons - led by Dr. Nnamdi 
Azikiwe. The Action Group, as the party came to be known, 
was formally launch'ed on March 21, 1951 and was to be the 
political vehicle whereby Chief Awolowo was to emerge as a 
charismatic leader in the country.

This is not the place to go into the details of the achieve­
ments of that party when it secured power to rule the West­
ern Region of the country. The Action Group within its 
first term in office had recorded such tremendous political
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ieats that it had become the pace-setter for governments in 
this part of the world. The free primary education scheme 
launched in 1955, the expansion of secondary schools, the 
programme of massive overseas scholarship for deserving 
youths, the free health services for children under the age of 
18, the construction of general hospitals, one in each division 
of the Region, rhe tarring of roads, the establishment of 
farm settlements, the creation of a major industrial estate 
at Ikeja, and the development of housing estates — all these 
were of revolutionary dimensions at the time. But it was 
the championing of the call for national independence at the 
Federal level which was to put a totally radical stamp on the 
Action Group Party in those years.

Through all of this, Chief Obafemi Awolowo stood out 
as a towering leader who instils confidence and discipline 
among his peers and evokes very strong feelings of adulation 
among his party members. In the literature on how charisma­
tic leaders emerge, the situation seemed almost tailor-made 
for him. According to Lancine Sylla, “the hope of a saviour 
or a hero capable of putting an end to colonial domination 
and the need for a great teacher to restore a shattered cultu­
ral identity and establish a new political order, created a 
situation that fairly demanded the emergence of a charisma­
tic leader”.1 Clearly, together with Dr. Nnamdi Azikiweand 
Sir Ahmadu Bello, the Sardauna of Sokoto, Chief Obafemi. 
Awolowo came to be seen as the pre-eminent heroes of our 
national independence from Britain.

If he had done no more than this, Chief Awolowo woulfi 
still haye been revered as one of the greatest Nigerians ol 
this century. But the post-colonial environment cast hue 
in a number of other roles whose outcome was to projec 
him to an eminence larger than life. As leader of the Federe 
Opposition, he came to be known for his informed, diligent!- 
researched and nationalistic posture on many issues whic 
did not always go well with the government of the day. Wht- 
his party leadership was undermined and he himself had E 
face probes, litigation and eventual imprisonment, the cou_
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HOW LASTING IS CHARISMATIC AUTHORITY?

The real question before this national conference, however, 
is how lasting is the effect of rhe charismatic authority wield­
ed by Chief Obafemi Awolowo ovei the best part of four 
decades? Is death, in fact, the end of his Charisma? What is 
the relation of a charismatic leader to the emergence of a 
rationally organized state? It has been argued that since 
charismatic power depends on the exceptional qualities 
of an individual, sooner or later, its legitimacy will be called 
into question. This is particularly so when the time comes 
to find a successor for the charismatic figure. From this 
point of view, it is no wonder that the media have been 
having a field day speculating on who would or who should 
succeed Chief Awolowo?

Against this background, one can appreciate Max Weber s

age and fortitude with which he spoke out in defence of him­
self has remained a classic of political behaviour in the face 
of .trying odds. When he was released from prison by General 
Yakubu Gowon in those dark days of national disintegration 
and made Vice-Chairman of the National Executive Council 
and the Federal Commissioner for Finance, his deft husband­
ry of our national resources which made it possible for the 
country to prosecute a thirty-month bloody civil war without 
having to borrow a penny (before the era of the oil boom) 
attest to an'uncanny ability to lead a people through the 
most daunting of circumstances. It is no wonder that each 
time the country ran into difficult waters,, there were always 
those whose cry was to give Chief Obafemi Awolowo a 
chance to again put things right. This was no doubt the basis 
for the national outpouring of feelings on the occasion of 
his death when Nigerians from all walks of life, all parts of 
the country and all shades of the political spectrum gave free 
vent to their assessment of our national loss. It was as if in 
death Nigerians took full measure of the charisma of the best 
President they never had.
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view that charismatic power is in essence ephemeral and 
transitory; that it only sets the stage for the emergence either 
of a traditional form of authority, by establishing a new 
tradition, or for a legal-rational form of authority, by institu­
tionalising procedures for the transfer of power. He also 
noted that before either of these possibilities is realized, 
however, most charismatic leaders or their successors try to 
capitalize on the leader’s legendary prestige in order, as he 
called it, to “routinize” his charisma.

Weber went into considerable detail in discussing the 
different ways by which charisma may be routinized. These 
are usually attempts at prolonging the period of the impact 
of charismatic rule and include such methods as staging 
annual festivals, establishing public holidays, creating new 
political rituals, involving, for instance, outdoor speeches, 
meetings, ceremonial state visits, international conferences 
and so on with an appropriate mixture of ethnic colour, 
stirring ideology and appeal to ancestral roots. Sy Ila, indeed, 
observed that in Africa, it is more common for the leader 
to emphasize the symbolic, emotional a'nd utopian rather 
than the rational, institutional and practical aspects of 
politics.1 The result is that for most of Africa the consequ­
ences of attempts at routinizing the charisma of a leader 
have invariably been unfortunate, leading in. many instances 
to economic and political inefficiency, the development of 
one party rule, excessive personalization of power, authori­
tarianism, slowing of political development as well as coups 
d’etat and military dictatorships.

It is necessary to consider this aspect of popular responses 
to charisma especially in Africa in order to properly position 
the present conference. Indeed, it may be asked: what is the 
purpose of the Conference? Is it simply to prolong the 
impact of the charisma of Chief Obafemi Awolowo? Is it 
an attempt to “routinize” his charisma? Or is it an effort 
to see beyond the Charisma to those concrete values and 
virtues which Chief Awolowo stood for? Is the Conference 
a deliberate and determined striving to begin the challenging
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task of correctly assessing th.e nature of the legacy which 
Chief Awolowo bequeathed to the Nigerian nation?

HOW TRANSIENT IS CHIEF AWOLOWOS CHARISMATIC AUTHORITY

These are questions to which in this keynote address 1 cannot 
essay an answer nor would it be proper for me to do so even 
if I could. But 1 believe they are important questions which 
this Conference must assess. And judging by what I have seen 
of its programme, I have no doubt that they will be con­
fronted.

In considering these questions,' however, one is struck by 
the myriads of other questions which they provoke. For 
instance, if, as is obvious, Chief Awolowo was possessed of 
tremendous charismatic authority, what did he try to use this 
authority to achieve? What, in fact, was his vision for this 
nation and especially for its socio-economic development? 
It has been claimed that the most critical geopolitical impera­
tive for most of the ethnically and religiously plural emergent 
nations in post-colonial Africa is that as state they should 
rationalize their political behaviour. Rationalisation entailed 
the social mobilization of the population towards a common 
political culture. 1 his is predicated on a commitment to the 
rule of law, to justice and to the strenuous and continuous 
striving to improve the socio-economic conditions under 
which the vast majority of the population live. This is why 
national development itself is said to involve rationalization 
not only of political behaviour but also of the economic, 
technological and cultural aspects of the social system. Each 
is intimately associated with all the others. To what extent 
then can Chief Awolowo be said to have been striving towards 
the rationalization of the Nigeria State?

It has, of course, been argued that rationalization cannot 
run its course until the importance of charismatic and tradi­
tional form of power has waned. In other words, charimatic 
form of power tends to militate against the emergency of 
democracy, that is the broadening of popular participation 
in political institutions, which contribute immensely to the
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‘the sooner we terminate the existing human deprivations and 
ind state of widespread fear and latent instability , and allow the 
people to choose their rulers in a free and fair election, in short, 
the sooner we restore to the people their inherent civil rights and 
liberties, the better for the material progress and spiritual well­
being of all the peoples of Africa, and for the enhancement of 
Africa’s self-respect as a civilised Continent in the Comity of 
nations’’.1

rationalization of the State. Indeed, it has been claimed th 
in the developed countries, nation-states and multi-pan 
parliamentary democracy became stable only after the dev 
lopment of specific forms of social stratification and econ 
mic and cultural change and only after it had become impo 
sible for older charismatic and traditional forms of authoril 
to survive or at any rate to flourish as they once did.

Yet, if charisma and democracy are mutually exclusivi 
it becomes an issue of considerable analytical interest t 
re-assess the life of a charismatic leader who spent mos 
of his life fighting for the enthronement of democrat! 
norms and practices in our national body politic.
As Chief Awolowo himself puts it:

If rationalization is of immediate import for the growth, 
and development of the Nigerian State and it can be shown 
that it constitutes an integral part of Chief Awolowo's 
vision for the country, a consequential -question is clearly 
how much of this vision was realised in his life time? Cer 
tainly, he tried to show how to run a government and achieve 
purposeful and astounding results; how to run a politick 
party and ensure the growth of a disciplined and informec 
organisation where the leadership subscribe to accepted cod 
of conduct and the followership insures public accountability 
how to mobilise the masses and fire their imagination wit­
challenging but achievable development. Most important!* 
he tried to show that with a commitment to use the men!— 
and material resources available in this country, we canrapidH
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transform the circumstances .under which the majority 
of Nigerians continue to live.

Yet, not even the most ardent of Chief Awolowo’s admirers 
would deny that despite his gargantuan efforts, much of his 
vision is still far from being realized. And yet again no one 
will controvert that the very future of Nigeria, its potential 
greatness, depends almost on the realization of this vision. 
How then, it may be asked, did Chief Awolowo try to ensure 
not only that the brightness and clarity of his vision do not 
become dim but also that it remains realizable even after his 
lifetime? One of the most unique legacies of Chief Awolowo 
is his indefatigable capacity to put his thoughts on paper. 
In a daily routine that is exceptionally taxing in terms of 
the challenges of exigent problems presented to him by 
individuals, family members, political associates and the 
national situation itself, Chief Awolowo always found time 
to go into seclusion to put his thoughts into writing. This 
was the sense in which he came to be reconciled to his 
imprisonment in the 1960s and to bemoan the news of his 
being released by claiming that it had denied him the oppor­
tunity to quickly complete the book on which he was then 
working.

At the time of his death Chief Awolowo had written ten 
books. Four of these were concerned with his own life 
history and political experience. But the remaining six had 
to do with his vision for Nigeria and for Africa as a whole. 
These include apart from his earlier Path to Nigerian Freedom 
(1947), Thoughts on Nigerian Constitution (1966), The 
People’s Republic (1968), The Strategies and Tactics of the 
People’s Republic of Nigeria (1970), The Problems of Africa 
(1976) and Awo on the Nigerian Civil War (1981). Apart 
from these six books, there is the three-volume collection 
of his selected speeches titled: The Voice of Reason, The 
Voice of Courage and The Voice of Wisdont.

Clearly, anyone who has read all cr most of these books 
will find in them many ideas concerning the future of this 
country which have stood the test of time. There are, of •
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CONCLUSION

Nonetheless, in bringing this keynote address to a c 
elusion, it will be opportune to extrapolate one of Cl 
Awolowo’s ideas on the most recent development in 
political history of our country. This development is 
banning of all political leaders of the First and Sect 
Republic from seeking to hold or holding any public offi 
in the country at least over the next ten-year period. In 
broadcast speech of 23 September, the President, Command 
in-Chief of the Armed Forces, General Ibrahim Babang 
gave the reasons for this decision" of the-Armed Fort 
Ruling Council in the following terms. To quote him:

When the Military overthrew the last Civilian Governmem 
in December. 1983, it did so because that Government hac 
mined the economy of the country, generated national dissen 
sion and instability and had engaged in massive rigging of eler 
tions with the attendant violence and insecurity of lives anc 
property. That situation was virtually the same as what obtaine— 
early in 1966 when the Military entered the political arena fc 
the first time.... Indeed, the Military had taken over th? reir- 
of Government from civilian politicians in December 1983 o— 
account of their failure to foster national unity, conduct free arw 
fair elections, eliminate graft and corruption from public life, an 
manage national resources in the overall interest of the Nation

If these four issues constitute the major failings of 
political class, perhaps the most deleterious of ther~ 
graft and corruption in public life. On this issue, CZ 
Awolowo, after noting the often tendentious and bi­

course, a number of his views which would appear to 1 
been overtaken by events. But there are innumerable otl 
which we are still to apprehend as a nation and to w 
strenuously towards bringing to rapid fruition and real 
tion. Since, I believe, this is one of the primary reas 
for holding this Conference, you will permit me not 
have to preempt your deliberations on these issues 
intrude too early into the measured pace of your pro 
mme.
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character of most post-mortem probes of public officers, 
their wastefulness of resources and general futility, had 
declared that if he became President of the country, he 
would not waste his time instituting public probes. Instead, 
he would draw a very heavy and permanent curtain on the 
putrescent failings of the past and of his predecessors but 
would ensure that from then onward there is established a 
vigilant agency of government whose responsibility will 
not be to wait until an administration has been thrown out 
before engaging in a probe. Rather, the task of such an 
agency would be to have all those in public life, whether 
political leaders, bureaucrats or even private individuals 
closely connected with government, under continuous 
surveillance so as to discourage acts of graft and corrup­
tion and ensure that such leaders and personalities abide 
by the code of conduct which they had sworn to uphold.

The present situation in the country, described by one of 
the newspapers as “The March to a New Era” seemed to my 
mind to require that we apply to it this approach of eternal 
vigilance. Now that we are about to enthrone a completely 
new generation of leaders, it is important that before they 
become too powerful for us to deal with, we create for 
them an environment, a moral climate which would, to a 
large extent, restrain the temptations of office and make for 
a more rational political behaviour. This is beyond constitu­
tion writing. It lies more in the conventions of governance 
of the type Chief Awolowo tried to establish through the 
party machinery. In short, the issue is how to prevent succe­
ssive generations of political leaders from dragging the 
country down again and again into the throes of corrupt 
and indifferent rule rather than for us periodically to enjoy 
the vicarious but transient pleasure of seeing an insignifi­
cant number of these leaders being tried and punished 
whilst the majority of them who have looted the nation’s 
treasury and undermined its moral integrity escape to enjoy 
their loot and flaunt it in our face.

To my mind, graft and corruption is at the very heart
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of the difficulty of institutionalising rational political be 
viour in this country and ensuring the emergence of a ti 
nation-state. It has been claimed that many countries 
Africa are states without a nation. If Nigeria must eme 
as a nation-state, then we must face squarely all those de’ 
minations that would facilitate such an eventuality. We m 
throw up leaders who would see their supreme respons; 
lity as one of striving to give all Nigerians, not just so 
Nigerians, opportunities for self-development; who woi 
ensure for al! of us the basis for social and economic wi 
being; and who would guarantee for all citizens social just: 
and a sense of belonging. It is not only when leaders ma 
awjy with government funds that they are corrupt. Ea 
time they subvert our national unity and compromise i 
matters of moral integrity; each time their acts fall she 
of the requirements of social justice, then their behavio 
is irrational and corrupt and not in the best interest of tl 
country. Eternal vigilance is thus the only approach i 
ensuring the future of an emergent Nigerian nation.

This and other approaches to our national problen 
as seen by Chief Obafemi Awolowo are what this Conferenc 
is meant to deliberate upon. If, at the end, this body wet 
to find that many of Chief Awolowo’s ideas still have resour 
ding relevance to our nation today, it would have bee: 
able to answer unequivocally the question posed by the title 
of the Conference as to whether with the death of Chie’ 
Obafemi Awolowo we have witnessed the end of an era. 0: 
the other hand, the Conference may discover, borrowir 
from the inimitable words of Sir Winston Churchill, th= 
what we have witnessed is not so much “the end; it is no 
even the beginning of the end; it is perhaps the end of tit 
beginning of an era in which, building on the legacy of h= 
thoughts, ideas and philosophy, we may help realise in Uh 
country the vision of a united, strong and prosperous naticz 
which Chief Obafemi Awolowo strove untiringly to briL 
to reality in the great stuggles of his life.
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TOYIN FALOLA AND A. G. ADEBAYO

The Context: The Political
Economy of Colonial Nigeria

-Fine F.kviekwe, 1986
The debate over the question which comes first - societ 

or the individual - may well have been resolved philosoph 
cally. We do not propose to re-open it. Rather, we seeki 
this paper to advance the argument that society and th 
individual are inseparable: ‘they are necessary and compk 
mentary to each other, not opposites’. This is based on th 
strong conviction that the ‘life’ (the travails, accomplish 
mentsand greatness) of the individual is as important as th 
‘time’ (i.e. the historic stage of development of the nation 
the prevailing social relations of production; the evolution c 
the state; the changing nature and structure of the state; Hi 
emergence of and alliances among classes; indeed, the who! 
gamut of society and its institutions). Thus, we have chose 
to examine the political economy of Nigeria in the perio- 
spanning the lifetime of Chief Obafemi Awolowo with tla 
Purpose of finding out how he came to be what he was, hz

Individuals and small groups who belong to particular classes can. 
and do, act for their classes. But this does not mean that every 
individual action is a class action. And although an individual's 
action may be significant, it should hardly be seen as the result 
of his or her unique genius or essence. It should rather be under­
stood as one of the possible options which the prevailing social 
relations of the time allow.
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THE COLONIAL SETTING

Chief Obafemi Awolowo was born in 1909 at a time when 
the British were engaged in activities to consolidate their 
hold on the country and create a colonial, ‘modern’ Nigeria. 
It is very necessary to begin with an examination of the 
country’s colonial history in order to understand the socio­
economic and political setting within which Awolowo (and 
others in his time and class) grew up. We begin with the 
evolution of modern Nigeria, follow it up with the features

reactions to changing political and economic fortunes of the 
Nigerian State and Society, his initiatives in, and contribu­
tions to, the development of modern Nigeria, as well as the 
ways in which the changing political and economic situation 
in the country determined, shaped and altered his ambitions, 
chances and accomplishment.

Political economy is no longer the little understood, awe 
inspiring mode of explanation it used to be in Nigerian 
academic circles and public discussions. This is attested to 
by the number and quality of works already available on the 
subject. This is a fortunate development. For, in writing 
this paper, we have relied heavily on, and benefited immen­
sely from, the existing body of writings some of which are 
seminal works on the various aspects of Nigeria’s historical 
development.

There are two main sections in this paper. The first 
examines the colonial setting and emphasises the nature, 
character and functions of the colonial state. The second 
analyses the politics of decolonisation, and addresses such 
issues as the class character of'the nationalist movement, 
the employment of ethnicity by the petit bourgeoisie and the 
preparations of the country for the flag independence.
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I

The Evolution and Features of the Colonial State
Modern Nigeria arose from three distinctive groups of Br 
activities. The process towards the creation of the So 
Western part started in 1951 with the British conques 
Lagos *. This was followed in 1861' by the formal ces 
of the island and its organisation as a Crown Colony. F 
here, the British area of influence and jurisdiction gradu 
extended into the hinterland in the northward and eastv 
directions. By the close of the 19th century, the Colony 
Protectorate of Lagos had been created which fairly enc 
passed the whole of Yorubaland and Benin in the north 
east of Lagos respectively.2 To be more specific, by a se 
of treaties to end the Yoruba wars, the British bea 
masters in virtually all parts of Yorubaland in 1893. Ear 
in 1892, the ‘Jjebu Campaign’ had made them master! 
what later became the Ijebu Province. The empire of Be 
was physically conquered in 1897 by the British Consu 
Lagos, Beecroft. This group of British activities wash 
commercial and imperial, and control was effected thro: 
the guise of ensuring free trade, peace to end the wars,< 
others.

Another group of British activities started around 
same time, and ended in the creation of Eastern Nip: 
Trading posts had earlier been established around the moi 
of the Niger and adjacent creeks and rivers. These trad- 
posts were originally used for the trade in slaves. But »’ 
the abolition of the trade and the introduction of legitii 
trade, the posts continued to be used in the export offi 
produce and other goods. The pien who operated thisc 
merce signed treaties ..with the indigenous ‘merchant chic 

and the British produced these treaties at the Berlin Cc’

of the colonial state, examine the colonial economy, coli 
infrastructure of exploitation, and close it with col 
educational policies and the emergence of the petit boui 
isie to which Chief Awolowo belonged.
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rence to claim the area as the Oil Rivers Protectorate.3 
In 1900, with the addition of a slice of territory originally 
administered by the Royal Niger Company (RNC), the 
area became known as the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria. 
Obviously, this was the creation of British merchantile and 
commercial capitalist interest.

The third part of Nigeria, the North, was created separa­
tely through the commercial and imperial activities of the 
Royal Niger Company (RNC).4 This process began with 
tne commercial activities of many British companies trading 
on the River Niger which later amalgamated under Sir George 
Goldie to secure a royal charter. The RNC then acquired 
political power to administer the trading areas. By 1900, 
when the company’s charter was revoked, it had created an 
administration around the Niger-Benue confluence. In addi­
tion, it had laid claim to the rest of Northern Nigeria. It was 
this administrative area and the adjoining places under RNC 
influence that the British Government took over in 1900 and 
renamed the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria with Sir 
Frederick Lugard as the first High Commissioner. Lugard 
was still to make war with the North. By 1906, this task 
was completed and a British administration had succeeded 
the caliphate rule in Northern Nigeria.

There were other landmarks in the evolution of modern 
Nigeria: in 1906, the two separate protectorates in the 
South were merged to form the Colony and Protectorate 
of Southern Nigeria; and in 1914, Lugard accomplished 
the task of amalgamating the northern and southern protec­
torates.. A central administration was established, and the 
Northern and Southern Protectorates were allowed to exist 
under Lieutenant Governors. The Protectorates were broken 
into provinces over which Residents were posted. At the 
District and Divisional levels were British officials who were 
responsible directly to the Residents. The colonial state was 
thus established.

Various studies have been carried out on the operation 
of the colonial state in Nigeria. In brief, the colonial admini­
strative policy, coercive as it was, was assumed to be domina-
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ted by the so-called policy of indirect rule, said to have been 
developed by Lugard early in the period of his high commi­
ssionership of Northern Nigeria.5
Impressed by the autocratic authority of the Fulani Emirs, 
and bothered by financial and personnel problems in his 
administration, Lugard decided (like many other colonialists) 
to execute his programmes through the Emirs. This policy, 
regarded in the literature as ‘indirect rule’,6 was extended 
to the South after amalgamation. The crises and protests that 
came in the wake of the introduction of this Northern 
element to the south have been examined by many writers.7 
We should state here that in operation ‘indirect rule’ was 
very economical for the British: less money was spent on the 
administration while a huge profit was made. The acceptance 
by the Obas, Emirs, Obis and (warrant) chiefs of positions of 
authority in the colonial state further helped the state to 
acquire some legitimacy among the local population and to 
maintain some stability at minimum cost.

There were certain features of the colonial state, five of 
which will be examined here. One was the close affinity 
between the state and the commercial interests. As we have 
pointed out, the process of colonial acquisition involved 
the big commercial houses whose representatives on the 
local scene in Nigeria signed treaties, obtained charters and 
constituted the nucleus of imperialism in the country. The 
colonial state that eventually emerged became ‘the servant 
of imperialism’.8 Among the interests that the colonial 
state protected and advanced were those of the merchan- 
tile and industrial fractions of the British bourgeoisie. The 
colonial state in Nigeria created the best opportunities for 
these companies to exploit the agricultural and mineral 
resources of the country at minimum cost.

Monetisation of the economy was another feature of the 
colonial, state. This was to lead further to the integration of 
the country into the western capitalist system. There were 
many ways by which this monetisation was achieved. Firstly, 
the colonial state paid cash for services rendered to it by the
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indigenous groups. Secondly, a mass of peasants were press- 
ganged into working for the state or its agencies in the 
infamous ‘public works’. Although the pay was poor, it was 
made in cash. Thirdly, the mines were encouraged to employ 
Nigerian tributors, and these were paid very low cash wages. 
At the point that the British coins were becoming acceptable 
to the people, the colonial state slapped the tax on them. 
Tax was to be paid in cash; and, in addition to the customs 
duties on goods imported by the monopoly firms, the colonial 
state demanded direct tax. There were protests against 
taxation, especially in the South.9 But these were quickly 
put down by the police, and the economy became clearly 
monetised.

Another feature of the colonial state was its deliberate 
policy of regionalisation in the political and economic admi­
nistration of the country. This subject will be given fuller 
attention latter in this paper. Suffice it is to say here that 
the Northern and the Southern parts of the country were 
kept practically isolated from each other until the end of 
World War II. Moreover, a constitutional revision in 1939 
separated the West from the East in the administration of 
Southern Nigeria. Each of these separate ‘groups of provinces’ 
had a secretariat and a Chief Commissioner. Right from 1914, 
therefore, the only bond of unity that existed was the person 
of Lugard and successive Governors. Much earlier than many 
of his contemporaries, Chief Awolowo had perceived the 
implication of this regional bias of British administrative 
practice, and had given thoughts to ways of improving the 
regional system.10 Awolowo’s suggestion was that in deli­
neating regional boundaries, the major ethnic groups 
should form the new regions. Thus instead of the artificial 
boundaries which generally partitioned some ethnic groups 
(or nationalities), the country should have ten regions formed 
along ethnic lines. Although Chief Awolowo had been 
criticised for this proposal, his conceptualisation that fede­
ralism should be the eventual course of Nigeria’s political 
development has stood the test of time. He noted as early as
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1947 that ‘a federal Constitution is the only thing suitable 
for Nigeria’.11 )

The fourth feature of the colonial state was its discrimina 
tion against the educated elites - the members of the peti 
bourgeoisie. Up till the 1940’s the highly qualified amonj 
them were not deeply involved in the political and economh 
administration of the country. The most favoured grouj 
were the ‘natural’ rulers who had been integrated into the 
administration as Native Authorities, some of who had 
begun to enjoy their new positions at the expense of their 
subjects. As in politics, the educated elites were discrimina­
ted against in business and professions. Those of them whe 
were professionals and who managed to secure appointments 
under the colonial government were placed below British 
officials who might not even have the same qualification 
and experience. In business, various laws were made by the 
colonial state to create a monopoly for the British firms 
and prevent Nigerians from engaging in certain forms of 
businesses. As will soon be seen, this discrimination incited 
the educated elites against the colonial state and occasioned 
the dismantling of the system. The Colonial State thus 
produced its own antithesis.

A fifth feature of the state consisted in the concern 
for, and the system of, the maintenance of public law and 
order. Pax Britanica was imposed by the employment of the 
imperial army (the West African Frontier Force and the 
Lagos Constabulary). The police and the army that had 
been engageo in the process of conquest were later given 
the task of maintaining order in the colonial state. Studies 
have been carried out to show that the colonial police was 
an integral parbof the British administration of Nigeria, and 
was not employed primarily for purposes of crime prevention 
and detection as in the Anglo-Saxo^ tradition.12 Indeed, 
the police was used in repressive and suppressive duties like 

arrest of demonstrators or protesters, detention of recalcit­
rant chiefs, suppression of subtle protests like the brewing 
of ‘illicit’ gin or violent protests like the anti-tax riots,



POLITICAL ECONOMY OF COLONIAL NIGERIA 25

repression of labour movements, and so on

The Colonial Economy

Having discussed the emergence of the colonial state, it 
is essential now to address one of the main functions of 
the state - the economic exploitation of the human and 
material resources of the colony. One salient and repetitive 
feature of the economy under colonial rule was its agricul* 
tural base. Colonial agriculture followed a regional pattern 
in the occurrence of its major commodities. This is both an 
accident and a design of the British rule. Thus, while the 
spectre of monoculture was avoided at the ‘national’ level, 
a single crop dominated the economy of each eroup of 
provinces.

Cocoa had been introduced to Nigeria earlier in the 19th 
century. By 1925, it had become Western Nigeria’s m^jor 
export crop, supplemented by rubber and palm produce. 
The latter was the major export commodity of Eastern 
Nigeria since the era of ‘legitimate trade’. But it received 
a boost with the establishment of colonial rule, and Eastern 
Nigeria was leading in the production of palm oil and kernels. 
Groundnut was produced in the North, and there was no 
record of its export from Western and Eastern Nigeria in the 
period under review. Groundnut was supplemented in the 
North with raw cotton and beniseed. This regional division 
of labour13 for satisfying the metropole was to become 
concretised by the regional constitution of 1945. Perhaps the 
origin of federalism in Nigeria owed to this economic rather 
than the purely political reasons often alluded to in the 
literature.

For the inhabitants of the various territories in Nigeria, 
this division of labour was a real thing. It meant that some­
one bom and raised in the Western Region directly or indire­
ctly participated in me growing of cocoa, palm oil or rubber.
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He either was a farmer cultivating the crops, a merchai 
middleman marketing them, a transporter or head-portt 
conveying them to the railway stations, a staff of the Nigeri 
Railway Corporation shifting the goods to the coast, eti 
It is not surprising, therefore, that Awolowo participate 
in the regional economy both as a transporter and as a licer 
ced buying agent purchasing cocoa and selling it to the monc 
poly companies for export.

By and large, no massive stuctural reorganisation o 
technological innovations were made in the agricultura 
practice by the colonial state. The simple hoe and cutlas 
remained the main tools, and the operators were the sam 
peasant farmers. Although fertilisers and improved seei 
varieties were introduced every now and then, the force 
of production were not improved. The colonial state seemet 
unruffled by this situation, as the existing system of agricul 
ture in Nigeria proved adequate in supplying the expor 
market. Here, the monetisation of the economy played; 
role. Rather than grow food crops, the peasants concentra 
ted on the cultivation of cash crops- for the purposes o: 
earning enough cash to pay tax, buy heavily taxed imported 
manufactured goods, and purchase food as well. This effec’ 
was repeated in all parts of Nigeria as one of the salien1 
features of the colonial agriculture.

In the export of these commodities, the colonial state 
relied on the big British and European monopoly firm: 
such as the UAC, John Holt, PZ, CFAO, UTC. These were the 
trading companies involved in the import-export trade 
generally in West Africa. In order to keep out any indigenou 
businessman from this lucrative trade, the companies formec 
the Association of West African Merchants (AWAM) It wa 
AWAM which, for example, in 1937 formed the ‘Coco: 
Pool’ in order to monopolise cocoa buying and expor 
trade in Ghana and Nigeria.14 The colonial state did al 
its business through these firms on the pretext that the indi 
genous ones were too small and inexperienced to hand! 
the transactions. The connection between state and capits
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continued to be close and cordial even when independence 
was granted in 1960. Thus, all that the indigenous business­
men could do was to act as middlemen between the peasants 
and the monopoly companies - more like retailers.

As in export trade, so was it in the banking, insurance and 
other financial institutions. The colonial state had accounts 
only with British banks, especially the British Bank for 
West Africa whose directors comprised former colonial 
officers. 15 These banks discriminated against Nigerian 
entrepreneurs on various excuses. Credits were not extended 
to them on the pretext that they had no securities. And when 
efforts were made to establish indigenous banks, which 
would extend credits to Nigerians at moderate rates of 
interest, the state colluded with the foreign banks to kill 
them (the indigenous banks).

The discrimination against indigenous businessmen was 
also evident in the service sector of the colonial economy. 
Transportation, especially motor transportation, seemed to 
be the one area left open for Nigerian operators. But even 
here, the colonial state made sure that motor transporters 
did not compete with the railway. As a motor transporter 
himself, Chief Awolowo recorded that the colonial state 
amended the traffic regulations so that lorries plying cer­
tain areas regarded as railway priority should pay double 
the licence fee imposed on other lorries.16

In short, the colonial economy existed mainly to benefit 
the colonisers' and their agencies. As has been argued in a 
recent work,17 the colonial state existed for the exploi­
tation of Nigeria, rather than her development. Thus, the 
major impact of the colonial economy was the exploitation 
of the people, both the petit bourgeoisie and the masses of 
Nigeria. Members of the petit bourgeoisie were left hopeless, 
both in politics and in business, and it is not surprising that 
they led the movement for the independence of Nigeria.

Colonial economy in Nigeria was able to achieve the desired
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Colonial Infrastructure of Exploitation •

Between 1900 and 1945, the colonial state utilised p 
of tne profits from the colonial enterprise in Nigeria, a 
raised further loans on the British Financial Markets, 
develop the infrastructures of exploitation in the colon 
Areas which were affected by this development were ti 
railways, inland waterways, ports facilities, air strips ai 
communication facilities. All these were to aid the mobilii 
of goods and persons, so that cash crops and minerals cou 
be evacuated from the hinterland, shipped to the Europe! 
markets, and manufactured goods could be imported inti 
and distributed in, the country.

The railway line „as the first major transport facility tha 
the British made efforts to build. A recent study of tt 
railway has developed the thesis that the whole projec 
was an integral part of the British ‘robber economy’s 
colonial Nigeria.18 The railway coming from Lagos pass­

through Ibadan in the year 1900, and reached Jebba in 190" 
An imperial grant was secured for the line from Bare! 
Kano, and in 1912 the southern and the northern railwa; 
were amalgamated. Shortly afterwards a bridge over the Nig 
at Jebba was constructed, and the Lagos - Kano route »- 
through. This ‘western’ line was to assist in the exploitatic 
and haulage of such agricultural and mineral goods as cocc= 
palm oil, cotton groundnuts, tin and columbite.
the discovery ot coal at Enugu, the construction of = 
‘Eastern line was started in 1909; and the Enugu-Port Harco1— 
railway line was completed in 1916. This was extended

goals of *he colonial state for the exploitation of the coun 
through certain infrastructures which were then regarded 
indices of development. These infrastructures were of t 
types: those that facilitated the mobility of goods a 
persons in Nigeria (transport and communication facility 
and those that ensured the success of the British ertterpi 
in the country (educational and other social facilities).
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Kaduna in 1926. It is thys clear that the construction 
of the 'ines was based purely on economic considerations.

Motor vehicles were introduced to service the railway 
lines. Road development in Nigeria gained momentum 
from the first decade of the century.18 The construction 
of the Ibadan-Oyo road started in 1905, and by 1914 the 
various Native Authorities had embarked on construction 
vorks of ‘Trunk B’ roads. The Lagos (Central) Government 
constructed ‘Trunk A’ roads totalling 2,950 miles in 1926 
These roads ran inland from the railway stations. They were 
designed to convey cash crops and imported goods to and 
from the railway lines. They were also to convey labour 
to and from the mines and agricultural farms. Although 
vast areas were yet to be linked by these roads, the major 
centres necessary for colonial commerce and administration 
were opened up.

In addition to railways and roads, the colonial state 
encouraged the development of inland water ways for tran­
sportation purposes. The state broke the monopoly of the 
Royal Niger Company (RNC) over river transportation in 
1903. Thereafter, the development and use of inland water 
ways increased. Between 1911 and 1930, the state sponsored 
dredging works on the Koko canal, the rivers Niger and Imo, 
and the Okitipupa-Agbabu channel. These were for the 
purposes of transporting palm products and timber from 
these vario.us locations to the coastal ports. Ferry services 
were also encouraged on these channels, and the Marine 
Department in Lagos opened its Lagos-Apapa ferry service 
in 1925.

The railways, roads and inland waterways were connected 
to overseas transportation by the construction of coastal 
ports where large ships would berth and shift the various 
products to Britain and other overseas markets. In 1926 
the Apapa and Port-Harcourt wharves were completed. 
These made it possible for larger ships to berth. Although 
air flights were recorded in Nigeria in the period, especially 
by the British Air Force, air transportation was not seriously
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THE POLITICS OF DECOLONISATION

Studies have shown that the petit bourgeoisie, the class 
whose emergence we will address in the next sections, 
led the movement for the decionisation of Nigeria, nay of 
Africa.23 It has been shown that the struggle against the 
colonial state was begun by the working class, hijacked by 
the petit bourgeoisie, and in the final analysis, waged by an alli­
ance of all classes under the leadership of the petit bourgeoisie. 
In this section, it is intended to demonstrate that the struggle 
for the political emancipation of Nigeria was a class struggle 
(i.e, the struggle by the Nigerian petit bourgeoisie against 
the monopolistic and the oppressive rule of the ‘metropo­
litan’ bourgeoisie), and to show that what often looks like 
etlmic or ‘sectional’ politics was actually part and parcel

encouraged by the British before World War II.
Ocean shipping was monopolised by a number of private 

British companies under the West African Shipping Ring. 
As a result of the demands of World Wai I, shipping in 1914 - 
1918 was earned out by the British imperial government. 
The Ring took over after the war, and was reconstituted 
in 1924. By 1939 six Euro-American oligopoly firms do­
minated the scene under the leadership of the Elder Demp­
ster Lines Ltd. These companies were involved in the lucra­
tive business of transporting goods from the coasts of Nigeria 
to the coasts of Britain and other Euro-American ports.

Post Offices, telephone and telegraphic services were 
extended. The number of post offices increased from 13 
in 1913 to 113 in 1945. The Lagos—Ibadan trunk line was 
completed in 1929, and by 1945 there were 59 telephone 
exchanges linking the main trade and administrative centres 
in Nigeria. The telegraph played a significant role in the 
British conquest of Nigeria. It continued to be of invaluable 
assistance to the colonial state in the tasks of adminitration 
and exploitation.
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ot the struggle for access to state power among members 
of the petit bourgeoisie. Looking at these issues, Gavin 
Williams and Terisa Turner have come to the conclusion 
that politics in Nigeria- revolved around three elements: 
the allocation of scarce resources, the determination of 
public policy, and the relations and conflicts among 
classes.24 By examining the politics of decolonisation along 
these lines, we are likely, more than in existing empiricist 
works, to present more accurate account ,of the contribu­
tions of the Nigerian political leaders, indeed Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo, to the country’s political and economic history.

Colonial Education and the Emergence of the Petit 
Bourgeoisie
According to Claude Ake, education was ‘the single most 
important factor contributing to the creation of a petit 
bourgeoisie’ in the Nigerian colonial setting. British attitude 
to education in Nigeria was generally ambiguous. On the one 
hand, the colonial state wanted to avoid investment in educa­
tion, for it might make the ‘natives’ less submissive to Euro­
pean rule, conscious of the exploitation and domination 
inherent in colonial rule, arid more assertive in his demand 
for independence. On the other hand, the objective needs 
of the colonial state necessitated the education of some 
Nigerian ‘natives’.

In the first place, the British colonial masters needed 
manpower in order to administer the colony. That there 
was a massive manpower shortage is accounted for by the 
fact that in Northern Nigeria ‘here was one British admini­
strator to 100,000 Nigerians, ano in the South the corres­
ponding ratio was 1: 70,000. There was thus need to train 
Nigerians as ‘native officials’ to assist the British admini­
strators. Moreover, there was the growing requirement of 
the colonial state for technical and supervisory staff. Fore­
men were needed in the railways for its construction and 
maintenance works, skilled workers were needed in the 
public works departments, accounts agricultural extension
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services, health and sanitation departments of the centr 
and provincial administrations. ‘Natives’ had to be trains 
to occupy these posts, as it would have been costly and i 
convenient to employ expatriates for the jobs.

In the second place, it was being considered by tl 
colonial state that even the task of administration and e; 
ploitation would be made simpler if the populace was skillec 
tutored and literate. Explaining this point further, Claud 
Ake stated that the British reasoned that ‘you cannot full 
exploit without educating. The untutored and unskilled 
a tool of very limited use; more is got out of him, when he: 
tutored and skilled’/1 Thus, colonial education in Nigeri 
could be said to aim at the realisation of two basic objectives 
to increase semi-skilled labour and to create the most favoui 
able political and cultural atmosphere for the maintenance o 
the colonial system.

It should not be surprising, therefore, that the conten 
of colonial educational programme was designed to intro 
duce some minimal skills in reading, writing, western though 
and ‘accepting the coloniser’s ideology’. As the ‘ideologica 
apparatus’ of the colonial state,2 2 the programme emphasi 
sed the superiority of the western culture, the virtues of sub 
mission and obedience and the necessity of collaboratini 
with the colonial system. Moral instructions in school 
were said to include ‘anecdotes illustrative of the valu- 
of kindness and honesty’, biography of good men such a. 
Livingstone and Gordon, lessons in patriotism, essays o: 
duties to the state, respect for authority, values of goo- 
government, citizen and so on.

There was no strong commitment to.education by tL 
state. Encouragement of education was limited to gran- 
aiding the mission schools. This had a contradition of il 
own: the missionary groups were interested in trainife 
‘natives’ for evangelical works, while the state needed literate 
Nigerians with some skill. Moreover, the foreign commerce 
capitalist group needed semi-skilled staff for their marketir- 
and industrial operations. As the colonial state had n
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intention in this period of granting independence to Niger­
ians, the colonial administration gave no impetus to libera­
lising education and making it available to the masses of the 
people. Moreover, higher education was not on the agenda 
until the 1930’s and 1940’s when the Yaba Higher College 
and the University College, Ibadan were established respec 
tively.

This general lack of commitment on the part of the colo­
nial state to a benevolent education for Nigerians was respon­
sible for the disarticulation in the colonial educational 
policy in the country. There was a marked discrepancy in 
the treatment of the North and South. The actual conduct 
of education in Southern Nigeria was almost entirely in the 
hands of Christian missions. Parishioners in the South 
made financial contributions to those schools - they erected 
the buildings, employed and paid the staff. In keeping with 
Lugard’s pledge to the Emirs, however, Christian schools were 
excluded from the predominantly Muslim areas of the 
North. In lieu of mission schools, the Northern Administra ­
tion sponsored a very modest educational programme of 
its own, tailored carefully to the narrow needs of the Native 
Administration.

In spite of the disarticulation, colonial educational policy 
resulted in the creation of the cream of Nigerian elites - the 
petit bourgeoisie. The people who passed out of the schools 
and colleges were immediately in a very special position. 
‘They had some opportunity for upward social mobility, 
and they acquired a fresh status by virtue of their new 
proximity to the coloniser’s world. The new status and tlieir 
new skills placed them in a position of becoming leaders and, 
by the same token, of acumulating some wealth’.

The petit bourgeoisie in colonial Nigeria was not a homo 
geous class. Rather, it comprised four groups: fairly dis­
tinct, although the lines separating them are sometimes 
blurred. First, there was the group of precolonial overlords, 
variously referred to in the literature as feudal chiefs, tradi­
tional rulers, or natural rulers. When colonialism was to
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be imposed, some of these rulers were heroes in the resistance 
movements. But hardly had the conquests been accom­
plished than they turned into active collaborators with 
the colonial state The ranks of this group were swelled by 
the artificial creation by the British of ‘warrant’ chiefs 
where no such hereditary rulers existed before colonialism. 
The British encouraged the education of children of these 
rulers, especially in the North, so that they would be equip­
ped with wha their fathers lacked. This is another contradic­
tion in colonial education, for in Southern Nigeria it was 
often the 50ns of the poor and commoner families that 
benefited from the colonial educational facilities. The 
British courted the natural rulers, and made them the most 
favoured group of petit bourgeois elements.

The second group was what Bade Onimode referred to as 
the ‘coastal aristocats’, businessmen in Lagos, Calabar, 
Brass, Bonny, and other places who acted as middlemen 
between the British firms and the commodity producers 
in the hinterland. This group of merchants, bankers, reai 
estate speculators and transporters was largely literate and 
politically active. However, their chances for expansion was 
blocked by the colonial restrictions to trade and commerce 
and they were therefore one of the most disgruntled element! 
in colonial Nigeria. It is not surprising that they were tin 
early supporters of the movement first to press the colonia 
state for change, and later to demand the dismantling of the 
colonial state entirely.

Closely associated with this group of petit-bourgeoisie wa 
the third group - the professionals. Lawyers, doctors 
engineers, journalists, etc. were often in their various privat- 
practices. They made money as professionals, and sometime 
also as businessmen. However, as successful traders roun- 
their chances of expansion stifled by the monopolisti 
practices of colonial firms, so did these highly educated pre 
fessionals find their chances for advancement hampered b 
restrictions imposed by the colonial state. Like the ‘coast; 
aristocrats’ therefore, the professionals along the coast and i
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The Class Character of Decolonisation Politics

the hinterland imbibed the nationalist ideology and spirit. 
It was this group that Awolowo belonged to both as a journa­
list and as a transporter in the 1930’s.

The fourth group of petit bourgeoisie was the salariat, 
the ‘minor colonial functionaries’ such as clerks in the public 
and private sectors, soldiers, policemen and health inspectors. 
Usually, they were grouped below the British officials; and 
generally they occupied the lowest rungs of the ladder in 
the colonial state. However, these men were able to amass 
wealth by intimidating the people, terrorising offenders 
among the rural and urban poor, and obtaining bribes at the 
slightest opportunity.

The petit bourgeoisie in Nigeria in the first few decades of 
the century fought the colonial state for the chance to com­
pete for rewards on merit and achievement. The state and 
colonial firms denied them these. Among the crucial issues 
which the petit bourgeois class fought for under the umbrella 
of the Nigerian Youth Movement in the 1930’s were the 
status of the Yaba Higher College and the 'cocoa pool’. 
When it was clear that the colonial state was not going to 
accede to their general and specific demands they came to 
the conclusion that their goals would be realised if they 
themselves controlled state power.

By 1945, members of the petit-bourgeoisie were already 
matured politically and economically. Those of them in 
the South had already organised successive agitations against 
certain colonial policies, and they had by the end of World 
War II, begun to look at state power with unprecedented 
appetite. The question then arose - who should control 
the state? Although an open discussion of the question 
was avoided, it was clear that a choice had to be made 
among the three major classes in colonial society: the pro­
letariat, the peasantry and the petit-bourgeoisie.

About the earliest, and still the most lucid answer to this
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It must be realised now and for all time that this articulate 
minority (the educated elite) are destined to rule the country. 
It is their heritage. It is they who must be trained in the art of 
government so as to enable them to take over complete control 
of the affairs of their country. Their regime may be delayed, 
but it cannot be precluded.... The educated minority in each 
ethnical group are the people who are qualified by natural rights 
to lead their fellow nationals into higher political develop­
ment.25

Awolowo was speaking for members of his class. Indeed.he 
recognised that this class was, and will continue to be, a 
minority. Yet, he maintained that the will of this articulate 
and politically conscious minority was the will of the people, 
for ‘the most accurate index to change in any administrative 
group. ... is the demand of the articulate few in that 
group’.26 That Awolowo was speaking for his class is further 
proved by the fact that he was not controverted by any 
member of his class. Dr. Azikiwe has even corroborated the 
thesis further by expressing unreserved faith in the ability of 
the educated elite, the ‘mentally emancipated’ and ‘politi­
cally resurgent’ elite, to assume leadership.2 7

For Awolowo and members of his class, the possibility of 
the workers and peasants succeeding to state power was out 
of the question. The sole preoccupation of the masses was 
the search for the necessaries of life, so said Awolowo. 
He continued farther to argu£ that:

It is a matte of indifference to them (the masses) how they are 
governed or who governs them as long as they are not disturbed

question came from Awolowo. In his view, the choice 
was for the petit-bourgeoisie to which he belonged. How­
ever, not all fractions of this class was qualified to inherit 
the mantle of state power from the metropolitan bourgeoisie. 
Only the educated elite was qualified ‘by natural rights’ to 
assume the position of leadership. According to him:
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in their normal economic pursuits and soical recreations. They 
bestir themselves politically only when they are severely oppressed. 
Even in such event they invariably ascribe the cause of the 
oppression to the evil nature of the individual Chiefs.

Having thus ruled out the possibility of a rule by the 
masses, the members of the petit-bourgeois class further 
decide not to make any structural change in the ownership 
and operation of capital and labour in the colonial economy. 
In this way, they killed two birds with one stone: they allayed 
the fears of the metropolitan bourgeoisie on the security of 
their investments after independence, and won for them­
selves the support of the colonial state and other servants 
of imperialism in their struggle against the working class. 
Needless to say, the petit-bourgeoisie favoured a ‘peaceful 
and orderly’ transition to self-rule, as against a violent and 
sharp break with imperialism, even when the former also 
meant that independence will be delayed and incomplete. 
The speed and coldness with which Dr. Azikiwe disclaimed 
the Zikist Movement,29 and the liberal and conservative 
fashion of the constitutions attest to this refusal of the 
petit-bourgeoisie to commit what has been termed ‘class 
suicide’.3 0

In short, the leaders clearly showed their preference 
for the capitalist mode of production and social relations. 
The petit-bourgeois elements in the North did not hide 
their reluctance to allow even the most minimum change in 
their aristocratic, emirate system as adapted by the colo­
nial state. In the South, where the Anglo-Saxon tradition of 
law and democracy had been imbibed, and where the educa­
ted elite had been exposed to various political theories and 
systems, the preference was also for liberal ideals of demo­
cracy, multi-party rule and freedom. Thus, even in one little 
bit, the petit-bourgeoisie did not threaten the interests of 
the metropolitan bourgeoisie and imperialism other than 
that the former be substituted as rulers.

Hie process by which the petit-bourgeoisie took over the
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leadership of the nationalist movement has been examined 
What needs be said is why they continued to receive thi 
followership and support of the proletariat and the peasan 
try. There are three main reasons for this. Firstly, thi 
masses were still by comparison with the petit-bourgeoi; 
elements, largely un-educated, that is, in the Westen 
sense. Secondly, these leaders explained their incessan 
intra-class conflicts not in relation to scarce resources but ai 
ethnic and religious struggles, and these were matters in whicl 
they could confuse and count on the masses’ support. In 
deed, the formation of the dominant political parties owec 
much to the excitation of ethnic and religious sentiment: 
among the masses; and elections were fought for and wor 
by these parties through the same method. Thirdly, as the 
petit bourgeoisie became increasingly involved in the politi 
cal and economic administration of the country, it began tc 
use political patronage to win (or buy?) over remnants of 
mass discontent. Government ‘development’ loans, agricul 
rural loans and subsidies, grants, distribution of social 
amenities, expansion of educational and health facilities, 
even to the point of making them free, were examples ol 
the ways by which the petit bourgeoisie kept the othei 
classes loyal to the state which it headed.

This last point will be examined further in this paper 
especially as a measure of the contribution of Chief Awo 
lowo to the provision of social amenities and the extensior 
of education to the rfiasses of Western Regional people 
Before that, let us first address the role of the petit-bourg 
eois class in the constitutional history of Nigeria in the 
period under review.

Decolonisation within Neo-Colonial Framework: Tin 
Petit-Bourgeoisie and Nigeria's Constitutional Developmen

The effort in this sub-section is not to belabour the ahead; 
over-flogged subject of constitutional development o 
Nigeria. Rather, it is to show that through the peacefu
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constitutional process the British were able to entrench 
their neo-colonial rule over Nigeria. This is to advance 
further the central thesis in this section that decolonisation 
was a class struggle that resulted in the rulership of the 
petit bourgeoisie which had been indoctrinated by, and 
was in close alliance with, agents of imperialism.

Studies have shown that the British favoured a decoloni­
sation programme by which the colonies, even after inde­
pendence, would continue to depend on Britain.31 It has; 
also been shown that in Nigeria this programme began 
with the Richards Constitution. Apologists of this con­
stitutional instrument have hailed it as marking the 
‘beginning of a new era’.32 To be sure, the Constitution 
created semi-legislative bodies in each of the three regions 
(North, West and East) and a central Legislative Council 
which would include northern members for the first time. 
The heart of this constitution’, explain Sklar and Whitaker, 
Jr., ‘was its contemplation of a link between newly created 
parliamentary institutions and previously existing native 
authority councils’. This plan was effected by the provision 
that the members of the Regional Houses would be ‘elected’ 
from the Native Administrations (NAA), while the regional 
legislatures were to choose from among their members re­
presentatives to the central Legislative Council.33

The only powerful petit bourgeois challenge to these con­
stitutional provisions was given by the NCNC. It criticised 
the election procedure as undemocratic, the, triregional 
structure as artificial, and the emphasis on NAA as anach- 
ronisfic and incapable of propelling the society towards 
self-rule. It even raised funds to finance its delegation 
to Britain to present to the Secretary of State the demand 
by the people of Nigeria for a revision of the Constitution.

Other members of the petit bourgeois class, especially 
the Northern fraction, were intent on trying the system. 
Chief Awolowo was also of the same view.34 But the co­
lonisers soon initiated moves to review the constitution, 
partly in response to the pressure mounted bv the NCNC.
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It is here that the colonial state made one concession to 
the members of the petit-bourgeoisie, a concession they 
were to utilise fully in the following years: that of allowing 
them to participate fully in the discussion, and fairly 
in the determination, of the constitutional future of Nigeria. 
The British officials moved into the background and con­
tinued to serve as referees, making sure that the discussion 
and decisions were favourable to the central goal of enshrin­
ing neo-colonial relations: and the Nigerian political elite was: 
acquiescent so long as the colonial masters continued 
to work towards the transfer of power to it. It was under 
this congruency of desires that the political elite worked 
assiduously with the British to ensure the transition to 
neo-colonialism in Nigeria.

Consequently, starting from 1948', ’conferences on con­
stitutional reforms were held in the villages, provinces and 
regions culminating in the General Conference held in 
Ibadan in 1950.3 5 The outcome was a quasi-federal consti ­
tution called the Macpherson Constitution which retained 
many of the objectionable provisions of he Richards Con­
stitution. Nevertheless, it advanced the involvement of the 
political elite in the administration of the country by 
providing for a council of ministers in each of the Regions 
and at the Centre. As is now generally known, the con­
stitution broke down in 1953 over the question of the 
timing of Nigeria’a independence. Fresh constitutional' 
talks were held in London and Lagos in 1953 and 1954,36 
and the outcome was a ‘truly1, ‘genuinely’ federal constitu­
tion. Although further constitutional conferences were 
held and amendments were made in 1957, 1958, 1959 and 
1963, the federal structure and other major provisions of 
the 1953-54 Constitution were largely retained.

Having said that, it is essential to return to the theme 
of demonstrating that the Nigerian petit bourgeoisie was 
an active collaborator with the British in achieving 
independence ‘on a platter of gold’, by which is implied 
the acquiescence to British feelings and interests in the
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matter. It is not by accident that there was no markedly 
divergent position between the Nigeria elite and the British 
on the political and economic future of Nigeria. Three 
examples of such congruent positions will be examined here:

Firstly, and for whatever it was worth, both the British 
and the Nigerian elite made Nigeria a federal state. To be 
sure, some sections of the petit-bourgeoisie had advocated 
the political reorganisation of the country along federal 
lines. Awolowo was one of these. By 1953, he had sue 
ceeded in persuading Azikiwe and the NCNC to accept tht 
federal principle. This was to the extent that an NCNC - 
Action Group joint plan of action was drawn up shortly 
before the 1953 London Constitutional Conference, demand­
ing a federal constitution.37 At the same conference, the 
Northern elite in the NPC demanded a confederal arrange­
ment in which ‘there shall be no central legislative body 
and no central executive or policy making body for the 
whole of Nigeria*, and in place of the existing House of 
Representatives and the Council of Ministers, ‘there shall 
be a central organisation called a Central Agency’, which 
shall have very little power.38 The acceptance of the federal 
principle by the Northern elites was not without British 
persuasions. Even the Sardauna admitted that much by 
stating that ‘the British officials merely tried to assist the 
North in bringing democratic principles into their existing 
institutions’.39

A federal system was favourable to the overall British 
decolonisation policy because it would ensure the con­
tinuation of the coloniser’s divide and rule method, thus 
ensuring the preoccupation of the 'post-colonial state 
with politics and instability while the forpier colonisers 
would continue to reap maximum tax-free benefit from 
their investments.

Secondly, Nigeria was to have the parliamentary, West­
minister style of government. The point at issue here is 
not the shortcomings of the parliamentary system which 
became apparent in its operation in Nigeria. Rather, the
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issue is that both the Nigerian petit-bourgeoisie and the 
British umpires decided to graft parliamentary democracy 
on the various traditional systems of administration virt­
ually without adapting the former. For the Nigerian politi­
cal elite group, parliamentary democracy ensured the widen­
ing of their access to state power:, there would be Legisla­
tors, Ministers, Premiers, Prime Minister, Governors, and 
others, all exalted positions of power and wealth. For the 
British, the adoption of their parliamentary system pointed 
to a moral victory - the civilizing mission had succeeded - 
and under one pretext or another they could interfere in the 
running of the state. The most eloquent demonstration of 
British direct and open intervention may be in persuading 
Yakubu Gowon and the Northern military elite to jettison 
northern secession in July 1966. But prior to that time the 
British had remained ‘the best friends’ of the ruling class 
and had teleguided the political development of the coun­
try. It is not by accident that Nigerian elites.not only imbi­
bed the anti-communist ideals of western capitalism but 
also became active collaborator with the British before 
and after independence in purging the state of communist 
elements and containing the spread of communist literature.

Thirdly, the petit-bourgeoisie and the British entrenched 
regionalism in Nigeria’s political and economic life. Thai 
the regions were unequal in land and population sizes was 
clear to all parties. There were moves to create more state! 
in the Northern Region; but these were resisted by the 
Northern elites and their British defenders. In the fina 
analysis, Nigeria moved to independence with a lopsidet 
regional structure - one region as big as the other twi 
combined. The implications of this are not far-fetched- 
regional power was not balanced and the fear of the South 
ern elite about Northern demination was not allayec 
Regionalism moved from a mere geographical matter t 
become one of the dominant issues in Nigerian politic- 
It is not by accident that the ‘Big Three’, Awolowo, th 
Sardauna and Azikiwe, became heads of their respectN
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regional governments. The regions were centres where 
the action was. By the revenue allocation system adopted, 
the weatlh of each Region was to be expended in the 
Region. The leaders thus decided to preside over the 
expenditure of regional revenue which was being supple­
mented by proceeds from the operations of the Marketing 
Boards. Regionalism is a subject which will be addressed 
further when the formation of political parties and the 
conduct of elections are discussed. Suffice it to say here 
that in the decade of decolonisation politics (and ever 
since), it mattered in which Region one was bom or resi­
dent: different regional governments operated different 
tax laws, educational policies, developement plans, etc. 
All these worked according to the British divide and rule 
policy - they were able to prolong their rule over Nigeria 
because the Northern Region was not yet ready to assume 
the responsibilities that self-rule demanded.

This may well be the appropriate place to outline the 
various fiscal and economic measures designed to com­
plete Nigeria’s transition to neo-colonialism. Fortunately, 
Segun Osoba has done justice to the subject.4* According to 
him, ‘these measures were of a ramified and comprehensive 
nature, ranging from tax laws, spurious bilateral contractual 
agreements between Britain and Nigeria, to the inauguration 
of an orientation to economic development and welfare 
planning calculated to reinforce Britain’s domination of the 
Nigerian economy’.41 Citing example from the operation of 
British shipping magnates in Nigeria, Osoba vividly shows 
how these companies made huge profits from the country 
without paying a penny as tax. In addition, he shows 
how the Nigerian ministers rose to defend the British 
economic interests against those of the country. From 
the debates in the House of Representatives in 1957-59, 
it was clear- that Britain had made all necessary preparations 
so that her shipping companies and airlines would continue 
to monopolise Nigeria’s international ocean and air tran­
sportation. Also, in the exploitation of the vast petroleum



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA?42

issue is that both the Nigerian petit-bourgeoisie and the 
British umpires decided to graft parliamentary democracy 
on the various traditional systems of administration virt­
ually without adapting the former. For the Nigerian politi­
cal elite group, parliamentary democracy ensured the widen­
ing of their access to state power:, there would be Legisla­
tors, Ministers, Premiers, Prime Minister, Governors, and 
others, all exalted positions of power and wealth. For the 
British, the adoption of their parliamentary system pointed 
to a moral victory - the civilizing mission had succeeded - 
and under one pretext or another they could interfere in the 
running of the state. The most eloquent demonstration of 
British direct and open intervention may be in persuading 
Yakubu Gowon and the Northern military elite to jettison 
northern secession in July 1966. But prior to that time the 
British had remained ‘the best friends’ of the ruling class 
and had teleguided the political development of the coun­
try. It is not by accident that Nigerian elites.not only imbh 
bed the anti-communist ideals of western capitalism but 
also became active collaborator with the British before 
and after independence in purging the state of communist 
elements and containing the spread of communist literature.

Thirdly, the petit-bourgeoisie and the British entrenched 
regionalism in Nigeria’s political and economic life. That 
the regions were unequal in land and population sizes was 
clear to all parties. There were moves to create more states 
in the Northern Region; but these were resisted by the 
Northern elites and their British defenders. In the final 
analysis, Nigeria moved to independence with a lopsided 
regional structure - one region as big as the other two 
combined. The implications of this are not far-fetched' 
regional power was not balanced and the fear of the South­
ern elite about Northern demination was not allayed. 
Regionalism moved from a mere geographical matter to 
become one of the dominant issues in Nigerian politics 
It is not by accident that the ‘Big Three’, Awolowo, the 
Sardauna and Azikiwe, became heads of their respective



POLITICAL ECONOMY OF COLONIAL NIGERIA 43

regional governments. The regions were centres where 
the action was. By the revenue allocation system adopted, 
the weatlh of each Region was to be expended in the 
Region. The leaders thus decided to preside over the 
expenditure of regional revenue which was being supple­
mented by proceeds from the operations of the Marketing 
Boards. Regionalism is a subject which will be addressed 
further when the formation of political parties and the 
conduct of elections are discussed. Suffice it to say here 
that in the decade of decolonisation politics (and ' ever 
since), it mattered in which Region one was bom or resi­
dent: different regional governments operated different 
tax laws, educational policies, developement plans, etc. 
All these worked according to the British divide and rule 
policy - they were able to prolong their rule over Nigeria 
because the Northern Region was not yet ready to assume 
the responsibilities that self-rule demanded.

This may well be the appropriate place to outline the 
various fiscal and economic measures designed to com­
plete Nigeria’s transition to neo-colonialism. Fortunately, 
Segun Osoba has done justice to the subject.4* According to 
him, ‘these measures were of a ramified and comprehensive 
nature, ranging from tax laws, spurious bilateral contractual 
agreements between Britain and Nigeria, to the inauguration 
of an orientation to economic development and welfare 
planning calculated to reinforce Britain’s domination of the 
Nigerian economy’.41 Citing example from the operation of 
British shipping magnates in Nigeria, Osoba vividly shows 
how these companies made huge profits from the country 
without paying a penny as tax. In addition, he shows 
how the Nigerian ministers rose to defend the British 
economic interests against those of the country. From 
the debates in the House of Representatives in 1957-59, 
it was clear that Britain had made all necessary preparations 
so that her shipping companies and airlines would continue 
to monopolise Nigeria’s international ocean and air tran­
sportation. Alsd, in the exploitation of the vast petroleum



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA?44

resources of Nigeria, the British made sure that only her 
companies would have access. By the Petroleum Ordinance 
of 1959, only British companies or their affiliates would 
mine petroleum in Nigeria. This Ordinance has worked so 
effectively that even today, in'spite of the presence Of other 
companies and in spite of the establishment of the NNPC, 
the Shell-BP that pioneered the development of the Nigerian 
oil industry has continued to dominate that industry. 
Above all, the British succeeded in convincing (or is it brain 
washing?) the Nigerian petit-bourgeoisie that ‘the develop 
ment of Nigeria was bound to depend, not mainly on 
indigenous Nigerian enterprise or resources, but on the 
initiative and beneficence of the British and other foreign 
philanthropists’. This ‘ideology’ of development planning 
was to further make doubly sure that Nigeria remained not 
only in the British ‘orbit’ but also that the patron-client 
relations between Britain and Nigeria continued. Develop 
ment planning since independence has not deviated much 
from this central ideology.

Other means by which the British imposed the neo­
colonial status on Nigeria included the legal, military an: 
civil service systems bequeathed to the country on inde­
pendence. What now needs to be examined is the patten: 
of political competition among the members of the petit- 
bourgeoisie.

Access to the State: Political Parties, Elections an: 
Ethnicity

The object here is not to give an encyclopaedist dets' 
about the formation of political parties and the condur 
of elections in colonial Nigeria. These subjects have bee 
sufficiently addressed in the literature.4 3 Besjdes, thes 
subjects will come up for discussion recurrently in th: 
collection. The intention here is to analyse the origi- 
of political competition in Nigeria, and to examine hr 
electioneering campaigns were financed. Moreover, fa 
intend to re-visit the debate on ethnicity, especially th
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charge that Awolowo was the father of ethnic politics in 
Nigeria.

Perhaps we should state righi from the beginning that 
political parties emerged in the Western capitalist tradi 
tion in 1951 to contest elections and present candidates 
for legislative positions available in the colonial state. The 
Richards Constitution, either because there were no parties 
in the North (other than the NCNC in the South) or simply 
in order to avoid the emergence of parties, had in 1946 
relied on indirect election and nominations from the N.A.A. 
However, by the provisions of the Macpherson Constitution, 
elections into the various legislative houses no longer 
depended on the N.A.A. and political parties had to be 
organised even in the North to contest the elections. This 
was the condition under which the Action Group and 
the NPC emerged. Therefore, political parties in Nigeria, 
unlike in other democracies, emerged to contest power 
rather than issues. This basic fact was to determine the 
eventual course of the country’s political competition and 
development.

As has been shown in the literature, the Action Group 
and the NPC were clearly ethnically and regionally based:44 
in the course of time the NCNC was also reduced drastically 
to a regional party. Thus, three political parties contested 
power, each of them dominant in its respective Region. 
Only in the Western Region was the NCNC opposition able 
to win a significant minority of the seats in the Regional 
House. In fact, the case of the Western Region was unique 
in Nigeria in the sense that the NCNC ‘opposition’ in 1954 
also won a majority of the seats in the Federal House of 
Representatives

In addition to these three political parties, there were 
several smaller parties in each of the regions. The most 
prominent .among them were the Northern Elements Pro­
gressive Union (NEPU), the United Middle Belt Congress 
(UMBC) Borno Youth Movement (BYM) and the Kano 
Peoples Party (KPP) in the North. In the West, there was 
the Midwest Democratic Front (DF), and in the East the
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United Nigeria Independence Party (UNIP). These parties 
being small, found it expedient to ally with other minority 
parties within the Region which may necessarily mean 
a majority party in another Region. This worked well for 
the regionally-bassed parties, for without too much trouble 
to themselves, they were able to gain access to the govern­
ment of the rival region. Thus, the NCNC was in alliance 
with NEPU, the Action Group with UNIP and UMBC, and 
t|if NPC with MDF.
’ All these parties were led by members of the petit- 

bourgeoisie in each of the three Regions. According to 
R.L. Sklar, ‘the nationalistic elites’ which created the 
parties belonged mainly to the intellectual and professional 
groups. In the NPC, 62 per cent of the 74-mernber National 
Executive Committee were clerical employees of the NAA, 
while 26 per cent were businessmen. In the Action Group, 
30 per cent of the 66-member Federal Executive Council 
were professionals, 18 per cent were educators, and 21 per 
cent businessman. In the NCNC, 27 percent of the 71- mem­
ber National Executive Committee were professionals, 20 per 
cent educators and 28 per cent businessmen.4 5 This clearly 
shows that although men and women from the classes could 
be members, the leadership of the parties was restricted to 
the educated elite.

The working class, which was a powerful interest group 
prior to 1950, became emasculated by the political parties. 
Although there were powerful unions like the Nigerian 
Railway Workers Union and the Union of Posts and Tele­
graphic Workers, political organisation on class lines proved 
unworkable. Many of the unions had joined the NCNC 
in the 1940’s before the latter was reduced to a regional 
party. Initially, therefore, the parties and the unions were 
closely aligned in the struggle to negate colonial rule. But 
as the parties increasingly gained control over the machinery 
of government, they began to see these unions and other 
interest groups as oppositional groups whose activities had 
.to be curtailed or suppressed. The result was that the
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labour unions were eliminated as cenhes of counter-vailing 
forces. The parties, especially the three major, regional 
parties, were therefore in clear monopoly over state power.

While it was easy for the educated elites (the party lead­
ers) to eliminate the working class as a source of alternate 
government, they found it difficult to dislodge the tradi­
tional rulers from power. This was due to three main 
reasons. Firstly, the traditional rulers were also members 
of the petit bourgeoisie, and they felt that the British 
should return power to them from whom that power 
was seized in the age of ‘pacification’. Secondly, the 
chiefs were still powerful at the NAA level where they 
continued to predominate as chairmen of local govern­
ment councils. Thirdly, the British decided to keep them 
in power, and what the British wished in.the decolonisation 
decade was hardly controverted by the educated elited: 
they just found ways of living with it. The colonial regime 
went so far as to design a place for the chiefs in the regional 
administration by creating the Houses of Chiefs for the 
North and the West. Willy-nilly, the Eastern Regional 
House of Chiefs was inaugurated in 1959. Although the 
chiefs, emirs, obas and obis were not members of the parties, 
they had their political ‘sympathies’ and ‘support’. For 
instance, all Northern Emirs and and chiefs supported the 
government party openly, and exercised enormous influence 
at all arms of regional administration. In the West, only one 
of the 54 members of the House of Chiefs in 1958 was not 
a supporter of the Action Group party,46 The traditional 
rulers were, therefore, pressure group extraordinare on 
parties.

What were the sources of finance for the political parties 
especially in funding the election campaigns? Perhaps it 
should be stated that party finance in Nigeria (and elsewhere) 
was a closely guarded subject. As is revealed by R.L. Sklar, 
party finance was an exclusively executive matter in the 
NPC, and ‘it was not discussed at plenary sessions of the 
annual conventions.’4 7 From the little that is known, there
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were certain revenue sources common to all the parties. 
There were the enrollment, affiliation -and subscription 
fees, annual dues; receipts from the sale of party emblems, 
literature, constitutions, almanacs, flags, handkerchiefs, and 
other items; levies on the salaries of parliamentarians and all 
those who receive the patronage' of the government formed 
by the party, donations from wealthy members and suppor­
ters, and donations collected from public lectures, symposia 
and other social events organised by the party. Although 
these sources were similar, the rates charged on, and incomes 
derived from them varied from party to party.

For instance, enrollment fee in the NPC was 2s. 6d. (.25k) 
while subscription was Is. (10k) per month.48 As for the 
NCNC, affiliation fee payable by member—unions was 
21 shillings (N=2.10) while individual members obtained 
membership cards at Is. (10k).49 Party constitutions were 
selling at 2s. (20k) per copy. The enrollment fee in the 
Action Group was Is. (1 Ok) and the monthly subscription 
was Is. (10k)S4) The NPC charged a levy of 5 per cent on the 
salaries of all members of the Federal and Regional legislative 
houses, parliamentary secretaries and ministers. Similar levies 
were made by the Action Group and the NCNC,.but the rat; 
charged was 10 per cent, (although the latter resolved to 
increase its own charge in 1951 to 25 percent, this was not 
implemented). Returns from these levies were undoubtedly 
significant, as salaries received by these leaders in 1958 were: 
ministers £3,000; premiers and prime minister £4,000: 
parliamentary secretaries and chief whips £1,500; and ordi 
nary legislators £800. Donations from wealthy members 
and supporters were also substantial, but they were irregular.51

By far the greatest source of party finance, which was 
common to all parties and was held in close secrecy, was 
government funds which were cleverly and neatly siphoned 
into the party. We will resist the temptation to discuss the 
Coker Commission of Inquiry here:52 indeed, a whole 
paper is required on the subject. Suffice it to say here that 
the Coker Commission Report showed that some Action
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Group members formed the NIPC through which funds 
were made available to the party. The NIPC itself obtained 
its funds from several Western regional government sources, 
including the WNDC and the Marketing Board. Examples 
of similar practices abound in other political parties.

A source of party finance peculiar to the two ‘southern’ 
parties - the Action Group and the NCNC - was loans 
from the ‘nationalistic’ banks. The Action Group took 
loans from the National Bank, a Western Regional Government 
banker, founded by persons who were either members or 
supporters of the Action Group.53 The "NCNC took loans 
from the African Continental Bank, owned by Azikiwe, 
and which also served as the Eastern Regional Government 
banker.54

To run the party and finance elections required a lot of 
money even in the 1950’s. Items of expenditure at election 
times included transportation, propaganda materials, remu­
neration of party agents, goodwill expenditures in the form 
of ‘gifts’ (properly bribes) to key natural rulers and influen­
tial members of the electorate, and publicity. On the last bit, 
the parties had their newspapers. In the case of the NCNC, 
the party used the West African Pilot owned by Dr. Azikiwe. 
Publicity became even cheaper as soon as the party took over 
the control of state apparatuses, including the Ministry of 
Information and the Redifusion network. Party expenditure 
on election varied from Region to Region; and even in the 
same Region, it varied from constituency to constituency. 
For instance, in the East, it was estimated that £300 would 
be enough per candidate to run the campaign in his constitu­
ency. However, candidates from the riverine constituencies 
were allotted £400 because the cost of transportation in 
those areas was high.55 In addition, party expenditure was 
high in areas where the opposition party was strong. This 
was the case of the NPC in the Kano Province where NEPU 
opposition was large and militant. This also partly accounted 
for the high cost of financing electioneering campaigns in 
the West, because the NCNC was as strong as the Action
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Group. Prior to 1959, expenditure by the parties on electic 
was generally low. However, the elections of 1959 stretch; 
the resources of each of the political parties. Even in tl 
North, the NFC felt threatened and its central organisatic 
had to supply each provincial organisation a party van ar 
assume greater role in directing and financing the campaig 
The Action Group was rated to have spent the highest 
the 1959 election, estimated at £1 million.5 6

All told, it would seem that most candidates finana 
their own electioneering campaigns when partv resouro 
proved insufficient. Indeed, there were ‘indepenoenr cant 
dates’ who were members of no political parties. By ths 
position in the class structure, these candidates could rai 
the funds from their private resources. Those who could no 
sougnt financial assistance from their friends, relations ar 
ethnic unions or ‘progressive societies’. Those who did n 
possess these ‘went into debt in the hope of recouping the 
losses by means of their future emoluments’.5 7 Here is oi 
of the most enduring causes for corruption as a means 
property accumulation by the petit bourgeoisie, and as 
pernicious source of election rigging. The candidate wl 
went into debt in the course of his election might need 
dip his fingers into government coffers to pay his credito: 
employ all dubious means to cover up the corruption, fu 
the plums of office too delicious to leave, finance the ne 
campaign on a grander scale with money stolen from govei 
ment coffers, either go into debt again or rig the election jt 
to return to power. . . and so forth cyclically. We savec 
words on private accumulation among the petit bourgeoi 
till the next section.

In addition to money, the political parties used other to 
to attain and remain in power. This is where we const" 
the role of ethnicity in Nigerian politics and economy. In t 
consideration, we move away from looking at 'tribalism' 
‘ethnicity’ as an ‘explanatory tool or ‘denominator’ 
understanding Nigerian political competition and crises
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.ather, we side with those who see ethnicity as a tool in the 
hands of the elite to further their private economic and poli­
tical interest. 59 Ethnicity was employed by the different 
regional factions of the emergent petit-bourgeoisie in their 
struggle to gain access to, and retain control over the colonial 
and post-colonial state.

Studies have shown that, from the earliest beginning, 
members of the petit-bourgeoisie had found it easy to invoke 
ethnic support for their intra-class competition for dominance. 
Ethnicity was said to have broken up the Nigerian Youth 
Movement (NYM) in 1941; and that date is held as the end of 
unified leadership in Nigeria. The furrows deepened by the 
elections of 1951, and the scene in the Western Regional 
Houses of Assembly where some men believed to have 
become members of the NCNC» crossed the carpet to the side 
of the Action Group just so that Dr. Azikiwe (Igbo) would 
not head the regional government in Yorubaland. An impartial 
explanation of what happened in the Western House on that 
fateful day (7th January 1952) is still needed.60 But from 
this date on, ‘the die was cast for leadership competition in 
southern Nigeria’, and that competition was drawn along 
ethnic lines61

Either as a preparation for, or in response to this com­
petition, the emergent elite in Nigeria organised their ethnic 
groups into unions with political undertones. The most 
notable of these unions were the Igbo State Union, Egbe 
Omo Oduduwa and Jamiyyar Mutanen Arewa. There is no 

doubt that Awolowo used the Egbe as a launching pad into 
politics proper, and as the nucleus of the Action Group. It 
is also clear that in the North the JMA simply metamorpho­
sed into the NPC retaining virtually the same members. The 
Igbo State Union also ‘grew to become virtually synonymous 
with the NCNC, and at one time Dr. Azikiwe was leader of 
both’.62 Elections were organised, campaigned for and held, 
but one could predict the results in the North and the East. 
Results in the West could not be easily predicted until 1957. 
This was because the NCNC and the Action Group had
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since those m power at me Regions (who were, invariably, 
from the majority ethinic groups) has no intention of

comparable strength.
Once the NPC, Action Group and NCNC had won powe 

in the Northern, Western and Eastern Regions respectively 
they clung to it tenaciously using the same tools that origi 
nally ensured their electoral success - ethnicity, religion 
appeals, violence and money. These tools were now supple 
mented with the instruments of coercion and intimidation 
in the colonial state: the police, sanitary inspectors and native 
courts. It is not by accident that the NPC and Action Grou 
demanded the regionalisation of the police (they already ha 
unlimited control over the Native Authority Police Force: 
at the 1957 constitutional conference. But for the spl 
in the Action Group, each of the regionally and ethnicall 
based political parties could be said to dominate power i 
the Regions until the military took over in 1966. And, witl 
out any qualifications, the federal state remained a coalitio 
of the NPC and NCNC until.1966.

While still discussing this phenomenon of struggle for acce: 
to state, we should examine the issue of subregional sepan 
tism, often regarded as the movement for the creation c 
more states. This issue has often been misconstrued as a 
aspect of ethnic politics. It is related to ethnicity only i 
the sense that the demands were made by minority ethn: 
groups in each of the Regions. Otherwise, it was essential! 
a stuggle to extend the centres of state and wealth.

As the movement for Nigeria’s independence gatherc 
storm, leaders of the minority ethnic groups began to reali 
increasingly that their ambitions would be submerged in tl 
will of their counterparts from the majority ethnic grout 
They thus advocated the creation of more, states over whi 
they would preside. Erne Ekwekwe has shown very convt 
cingly that the demands for separate states were link, 
directly with the competition for access to state power 
members of the governing class; He argues thus;
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losing it, those out of power were obliged to seek the 
creation of alternative power centres.63

Elites from the majority ethnic groups in the south had 
advocated the reorganisation of Nigeria into a larger number 
of smaller states based on the criteria of ‘cultural and linguis 
tic affinities’ as argued by Dr.Azikiwe, or ethnic homogeneity 
as suggested by Awolowo. Leaders of the NPC were of a 

’different view: they supported the retention of the triregio- 
nal structure and the suppression of minority views to the 
majority will.

In the North, subregional separatism became a fact of 
political significance among the minority groups in the 
lower north, referred to in the literature as the Middle 
Belt. Most of these ethnic groups were predominantly non­
Muslim, and they favoured small-scale, highly decentralised 
and democratic forms of political organisation. The gradual 
devolution of power to the Muslim, aristocratic Hausa- 
Fulani elements must have stimulated in these largely Christian 
elites of the Middle Belt the political movement for separa­
tion from the proper North. These were factors leading to 
the organisation in 1949 of the Northern Nigerian Non­
Muslim League, which was changed in 1950 to the Middle 
Zone League, and later to the United Middle Belt Congress.

In the Western Region, subregional separation found 
expression in the Benin and Delta provinces. The over­
whelming desire of this movement was the creation of a 
separate state out of Western Nigeria. In the Eastern Region, 
the earliest and most powerful separatist agitation was from 
the leaders of the Southern Cameroons, a United Nations 

Trust Territory. Their demands were granted in 1954. This 
probably awakened in other non-Igbo leaders of the Region 
the movement for the creation of new states in their own 
areas. Thus, the Calabar - Ogoja — Rivers state movement 
emerged.

What needs be said about these strands of subregional 
separatism is that the movements were not ethnic per se, they 
were elitist and only couched their propaganda in ethnic
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‘Rewarding the Electorate’: the Petit-Bourgeoisie and 
Regional Administration

terms. Even the leaders of the majority ethnic groups ret 
nised this, and they exploited the movements for polit 
ends. Those in power in each Region supported the st 
creation demand in other Regions while suppressing sim 
protests within their own Region. Thus, the Action Grt 
supported the COR and Middle Belt state movements, 
NCNC supported the Mid-West and Middle Belt movemei 
while the NPC from 1960 supported the Mid-West moveme 
The Action Group actually acquiesced in the creation of 
Mid-Western Region. The party sponsored a debate in 
Regional House in 1956 which agreed to create the sta 
also state creation was part of its campaign strategy in 19: 
However, the measures were cautious and half-hearted, a 
the Party would want states to be created in other Regie 
as well. Thus, sub-regional agitation for state creation did i 
succeed until 1962 when the Mid-West was created, ar 
1967 when more states were added.

Although internal self-government was granted to the Regio 
in 1957 (the North had to wait until 1959) active involi 
ment of the petit bourgeoisie in the administration of th< 
Regions dated back to 1951. From that date, and especial 
from 1955, the leaders of the ethnicaHy based politic 
parties began to work strenuously in order to fulfil th; 
electoral promises. For the avoidance of doubt, these ele 
toral promises were a mixed bag of different and somewh 
contradictory rewards for different classes of the electoral 
The promises were made to attract the votes, and they had, 
be fulfilled in order to disarm the opposition and keep 11 
electorate favourably disposed for future elections.

First, the petit-bourgeoisie rewarded itself as soon as 
acquired power. This was by placing regional (and, of cows 
national) wealth at the disposal of its members in and outsd 
of government circles for investment in their private entt
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prises. Public funds, it has been said, provided investment and 
loan capital for members of the emergent elite.64 According 
to R.L. Sklar, between 1951 and 1957 the Western Regional 
Tenders Board awarded building contracts exceeding £5 mill­
ion each to twelve Nigerian firms, all owned by Action Group 
members or supporters.6 5 This example was typical. The 
period 1955-1960 witnessed in all the Regions a prolifera­
tion in government bureaucracies, public corporations, 
financial institutions, opportunities for contract jobs, and the 
likes.

Regional and marketing board funds were at the bottom 
of these rewarding exercises. It is noteworthy that no new 
taxes were imposed in order to raise revenue to meet expen­
diture on these ostensibly ‘economic development’ progra­
mmes. The conduit pipes through which regional funds were 
placed at the disposal of members of the bourgeoisie were the 
loans boards, development, housing and finance corporations, 
banks, and others. To facilitate. this rewarding process, the 
marketing board was regionalised in 1954, and customs and 
excise taxes collected by the Federal Government were 
distributed according to derivation, i.e., according to the 
proportion of regional contributions to the funds.

The system of patronage referred to above was a benefit 
enjoyed only by members of the petit-bourgeoisie. We should 
add, however, that the ‘rewards’ were not indiscriminately 
made. All those who would enjoy regional government 
patronage had to be members (with party cards) or supporters 
(with large donations) of the ruling party. It is therefore not 
oy accident that in the North, the Northern Amalgamated 
Merchants’ Union, and the Northern Contractors Union, 
among others, were closely connected with the NPC. Also 
in the East, the Eastern Nigeria Civil Engineers, Building 
Contractors of Enugu and the Union of Niger African Traders 
were supporters of the NCNC.66 In the West, the Action 

■Group was backed by the Federation of Civil Engineering 
-Building Contractors of Yaba, the African Contractors’ 
Union, the Nigerian Produce Buyers Union, and the Nigerian
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Motor Transport Union.67 These groups and their members 
were rewarded through contract awards, and so on; and were 
paid in funds derived from taxing and exploiting the working 
class and the peasantry.

The creation of the bureaucratic bourgeoisie was part of 
the reward system. It was said that in 1945 there were only 
75 permanent local senior civil servants in Nigeria.63 This 
figure increased to 245 in 1946, but was still unsatisfactory. 
The colonial state succumbed to nationalist pressure, and in 
1948 set up a Commission to ascertain ways of increasing 
the indigenous representation in the administration. Dr. 
Azikiwe was a member of this Commission, and it recom­
mended the appointment of Nigerians to senior Civil Service 
posts as fast as suitable candidates came forward.69 To 
obtain the required qualifications, more scholarships and 
training courses were recommended. By 1954,70 such trainees 
had become involved in the on-going process of scramble 
for senior posts at the Regional and Federal levels. By 1960, 
the Western Region had been able to ‘Nigerianise’ all key 
posts, including all the nine permanent secretaries.71 The 
pace of Nigerianisation in the East was slower, but it was 
accelerating. In the North, the story was different: suitable, 
qualified Northerners could not be found. However, Nigeria­
nisation in the North went on with an anti-Southem spirit, 
and by 1958 a total of 2,148 Southerners had been dismissed 
from their jobs in the Northern public service. By and large, 
a crop of powerful bureaucrats joined the petit-bourgeois 
class - their own rewards went pari passu.

We now turn to the system of rewarding other classes of 
the electorate - the workers and the peasants. The only 
benefit that accrued to the working class and which had 
a class character was wage review; and this was often forced 
on the government through labour’s militant action. Other 
benefits such as roads, water supply, electricity, creation of 

jobs, free education, expansion of health facilities, and 
others were not enjoyed exclusively (not even essentially) by 
the working class and the peasantry. For instance, road 
building was an essential ingredient for mobility during
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electioneering campaigns, housing units were constructed 
in the cities for the senior civil servants — the new recruits 
into tlie bourgeoisie, hospitals were located hundreds of 
miles from the rural peasants, who could not even afford 
the costs when they were near, and similar problems.

We emphasis, also, that this category of rewards was 
not made indiscriminately. During campaigns, electric poles, 
and wires, water pipes and taps, bricks and iron sheets, etc. 
would be brandished in constituencies as signs of the good 
things to come. They were withdrawn as soon as the elections 
were over, generally never to be brought back unless the can­
didate concerned had enough clout. Usually, areas where the 
opposition party was strong was neglected, unless there was 
a grand design to canvass for votes.

By far the most publicised' of the rewards, especially in 
the South, was the free primary education scheme. First 
conceived by the Action Group leaders, it became the. most 
costly and politicised policy of regional governments. The 
ideas were first mooted by Awolowo. As he explained 
in his autobiography, he was motivated by the perception 
that the Western Region was lagging behind the East educa­
tionally. He claimed that primary school attendance rates 
were 65 per cent in the East and 35 per cent in the West 
and that while there were 105 secondary schools in the 
East, the West had only 25.72 Perhaps Awolowo exaggera­
ted,73 but the Action Group predicated its educational 
programme on the aim of closing the gap between the West 
and the East.

Plans began to be made in 1953 with the imposition of 
education and health levy of 15 shillings 04=1.50) per tax 
payer. Dr. Azikiwe, then NCNC Opposition Leader in the 
Western House, opposed the levy arguing that it was too 
high. His opposition was interpreted in ethnic terms he was 
accused of seeking to draw the West further back. The 
Action Group went ahead with the levy. The NCNC made 
the levy a political issue and won a resounding victory at 
the polls in the Federal elections of 1954.
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Awolowo’$ Background, 1906-1934

RINAOKONKWO

Obafemi Oyeniyi Jeremiah Awolowo was bom on March 
1909 in Ikenne, m Ijebu Remo town in Western Nigeri 
presently part of Ogun State, Nigeria. Ikenne is a sm; 
town whose population was estimated at 14,000 to 15,01 
in 1894.1 As Awolowo observed, “You will not fir 
it on most maps of Nigeria”2. It is located between Ijeb 
Ode and Shagamu. Today Ikenne is famous as the hon 
of the Awolowo library and the Mayflower School, found; 
by Tai Solarin. Ikenne is a farming town. It is also famo 
for livestock. It was once jokingly said that there are mo 
goats than men in Ikenne.

David Shopolu Awolowo, Obafemi Awolowo's fathf 
was a farmer who love to grow yam tuber and as well as 
lumber merchant. As one of the first Christians in the tov 
who became converted in 1896, he was literate in Yorub 
David's father, Obafemi’s grandfather, was a member of II 
Iwarefa, the inner circle of the Osugbo, the ruling body 
the town. Thus, Obafemi was born into a reputable fami 

-of modest wealth.
Obafemi Awolowo was a “welcome child”, “a circa; 

stance conducive to natural good nature and a tendency 
optimism".3 He was the second child of his parents, b 
the first child died after five months. A long gap betwe 
children at that time increased his treasured status in 1
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family. His sister, Victoria Olufunmilayo, was bom in 1915 
and Bolajoko was bom in 1919.

Obafemi’s paternal grandmother, Asefule, lived with the 
family throughout Obafemi’s childhood. Obafemi was so 
dear to her that she called him “her father”. She prevented 
her son from punishing the boy too harshly.4

Obafemi began school at the age of five years at St. 
Saviour’s Anglican School, Ikenne. After three years, he 
transferred to Wesleyan School, Ikenne. He received every 
encouragement from his father in his pursuit of education. 
His father paid his fees promptly and bought all necessary 
books before the beginning of term. He even bought him 
chalk, then the exclusive preserve of teachers. His father 
engaged a tutor to improve his son’s mastery of the school 
subjects.5

Obafemi enjoyed success at school and hoped to fulfill 
his father’s ambition that he should become a “man of con­
sequence”. His father also encouraged his son in wrestling, 
and the young man pleased his father by defeating a well- 
known older opponent. Obafemi remembered that his 
father and grandmother urged him to be “very tough, 
fearless and defiant as a boy” 6

By the time he was eleven years old, Obafemi had deve­
loped a strong character. He was filled with self-confidence, 
gained from a supportive family and success in school 
and wrestling. When adversity came, he was already equip­
ped to triumph over it.

In 1919, Obafemi’s happy hbme began to crumble when 
his father married another wife. His beloved grandmother 
moved to Abeokuta after a quarrel between her and the new 
wife. Then on 8 April, 1920, David Shopolu Awolowo died 
of small pox. This event radically altered the household. 
Obafemi’s mother moved back to her parent’s home and 
later re-married. In accordance with Ijebu custom, it was 
the brothers and not the wife and the children who inheri­
ted the wealth of the deceased. Thus, Obafemi became 
destitute. He withdrew from school because there was no
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to earn enough money to pay his 
femis first jobs were as a houseboy.

fees. Obafemi’s defiant attitude to 
him from succeeding as a houseboy.

money to pay his fees. Despite the fact that his fath( 
had left sufficient property to have enabled his son to con 
plete his remaining two years of primary school, none ( 
the brothers was willing to assume this responsibility.

On 20 April, 1921, Obafemi left Ikenne to seek his fo 
tune in Abeokuta, which was second to Lagos in impor 
ance. The move to Abeokuta marked a turning point i 
his life which opened a new world to him. He was impre 
sed by the number of cars, the good roads, the street ligh 
and pipe borne water. In Abeokuta, he first learned abci 
Herbert Macaulay and came under his spell. Through Ma> 
aulay’s reputation as “ the champion and defender of nath 
rights and liberties”, Awolowo became interested i 
nationalist politics.7

The next six years were full of difficulty for the be 
who was just twelve years old. As he described the perio 
in his autobiography, “I fended for myself’8. Hardshi 
only sharpened Awolowo’s determination and ambitioi 
Obafemi’s purpose in travelling to Abeokuta was to furthi 
his schooling. The only way he could do this was to woi 

own school fees. Ob 
In return for dob 

housework, he would receive food, lodging and scho 
authority prevente 
In one home, whf 

the mistress took a stick to beat him, he grabbed a sth 
to strike back.9 Obafemi’s grandmother later retries 
his belongings for him.

A brief visit to Ikenne at the end of 1923 reinforc- 
Obafemis drive to complete his schooling. He was e 

rrassed to discover that many of his former classma 
had already finished school. He vowed not to return ag: 
until he had achieved his goal.

Obafemi lived with his grandmother in Abeokuta a 
worked fetching firewood from a near-by forest to £ 
Ills school tees. He- attended the salvation Army Schc 
out later changed to Wesleyan School in Imo. He Ir
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The final year students were the big noises in the place. They 
monopolised all the important offices in the college and con­
stituted a powerful and authoritarian hierarchy. I abhorred 
removal of latrine and urinal pails, digging and tending of night 
soil trenching grounds, and being capriciously ordered about 
by a fellow-student.11

Obafemi led the opposition of first year students to the 
“fagging” system. He was brought before the College 
Court, which consisted of final year students, charged with 
the following offences:

happily with Mr. Mould, a blind letter writer who gave 
accommodation and meals to several young men who 
then assisted him in his letter writing business. Obafemi 
earned money by fetching water and successfully completed 
standard V in June 1926.

The Headmaster of Wesleyan School, Imo, Mr. Keleko, 
recognized Obafemi’s ability and offered him a teaching 
position in the school. Mr. Keleko encouraged Obafemi 
to study for the entrance exam, to Wesley College, Ibadan, 
a four-year teacher training institution. Obafemi had 
already decided that he wanted to be a lawyer,10 but he 
saw the college as a way to further his education. He 
succeeded in passing the exam, and entered Wesley College 
in January, 1927.

Admission to Wesley College was a great achievement. 
Obafemi returned to Ikenne in December, 1926 to visit 
his friends. They were impressed with his success. Obafemi 
was proud that he had fulfilled his father’s dream that he 
(Obafemi) would attend a secondary school.

Despite these high expectations, Obafemi spent only one 
year at Wesley College and left. He could not tolerate the 
strict system of discipline of older pupils over younger ones. 
It was Obafemi’s unwillingness to obey high authority, his 
■spirit of rebellion', which prevented him from continuing the 
course.
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1. Refusal to fag for any final year students..
2. Refusal to salute senior students whenever he pasi 

them.
3. Rudeness in addressing senior students.

Obatemi refused to plead before me court because 
judges were not impartial. His accusers were also l 
judges. Obafemi succeeded in immobilizing the co 
for 1927.12

The last term of 1927, the seniors attempted to br: 
Obafemi down to his knees, but failed. This year 
Wesley College might be considered an apprenticeship 
leadership of the oppressed. Obafemi’s defiance of l 
senior boys, his intolerance of injustice, was later accord 
a wider field in the independence movement.

Obafemi left Wesley College because of the rigid c 
cipline and manual labour. Also, the prospects for a cei 
fied teacher were not attractive. The salary was low, p 
motions few, and the payment of salaries was irregul 
Teachers appeared to him to be a race of “meek and e< 
going people, extremely obsequious in the presence of t 
wnite man” 13 Obafemi decided to become a short-ha 
typist.

For the next two years, January 1928 to sometimes 
1930, Obafemi served as a teacher at Wesleyan (n< 
Methodist) School, Ogbe, Abeokuta. He had to work 
one year to meet the conditions of the bond he had sigr 
to enter Wesley College. Obafemi moved up in Abeoki 
society and began associating with a group of young m 
They all vowed never to dine or associate with white peo[ 
Awolowo observed this personal demonstration of oppc 
tion to colonial rule until 1953.14

Awolowo began to read widely and develop more 
phistication. Tie two books-, which influenced his perso 
philosophy were, The Human Machine, a collection 
essays about practical psychology and another book,. 
Up to you, As the title suggests, the latter book encourai
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self-improvement.15
Obafemi embarked on a serious programme of home 

study. He took correspondance course in English, Comm­
ercial knowledge, Book-keeping, Business Methods and 
Shorthand. In June 1929, he went to Lagos to learn 
Touching-typing. His former mentor, Mr. Mould, the blind 
letter-writer, bought a second-hand typewriter and Obafemi 
got practice typing letters. By the end of 1929 Obafemi 
could type forty words per minute and could take one hun­
dred to one hundred and twenty words per minute in 
shorthand.16

Awolowo secured a job as a shorthand typist with a 
German firm in Lagos. His salary was almost three times a 
teacher’s pay. The job was short-lived and Obafemi was 
unemployed for nineteen months. He could have gone back 
to teaching, but he vowed that he would never take a job 
below that of his classmates in Wesley College. He rejected 
the civil service because it was “dominated by white men 
and African ‘yes men.’ “With my attitude of mind 1 felt 
sure that I was not the type to make progress as a civil 
servant1”17. Unable to find a job, Obafemi gave evening 
lessons for those preparing for the preliminary Cambridge 
and Junior preceptors’ exams.

Awolowo used his time to read and learn Latin. He was 
fascinated by the essays of Robert Ingersoll and read 
Thomas Huxley’s Evolution of the Species, and Thomas 
Paine’s, Age of Reason, He became an agnostic, but event­
ually returned to Christianity.

In April 1932, Awolowo began work as College Clerk 
at Wesley College, Ibadan. During his two and a half year 
stay, he did not attend chapel services. The principal was 
very tolerant of his iconoclasm. On one occasion, the 
vice-principal Mr. Hodges-reprimand,ed Obafemi for his 
failure to say thank you when the former handed him a 
draft to type. Obafemi replied that it might be an English 
custom to- say “thank you”, but according to Yoruba 
custom, one would only say “thank you” when receiving a
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gift. Obafemi was fined for rudeness and did not greet! 
Hodges for months. The principal intervened to rest 
normal relations between the two.

While working as College Clerk, Obafemi prepared 
the London matriculation examination to qualify him 
to study law in England. He also took corresponde 
courses in journalism. He planned to work to eamenoi 
money to go to England for legal studies.

In assessing Awolowo’s first twenty five years, < 
cannot help but wonder how different his life would h 
been if his father had lived longer. Perhaps Obafemi wo 
have entered the Church Missionary Society Gramr 
Schooi(CMSGS)in Lagos as his father had planned. Woi 
Obafemi have developed his remarked independent sp 
and rebellious attitude to authority? Would he have poss 
sed such strong determination to succeed? Adversity a 
absence of both a father and a supportive family stimulal 
the young man to self-reliance, hard work, self-discipl 
and non-cconformity, if Awolowo’s father had been air 
would Obafemi have dared to challenge Christianity 
would he have eventually clashed with his father?

To a unique degree, particularly in Africa, Obafe 
Awolowo was free to make his own decisions, to try c 
new ideas and to chart his own course. He could ta 
risks and suffer the consequences. Thus, he gained the ne 
ssary courage to become a strong leader. He had the bat 
ground to become a future fighter for Nigerian indepe 
dence.



71AWOLOWO’S BACKGROUND

4. Obafemi Awolowo, p. 4.

5. Ibid, p. 31

6. Ibid, p. 30

7. Ihid, p. 69.

8. Ibid, Chapter 4.

9. Ibid. p. 39.

10. Ibid., 49

11. Ibid., ppi 53-54

12. Ibid., p. 54.

13. Ibid., p. 63

14. Ibid; p. 69.

15. Ibid., p. 71.

16. Ibid., p. 73.

17. Ibid., p. 74.



4

0. A. AK1NYEYE

A Decade off Consolidation: Ttoe 
Journalist, Businessman, Politician 
and Lawyer, 1934-1960

For the educated Nigerians in general and Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo in particular, the period between 1934 and 1945 
was a trying one. It marked the era of complete domina­
tion of Nigerian economy and society by the British colonial 
masters and also coincided with the global economic rece­
ssion following the transient post first world war economic 
boom, and the excruciating and pervasive war-time economic 
measures during the second world war.
These two phenomena led to the marginalisation of Niger­
ians in their own country and bred great nationalist agita­
tions against the colonial government. Nigerians in spite 
of their educational qualifications were largely excluded 
from the top cadre of the civil service1 and the few ones 
who were appointed did not enjoy the same remuneration 
with their European counterparts.2

In the private sector, the colonial government acquiesced 
to the high total control of the Nigeian economy by Euro­
pean (especially British) nationals. Both the import and 
export sections of the economy were dominated by British 
and European firm notably the UAC. The UAC. alone in_ 
fact accounted for more than 40% of the import-exporr 
business of Nigeria in 1930 and as much as 34% as late- 
as 1949.3 The UAC and five other established European 
firms constituted themselves into the Association of Wesr
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v African Merchants (AWAM) through which Nigeria’s im­
port-export economy was dominated for the entire period 
covered by this chapter. Even as late as 1949, AWAM 
handled 66% and 70% of Nigeria’s import and export 
trades respectively.4

These European firms ever went to the extent of engag­
ing in extensive retail and semi wholesale trading that should 
have been left to Nigerian entrepreneurs who lacked the 
capital to go into the bigtime import and export business.5 
Government aquiescence to expatriate control of the eco­
nomy reached a climax during the second world war when 
ostensibly due to wartime exigencies an official monopoly 
was established over the purchase, export and marketing 
of all West African agricultural produce. This was done 
through the agency of the West African Produce Control 
Board which in turn designated large established British 
firms as its buying agents.6 The banking sector was ex­
clusively European-controlled and denied credit facilities 
to Africans.

In politics, Nigerians were no less marginalised for the 
entire period covered by this chapter indeed until the 
Macpherson constitution of 1951, Nigerians had practi­
cally no effective say in the running of the affairs of their 
country. They were almost entirely excluded from the 
executive council - the two African members of the council, 
Rhodes and Alakija were - Sierra-leonean and Brazilian 
respectively. The constitutional development of the coun­
try has attracted serious scholarship from highly competent 
quarters.7 Suffice it to note that Nigerians performed no 
meaningful roles in the legislature.

The above unwholesome situation bred great nationalist 
agitations against the British colonial government. At the 
fore-front of this nationalism were the educated elites who 
directly felt the pinch of colonial domination more than 
any other group in Nigeria. This group of Nigerians were 
resolved to fortify themselves and wrest political control 
from the British. This resolution manifested itself in the
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dramatic increase in the number of Nigerians in instituti 
of higher learning both at home and abroad, and the 
mour for increase in educational opportunities in the 193

Those who did not have the opportunity struggled 
the face of overwhelming odds to have higher educate 
The struggles of Chief Obafemi Awolowo to establ 
himself for the period under study, typified the feelings 
Nigerian elites of the period.

With few opportunities in the merchantile houses, 
adequate prospects in the government service and limit 
chances in the legislature, the determination to wrest cc 
trol from the British becomes understandable. For Chi 
Awolowo and the educated elites and nationalists of sir 
lar minds, this noble goal did not make a care in the ci 
service attractive. This was not only as Chief Awoloi 
himself said because of its dominance by the whites,8 b 
also because of the fact that as civil servants, there was 
limit to which nationalists of Awo’s frame of mind con 
criticise the colonial establishment if they were not to n 
foul of the law. Furthermore, the trade Unions that cou 
have served as a rallying point for the agitation against col 
ial domination were, because of the nature of their compo: 
tion, too conservative, complacent and pro establishmer 
Added to this constraint, in the Civil Service was Chi 
Awolowo’s firm belief in self reliance which had been 
great significance to his early Successes before the peric 
understudy.10

The nationalist therefore had to be self-employed ffr 
them to be free to agitate against the British Colon 
government. This fact dawned on Chief Awolbwo as 
decided to be on his own and build himself up. The ye 
1934 which begins this chapter was therefore doubly sigz 
ficant for Chief Awolowo. It marked the beginning of! 
journey towards self development and self-reliance, as w~ 
as the beginning of another era in nationalist struggles 
Nigeria with the formation of the Lagos Youth Movement 
later Nigerian Youth Movement - by pseudo radical int



A DECADE OF CONSOLIDATION 75

lectuals of that time.
Self reliance for Chief Awolowo meant self employment. 

This could only be possible in either of two ways. He either 
had to go to business or acquire a profession. The con­
straints to indigenous entrepreneurship has already been 
noted. To belong to the profession, there was the need to 
acquire the skill in the profession of one’s choice. This in 
the case of law and medicine which were the two prominent 
professions during the period of our study which entailed a 
period of overseas studentship. This in turn required a solid 
financial base. Chief Obafemi Awolowo opted for the 
law profession.

Exactly why Chief Awolowo decided to choose the law 
profession is not known.11 Some reasonable guesses can, 
however, be made. In the first place, the educational 
opportunities to which the Chief had been exposed before 
this time were due to his limited family background and 
neither such that exposed him to the sciences a thorough 
knowledge of which is required for the medical profession. 
Furthermore, even though the chief was industrious and 
successfully struggled against barriers to his educational 
pursuits, such struggles can mostly be successful in the 
humanities and social sciences where there are no needs 
for laboratory experiences as required in the sciences. 
Moreover, the law as a profession was batter exposed to 
most educated Nigerians of the time than medicine. While 
the people could and did dispense with the services of the 
doctors except on very rare and serious cases by using 
traditional medicine, lawyers were more popular with the 
people in. business circles, politics, and even the professions. 
Lawyers were dominant in public life in Lagos with wnich 
a politically ambitious Yoruba of Awo’s stamp could not 
but be intimately acquainted with.12 Lastly the law as a 
profession fitted well into the scheme of Awo’s things in a 
fundamental way in which medicine did not. While both 
professions afforded their practitioners the opportunity 
of earning an independent living, the law had the additional
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advantage of touching on sensitive parts of the coloni 
administation.13

Chief Obafemi Awolowo did not merely go into the la 
profession, however, it did neither mean that the law w 
the area of least resistance for anybody with intelligenc 
Apart from the financial implications of legal studensh 
overseas which has been noted, these was also the fa 
that the profession was very enigmatic to the coloni 
government and was to use the words of the author! 
in the history of the legal profession in Nigeria circumsc: 
bed until a year before the beginning of our period. Fi 
reasons enumerated by this historians, the British Coloni 
administration proceeded to make the practice of tl 
legal profession very trying in .Nigeria. The judicial syste: 
of the country was reorganised in 1914. There were t 
be the supreme court, the provincial courts and the natr 
courts. The jurisdiction of the supreme courts was initial 
restricted to Lagos and gradually extended to other parts < 
the country. Provincial courts were in fact organised l 
frustrate the professional prospects of indigenous lawyer 
It was based on the common law and such native laws th 
were not repugnant to natural justice, equity and got 
conscience.14 No legal practitioners were to appear befo 
the courts. The avenues of appeal from Native Courts' 
the supreme court before 1914 was blocked by this reforr 
The overall effect of this on both the law as a professio 
and lawyers, was that the advocacy aspect of the professic 
was seriouly restricted, and moreover at that stage of tl 
country's economic development, soliciting could not I 
expected to thrive much. It is difficult to establish pr 
sently whether Chief Awolowo was aware of this barrier 
the legal profession before 1933 or even the judicial retu: 
of that year. However, having decided on the professio 
AWO then set about raising enough fund to acquire tl 
necessary SKiiis. His subsequent endeavours in journal! 

and business were a means to acquire this end when Chi 
Obafemi Awolowo resigned his appointment to opt f
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I

I

journalism. For an adventurer in search of quick money for 
a life ambition, Awo’s choice of journalism as a profession 
sounds a little puzzling. This is because journalism and 
journalists of the thirties, and a better part of the forties 
were hardly wealthy or financially stable in the society. 
This was due to a number of reasons. In the first place, 
majority of the newspapers operated only in Lagos and 
other few urban centres. Moreover, even in these few urban 
centres, their readership was limited. The newspapersthere- 
fore made very little money from sales and had very little 
working capital. Furthermore, because of their nationalistic 
tones, the newspapers did not enjoy uncaningful govern­
ment patronage which would have augumented their meagre 
financial resources!15 As a matter of fact so precarious 
was the financial situation of the press including Nigeria, 
that majority of newspapers established between 1880 
and 1937 either went out of operations or became more 
irregular in circulation within the first five years of their 
existence.16 This financial predicament of the newspaper 
industry in Nigeria had its effect on journalists who inspite 
of their doggedness and committment were Still usually 
penurious. They could not hold their own with the men 
of other professions or even with the paid civil servants 
in the Nigerian society.17 One then wonders why Awo who 
was apparently aware of the plight of men of the pen profess­
ion should have decided to take to journalism to raise money .

Awo’s choice of journalism would appear to have been 
influenced by two main reasons. Firstly, journalism would 
appear to be the only profession outside law and medicine 
where African enterprises was not blocked.18 In addition,, 
Awo nursed the hope of making more than his monthly 
salary of three pounds in Wesley College, while he could 
still enjoy the freedom which the dictate of his job denied 
him.19

Chief Awolowo’s hopes were, however, frustrated later. 
He- started his career as journalist in 1934 by joining the 
Nigerian Daily Times as trainee reporter for three months
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and was then sent to Ibadan as a resident correspondent o 
a salary of two pounds a month. Ih addition, he was t 
draw a stipend of two pence per inch per column for eac 
of his report published.20 The salary as can be seen wi 
lower than that of Wesley College. Even though an enterpi 
sing correspondent could considerably augment his earn 
by getting numerous reports published, it would appe 
that Chief Awolowo did not make much money throuj 
this medium. This was not because he was indolent bi 
rather due to the constants of getting their reports pub 
shed and improper recording on the part of clerk at tl 
head office. There was also the problem of the person 
predilection of the editorial staff. This was because ai 
news item that did not suit the personal taste of the edit 
of the paper under this arrangement was written off as n 
being newsworthy.

Awo’s freelancing with other papers did not fare a 
better. To start with, there were few newspapers that ws 
in fairly regular business and circulation in Nigeria. I 
articles sent by Awo to most of them were seldom accept! 
Those sent overseas to use the subject’s words, came ba 
with the same solemn regularity as I had despatched them. 
Because of these constraints, Awo came to realise t 
journalism for him was for.the satisfaction of his liter 
instinct rather than the fulfilment of his financial quest 
Awo therefore decided to be writing more for the intei 
of the art than the hope for monetary reward. His liter 
instinct found expression in the Daily Telegraph, and 
Daily Service, which was the official organ of the Niger 
Youth Movement of which Awolowo was a founda' 
member. Awo’s writings at this stage were almost gr; 
tous and he continued his freelancing well into his stuc 
days in the United Kingdom where he earned some res; 
and recognition in 1944 with the publication of his w 
up on the government’s white paper on the marketin 
Cocoa in 1944.2 3

Having known that enough money could not be ra
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from journalism, Chief Obafemi Awolowo next decided to 
try his luck in business. This choice however, was not 
without its own obstacles. There was the ever present pro- 
blem of having initial capital with which to start business. 
There was also the uncertainty in the business world when? 
fortune fluctuated with the economy. All the same, Awo’s 
cleverness brought to his notice the vacumn created by the 
absence of banking facilities for Nigerian indigenes. Even 
though he did not have enough money for any real banking 
business, Awo nevertheless went into small scale money 
lending. He went into partnership with a friend who con­
tributed thirty pounds while Awo added his own share 
of sixty pounds.24 How Chief Awolowo raised his own 
share of sixty pounds is not explained. It is however cer­
tain that he could not have saved such amount during the 
brief period of eight months in journalism on a salary 
of two pounds a month. How much Awo realised from this 
business is not known; it would however appear that, in 
spite of his claim of a good business in money lending, 
the profit realised was not substantial. To start with, the 
business was on a very small scale: in addition the calibre 
of Awo’s clients made the business highly risky. He loaned 
money to civil servants who never appeared able to live 
within their means. Such a calibre of clients could hardly 
have been able to liquidate their debt in which case Awo 
stood the risk of not only not making any profit but also 
forfeiting his money. This reason as opposed to usury 
seems a more plausible one for Awo’s decision to quit 
the money lending business. Other business ventures of 
Awo were produce buying and transports.

For these ventures, Awo entered into a cooperative 
agreement with some friends and acquaintances. He was 
able to raise a sum of six hundred and fifty pounds with 
which he started transport and produce buying businesses- 
Official policies by the government as will be shown 
later there were as we still have today fraudulent drivers
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and greedy traffic policemen who constituted a menai 
to the success of these business ventures.2 5 The prodw 
buying fared better a little for a while. But before tl 
merchantile firms which bought agricultural products c 
behalf of government manipulated the prices of thoi 
commodities to the disadvantage of the indigenous buyer 
The competition between these firms had earlier on give 
some room to the African buyers for high bargainin; 
However, by 1937, these firms agreed to offer identic 
prices for cocoa at the same time. Chief Awolowo who deal 
in cocoa for sometime enjoyed the benefit of the rivali 
between the firms until the 1937 agreement. As a matti 
of fact, Chief Awolowo made enough money to embar 
on his legal studies. However, the hope of getting moi 
money prevented the Chief from abandoning his businei 
and going to the United Kingdom. All along, there wei 
predictions of a more booming business session in the 1931 
39 trading season. However, the hope for a greater busine 
boom in 1938 was not to be realised as there was a bi 
slump in the cocoa market.

Far from making more profits, Awo suffered a painfi 
twist in his fortune. He not only lost everything but als 
became indebted. Awo was not to recover from the indeb' 
edness in spite of his epic struggle between 1938 and 194 
to make good his losses. In the process, most of his valuabl 
were auctioned and became lost forever, while some we: 
later retrieved. His business partners also had to shar 
in Awo’s business misadventure as they forfeited the 
shares in spite of threats to sue Awo. The issue of the ju 
tice of Awo’s claim not to be liable for the misfortune ■ 

his partners is of course difficult to determine. This 
because of the dearth of evidence about the terms of tt 
article of association of the partners in the Progress^ 
Economic Corporation. Nevertheless, Awo had hithert 
singlehandedly run the affairs of the corporation and th 
gives the impression that partners merely advanced Aw 
their different shares on the understanding that soir
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interests would be paid to them. The fact that the supposed 
partners threatened Awo with court action after the failure 
of the corporation shows that they never saw them­
selves as entering into a partnership. Unfortunately, the 
subject did not disclose the identity of these supposed 
partners who could have clarified the issues It is however, 
instructive to note that later in life when he became more 
comfortable, Chief Awolowo deemed it necessary to identify 
his partners2 7. One therefore finds it difficult not to con­
clude that Awo’s supported partners were in fact his credi­
tors. The fact that they could not press their cases for the 
recovery of their money legally when challenged to do so 
would not appear to detract from the strength of this 
conclusion. As the Chief noted, most members of the 
corporation were his friends (twenty six out of thirty) 
and among the Yoruba it was difficult to reconcile with 
an old friend after a court case between both. Hence the 
saying that one does not leave the court room and still 
be friends is an authentic statement. The members of 
the Progressive Economic Corporation would appear to 
have allowed social relations to take precedence over legal 
rights. The failure of the Progressive Economic Corpora­
tion seems to show the risk which creditors faced in their 
efforts to support friends and indigenous entrepreneurs. It 
also seem to justify the apprehensions of foreign financial 
institutions in not affording indigenous business credit 
facilities.

With the demise of the Progressive Economic Corporation, 
Awo decided to seek support from a well to do individual 
whose identity is not disclosed. Here unlike the Progressive 
Economic Corporation, the Economic Sense of the indivi­
dual concerned outweighed his sense of social obligation 
and charity. It is indeed gratifying to note that Chief 
Awolowo did not take offence at the rejection of his 
request by the businessman. This is because even though 
Awo thought that he was asking for a loan, one cannot 
but feel that he was in fact asking for a grant. The terms
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of seeking the loan were so unfavourable to the granti 
that only a philanthropist of the highest order withoi 
much sense of business could have granted the loan. T1 
said businessman was to grant a loan of one thousai 
four hundred pounds free of interest for twelve yea 
without any security. Moreover, the said amount was i 
be paid back instalmentally A businessman who 
mindful of the profit on such an amount, not to talk i 
other conditions, would think twice before acceptii 
the length of time. The fellow as could be expected i 
fused and Awo had to fall back on his industry with 1 
dogged spirit which had stood him in very good stead 
his early years. It was at this stage that fortune turned tl 
better part of its face to Awo. He got a contract to supp 
the unity based in Lagos, Ibadan, Abeokuta and Kadui 
with yam flour. With the profit realised from this contra 
and little loans from friends, Awo calculated that wi 
strict economy he could manage to pay for his two yea 
overseas studies. Thus on 14th August 1944, the Chi 
travelled and after two years of hardwork and st 
denial, he passed his examinations and was called to tl 
Bar in 1946'

Though Awo’s struggle for the period covered by tf 
chapter centre around his efforts to become a lawyer, Av 
owes his fame today not to his dexterity in the legal pr 
fession, but rather to his political career. Ironically, politi 
appears to be a vocation for which Awo did not consciou 
prepare. Nevertheless, Awo could be seen as undergoii 
political training and preparation for our period. H 
political career began in 1934 with the dawn of a newe 
in nationalist agitation in Nigeria. Lagos and indeed Ni 
erian political scene was dominated in the twenties i 
Herbert Macaulay and his Nigerian Democratic Party.

In spite of his [indisputable patriotism, Herbert Maca 
lay was at best a liberal when it came to nationalist agil 
tions. Moreover, he centred his activities on Lagos ai
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though he was not indifferent, to affairs in other parts 
of the country, he however regarded such as secondary.28 
Furthermore, Macaulay was conservative in his approach 
to nationalism in Nigeria as he was proud to be a British 
subject and maintained unswerving loyalty to his majesty 
the Emperor.2 9 Apart from this, Macaulay was said to have 
dictatorial tendencies. These made the young enlightened 
Nigerians of the time to think of challenging the style of 
his leadership. Awo came into Nigerian politics at this 
auspicious moment. His temperament made him to detest 
the colonial establishment and provoked a strong determi 
nation in him for self reliance. This desire which led to 
Awo’s resignation of his appointment in 1934, coincided 
with the formation of the Lagos and later Nigerian Youth 
Movement. The history of the Nigerian Youth Movement 
has been sufficiently and ably dealt with in exising 
works/0 It is therefore enough to note that the movement 
which consisted of almost all the young intellectuals of the 
period had Awo as a founding member.31 The Nigerian 
Youth Movement aimed at developing a united nation out 
of the diverse elements found in Nigeria, autonomy for the 
nation within the frame work of the British Empire as well 
as mass compulsory and free education among others. 
Unlike the NNDP of Macaulay, the NYM was national in 
the scope of its activities and although the membership of 
the movement was almost exclusively southern for a greater 
part of our period it had branches all over the nation. Awo 
was the chairman of the Ibadan branch.

The Nigerian Youth Movement afforded Awo the first 
outlet for his boundless political energies and brought him 
into the mainstream of Nigerian politics. As a founding 
member, Awo actively participated in the activities of the 
movement and became intimated with the complexity of 
Nigeria’s later political life at that time.

While details of Chief Awolowo’s personal involvement
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in other activities of the movement is not known to the 
present writer, about four of them deserve some special 
comments. This is because they might confuse any dis­
cerning but detractive critic of Awo. The confusion might 
arise as to where to draw the line between Awo the ambi­
tious youngman mobilising all resources at his disposal 
to achieve his ultimate goal of becoming a lawyer. This 
confusion might further be compounded by the fact that 
while Chief Awolowo admitted in his autobiography that 
his excursion into journalism and the business world was to 
raise enough money to enable him pursue his legal studies 
abroad he is silent on the issue of whether the same con1 
sideration influenced his political career for the period 
The involvement of Awo in these activities on the surface 
seems to lead to the conclusion that even in politics for th 
period, Awo was self-seeking. These activities were th 
organisation of the Cocoa-hold-up of 1937/38 buying 
season, the organisation of the strike by Motor Transpor 
Union in 1937, the palm oil agitation in 1940 ana the pre 
sentation of a memorandum to the visiting secretary of stat 
for colonies in 1943. The Cocoa-hold-up was organise 
by the movement against the Cocoa-pool earlier mentions 
The transport business was one of Awo's specialites in tl 
thirties. The government promulgated a law to impoi 
a double licence fee on lorries plying routes where railwaj 
procured its traffic to discourage competition with tt 
railways on these routes, which the government held respo 
sible for the losses of the railways. Awo under the umbrel 
of fhe Movement succeeded in organising an effective stril 
by the Motor Transport Union against this regulation ai 
got it repealed.

Similarly in 1940, the government imposed a ban' 
the exportation of palm kernel from the Western Provinc 
ostensibly because the British government had no need I 
palm Kernels imported from Nigeria and that the Wests 
provinces had other commodities to export. Awo ag; 
successfully .organised a mass protest by farmers of the pi
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vinces which led to a lifting of the ban under the umbrella 
of NYM.

Lastly in 1943, Awo was a secretary of the Movement’s 
committee which presented a petition to Colonel Stanley 
asking among other things standard of living of workers, 
free education at home and scholarship for students to go 
abroad for further studies.3 3

A detractor of Awo no doubt could argue and with 
seeming justification that Awo in politics as in business 
was furthering his personal ends and not fighting a nationa­
list course. However, a dispassionate and objective analysis 
of the situation will show that in spite of whatever might 
have been Awo’s personal interest, nationalism as opposed 
to selfishness motivated his deeds as mentioned above. While 
it is true that as a produce buyer Awo stood to gain from 
an increase in the price of cocoa if the cocoa pool was 
broken and the palm kernel exportation prohibition on 
Western provinces lifted, Awo was definitely not the only 
Nigerian who stood to benefit from the abolition of this 
repressive colonial measures. Thus, his interest in acting 
in the manner in which he acted through the NYM happen­
ed to have coincided with that of several others of his 
country-men who would otherwise have remained inarticu­
late to form a pressure group to agitate against the mea­
sures. Awo in belonging to the NYM was therefore lucky 
to be among those championing a natural course.

Moreover, in spite of the outcome of the agitation, Awo’s 
business misfortune was not averted. While it may be argu­
ed that through reality got better of Awo’s dreams in agi­
tating against the repressive colonial measures, there were 
other Nigerians who benefited from the success of the 
agitations in spite of Awo’s continued business mis-fortune 
after the slump.

Similarly though Awo was a transporter and a student 
struggling to raise enough funds for overseas studenship 
as a result of which he stood to gain directly from abolition 
of the double licence regulation and the award of scholar-
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ships, he was no less a nationalist by spearheading the ag 
tations. The double licence regulation was directed no 
at Awo who was a bird of passage in the transport busines 
but several others before him. The regulation was tnothe 
manifestation of British colonial efforts at frustytin 
indigenous enterprises in Nigeria. A fight against suth 
measure by anybody no matter whatever might have be»i 
his personal motives was economic nationalism. That Aw 
did not organise the agitation earlier than he did was th 
being an outsider to the transport business, he was pn 
bably not aware of the regulation. The request for schola 
ship in like manner would have benefited other Nigeria! 
who were in Awo’s shoes if granted. Lastly, it remains to t 
proved that Awo did not participate in other activities i 
the movement where he did not have any vested interes 
The Movement stimulated the organisation of trade unioi 
and demanded for a national minimum wage for dai 
paid workers. It also sought for a categorical stateme: 
about the fate of Nigeria when it was rumoured that tl 
British intended to hand-over the country to Germany 

part of their appeasement policy. Awo like all leadi 
members of the Movement was at the forefront of tl 
agitation. Awo certainly was not a wage earner and wou 
not have been the only one to be affected by a transf 
of Nigeria to Germany.

The Nigerian Youth Movement could be regarded as 
political training ground for Awo until its demise in 194 
It availed him the opportunity of mixing with fellc 
Nigerian nationalist from substantial parts of the count 
and to learn the predilection of the diverse groups in t 
southern part of the country at least. The scope of t 
activities of the movement which was national in outlo 
exposed Awo to problems from various parts of the count 
and he belonged to the people who thought about solutio 
to these national problems. Moreover, his membership 
the executive of the movement afforded him the experien 
he needed in party organisaion which were to be of iron
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s

nse value in later years.
In particular, the coming of Dr. Azikiwe to the NYM in 

1937 intimated Awo with the ethnic politics that was 
to be a feature of later years in Nigerian politics, Before 
Zik’s arrival in Nigerian public life, the nationalist leaders 
were by sheer accident of history overwhelmingly Yoruba. 
On his arrival in 1937 with his doctrihe of New Africa, Zik 
unleashed*the venom in his pen on these earlier nationalists 
to the great displeasure of Awo and other nationalist 
leaders.34 The achievements of these earlier nationa­
lists was either outrightly ignored or given a passing notice 
at best by Zik and his press while their failings were blown 
out of proportion. Conversely, Ibos misdeeds were either 
glossed over or explained away, while their achievements 
were amplified and lauded to the high heavens. This pro­
voked great anger and counter reaction on the part of Awo. 
Furthermore, Zik failed to identify with the yearnings of 
the NYM which wanted the civil service and judiciary 
Nigerianised probably because there were few if any Ibos 
who would have benefited from such a scheme. As a matter 
of fact when Adetokunbo Ademola was appointed the first 
Nigerian magistrate, Zik wrote to condemn the, appointment 
contrary to nationalists mood of the time. On the other 
hand, when Mr. Louis Mbanefo was called to the Bar in 
1937, Zik was said to have written an editorial eulogising 
the incident as the beginning of the Ibos emergence as a 
master race.

This experience in the NYM was no doubt instrumental 
to Chief Awolowo’s biases for his own ethnic group in his 
political career of later years. Moreover, the experience at 
the NYM could be seen as the foundation of the political 
acrimony discernible between Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
and Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe in later years. Awo as can be impli­
edly seen in his autobiography felt provoked by what he saw 
as the anti-Yorubaism of Nnamdi Azikiwe. This ethnic 
bitterness was mostly responsible for the demise of the NYM 

- by 1943, and Awo’s Pan Yoruba outlook which led to his
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5

S.O. ARIFALO

By its intrepid and enlightened leadership, it emboldened agita­
tors in the country, regardless of where they lived, to speak 
their minds and damn the consequences. It provided a unique

The
in

Tliis paper attempts to examine the role of Obafemi Awo- 
lowo in the emergence of the Egbe Omo Oduduwa (the 
society for the descendants of Oduduwa, the progenitor 
of the Yoruba). The paper is divided .into three main 
parts. The first part discusses Awolowo’s thoughts and 
ideas on Yoruba unity and federalism in Nigeria, 
second part deals with the formation of the Egbe 
London while the third part deals with the emergence of 
the Egbe in Nigeria.

The Egbe Omo Oduduwa was founded in London by 
Awolowo and some other Yoruba students in 1945.1 
Before Awolowo left for the U.K., he was the Secretary 
of the Ibadan branch of the Nigerian Youth Movement 
(NYM), an organisation that dominated the Nigerian 
political scene between 1938 and 1941. During that 
period the Movement strove very hard to extend political 
awakening and national consciousness farther afield than 
the earlier political organisations in Nigeria. Awolowo 
wrote the following about the Movement:

Awolowo and the Egbe Omo 
Oduduwa, 1945-1948
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platform for the unification of all the diverse ethnic groups 
that constitute Nigeria, a forum where all conscientious and 
right thinking Nigerian patriots and nationalists could unfold 
their ideas and display their, talents for the common good.2

As a reSult of internal wranglings in the Movement, 
collapsed in 19413. The collapse of the Movement an 
ted the trend of the pan-Nigerian orientation which 1 
developed among Nigerian political leaders. From 1 
collapse certain crucial points must be noted. It becai 
clear that the hope that the Movement would emerge 
a powerful instrument in the Nigeian national struggle t 
been smashed. It was a death blow to the movemi 
towards the attainment of a single nationalism in Nigei 
Azikiwe left the Movement with a bang. Since he emerj 
on the Nigerian political scene at a time when the’Ig 
had little or no voice in Nigerian politics and he had i 
monstrated his fiery ardour, many Igbos tended to i< 
lise him as a messiah and when he left the Movemt 
they followed suit. A large number of its adherents becai 
dispirited and frustrated. For example, H. 0. Davi 
known as “the Dynamo” of the Movement, decamp 
and accepted an appointment under the govemmf 
of which he had always been a critic.4 Awolowo, w 
was one of the greatest protagonists of the Movemei 
to which he had pinned his political hopes and which 
had credited with the genesis of political awaken 
of the country, was greatly disappointed. He expres 
his deep frustration in the following words: “I saw nofut 
for the Movement. But if the Movement became moribi 
or extinct, what followed? It was a baleful thought”5

Perhaps, as a result of this situation, Awolowo c 
eluded that the realities of the country did not supp 
his original position-on-the ideal of a single national 
in Nigeria. This might have led him to two signific 
issues. The first was the development of his polit
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He was of the view that a federal

He believed that every ethnic group in the country should 
be allowed to solve its own problems according to its 
tradition and ideals.
constitution was the only thing suitable for Nigeria. He 
suggested that steps should be taken immediately to 
develop the various ethnic groups in the country along 
that line.9

Here, one would like to make a few remarks about the

Under a system which aims at getting all the people in the 
country to the goal of autonomy at the same hour and minute, 
the Yoruba have been compelled to mark time on their highest 
level, while the other sections hasten to catch up with them.8

ideas on a federal system of government in Nigeria whereby 
each ethnic group would be allowed to develop socially, 
politically and economically along its own lines. For 
him, this was most crucial to the building of a lasting 
national unity in the country. Secondly, and directly 
arising from the first, he decided to form an organisation 
that would weld together the Yoruba-speaking people of 
Nigeria. But before discussing the formation of the organi­
sation, we have to digress a little.

In 1945 Awolowo wrote an influential book, Path to 
Nigerian Freedom, which was later published in 1947.6 
His thesis in the book is that “Nigeria is not a nation. It 
is a mere geographical expression”.7 He argued that because 
of the differences in languages, social organisation, religion 
and potential abilities between the various ethnic groups 
in Nigeria, it was wrong to describe them as tribes. He ' 
insisted on calling them nations. He stated that each of the 
groups was a nation by itself with many tribes and clans. 
According to him the incompatibilities between the various 
ethnic groups slowed down progress in certain sections 
in the country and thereby caused frustration among the 
more ambitious groups. He contended that the Yoruba 
had suffered feelings of frustration for years and wrote:
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As

1 decided, therefore to do all in my power to infuse solidarity 
into the disjointed tribes that constitute the Yoruba ethnic 
group, to raise their morale, to rehabilitate their self-respect

born"10
not begin as a geographical expression.

over-emphasis which Awolowo placed on the apparent 
diversities among the various Nigerian ethnic groups. It is 
a well known fact that the entity now called Nigeria is a 
British creation. In a sense, all human groupings and 
associations are artificial since they are man-made.
Okoi Arikpo rightly points out “nations are made not 

. One can hardly think of any nation that did 
In pre-colonial 

times the various ethnic groups in Nigeria did not live in 
self-sufficient islands. Apart from the various legends 
of origin, the various ethnic groups in Nigeria co-existed 
and peacefully engaged in inter-ethnic commerce and 
did mutual cultural borrowings.”11. Linguistic studies 
have also revealed that most of the languages spoken in 
Nigeria belong to the same family of languages1^ and 
had been separated only about 6,000 years ago.13 Con­
sequently, the perception of ethnic differences based on 
language differences in Nigeria becomes much naore illu­
sory than Nigerians and non Nigerians had hitherto be­
lieved that perception.

Awolowo, however, took the first step to translate his 
ideas into practical politics by forming the Egbe Omo 
Oduduwa in London in 1945. In his autobiography, Awo­
lowo gave certain reasons which prompted the formation 
of the Egbe at the time it was formed. He stated that the 
Yoruba were then indulging in mutual recrimination and 
condemnation, that the younger generation of the Yoruba 
people thought that the Yoruba were Inferior to the push­
ful Igbo and that whatever might have been the glorious 
past of the Yoruba had become effete and decadent . He 
was then going to do all that lay in his power to see that 
the Yoruba were not reduced into a state of impotence. 
He wrote:



95AWOLOWO AND EGBE OMO ODUDUWA

and to imbue them with the confidence that they are an import­
ant factor in the forging of the federal unity of Nigeria.14

Awolowo’s observations and resolves as noted above bring 
us to two important issues. The first was the threat to the 
supreme position which the Yoruba had hitherto occupied 
in the social, economic and political life of the country and 
the desire by the Yoruba to enchance their national or cul­
tural identity. The second was the search for unity among 
the Yoruba. Concerning the pre-eminent position occupied 
by the Yoruba in Nigeria public life before 1945. Kanu 
Offonry has this say:

There is no doubt that the first Nigerian teachers, clerks, lawyers, 
doctors, engineers and ministers of religion were all Yorubas. 
While Ibos and Ibibios, and other tribes have only recently 
been welcoming home their first overseas trained lawyers and 
Doctors a good number of Yoruba families have produced two 
or three generations of such professional men.15
Certainly, before 1945 the Yoruba were economically, 

socially and politically pace-makers in Nigeria. This was 
because they had a much earlier contact with the Western 
world than most of the other ethnic groups in Nigeria. They 
also had an earlier access to Western Education. By 1900 a 
crop of Yoruba doctors and lawyers were already practising 
in Lagos. The story is different among the other ethnic 
groups in the country. For instance, the first Igbo doctor, 
Francis Ibiam, later Governor of Eastern Nigeria, did not 
return to Nigeria until 1935 and the first Igbo lawyer, Louis 
Mbanefo, who was to become the Chief Judge of Eastern 
Region, did not qualify until 1937.16 Consequently, the 
Yoruba not only controlled an overwhelming majority of 
the higher posts in the colonial civil service but almost had 
a complete monojjoly of the professional, political and 
business activities of the country. The Yoruba were then 
either envied or admired.

Many ethnic groups who discovered that the civil service 
and other white-collar jobs were out of their reach, had
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developed a consciousness that their lot could be improved 
in other areas. They were propelled into action by a deter­
mination to work hard and catch up with the Yoruba. Their 
most important instruments were ethnic unions, popularly 
known as “the Progressive” Unions. The most important 
of these unions were: the Ibibio State Union (1928), the 
Urhobo Progressive Union (1931), the Ibo Union (1936) 
and the Tiv Progressive Union (1938).* 7 Some of these 
Unions developed comprehensive and ambitious progra­
mmes, which included the establishment of secondary 
schools and financing university education of some of their 
members. Perhaps, the most dynamic of the Unions was the 
Ibo Union which became the Ibo Federal Union in 1944. 
It composed a “national anthem” which was often sung at 
the end of its meetings. It also promoted an Igbo day, an 
annual holiday in honour of Igbo achievements.1 8

After Azikiwe’s arrival in Nigeria he had inspired all 
persons of Igbo origin with his scholastic career and achieve­
ment in the United States of America and hundreds of Igbo 
young men had found their way into the United States of 
America through the collective efforts of the various bran­
ches of the Ibo Union. In less than a decade the American- 
trained Igbo had started to challenge the hitherto undisputed 
predominant position of the Yoruba educated elite in the 
social, economic and political life of the country. The pheno­
menal educational progress of the Igbo must have had a 
devastating effect on the morale of the Yoruba educated 
elite who appeared to be resting on their oars and taking 
things for granted.19 They began to feed that the collective 
prestige of their group and their national identity were 
being seriously challenged or threatened. It therefore became 
necessary to found a pan-Yoruba organisation which would 
boost the morale of the Yoruba and enhance their prestige.

Added to “the Igbo challenge” was the desire for unity 
among the Yoruba. In their long history, the Yoruba shared 
a common belief that Oduduwa was their progenitor and 
they regarded Ile-Ife as their “Garden of Eden” Fundamen-
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THE EGBE OMO ODUDUWA IN LONDON

Awolowo left Nigeria for the U.K. to study law on August 
14, 1944. In 1945 he took steps to actualise his ideas about

tai similarities were observable in their social, economic 
religious and traditional institutions. But they were hardly 
united politically. The Ekiti, the Ondo, the Ijebu and the 
Ijesa, to mention a few of the Yoruba groups, saw tnem- 
selves as distinct “tribes”. However, the concept of Yoruba 
unity and nationalism was not new. As early as 1908 a 
member of the Legislative Council spoke to the effect that 
the boundary of Nigeria should be redrawn so as to have 
all the Yoruba together as a group. Between 1911 and 1912, 
E. O. Morel constantly argued in favour of an official policy 
creating a united Yoruba state.20 Apart from these early 
suggestions, many “Progressive Unions” emerged between 
1918 and 1943. The most important ones were the Egba 
Society, the Union of Ijebu youngmen, the Egbado Union, 
the Ekiti National Union, Ife Union and the Offa Descen­
dants Union.21 These associations operated as distinct groups 
and were inherently non-political, except that there were 
occasions when they sent petitions to the government on 
local issues, or when, under the cloak of literary debates, 
they criticised government measures. They did not federate 
like the Igbo Unions. The nearest thing to a pan-Yoruba 
organisation was the Yoruba Literary Society, which was 
born in 1942. Its aim was limited to the awakening and 
fostering among the Yoruba language and the sponsoring 
of publications of works in Yoruba.22 The society was 
short-lived and not set out to perform such functions as 
were performed by the Ibo Federal Union. In spite of these 
efforts, the formation of a pan-Yoruba organisation before 
1945 did not go beyond the realm of pious dreams and 
passionate rhetorics. The emergence of the Egbe then was 
the first positive assertion of Yoruba nationalism in this 
century.
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The Egbe would study he political problems of Yorubaland:

I

Yoruba unity and nationalism by forming the Egbe Omo 
Oduduwa in collaboration with other Yoruba students in 
London. In his writtings and pronouncements he had provi­
ded the philosophical and intellectual frame work within 
which the Egbe was to operate. The constitution of the 
Egbe in London was actually drafted by him with the assis­
tance of another member of the Society.2 3

In the preamble to its constitution, the Egbe stated as 
follows:

The present division of Nigeria into three regions calls for the 
development of each region according to its tradition and culture. 
It affords an opportunity for rapid advancement, without sacri­
ficing valuable institution and for organising a strong, efficient 
and modernised state .with its own individuality within the 
Federal State of Nigeria.24

The Egbe would dedicate itself to social, economic and 
political welfare of Yoruba-land. It would explore the 
means of introducing mass education and would foster the 
study of Yoruba language, culture and history. The Egbe 
also resolved to eradicate “the cankerworm of superstition 
and ignorance,” to encourage the spread of the knowledge of 
medical relief and encourage the provision of medical facili­
ties in Yorubaland.

The Egbe’s method of approach would be by studying 
the problems affecting Yorubaland in particular and Nigeria 
in general, through research, public lectures, seminars and 
symposia. The results and conclusions arising from its find­
ings would then be disseminated among the people through 
the publication of magazines, booklets and other publications 
in English and Yoruba languages.

Combat the disintegrating forces of tribalism, stamp out dis­
crimination within the group and against minorities, and generally 
infuse the idea of a single nationality throughout the region.25
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The Egbe would encourage the immediate establishment 
of its branch in Yorubaland provided the home founders 
would give an undertaking that the first three years would 
be devoted to the stregthening of the organisation financially 
and the studying of local problems, while abstaining from 
direct political activities.

Among the original founders26 of the Egbe were: Obafemi 
Awolowo himself, who was made Secretary, Dr. Oni Akerele, 
a medical practitioner who became President of the Egbe, 
A. B. Oyediran, (later Secretary for Nigerian Students Affairs 
in the Nigerian High Commission Office in London and 
Chief of the Nigerian Liason Office in Washington D.C.), 
Abiodun Akerele (later Lawyer and Balogun of Oyo), J.O. 
Ajibola2 7 (later a barrister and Grade ‘B’ Customary Court 
President); S. O. Awokoya, (later an educationist, Minister 
of Education in the Western Region, Principal, Federal 
School of Science, Scientific Secretary to the UNESCO and 
lastly Professor in the Department of Educational Adminis­
tration and Planning, Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife); 
Saburi Biobaku (later Secretary to the Executive Council 
of the Western Region, Director of the Yoruba History 
Research Scheme, Pro Vice-Chancellor, University of Ife, 
Vice-Chancellor, University of Lagos and later Director of the 
Institute of African Studies, University of Ibadan). This very 
impressive list clearly represented the cream of Yoruba 
students in London at that time and some of them were 
destined to play leading roles in the public affairs of Yoruba­
land in particular and that of Nigeria in general.

The society was pamed Egbe Omo Oduduwa, which was an 
appropriate title for an association designed to foster the idea 
of a single nationalism among the Yoruba. The name, which 
was said to have been suggested by Biobaku, an eminent 
Yoruba historian,28 has a cultural and symbolic meaning 
for the Yoruba people. The choice of that name could 
also be seen as an effort to give expression to the yearnings 
of the Yoruba to find again their ancient greatness.

Immediately after the inauguration of the Egbe in London,
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Awolowo made determined efforts to explain its aims and 
objectives to the members of the Ibo Federal Union which 
had been in existence two years before.29 An abortive joint 
meeting of the Egbe and that of the London Branch of the 
Ibo Federal Union was arranged. This move was made in 
order to avoid any misunderstanding between the two 
organisations and to demonsrate that the Egbe was simply 
the Yopiba counterpart of the.Ibo Federal Union.

Copies of the Constitution of the Egbe were dispatched 
to the Oba, chiefs and leading personalities in Yorubaland 
urging them to form a similar organisation in Nigeria. Apart 
from Oba Adesoji Aderemi, the then Ooni of Ife and three 
unidentified'persons, who gave a reply, there was no response 
from any other quarter.3 0 In fact, while Awolowo was still 
in London nothing was done to form a branch of the Egbe 
in Nigeria.

In London the Egbe was basically a students’ organisation 
and operated like other students’ organisations there. It held 
regular meetings, organised seminars, study groups and sym­
posia to discuss not only some aspects of Yoruba culture 
but also Nigerian economic, social and political problems.31 
It also arranged receptions in honour of Yoruba dignitaries 
visiting the United Kingdom and those of its members 
returning to Nigeria at the completion of their studies. When 
Awolowo returned to Nigeria in 1946, the society was about 
to die a natural death but was revived by S. L. Akintola, 
Ayo Ogunseye, A.M.A. AkinlOye, S. O. Agunbiade-Bamise, 
Ayodele Okusaga and Dr. Akerele, its first president. When 
the Egbe re-emerged in Nigeria in 1947, the one in London 
simply became a branch and remained very active for a 
number of years.

Awolowo returned to Nigeria in 1946 as a qualified 
lawyer. He established a very successful legal practice in 
Ibadan. He began in earnest to advocate the formation of 
the Egbe in Nigeria. In this! he did not achieve immediate 
success. As he himself put it: “The people listened to me 
either with concealed -ifidifference or undisguised bore-
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THE EGBE IN NIGERIA

(iJ The NCNC Factor

In March 1945 Governor Arthur Richards (later Lord 
Milverton) presented to the Nigerian Legislative Council, 
the proposals for the belated revision of the 1923 constitu­
tion.34 The new constitution, according to the Governor, 
was designed “to promote the Unity of Nigeria, to provide 
adequately within that unity for the diverse elements which 
make up the country and to secure greater participation by 
Africans in the discussion of their own affairs.” For the 
first time the Northerners would participate in the Legis­
lative Council. The scope and membership of Legislative 
Council would be widened by making use of the Native 
Authorities. Regional Houses of Assembly would be estab­
lished for the North, the East and the West. The Legislative 
Council would legislate for the whole country and-Nigerian 
affairs would Be debated by Nigerians.

dom.32” It would appear that many Yoruba leaders were 
apathetic to his call at that time because they were suppor­
ters of the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons 
(NCNC), a party which had captured the imagination of 
many Nigerian politicians and the dying NYM. In fact 
some leaders of NYM were still making strenuous efforts 
to resuscitate it.33 In these circumstances Yoruba lea­
ders were Wary to form or join a new organisation. Many 
of them were fervent believers in the pan-Nigerian and anti­
colonial idealism of the period. But Awolowo was not dis­
couraged. He kept the ideas and the ideals of the Egbe 
alive until it was reactivated in Lagos in 1947 and formally 
inaugurated in Ile-Ife in 1948. When the Egbe re-emerged 
in Lagos; it was under a different leadership and different 
circumstances. To these circumstances we should now 
direct our mind.
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The Richards Constitution was criticised on every side by 
Nigerian political leaders on the ground that it had been 
forced on the people without any prior consultation.35 
The National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons, wliich 
had been formed in 1944 at the wake of the King’s College 
crisis in Lagos, condemned the unofficial majorities in the 
Councils as fakes, since they did not consist of directly 
elected representatives of the people.36 The party stated 
that no progress had been made since the elective principle 
had been introduced 23 years before. It also rejected the all- 
European Executive Council and pointed out that there were 
capable Nigerians who could serve on it.

Other issues which really aroused the fury of Nigerian 
political leaders were what they described as the “Obnoxious 
Ordinances”.37 These were a number of ordinances which 
were introduced along with the new constitution. They 
vested in the British Crown rights over all minerals and lands 
appropriated by the Government of Nigeria for public pur­
poses. The ordinances also vested the Government with 
power to appoint and depose traditional rulers. These ordi­
nances impinged upon those rights which the political leaders 
declared to be inalienable. Azikiwe, and the NCNC were 
able to raise a huge alarm to the effect that the people’s 
land and traditional rulers were being threatened by the 
colonial government.

The criticisms of the new constitutional proposals were 
articulated at a time .when there was social unrest caused 
by the first country-wide general strike of the trade unions 
in 1945.3’ Even though the new constitution was in noway 
responsible for the strike the two issues became associated 
because, Azikiwe, who was perhaps the greatest critic of the 
constitution, also supported the strikers, through his news­
papers. In spite of the fact that Azikiwe made sure that he 
was not directly linked with the activities of the strikers, it 
was generally believed that he engineered and inspired the 
strike. On July 8, 1945, the West African Pilot and tin 
— ---- 1 were banned for publishing statements and
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opinions, among other things, according to the government, 
“injurious to the tranquillity of certain sections of the 
community in Nigeria”.40

The Government, which at first opposed the demands of 
the workers, later changed its mind and began to pay them 
cost-of-living allowances. After the strike, Azikiwe came to 
be seen as a triumphant champion of the Nigerian workers 
against the colonial government.4 1

Meanwhile, to capitalise on Azikiwe’s enhanced popularity 
from the strike the NCNC decided to embark on a wide 
tour to explain its objections to the new constitution and the 
offending bills and “to obtain the mandate of the chiefs and 
people of Nigeria and the Cameroons in sustaining their 
objections to these measures”.42 The tour was also being 
undertaken to raise the necessary funds which would enable 
the NCNC to send a deputation to London to protest 
against the new constitution.

The tour which began from Lagos on April 22, 1946, was 
led by Herbert Macaulay, President of the NCNC.43 Other 
members of the delegation were Azikiwe, Abu Bakr Olorun 
Nimbe, M. A. 0. Imoudu and Oyeshile Omoge. The group 
went to the North first. In Kano, the tour had to be inter­
rupted because of the death of the veteran nationalist, 
Herbert Macaulay. After his funeral in Lagos, the tour 
went ahead as planned with Azikiwe leading. The party 
achieved its greatest success in the Eastern Provinces, where 
the Igbo had formed the backbone of the NCNC. According 
to Azikiwe the East contributed £9,000 of the £13,000 
collected during the tour.44

With the money collected the NCNC was able to send a 
delegation led by Azikiwe to London. The delegation was 
made up of persons from every part of the country.45 
The delegation met the Labour Colonial Secretary, Arthur 
Creech Jones on August 13, 1947.46 In addition to deman­
ding a revision of the Richards Constitution, the party 
submitted a memorandum containing thirty grievances for 
which it was seeking redress. These included immediate
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establishment. of representative political institutions in the 
country, the transfer of political power to a responsible 
Nigerian government by stages over a period of fifteen 
years and a more dynamic scholarship scheme to train as 
rapidly as possible the Nigerian experts required for the 
administration. In spite of the modesty of the demands, 
they were rejected by Author Creech Jones. He made it 
clear to the delegation that the new constitution should 
be given a fair trial and that there was no question of the 
constitution being amended until experience had shown 
in what ways it needed amendments. He said that the govern­
ment would do all in its power to assist the political, economic 
and social progress of Nigeria and strongly urged the party 
to co-operate in the great task.

The firm reply of Author Creech Jones to the NCNC. 
London Delegation was generally regarded as contemptuous 
and the whole exercise as a dismal failure. The delegates 
had to face a banage of criticisms both in the United 
Kingdom47 and Nigeria. Before the party arrived in Nigeria 
tension was rising high, particularly in Lagos and Enugu. 
In Enugu a day of mourning was observed to mark the failure 
of the mission. However, when the delegation returned to 
Lagos on October 8, 1947 the Pilot reported that it was 
received by “a mammoth crowd of 1 OO,OOO.4 5

Disappointed and disillusioned over their apparent failure 
the delegates began to quarrel among themselves about the 
finances of the trip. The degree of unity achieved by the 
delegate in London began to vanish with delegates from 
different ethnic groups demonstrating personal animosity 
against one another. In this way they played into the hands 
of their adversaries - the Yoruba in the NYM, who then 
used the Daily Service to harry the N.C.N.C. delegate by 
demanding an accounting of the £13,000 collected for the 
London trip.49 Azikiwe reacted with fury by attacking 
Yoruba leaders. This was construed by Yoruba political 
leaders as a denunciation of the entire ethnic group. Many 
Yoruba began to desert the rank and file of the NCNC.
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Some of them seized the opportunity to challenge Azikiwe’s 
political leadership. Thus, Azikiwe began to rob himself 
of the success which would have enabled him to consolidate 
his position as a national leader. As Babatunde Williams puts it:

By this act of carelessness and tactlessness Zik who had been 
given a golden key of Nigerian national unity threw it into a 
bottomless pit. 50
All was not well with the N.C.N.C. itself. Suffering from 

internal conflict and ethnic rivalries, it began to decline 
in popularity and effectiveness. The party has not succeeded 
in securing a broad popular following outside Lagos and the 
Eastern provinces. The N.C.N.C. was not a political party 
in the strict sense of the word, but an amalgam of trade 
unions social clubs, debating societies and other associations 
which had very little in common except the declared common 
objective of the unity of the country and of opposition to 
colonial rule. The N.C.N.C. had failed to build up a solid 
foundation of local branches in the towns and villages of 
Nigeria.51 It lacked an effective party machine and the 
concentration of power in the hands of Azikiwe made it 
difficult for its policy to be subjected to constant democratic 
influences and review.

In an attempt to recover from its stupor and put its house 
in order, the N.C.N.C. held its first Annual Assembly in 
Kaduna in April 1948. Azikiwe was elected President for a 
three-year term and given the power to appoint the members 
of his executive committee. Consequent upon the quarrel 
among the leaders of the party, three prominent Yoruba 
members of its executive committee were expelled. These 
was Magnus Williams (Vice-President), Adeleke Adedoyin 
(Secretary) and A. Olorun-Nimbe (Treasurer). The exit 
of these Yoruba Leaders from the party created the impres- 
ssion that it was being organised as an Igbo party.5 2

Between 1948 and 1951 the N.C.N.C. was in the doldrums. 
During this period the aims and objectives of the party were 
kept alive only in the person and activities of Azikiwe and on



106 OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA?

(ii) The Inauguration of the Egbe

■

the pages of his newspapers. There was a drastic decline in 
the enthusiasm for the pan-Nigerian anti-colonial struggle 
which had been raging in the country a decade before. One 
of the most significant consequences of the N.C.N.C. internal 
conflict and the mass exodus of Yoruba from the party was 
a clear Igbo-Yoruba split. Many Yoruba leaders became 
apprehensive of Igbo domination and denounced Igbo 
leaders as self-centred, power-hungry and vain. They thought 
that if the N.C.N.C.’s plan of unitary government for Nigeria 
should materialise, it would certainly mean Igbo hegemony, 
Igbo reign and Igbo domination of Nigeria economic and 
political life.53 With this mutual distrust between the Igbo 
and the Yoruba, the latter was yearning for an organisation 
that would adequately give expression to their political 
views and aspirations. Thus, the N.C.N.C. crisis and its 
consequences provided the conducive atmosphere for the 
formation of the Egbe in Lagos in 1947.

The inaugural meeting of the Egbe was held on Friday, 
November 28, 1947 at the Tom Jones Hall, Lagos.54 In 
attendance were many leading Yoruba Lagosians among 
whom were Dr. K. A. Abayomi, Dr. Akinola Maja, Chief 
Bajulaye of Lagos, Madam Bintu Balogun, the lya Egbe 
of Alakoro, who claimed to represent four unions, Sir 
Adeyemo Alakija who presided, D. A. Durotoye, a school­
master and representative of the Ekiti National Association 
and Chief Fagbenro Beyioku, the Awise of Lagos. From this 
attendance, the meeting looked very much like an all-Lagos 
affair. There is no evidence to show that any of the partici­
pants was a member of the Egbe in London. This is not to 
deny the possibility of some of them buying the concept 
from Awolowo, who continued to be relentless and ardent 
apostle of Yoruba Unity since he returned to Nigeria from 
the U.K.. Some of them must also have been the recipients 
of the letters written by Awolowo to eminent persons in
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Nigeria when the Egbe was established in London in 1945. 
The aims and objectives of the new organisation were similar 
to those of the one established in London but with slight 
modifications. The leaders of the new body stated that it 
would encourage the pursuit of secondary and university 
education among Yoruba youths, recognise and maintain 
the monarchical and other traditional institutions of Yoruba- 
land, and plan for their total enlightenment and democrati- 
sation. The new organisation was also to strive seriously 
to co-operate with other ethnical organisations in matters 
of mutual interest to all Nigerians in order to attain unity 
in the federation.5 5

When Awolowo learnt about the emergence of the Egbe 
in Lagos he was exceedingly happy, for, his cherished dream 
had become a reality. He quickly “sent a telegram of felici­
tations” to its leaders.5 6 He thought that the formation of 
the Egbe in Lagos at that time was the result of “the tele­
pathic nature of the mind of man” and the foresight, of 
serious thinking patriots.57 Awolowo also took immediate 
steps to inaugurate a branch of the Egbe in Ibadan. Not 
only that the Ibadan branch became the leading branch of 
the Egbe, Ibadan itself became the headquarters of the 
organisation. Awolowo began to play a leadership role 
in the organisation.

Between November 1947 when the Egbe was formed in 
Lagos and June 1948 when it was formally inaugurated in 
Ile-Ife vigorous efforts were made to propagate its aims 
and objectives5 8 and to form branches all over the country. 
Leaders of the Egbe constantly issued detailed statements’ 
explaining its aims and aspirations. In his own statement, 
which was one of the most important, Awolowo explained 
that three major factors necessitated the formation of the 
Egbe,S9 namely, practical politics, constitutional and cultural 
factors. In his own opinion, one of the major causes of the 
failure of earlier political movements was the use the English 
language as a medium of expression in their meetings. This 
was so because only an insignificant minority of the members
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of such movements could express themselves with confidence 
and intelligently in English. The artisans, the petty-traders 
and peasants were for reasons of language alone unable to 
join their fellow citizens in their deliberations. It was there­
fore only reasonable that political movements should be 
organised on linguistic bases, Awolowo contended. It would 
be absurd and insulting to invite the Igbo and the Hausa to 
a meeting in which the language spoken was Yoruba.

Awolowo went further to say that the Yoruba were still 
far from being united. In Ijebu province the people in Ijebu- 
Ode Division were finding it difficult to work with Remo 
people as brothers. In Ibadan non-Oyo people were being 
described as “native foreigners.” In Ijebu-Ode people from 
Oyo and Ilesa were spumed while in Lagos the Ila were 
objects of ridicule. There was no love lost between the Oba 
and their educated subjects. Awolowo then argued that these 
various problems could only be solved by the coming toge­
ther of all the Yoruba.

Lastly, according to Awolowo, a process of national 
degeneration was fast setting in among the Yoruba. Sons 
were persistently failing to attain the heights reached and 
kept by their fathers. Daughters made jest of the high standard 
of morality which used to be the hallmark of Yoruba woman­
hood in the olden days. It was also being increasingly realised 
by the Yoruba that their language, political and social institu­
tions and precious heritage were being neglected. He saw 
these things as matters of exclusive concern to the Yoruba 
and must be dealt with by them on grounds of patriotism, 
sentiment and national pride,

One significant development before the formal inaugura­
tion of the Egbe in Ile-Ife was the first general meeting of the 
Egbe which was held in Lagos on May 18, 1948.60 Many 
leading Yorubas in Lagos and other parts of Nigeria were 
present. An endowment fund of £6,000 was launched for the 
Purpose of furthering the aims of the Egbe. The protem 
President of the Egbe, Sir Adeyemo Alakija donated £500. 
There was an enthusiastic response to the endowment fund,
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The leaders of the Egbe thought that if the Egbe was to be 
an authentic Yoruba cultural organisation to be acceptable 
and meaningful to the generality of the Yoruba people, it 
had to be deeply associated with their holy and venerated 
city.

Between June 4 and June 6, 1948, the inaugural ceremonies 
of the Egbe took place in Ile-Ife6 3 amidst pomp and pagea- 
try, with trumpets blasting, drums resounding and enthusiasi- 
tic cheering crowds. Hundreds of participants from 95 towns

for about £3,000 was collected on the spot. Thereafter 
donations began to pour in. It was apparent that the Egbe 
was becoming a country-wide organisation. Letters of moral 
and financial support came from important Obas such as the 
Ooni of Ife, Oba Adesoji Aderemi, the Oba of Benin, Akenzua 
II, the Qlpwp of Qwp, the Ewi of Ado-Ekiti, the Olu of 
Itshekiriland (later Olu of Warri) and the Owa of Ilesa.

Shortly after this meeting very elaborate preparations 
were made for the formal inauguration of the Egbe in Ile-Ife. 
It was significant that the Egbe was to be inaugurated in 
Ile-Ife and not in Lagos, Ibadan or in any other Yoruba 
city. Ife occupied and still occupies a unique position in 
Yorubaiand. The Yoruba looked upon it as the sacred spot 
from where their ruling classes and most of the people had 
migrated to their present habitats. The king of Ife was also 
regarded as the father of the race as well as the spiritual 
leader. In addition to this, Awolowo must have greatly 
influenced the decision for the formal inauguration of the 
Egbe in Ile-Ife. Way back in 1939 he had described Ile-Ife 
as “the Garden of Eden of the Yorubas”.6 1 For years he 
held to this position. He later said:

It is not generally known that Ife is more than the cradle of the 
Yoruba people. It is from here in Ile-Ife, so our worthy Legend 
goes, that the solid earth first arose from the midst of the all- 
parvading ocean, and was then spread by one of our gods, to all 
the other parts of the world, to form the six continents of Africa, 
Asia, Australia, Europe, North America and South America.62
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attended. It was virtually a pilgrimage to the Mecca of the 
Yoruba people. During the ceremonies the draft constitution 
of Egbe was fully debated and unanimously adopted. The 
Constitution was a mere elaboration of the one prepared 
by Awolowo in London in 1945. The contents of the consti­
tution will be examined in due course.

The Election of officers of the Egbe took place. Sir 
Adeyemo Alakija, a renowned lawyer, a member of the 
Nigerian Legislative Council between 1933 and 1941 and a 
member of the Nigerian Executive Council from 1941, was 
elected President. Other inaugural officers of the Egbe 
were: Vice-Presidents: Yekini Ojikutu (Lagos), S. A. Akin- 
fenwa (Ibadan), 1. 0. Ransome-Kuti (Abeokuta), Alhaji 
Soye (Ijebu Ode), Prince Duro Adefarakan (Ife), Chief 
Otun Akinyede (Ondo), S. 0. Gbadamosi (Ikorodu), Dr. 
Akinola Maja (Lagos); Treasurer Dr. K. A. Abaypmi (Lagos); 
General Secretary: Obafemi Awolowo (Ijebu-Remo); Legal 
Advisers: Bode Thomas (Oyo) and H.O. Davies 
(Oyo). In addition 44 unofficial members of the Egbe's 
executive were elected.

Before the inaugural ceremonies ended, it was announefl 
that £5,813 had been collected as part of the endowment 
fund the target of which had been increased to £60,000. 

The award of ten University scholarships was announced 
immediately. This was a clear evidence of determination 
on the part of the Egbe and high premium it placed on 
education.

The formal inauguration of the Egbe in Ile-Ife was plann­
ed in a grand manner by Yoruba leaders to display their 
strong attachment to their ethnic cause. Judging by the 
number of participants, the number of the various Yoruba 
towns represented and enthusiasm displayed, it could be 
said that the conference did give the growth of Yoruba 
nationalism a mighty thrust forward.

The aims and objectives of the Egbeb 5 as contained in 
its constitution are here set out in details since, they are
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(A) Yorubaland

(0

(ii)

(iii)

(iv)

necessary for our clear understanding of what the Egbe 
stood for:

To study fully its political problems, to plan for the 
rapid development of its political institutions and to 
accelerate the emergence of a virile modernised and 
efficient Yoruba state with its own individuality

To recognise and maintain the monarchical and other 
similar institutions of Yorubaland, to plan for their 
complete enlightenment and democratisation, to 
acknowledge the leadership of Yoruba Obas and to 
establish a firm basis of entire co-operation between 
the Yoruba people and their Obas in the political and 
social affairs of Yorubaland.

To combat the disintegrating forces of tribalism, 
to stamp out discrimination among the Yoruba, 
interse and against minorities. To unite the various 
clans and tribes in Yorubaland and generally create 
and actively foster the idea of a single nationalism 
throughout Yorubaland.

To study fully its educational problems; to plan for 
the improvement of educational facilities both in 
content and in extent and to encourage in both 
the content and extent in every way possible espe­
cially by means of scholarship awards by the Society, 
the pursuit of secondary and university education 
by Yoruba boys and girls, to explore the means of 
introducing and as soon as possible to introduce or 
cause to be introduced1 mass and compulsory educa­
tion among the people of Yorubaland and to foster 
the study of Yoruba Language, culture and history
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within the Federal State of Nigeria.

(v)

(vi)

(B) Nigeria

(>)

(i<)

(iii)

To cooperate in the fullest manner with the other 
regions to see that the aims and objects set out in 
(A) in so far as they are applicable to such regions 
are achieved throughout the whole country.

To strive earnestly to co-operate with existing ethnical 
and regional associations and such as may exist here­
after, in matters of common interest to all Nigerians, 
so as thereby to attain unity in federation.

To promote the social welfare of Yorubaland, combat 
the evils of superstition and ignorance, spread the 
knowledge of medical relief and stimulate the provi­
sion of hospitals, maternity homes and such like 
amenities.

To encourage and aid in every way possible the crea­
tion and continuance of associations similar to the 
society, among the other ethnical groups in Nigeria.

To study its economic resources, to asscertain its 
economic potentialities, and advise as to the wisest 
utilisation of its wealth, so as to ensure abundance 
and prosperity for its people.

Here, it is just pertinent to make some comments and 
observations on these formidable aim and objectives of 
the Egbe. First, they were not significantly different from 
those of the Egbe drafted by Awolowo in London in 1945. 
In fact, they could be described as mere elaborations of the 
London edition.

Second, it is significant that education had been given 
the pride of place in the constitution. The present writer
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was told by Chief I. O. Delano, the Administrative Secre­
tary of the Egbe, that before the formation of the Egbe 
some Yoruba leaders had sent a delegation to discuss the 
(Jauses of the falling standard of education in Yorubaland 
With the- Director of Education, Western Provinces. The 
Director identified lack of qualified teachers as one of 
the major causes.66 Hence, when the Egbe came into 
being, education was made one of its top priorities.

Third, it was Yoruba nationalism and Yoruba national 
consciousness that had to be developed. The leaders of 
the Egbe were not concerned with immediate self-govern­
ment for Nigeria. Awolowo had argued that in one way 
or another immediate self-government would lead to con­
fusion and inefficiency and the entire structure of society 
would collapse. He advocated, instead, a process whereby 
each of the three main ethnic groups — the Yoruba, the 
Igbo and the Hausa should progress gradually towards 
self-government at the pace set by the political leader­
ship in each group.67 Although this position looks con­
servative, it was what eventually happened in Nigeria.

Fourth, the Egbe was concerned with how to establish 
its legitmacy in Yorubaland. In order to realise this objec­
tive easily, it planned to recognise and maintain monarchi­
cal and similar institutions in Yorubaland. Hitherto, there 
was no love lost between the traditional rulers and the 
educated elite. The Egbe did not only want to cultivate 
the friendship of the traditional rulers it also wanted to 
counter the Igbo leaders and the N.C.N.C. who were sus­
pected of planning to abolish the chieftaincy institutions 
if they came into power in Nigeria.6 8 If the Egbe hoped 
to succeed it had to entice the Oba and chiefs who were 
still being held in high esteem by the massess of the Yoruba 
people, Awolowo, the intellectual leader, political theorist 
and strategist of the Egbe had changed his earlier position 
on the Oba. He had earlier stated that in other parts of the 
world people had discovered that the machinery of govern­
ment worked much more smoothly and swiftly without
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kings or “paramount rulers” than working with them.69 
With the birth of the Egbe he asserted that the Oba and 
chiefs were the most apparent instruments ready at hand 
as the most effective means of organising the masses for 
rapid political advancement.70 For him, this was a matter 
of practical politics.

Lastly, the Egbe anticipated that its emergence might be 
misconstrued by other ethnic groups in the country. For 
this reason, it promised to encourage and co-operate with 
other ethnic organisations in the country. In spite of this 
pledge the Egbe and its leadership were viciously attacked 
by the Igbo and the N.C.N.C. who thought that the Egbe 
had been formed to halt the advance of Azikiwe’s efforts 
to political leadership in Nigeria.

As we have noted above, Awolowo was elected General 
Secretary of the Egbe in Ife in 1948. He held that post 
from then until 1954 when he became the Premier of the 
then Western Region. Under his indefatigable leadership 
and iron discipline the Egbe weathered tne storm of its 
teething problems and grew from strength to strength. 
By 1951 the Egbe had a membership of 10,000 with 90 
branches throughout Nigeria. Of these, there were 70 
in the West, 10 in the East and 10 in the North.71

In pursuance of its objectives the Egbe began to promote 
the study of Yoruba language, history and culture. The 
Egbe embarked on a scholarship scheme for which an end- 
ownment fund of £100.000 was launched. By 1949 the 
Egbe had awarded 17 Univserity scholarships and 21 secon­
dary school scholarships.”7 2

Leaders of the Egbe worked very hard for peace and 
harmony in Yorubaland by mediating in disputes between 
traditional rulers and their people and in disputes between 
communities. In the process-of doing these, the Egbe had 
evolved into an effective medium of co-operation between 
the rising educated elite and the Oba and chiefs in Yoruba­
land. Indeed, between 1948 and 1951 the Egbe provided a 
rallying focus for Yoruba leaders to speak with a united



115AWOLOWO AND EGBE OMO ODUDUWA

CONCLUSION

The Egbe had succeeded in bringing within its fold, Yoruba 
people of different shades of political ideas. The radical, the 
liberal and the conservative work side by side without friction. 
The Egbe has succeeded in bridging the one time widening gulf 
between the Obas and their people.73

In this paper an attempt has been made to trace the cir­
cumstances leading to the founding of the£g6e Omo Odudu- 
wa both in the U. K. and Nigeria - the collapse of the 
N.Y.M. (a formidable and influential pan-Nigerian organisa­
tion), the crisis within the N.C.N.C. ana rhe general feeling 
among the Yoruba leaders that the ethnic identity of their 
people and their supreme position in Nigerian public affairs 
were being threatened or challenged. It has been stated 
that the objective of the Egbe were to unite the various 
groups in Yorubaland in general, to create and foster the 
idea of a single nationalism in Yorubaland and encourage 
the study of Yoruba language, history and culture. Al­
though the Egbe was advertised as a cultural organisation, 
its definition of culture was flexible enough to embrace 
some political activities.

In addition the Egbe engaged in limited political activities. 
It presented two memoranda - one to the Conference on 
the Review of the Richards Contitution in 194974 and the 
other to the Hicks - Phillipson Commission on Revenue 
Allocation in Nigeria in 1950.7 5 It also fought successfully 
for the merging of Lagos with the Western Region in 1951 
and unsuccessfully for the re-adjustment of the boundary 
between the North and the West.

voice on important national issues of the day instead of 
babel. Awolowo summed up this achievement in the 
following words:
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While the Egbe was assiduously pursuing its objectives 
it incurred the wrath of the Igbo and the leaders of the 
N.C.N.C. who attempted to strangle the Egbe in its infancy. 
They had erroneously believed that the Egbe had been 
set up against their political interest in Nigeria. The Egbe 
should be seen as a movement of profound sentiment with 
specific political, cultural and historical content which 
were derived from political condition in Nigeria. In short, 
it was not just a mere abstract expression of human desire.

Because this was misunderstood, the period between 
1947 and 1948 was dominated by intense hostilities bet­
ween the Yoruba and Igbo leaders. Consequent upon this 
development some writers and commentators have accused 
Awolowo and the Egbe of introducing “tribalism” into 
Nigeria and thereby impeded the march towards indepen­
dence. For instance, Babatunde Williams, one of such 
writers has argued that the founding of the Egbe “establi­
shed a trend of tribal nationalism into Nigeria” and that 
this was inimical to Nigerian nationalism which promised 
freedom from British Colonial rule which had been nurtured 
by the N.C.N.C.’6 Williams’s position on this issue is cer­
tainly challengeable.

Tn the first place, it is not accurate to say that it was 
the Egbe that began ethnic nationalism in Nigeia. Certainly, 
Williams was well aware of the existence of such ethnic 
organisation such as the Ibibio Welfare Union, the Urhobo 
Brotherhood Society and the Ibo Union and their roles in 
Nigerian politics. The events that followed the N.Y.M. 
crisis of 1941 clearly showed that ethnicity was gradually 
becoming a critical factor in Nigerian politics.

In the second place, it was the treatment meted out to 
certain Yoruba leaders in the N.C.N.C. and what was re­
garded as aggressiveness of the Igbo which created distrust 
of the Igbo intentions and heightened the clamour by the 
Yoruba for their own organisation.

In the third place, the activities of the Egbe might have 
aroused ethnic awareness in other parts of the country,
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The solidarity and unity achieved by the Egbe among 
the Yoruba did not deter Awolowo and other Yoruba 
leaders from contributing effectively to the nationalist 
struggle for independence. The leaders of the Egbe firmly 
believed that if the Yoruba were united it would be easier 
for them to join hands with the leaders of other ethnic 
groups in the country to fight for independence. Given 
the size and complexities of Nigeria, Awqlowo and the 
other leaders of the Egbe were the first group of people 
to present federalism as the rhost realistic and critical

To validate one's heritage to explore one’s culture, to 
examine thoroughly those institutions which have per­
sisted through centuries is perhaps the first step in a peo­
ple’s search for independence. 79

but whether this developement retarded Nigeria’s march 
towards independence or worked against national unity 
is debatable. The Egbe had argued that the first practical 
step towards the building of a federal state in Nigeria 
was the unification of the important ethnic groups in the 
country. It asserted that “coherence of parts is by no 
means incompatible with the unity of the whole.”77 The 
British Government did not fix any target date for Nigeria’s 
independence until the late fifties. The granting of inde­
pendence by European colonial powers to their colonies 
depended on, among other things, what G. O. Olusanya 
has described as “the complexities of international poli­
tics.”78 The colonies did not get their independence 
merely for the asking. Ethnic loyalty and pride in one’s 
traditions and culture do not necessarily spell the doom 
of the progress towards national unity in a country any 
more than being a good family man necessarily prevents 
one from being a good citizen. Cultural nationalism could 
be seen as the first step in the development of the anti­
colonial movement which demanded self-rule. Wiifred 
Cartey is expressing the same view when the writes.
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O. LAWUYI

Mirror of an Identity: Reflections on 
“Awo”, His Contemporaries, His 
Time

“Awo’" is the autobiographical,account of the life history 
and life course ot Chief Obafemi Awolowo. The auto­
biographical account joins many on the African leaders.1 
The stimulus to give meaning to life comes usually after 
holding important public offices, and the autobiogra­
phies reflect not only the more superficial concerns of 
a particular historical epoch but also the authors’ more 
fundamental attitudes and evaluations of their societies. 
The writings touch on popular sentiments and emotions 
and on themes which constitute some of the cultural 
dimensions of the authors’ ideologies and worldviews. 
The appeal in the writings is in the fact that the authors 
command attention as agents and vanguard of change. 
Quite predictably then, the < auto-biographie's enter into 
public consciousness as stories ot achievements not only 
informative but evocative as well.

Specifically, Awo’s autobiography like any other raises 
two fundamental issues: the self perception of the author 
and the public perception of the same self. Beyond what 
the author says he is, and what he says be can do, are also 
what others think of him. When there is discrepancy bet­
ween these views, the positive value of the others’ view­
point is that it serves to bring into light what the author
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Here, in this first part of our discussion we deal with 
textual analysis of Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s autobio­
graphy. The attempt id to gain insight into his self develop­
ment and character from the interactional patterns, policy

had hidden about the self.2 While others’ views and opin­
ions may not necessarily be objective and correct, the effort 
at a comprehensive discussion of the author’s own concep­
tion of human nature, society and interactional processes, 
must nevertheless go beyond the psychological and bio­
graphical foundations laid in his autobiography. The 
autobiography is quite naturally self centred. But then, 
the author cannot observe himself; rather he can only 
construct a self to observe.3

In Awolowo’s case, we shall be studying the self con­
struction from the perspective of the role of image-making 
in a society undergoing social change. Accordingly, the 
first part of this paper will focus the culturally and situa- 
tionally determined thematization of Awo’s self develop­
ment. It is an exploration into the early stages of his life, 
a time he was growing up and the society intervenes bet­
ween his capability and vision. This part would be based 
on the analysis of events in the autobiography of the Chief. 
The second part of the paper will focus people’s perception 
and opinion of the person of the Chief. It is an exploration 
into the “mature” aspect of’his life; a time he has public 
attention as a political leader. The autobiography does 
not contain all the information we need on this matter, 
especially of those who disagree strongly with Awolowo 
on social problems and their solutions. Hence we have 
to rely on publications other than the autobiography. In 
the last part of the essay, we shall propose a theory to 
explain the discrepancy between what Awo thinks of him­
self and what others think of him. It is an attempt to link 
individual and society together in a cultural framework.
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statements, and ambitions, enunciated in the text. This 
requires insight into the perenially puzzling yet fundamental 
relationships between individual and group, society and 
culture, text and experience. This analysis, we must hasten 
to add, is subjective. The Chief has never been met at 
close range- for any interview or discussion on any of the 
vital issues we would raise. We have attended some of 
his political rallies though. At such meetings, the Chief 

enthused courage and hope in ideological framework of 
socialism. He talked about free education, and health. He 
appeared to identify with the aspirations of those who 
legitimately seek a transformation in their life styles ana in 
social inequality. This posture is also discernible in the Chief’s 
autobiography. But there are other events and issues as well.

In the autobiographical espose on Awolowo’s life course 
there are three inter-related parts: the early childhood (chap­
ters 1-4); the training years (chapters 5—11); and the politi­
cal involvements (chapters 12-16). Issues and ideas in these 
parts overlap but it seems safe to suggest that the first part 
describes Awo’s self potentials and socio-economic roots; the 
second part takes the process by which Awo makes a decision 
and looks at the constraints upon the behaviour of the 
decision maker; the last part deals with impact of policy 
decisions on socio- economic development. These parts, their 
impacts and their limitations are worth close scrutiny.

In the first part of the autobiography is'the story of the 
Chiefs rise from poverty. The life course began in Ikenne, 
the rural village in Ogun State which in early 1900s was 
witnessing rapid social change. The old and new values relate 
in trying circumstances, each trying to seek dominance. 
There was conflict between those who wanted change, those 
who were Christians or were educated, and those who pre­
ferred the traditional value system. People were, at different 
times, fugitives respectively from the angry pagan community 
and from the British punitive expeditions which were some­
times despatched to protect the small Christian community
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and to restore colonial authority.
The rural populace of Ikenne could feel the impact of the 

colonial structure from occasional presence of White admini­
strators and from the consequences of colonial policies. They 
could recognize the status distinction between the ruler and 
the ruled because the undisputable authority had to be 
carried around in a hammock by the natives. The policies of 
this new authority led to the restructuring of the old socio­
economic order. With his coming, achieved criteria replaced 
the ascriptive ones. And though some natives did not like the 
new situation, others quickly adapted. Reactions to colonia­
lism varied, yet, whatever their reactions, the people of 
Ikenne and the nation at large found themselves rationally 
compelled to reject certain time-honoured traditions relating 
not only to religion but also to socialization process in 
language and professionalism.

Western education for instance became a must. Awo’s 
father joined several others in insisting that the son must be 
educated in Western values. The father had himself parted 
with traditions by moving away from the worship of Son- 
pona, god of small-pox. It was a break that challenged his 
independence: he was free but could not ignore the reactions 
of members of his family who did not want him to do so. 
Nevertheless, the conflict did not enter into his relationship 
with his son.

Awolowo became educated as he wished. The son’s great 
advantage over the father is that he grew up when the throes 
and confusion of social change in Ikenne had settled down 
into specific order, the colonial order. The whitemen had 
finally settled down; all resistance to his presence and rule 
thenceforth constituted a “treasonable” act.

Later, Awo himself would be a proponent of social change. 
However, few of his childhood experiences could provide the 
concreteness that his attitude to social change assumed. Bom 
into a polygamous home, Awo is a monogamist. Also, although 
born into a rich family by traditional standard, Awo lost his 
father at the age of 11 years. With the father gone there was



127MIRROR OF AN IDENTITY

confusion as to bow to sponsor his education. The uncles, the 
beloved grandmother and even the mother lacked the means 
to sustain the determination of a brilliant and ambitious boy 
that would later give free education to millions of people. 
It was the courage to live and the determination to succeed 
that sustained him.

In reading through the autobiography the crucial factor 
which emerges is that Awo is a bye-product of structutal 
impact, the home, the colonial situation and the school. He 
learnt about social reality as these structures made demand 
on his time, energy and vision. In the process he discovered 
how he fitted into each more fully. Take his view of the 
society for instance, Awo sees man as a thinking and free 
self. In his philosophical thoughts man differ from the lowei 
animals by having innate capacity for intelligence. This 
special privilege, which must be enriched by education, 
increases the variability of man’s capacity to respond to a 
variety of social situations, most important of which are 
social constraints, arising from socialization of resources, 
wealth and material development. It is Awo’s view that a 
proper and adequate socialization is important to individual’s 
notion of the self and hence of his place in the society.4 
Consequently, as the individual lays out options, select and 
reconstruct strategies, the task of the society would be to 
produce citizens who will identify their successes with the 
successes and stability of their society. And it is Awo’s 
contention that the heightened introspection and reflection 
that become characteristic of this mental life could best 
be achieved and practiced within the western democratic 
ideology.

There are two distinct ideological camps in the world today: 
the western democracies and the communist block ... My pre­
ference is unhesitatingly and unequivocally for the western 
democracies. In the present world context, when atheistic materia­
lism is threatening to destroy or stifle all that is best and noblest 
in man, neutrality in international affairs, whether passive, 
positive or independent, is an unmitigated disservice to humanity.5
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Freedom, an essential ingredient of democracy, is thus 
a key issue in Awo's conceptualization of self and social 
development. In his life time, he went about the search for 
his own freedom in various ways. In his training years, he 
challenged rules and regulations in Wesley College (see 
Chapter 5, 6, and 7) and criticized policies and ideas which 
perpetuate social inequality (see Chapters 14 and 15). From 
chapter 5 to the end of the text there are examples of rebe­
llious spirit and flagrant disobedience to authority, including 
a contemptious treatment of constituted authority. There 
are indications of self-pride, intolerance and courageous 
acts. He wanted to be a journalist and he became one. Later, 
he got involved in business adventures which were meant 
to satisfy the urge for materialism. Some were successful, 
some failed. Nevertheless, the struggle to be somebody 
worthwhile in the society continued and reached an ultimate 
as a lawyer - that profession that makes law and breaks it!

From the time he became a lawyer until now, Awo has 
been under pressure to conform to official positions that 
are emotionally and ideologically designed to retain intact 
the culture of the ruling political elites. Although he has 
accumulated a lot himself,6 he has stayed out more as an 
opposition than an “in-member”. That is, he may not disagree 
with the need to accumulate wealth and properties in a 
capitalistic economy but he is also concerned with the 
manner of wealth distribution. As far as he is concerned, the 
poor and the needy must be brought into the bandwagon of 
elites by broadening their access to education.

For Awo then, the act of freedom requires some kind of 
courage and sensitivity. And there are several examples of 
how Awolowo deals with social constraints. We would not 
catalogue these examples but we would, in knowing who he 
is, probe deeper into his thought processes. We would look 
at the statements which convey Awo’s reflections on the 
issue of courage. The statements we have extracted are listed 
in table 1.

We want to acknowledge that the methodology of textual



mirror of an identity 129

analysis based on a single text and embracing these few 
statements suffer certain weaknesses such as interchanging 
synonyms or omiting to cite certain key phrases. The method 
has been used by other scholars however,7 and we have 
taken care of the problems-they have highlighted.

The extracted statements fall into three classes: (1) per­
sonalized references calling attention to what the Chief has 
done; (2) generalized statements which refer to nobody 
in particular and are offered as policy statements; (3) the 
expressions of non-courageous acts that also indicate per­
sonal weaknesses. Critical analysis of the statements reveal 
that the difference between these categories of thoughts 
is in the way the Ciiief relates to and handle social situations. 
For example, in those contexts in which he displayed courage, 
his actions were set on moral and legal principles: “I refused 
to plead on the ground that the judges were my accusers.”8 
Here the Chief seems to imply that something was wrong 
in the constitution of the judges.

The review of the personalized and generalized statements 
indicate that courage involves the displacement of unwarran­
ted constraints and a comprehension of the consequences 
that would follow attempt to deal with power superiors. 
Yet, as Awolowo himself realized on the occasions of his 
failures to show courage, it is the power superior that shapes 
the norms and values of any society. Hence, in spite of his 
protests, the Wesley Schpol authorities would not change 
their school constitution to favour the junior students. 
Also, his presence at the site where his properties were being 
auctioned, because he could not repay the loan he got, 
could only deter a few, his very close friends. People went 
on to buy the properties. It certainly must have occurred 
to the young Awolowo that the greatest challenge to any 
self development is the understanding of the socio-cultural 
milieu ... the concern with legacy... how to leave traces of 
oneself while operating within the delicate boundaries of 
authority relationships. Hence his philosophical orientation 
to the issue of courage.
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TABLE 1

SELECTED REFERENCES ON COURAGEOUS BEHAVIOURS

Page Number SettingCourage Reference

*14

**30

*38

**39

**41

*46

su-

*54
Reaction to senior stu-

“1 pointed out, not with­
out some hesitation, that 
he had wrongly spelt my 
surname”.

“I got hold of a stick too, 
ready and determined to 
give blow for blow”.

“1 had no courage to say 
this to Uncle James”.

“It became imperative I 
should stand my ground”.

Awo fell from a moving 
lorry and was badly 
wounded, he failed to 
report the accident to 
school authorities.

Uncle James would not 
pay Awo’s school fees. 
But the uncle is known 
for bad temper.

“1 refused to plead on the
ground that the judges were dents of Wesley College 
my accusers.” Awo is accused of insu­

bordination.

“I could not resist the temp- He was about to eat 
tation”. sacrificial meal.

A wrestling contest 
with a wrestler from 
Lagos.

The wife of Awo’s 
master abused him and 
made derogatory re­
mark on his parentsand 
tribe.
The master calls him 

wolowo because he 
does not like the cultish 
aspect of Awolowo.

“1 did not want to face 
the mortification of being 
demoted or of having 
to repeat the same 
standard in the 
receding year".
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TABLE 1 (CONTD.)

Page Number • Courage Reference Setting

**57

**57

**95 “Sir, you are a man!”

**98

**109

**120

*160

*165 Writing a memorandum 
to the government.

“My reaction was one of 
.cool and unaffected defi­
ance”.

“I remained calm and 
unperturbed”.

“She had courage ofa 
rare kind, I have that too”.

“I made bold to state cate­
gorically”.

Awo refused to serve 
tea to students from 
Kudeti Girls School.

Awo’s reaction to cha­
nge in business fortune.

The statement com­
pares the assets of a 
wife who stayed home 
to take care of - the 
children .while Awo was 
overseas.

deal with colonial 
government.

“I ignored the assignment”. The work roster was 
considered unfair to 
junior students.

"f was somewhat hesitant” Awo is not sure of the 
type of constitution the 
country needs.

Awo’s property was 
being auctioned. He 
stood watching the 
show.

“Many people in the West The different Nigerian 
and in the East were coura- ethnic groups have to 
geous enough to move to 
the periphery of the poli­
tical arena ...”
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TABLE 1 (CONTD.)

Page Courage Reference Setting

♦’♦197

Talking about indepen-♦*♦198

♦♦‘243 on

*”257
the following assertion”.

***310

Note:

■

“As between contending 
forces, we should have 
enough courage to make 
up our minds”.

"Courage is the facing of a 
known danger for a noble 
purpose”.

Outlining direction for 
Nigeria’s foreign policy 
after independence.

Talking about risks that 
would attend the atta­
inment of indepen­
dence.

“We must not mistake
fool hardiness for courage”, dence.

* Stands for non-couragcous acts.
** Refers to personalized references.

*** Denotes generalized statements.

“He was big and courageous Reflection on Lord 
enough to make up his own Chandos, Secretary of 
mind”. State for the colonies

“I was emboldened to make Directing discussion on 
agitation for indepen­
dence by 1956.
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II

Basically, every man has his own career path and he needs 
courage to carry on when the. financial and moral resources 
are lacking. In the process of travelling on the career path, 
the self and others’ interests have to inter-relate. If there 
should be a conflict of interest, courage is necessary to stay 
on one’s course. We must therefore go beyond Awolowo’s 
self perception, since there is indication that his interests do 
not always correspond-with those of others.

A vital element in any identity construction is the reaction 
of other people to the self one has consciously or uncon­
sciously constructed. As already argued, the image constru­
ction which Awo attempts in his book implies that men 
recognize him as a couragous leader and thereby recognize a 
separation between the self and others in the same contem­
poraneous time. But as we now show, there are many 
Nigerians ready to question his leadership. They have reacted 
to his policies as “betrayal of socialism”.9 They have descri­
bed him as arrogant.10 He is regarded as “selfish”, “dictato­
rial” and “unbending”.11 To some he is a tribalist, meaning 
that he searches for, promotes and protects the Yoruba 
interests.12 Many would regard him as a controversial figure 
whose views are always antagonistic to that of the govern­
ment in power. Yet one of these governments conferred a 
national award on him. And another sent him a congratula­
tory message befitting an elder statesman.13

We think that interpretation and mediation of facts are 
required for proper understanding of Awolowo’s self image 
since there is a chasm to be bridged in fully reconciling Awo’s 
self with other’s perception of him. As we look at labels 
variously applied to him by fellow politicians - labels such as 
selfish and dictatorial - we think that his personality has 
affected the kind and duration of his relationships to other 
people. Actually, it has been the case that some friends - 
those who think he is dictatorial and unbending - turn out 
later as enemies. Few political enemies ever changed to be
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“selfish”,

To his critic, Awo is not part of the progressive movement 
for change but a member of the bourgeois class. His trave­
lling to the North attest to the real interest: the replacement 
of the feudal authority in the North with Awo’s own brand 
of authoritarian and elitist rule.

_ Underlying the meanings of such labels as “selfish”, 
“tribal” or “authoritarian” man is of course a notion of 
deviancy. Such deviant image is raised when Awo socially 
differentiates himself from the collective representation; 
as for instance when he travelled to the North in 1959, 
interestingly, in reading his autobiography, it is clear that 
Awo would not himself deny the value of collective actions, 
However, the dtmlism of change and cultural content which 
menaces the former with a functional reduction to the utili­
tarian models and purposes of the agent requires that notion

friends. There were differences along issues, but mostly 
about strategies:

Master strategist and tactician with an iron fist as the Chief is, 
he schemed and effectively marginalized the more radical members 
of the party: people like S. G. Ikoku, Dr. Victor Oyenuga, Ayo 
Okusanya, Ayo Ogunsheye, and Dr. Sanya Onabamiro.14
The actions and policies of Chief Obafemi Awolowo 

are always open to many interpretations. Ofcourse, this 
is how it should be in a political relationship. For the way 
politics presents itself is in the form of arguments made by 
politicians regarding the virtue of a programme or strategy 
of their opponents. Thus, when Awolowo went to campaign 
in the north in 1959, his friends regarded it as an act of 
courage and an attack on the feudal system nurtured by the 
emirs.15 It was, however, a poor showing from the reaction­
aries point of view, especially by those who see a link with 
his travel to the north in 1952. They recalled that.

In October 1952, Chief Awolowo travelled to Kaduna and met 
with the feudal lord and NPC boss, the Sardauna of Sokoto, Sir 
Ahmadu Bello. His mission: to advise the Sardauna to take 
urgent steps against revolutionary elements in the north who 
were gathering momentum and appeared to have a great future 
in order to avert communism in Nigeria.”16
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of time, constraints and ability, be not given innately or 
transcendentally to only collective decision. In the throes 
of change, there are some things which the individuals, 
strongly convinced about their principles, can do to reor­
ganize the socio-economic and political structures.1’’ They 
can, as Awo often does, organize their own political parties 
within the limits of the law.

We must remember that history has demostrated very 
clearly that leaders are bom and leaders are made. So that 
those who grope for the real Awo must go beyond the 
circumstances of his birth. They must appreciate Awo’s 
dramatic emergence in national political theatre in the 40s, 
his Cinderella plot, the scenario of a “dark horse” upsetting 
the favourites in the 1954 elections, the pathos of courage 
and the mood of the Nigerian public to men of rare courage. 
They would have to see the dialectics of self and society 
as the individual struggles to achieve, indeed to become 
an important person in the society.

Until 1950, Awolowo was a relatively obscure person. 
Many Nigerians were familiar with such names as Herbert 
Macaulay, Earnest Ikoli and Nnamdi Azikiwe. These persona­
lities dominated the political scene with their abilities, their 
challenge of colonialism, and their oratorical skills. In addi­
tion, each controlled a newspaper which served as organ for 
the expression of his ideas and opinions. Throughout the 
20s and 30s, Azikiwe’s West African Pilot was a dominant 
instrument for the mobilization of public awareness. So 
successful were these nationalists’ newspapers in creating 
awareness that people like Awolowo could not but admire 
the personalities behind the papers. And it was this admira­
tion that provided opportunity for the challenge of leader­
ship which Azikiwe, for instance, enjoyed. Ofcourse, it took 
him several years to become a national figure of comparable 
weight.

The journey to public limelight began rather slowly and 
was rough. From a humble beginning as the son of a peasant 
farmer and sawyer, Awo rose to become the founder of 
Egbe Omo Oduduwa, a proto-political movement which 
later formed the nucleus of a political party, the Action 
Group. It was from this political base that, as its founder
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1

and leader, he rose to the status of Leader of Government 
Business in the Western Region in 1951. He became the 
premier of the Region in 1954. Later, he became the first 
leader of opposition in the Federal Parliament of Nigeria; 
the leader, founder and principal motivator of the Unity 
Party of Nigeria. He was a distinguished lawyer bestowed 
with the highest award of Senior Advocate of Nigeria (SAN). 
And as a politician of repute he was one of the few with the 
decorated honour of Grand Commander of The Federal 
Republic of Nigeria (GCFR).

Awolowo is known to his followers as “leader of the 
Yoruba”; he was and still is affectionately referred to as 
“papa” by his followers. The elusive post that he was never 
to achieve was the presidency of Nigeria. Billy Dudley, a well- 
known Nigerian political scientist, has tied this failure to the 
ethnic base of Awolowo’s political interests.
He suggests that

as leader of the Action Group (a title by which Awo v/as called 
by his party members) and Premier of the Western Region Govern­
ment, there could hardly be any doubt that by 1954 the new 
Oduduwahad emerged.18
Billy Dudley’s view sets Awolowo’s achievements within 

events of not only a mythical past but also a contemporary 
ethnic politics. From the mythical perspective, it is the 
general belief that Oduduwa is the founder of the Yoruba 
race, Yet little is known by way of scholarly research, about 
the man and his achievements.19 A current thesis suggests 
that he worshipped a goddess Oduduwa after whom he took 
his name.20 The success ascribed to the goddess is thus 
believed to have elevated and legitimized the popularity of 
the devotee. In which case, the potency of the Oduduwa 
leadership is the religious belief which validates his personal 
authority. Since this belief is peculiar to the Yoruba. It is 
Dudley’s contention that the degree to which Oduduwa 
symbolism would allow for flexibility and manipulation 
in response to changing realities in pluralistic setting would 
he limited. Too limited to articulate the - organization of 
large, highly differentiated grouping in a rapidly changing
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All through his stuggling days, Chief Awolowo retained his 
anything-you-can-do-I-can-do-better attitude. At the age of 11 
he had developed the ambition to own a motorcycle like the

society. Consequently, a person like Awolowo, with an 
Odudu^a image, can onlv provoke thought to a particular 
ethnic profile:

Awo’s particularism no doubt stems from the fact that he has 
spent much of his life in the Western Region and as such has 
not been exposed to the wide range of cross-cultural influences 
existent in Nigerian society. Yoruba society is much ‘closed’ than 
Igbo society, the ethnic group to which Zik (Nnamdi Azikiwe, 
Awo’s rival) belongs. Yoruba society, being closed and hierarchi­
cally ordered, could also explain the authoritarianism inherent 
in Awo’s thought.21
If Dudley’s observation of Awolowo’s personality is 

correct, we must expect that the closed and hierarchically 
structured Yoruba society should develop only authori­
tarian personalities. Certainly not every Yoruba is authori­
tarian. It is a shallow knowledge of the Yoruba culture that 
could have produced a remark which has no foundation in 
reality. After all, within the Yoruba society there is an 
array of socio-political forms: political, organizations based 
on patrilineal descent group, age-sets,. secret ceremonial 
societies and several professional bodies. Each of the groups 
has its own leader. Hardly is any individual a leader over ail 
the groups.22 There are checks and balances in the autho­
rity relations between these bodies. As such, there can be 
no ubiquitous big-man tribal type.

Dudley might want to explain Awolowo’s interest in 
political power but his authoritarian theory of Awolowo’s 
personality is much a product of structure than of process. 
Such a theory cannot, for instance, account for what Oloko 
describes as Awolowo’s “Credit Want” mentality.23 This 
Credit Want mentality urges interest in courageous acts, in 
freedom, and in desire for leadership. It reflects a desire 
to be recognized as an achiever in a modem socio-political 
setting. The attention is not on the person but the achieve­
ments. This means that the individual must be seen as better 
than the best:
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Ill

Thus far, the principle that holds together the increasingly 
o.!!rr,topics 311(1 excursion of this essay is Awolowo's 
. ; tlie growth, the self perception and other people’s
a d r? t0 ™age' have thus inadvertently created 
_ Uaay of ,seI.f 311(1 society. From a cultural determinist’s

Pective, it is the society that determines the kinds of

native court clerk he first saw on this status-symbol. At the age 
of 16 he pleasantly discovered that his acquiantance with the 
three R's was much better than that of his teacher. When at the 
age of 17 he passed the government standard V examinations at 
Imo Wesleyan School, Abeokuta, he decided to pursue his educa­
tion further because he had seen lawyers in court, and from the 
moment he was their wigs and gowns he became possessed by 
an overpowering desire of becoming a lawyer one day and when 
finally in 1946 after having triumphed over great odds he experi­
enced a great satisfaction in beating fellow-Nigerians like Chief 
H. 0. Davies, Q. C. and Dr. T. 0. Elias in the Bar Finals.24
We have quoted extensively merely to show that every 

stage of Chief Awolowo’s development is influenced by the 
Credit Want mentality. There may of course be deviations 
from the expectations the Credit Want Mentality generates, 
but in this singular character, rather than the authoritarian 
personality, lies the essence of the Chief s conducts. Those 
who have written aoout him, including Awolowo himself, 
would consider his achievements exceptional and specta­
cular. Writers hence title their works as: “Voice of Wisdom”5 5 
“Voice of Courage”,26 “Voice of Reason”,27 “My March 
Through Prison”,28 “The Trial of Obafemi Awolowo”,29 
and “Awo On The Nigerian Civil War”3 0 These selective 
use of language of triumph and of achievements mark the 
presence of an exceptional character. The language, further­
more, posits the difference between self and society; the 
society sets up contraints (i.e. trials, prisons, and so on) 
that require the mobilization of the self for purposes of 
transcending the constraints. In the third part of this essay 
ve tie the self and society together.
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roles an individual is allowed to play. The same society 
creates a unique personality which every member adopts. 
The proponents of this school, such as Billy Dudley, would 
argue that the self determines the partners the individual 
may choose for different kinds of transactions. Jn other 
words, the society is super-ordinate to the self and it defines 
the permissible constellation of statuses, or social personali­
ties, which an individual with any identity may assume. The 
danger in this view is that, like Dudley’s position on Awolowo’s 
character exemplifies, it emphasizes man’s paucity of inven­
tiveness while stressing the role of external contingencies - 
to the individual - in determining behaviour and personality. 
In which case, the individual commitment to the social 
structure rather than the freedom aspect is stressed.

Examining the problem posed by the cultural determinists 
in the context of people’s behaviours however, we think 
their greatest weakness is in accounting for continuity 
and change in personality. In order to deal with continuity 
they must ask such questions as: How do members of the 
several groups in the society react to various kinds and 
degree of pressure from the social structure? Specifically, 
how would Awolowo as a member of various social groups 
in the Yoruba society behave? The answer does not lie 
purely in the examination of the structural impact on the 
individual but must take into cognisance the dynamics 
of people’s behaviours and self constructions. Our own 
position is to stress the dialectics of the structural expecta­
tions which initiate and modify behavioural strategies. Take 
for instance the cultural position of Awo as a son and his 
political popularity as a Papa.

As a son in the Yoruba patrilineal society the ultimate 
goal is to become a father. This becomes imperative if he is 
the first born. He is then expected to lead others, especially 
those junior to him. The seniority is not determined by 
achievement criteria but rather by the ascriptive. It may 
however prove to be the case that, the first born is also the 
brightest. This would be purely accidental. In any case, he 
already has the psychology of leadership and is constrained 
to see those external to the family - much more than those 
internal to the family - as rival for leadership in the society.
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In Yoruba tradition, the eldest son cannot be farther 
away from the father image because he, the son, embodies 
the continuity in the male leadership tradition. Indeed, to 
the Yoruba, “lya ni Wura, Baba ni Dingi”, the mother is 
gold, the father is the mirror. The identification with mother 
is only a stage in the process of full self realization. It is the 
father image that is vital to managing others’ attitudes to 
one’s social status and mobility.

For instance, Awolowo’s remark on his parents is insighful 
on his perception of role models. The mother is a gentle and 
an unobstructive housewife. She is hardworking, kind- 
hearted, affectionate and unquestioningly obedient.31 
The father, in contrast, is a tireless worker, industrious, a 
great optimist, handsome and always well-dressed.3 2 He is 
the embodiment of an ideal parent.3 3 And it is on him that 
Awolowo modelled his behaviours. Like the father, he 
became unhesitatingly and unequivocally committed to 
western education and values. Like the father also, he was 
fearless in confronting social constraints. For both the father 
and the son, no risk is too great in the desire for social 
change: “It is not life that matters but the courage you 
bring to it”.34

The crux of the matter is whether the society should 
accept Awo the son or the father. As the former he is a 
follower and as the latter, a leader. We have already noted 
that a section of the Nigerian society calls him Papa. Several

well as an achiever. The choice between these two statuses 
ec°mes problematic for a first bom: he is bom to be a 

eader and forced by environment to be cooperative with 
other leaders, especially the parents. He is symbolically bet-

others do not so regard him. This differential perspective to 
his personality affects the struggles for national leadership, 
file more so since those who do not see him as Papa do not 
regard him as a leader.

file son - first bom image also creates a dilemma of 
its own. As a child he would have to be submissive and 
^operative. Consequently, he would be less free to challenge 
social constraints. As a father, he is a leader, courageous, as
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ween and betwixt the statuses of father and child. As such, 
his ambiguous and indeterminate attributes create a persona­
lity complex expressed by a rich variety of symbols which 
include “leader”, “papa”, “deviant”, and “tribalist”. When a 
first-born rises above social constraints there is expectation 
for social reward quite normally because this is an improve­
ment over previous roles. Yet, the achievement is open to 
various interpretation from the traditionalists who expect 
conformity or the radicals who want social change.

In essence, the significant point this paper raises is that 
Awolowo’s problem with the Nigerian Public is paradoxi­
cally embedded in the metaphor of the father. Those whom 
he had fathered want to become fathers, independent of his 
authority. His popularity is thus an obstacle to their own 
status mobility. They see in him a rival and of course you do 
not flatter a rival and thereby confirm his superiority.

Father is many things to many people; he is a looking 
glass mirror reflecting weaknesses and strength, reality and 
fiction, inherent contradictions in the perception and feelings 
of self and society. The father is a minor both to the reali­
ties of the moment and to the dreams of the future; it is a 
door to the expanding horizons of the human imagination; 
he reflects and also brings into being.3 5 The reactions to 
him would vary. Like the authorities in Wesley College, you 
may find him irritating and rebellious when acting as a son. 
However, his family may find it difficult to reject him as 
long as he serves their expectations and aspirations as a 
father. Furthermore, opponents may find him, as he struggles 
to be a father (i.e. by accumulating properties), ambitious 
and hesitate about having business dealings with him. But 
friends would have found in him a trust-worthy and honest 
personality would value his counsel. In a nutshell, it is 
difficult to determine the kind and amount of credit 
Awolowo, as papa or son, should have for his political roles 
in nation building. The public he has served has to judge. 
Their wisdom in a democratic setting which Awo identifies 
with cannot be questioned. This has to be so even when the
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Awolowo and His Contemporaries

M. OKOYE

“One of the foremost advocates, politicians and writers in 
West Africa” described Chief Obaiemi Awolowo by his publi­
shers in 1960. The Chief was probably the most loved and 
the most hated of all Nigerian leaders of his time. But by 1980, 
by which time he had been awarded honorary doctorate 
degrees from five Universities including the University of the 
Cape Coast in Ghana and the former President of Nigeria, 
Alhaji Shehu Shagari had conferred on him the country’s 
highest honour, Grand Commander of the Federal Republic 
(GCFR), Awolowo’s position as one of the Founding Fathers 
of Nigeria was no longer contested and the- love for him far 
exceeded the much debated hatred for him. Seven years 
later, on thp occasion of his 77th birthday, President Ibrahim 
Babangida posited that Awolowo was “the main issue of 
Nigerian politics during the last 35 years during which Awo, 
as he was fondly called by his admirers, must have found 
solace in the fact that many of the policies he had champi­
oned and for which he was ‘derided by many had become, 
with the passage of time, the received policies of the day. 
Indeed, '‘hardly a day passes in Nigeria,’ as Bola Ige, one of 
his close colleagues for many years, said in March 1979 
‘without some word about him-’ And it is not surprising 
that on his death, 9 May 1987, Nigerians from all walks of
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life and political persuasions trooped to his homes in Lagos, 
Ibadan and in Ikenne to pay him unparalleled tribute that 
only few of his contemporaries worldwide have received. As 
the publisher of the Africa Now magazine, Mr Peter Enahoro, 
testified of him in December 1981, although Awo was 
Nigeria’s most controversial politician (and) perhaps also 
Nigerian most enigmatic and complex public figures, “He 
was also predictable in an unpredictable way” (which may 
account for the fact that “those who would seem to (have 
been) his natural political allies often turned against him 
despite the skill and resources he had invested in building 
alliance after alliance.”

To rise from a poor orphan at 11, when he lost his father, 
to the premiership of Western Nigeria and subsequently 
federal Opposition Leader and Vice-chairman of the Federal 
Executive Council under the military regime of General 
Gowon, is no easy accomplishment in any age, more so in the 
turbulent, even ‘incandescent’ politics - the phrase is John 
Gunther’s - of post-World War II Nigeria, especially when 
one remembers that Awo had to vegetate in one primary 
school class for five years and wade through six schools, 
because he could not meet up with the school fees, and 
subsequently had to change his job five or six times. It is this 
experience of utter deprivation, apart from similar ideas he 
carried overfromthe Nigerian Youth Movement in the 1930s, 
which must have goaded him to institute free education as 
regional premier and to insist on the policy throughout his 
subsequent career.

From childhood, Awo showed amazing capacity for •coura­
ge, endurance, determination and self-reliance which, in 
hter years, made him challenge the questionable population 
census figures that the Gowon regime wanted to impose on a 
brow beaten populace in 1973 and to resign shortly before 
from the high office of Finance Commissioner of that regime 
when he felt he could ‘no longer serve under an unelected 
government’. Against the centralisation policies of anotner 
re8une, he always insisted on the entrenched principle of true
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federalism, that the central and state authorities should be 
independent of and coordinate with one another in the dis­
charge of their respective functions, and he openly challenged 
the military government’s relentless and hasty moves to trans­
fer the federal capital to dusty and empty Abuja, on the 
ground of excessive cost at a time of recession.

A plodder who had known grief and was acquainted with 
Sorrows from his birth in March 1909, Awo, like many of his 
African contemporaries, started life as a pupil teacher before 
trying his luck as a clerk, trade unionist, journalist, contract­
or until he found his destiny in law and subsequently politics. A 
slow, painstaking and fore-sighted worker who had supreme 
confidence in himself, he was clever and lucky enough to 
utilise a period of reaction and division in the politics of the 
immediate post-World War years in Nigeria to ride to power. 
The story of his life is not wanting in the requisite recipe for 
success ‘a single-minded definiteness about one’s object in 
life: an intense concentration of all the energies of one’s 
body and of all the forces of one’s brain and mind on the 
attainment of one’s chosen objective' as he himself defined it 
in 1960. Amassing wealth as a transporter and produce 
trader, he was Secretary of the Produce Traders Union in 1940 
and of the Motor Transport Union in 1944, which he subseq­
uently lost in the slump. He made up his losses as an army 
contractor during the World War which enabled him to sail to 
the United Kingdom in 1944, having obtained the Bachelor of 
Commerce degree at home.

Awo claimed that he derived his idea of Western 
Solidarity’ that formed the mainspring of his political party, 
the Action Group, from Dr Azikiwe when the later broke 
away from the Nigerian Youth Movement (NYM) in 1941,*of 
which Awo himself was the Ibadan branch secretary for 
many years, spouting an Ibo cry. Earlier in London in 1945 
he founded the Egbe Omo Oduduwa as a counterpart 
of the Ibo Union and a vehicle of future struggle for power in 
Yorubaland. But it seems that, since the NYM days, Awo had 
always had the idea of organising the countryside from below
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an idea which was never welcomed by the bourgeoisie roman­
tics of the NYM in Lagos who, he felt, had ‘sunk into inepti­
tude and impotence’ by that time. In March 1950, having wit­
nessed the recurrent fiascos of Lagos political leadership result­
ing in the demise of the National Emergency Committee, form­
ed four months earlier to deal with the Enugu Colliery shoot­
ing incident in which 21 miners lost their lives, he founded the 
Action Group in order to contest the impending 1951 elect­
ion to the Western House of Assembly. The split in the ranks 
of the National Convention of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) 
delegation to London in 1947 when he, Awo, was a law student 
there and watched with others the unsavoury quarrels between 
Zik and his colleagues, gave Awo his chance for a leadership 
role waiting to be played in Nigeria.

Even if one accepts the charge of his opponents that, apart 
from invoking the spirit of Oduduwa, the mythical ancestor 
of the Yorubas, Awo and his colleagues in the Action Group 
employed much cajolery, intimidation and even bribery to 
entice the victorious NCNC candidates to obtain a majority 
AG in the Western House of Assembly yvhich made it possible 
for them to form the government in 1952, one must concede 
to Awo’s credit in producing the best organised and monolit­
hic party in the country from a queer amalgam of vested 
interests - middle c]ass professionals, traditional chiefs, 
farmers and big businessmen.. Awo once informed me that 
he organised the AG with the full blessing of Dr Azikiwe 
(Zik) whom he said he had always respected but, to his 
utter dismay, the latter unleashed an unprovoked attack 
°r> him and his colleagues during the inaugural congress of 
the party at Owo, an event which, he said, destroyed the 
last vestige of admiration he had for his one-time hero. This

he ejfPlained, revived in him old memories of Zik’s
i dramatics in the NYM ending in the break-away of 

many Easterners and Ijebus and the subsequent revival, 
with Zik’s Support, of the defunct Democratic Party of 
Herbert Macaulay which had been too much enfeebled 
y the revo of youths embodied in the NYM.
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The two men however came together again and embraced 
each other in March 1953 when the two parties, AG and 
NCNC, entered into an alliance over the issue of Self-Govern­
ment for Nigeria which, .following a constitutional crisis of 
that year as a result of an internal conflict between the 
NCNC leadership and its parliamentary wing in the Eastern 
region, the two parties demanded for 1956 on the basis of 
which an AG front-bencher, Anthony EnahorO, tabled 
a motion for Self-Government in the House of Representati­
ves. The conservative Northern Peoples Congress and the 
NCNC rebels, now organised in the National Independence 
Party, aided by the Bristish colonial administration, opposed 
the motion. Unfortunately the AG-NCNC alliance broke up 
not long after (mainly over whether or not Lagos should 
be part of the Western Region) but in 1961, the University 
of Nigeria, established by the NCNC; Eastern Regional 
Government, awarded honorary doctorate degrees to Zik 
and Awo, and in 1964 their parties joined in a new alliance, 
the United Progressive Grand Alliance, to fight the general 
election of that year which only ended in the military coup 
ofJanuary 1966.

Zik and Awo met again in 1983 in Benin and agreed to 
‘stay together and work together’ in the national interest as 
their parties had worked together in 1964-65 when Awo was 
in prison and Zik was in the State House as the ceremonial 
president. Awo had claimed, without any iota of contradict­
ion, that he offered at least on two occasions, in 1959 and 
1964, to serve under Zik and confessed also that he would 
similarly have served under the Sardauna of Sokoto, Sir 
Ahmadu Bello, leader of the NPC, if he had been the Federal 
Prime Minister if only because, although the Sardauna was 
not as polished as Balewa (the incumbent prime minister) 
“you always knew where you stood with him.” Awo’s rela­
tionship with the Sardauna, the third of the triumvirate that 
held sway over the First Nigerian Republic, apparently 
passed through anxious moments. The latter met Awo priva­
tely in 1955 but was affronted by Awo’s political forage arid
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electioneering in 1959 - with a helicopter dropping handbills 
from the air in many Northern cities including the strongho­
lds of the reverred Emirs and inciting the minorities and 
talakawas to rise to free themselves from the ruling oligarchy.

Yet, after the election, Awo was able to send feelers to the 
Sardauna (as to Zik) offering an alliance in forming a new 
government, and their personal relations were said to have 
been cordial inspite of their ideological differences (especially 
on the question of creating new states). Awo rarely disguised 
his distaste for the ‘iron cast shell of ultra-conservatism’ in 
which tne NPC leaders dwelt and the sacrosanctity of the 
feudal system from which they drew their inspiration and 
mail support; but he was pragmatic enough to realise that 
he needed them to achieve his objective. Even the judge of 
the high court who convicted him (with 30 others) for 
treasonable felony in 1963 had to confess in court that, 
having convicted and jailed many of Awo’s lieutenants, he 
could not acquit the party leader - a confession which baffled 
many people at the time as he had added that his hands were 
tied; Awo had told the judge that he had fought with vigour 
against the feudal system in Northern Nigeria and the spread 
of the system to other parts of Nigeria and he strongly 
advocated the break-up of Northern Nigeria into more states 
in order to preserve ‘the peace and unity of the country.

If Awo’s former colleagues like S.L. Akintola, Ayo Rosiji, 
Anthony Enahoro, S.G Ikoku, R.A. Fani-Kayode, J.S. Tarka, 
Akin Omoboriowo and others had occasion to part company 
with him, it was often not for Awo's failure to seek reconcili­
ation with them, he was able to win many new friends, 
members of parties opposed to his own; such as E.O. Eyo, 
Oged Macaulay, Prince Adeleke Ade-Doyin, Nduka Eze, 
M.C.K. Ajuluchukwu, C.A. Abangwu, Dr. E.M.L. Endeley 
(all of them former NCNCers), Abba Maikwairu, Bello Ijumu 
(ex-Northern Elements Progressive Union deputy president 
and general Secretary) and Muhammadu Kura (ex-NPC and. 
Awos running mate in the 1983 pesidential election), which 
Suggests that he, somehow, retained his charisma till the end.
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At least one well-known Ghanaian contemporary, John Tette- 
gah learnt from Awo, as he declared at the Awolowo Birth­
day Lecture in 1980, “ this sacred truth, to disobey at all 
tipies and under all circumstances any false authority.”

As a fighter, Awo never looked back and difficulties only 
served to inspire him to greater effort. Bold as a Moltke and 
far-sighted as a Murat, the ‘one-way’ lawyer from Ikenne 
had the cold, calculating genius of a Bismarck — dedicated, 
competent and tough. An African to the backbone, Awo 
rarely disguised his feelings and diplomatic niceties were a hum­
bug to him. Nor, in his days as Western regional premier, did he 
succumb to the blandishments of the Opposition if only 
because, as he wrote in 1960, “it is neither politics nor wise 
for a government to submit in the open on any major issue, 
to the Opposition.” A queer mixture of the progressive and 
the reactionary in the early days, he was a fanatical believer 
in the greatness that awaited him and he brooked no nonsen­
se from any quarter, for he apparently appreciated the truism 
of Stalin that “You cannot make a revolution with silk 
gloves.” Simple in his habits and puritan in his morals, with 
little ecstacies (except perhaps when he was with his family 
at home among whom he has confessed he enjoyed ‘a true 
haven, a place of happiness and of imperturbable seclusion 
from the buffetings of life), he was a very hard worker and 
gave one the impression of being honest even in his occasion­
al replapse in to parochialism.. A cool, logical mind, his fatal 
mistake in the 1940’s was to transfer his hatred for a man 
to his whole tribe and his failure to recognise early enough 
the integrating forces of modern social life; otherwise, Awo 
left no one in doubt that he was a patriot to the core who, 
if giver? the chance, could do much for his country with 
his abundant energy, audacity and perspicacity. The 
tight lips, cracked voice, even his miserable boyhood, orgeni- 
sing ability and capacity to srnell out opposition in time as 
well as inspire loyalty in his followers may have suggested to
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some of his opponents that Awo could have been attracted, 
to fascism, but he came to realise early enough that “It is 
unlikely that all the diverse ethnic groups in the country 
will succumb at one and the same time to the charm and 
hypnotism, of the blustering and bludgeoning of a dictator.” 
Dictatorship, would have been a risky business altogether 
since, for a people who have known the benefits of demo­
cratic criticism and economic self-sufficiency, dictatorship 
will ultimately have proved unappealing though their apathy, 
ignorance and fatalism may at times offer a constant challe­
nge and temptation to a would-be Hitler.

I have heard two stories, one of which may be apocryphal, 
that somehow typify the man. One was that he once slapped 
one of his bright, younger colleagues at a party meeting for 
some moral lapse but quickly made it up with him by offer­
ing to pay his debt of honour. The other was that a N orthemer, 
a leftist who had lost rapport with his party, the NEPU, and 
thought nothing of channeling his radical energies into Awo’s 
AG, was compelled to ask a question, suggesting to his hearers 
that he dissented from Awo’s pronouncements from the 
chair; to his surprise, one of the pillars of the party attemp­
ted to shout him down for ever daring to criticise the Leader 
even so mildly. My friend, who told me this story himself, 
was shocked by this experience of an obvious personality 
cult which he never had in his old party where he was a princi­
pal officer.

I first met Awo in November 1949 on the platform of the 
National Emergency Committee. Coming from Ibadan, where 
he had been practising law since his return from Britain two 
years earlier, Awo was rather reserved and usually occupied a 
back-seat in a gathering that included the late Dr. Akinola 
Maja, Chief H.O. Davies (NYM), the late Mazi Mbonu Qjike 
(NCNC), and M.A.O. Imoudu (TUC). Our paths have of 
course crossed again on a number of times over the years, 
but two occasions stand out in my memory: first in 1953,. 
over a sumptuous luncheon, he sought to woo me (and the 
kte Raji Abdallah whom I asked to accompany me) into
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his party, the Action Group, and twenty years later, in 
1983, I delivered his Birthday Lectures (in Lagos, Port 
Harcourt and Ilorin) and later attended a church service in. 
his hometown. From such brief encounters, I observed that, 
in spite of the apparent ambivalence which developed in me 
after watching his career over three decades, both of us 
were somehow related if only in a certain degree of stubborn­
ness and outspokenness. I was naturally intrigued ,by the fate 
of a man of exceptionable intellect, courage and organisa­
tional ability who welded his ethnic group, the Yoruba, into 
a unity it never had since the chaos of the 19th century 
internecine wars and who, as premier of the old Western 
Region, had quickened his people’s educational, economic 
and political development but, perhaps for that very reason, 
was feared and distrusted by many people outside his home­
land — the best president Nigeria never \iad, one of his long­
time critics, Emeka Ojukwu/ called him after his death.

Of course, to many of his critics, Awo started the’ second 
phase of his political career, after the universal idealism of 
the NYM, on the wrong foot; that of ethnic chauvinism, and 
some of his pronouncements as the general secretary of the 
defunct Egbe Omo Oduduwa - like those of his great con­
temporary, Dr Azikiwe, as president of the defunct Ibo 
State Union in 1949. They were shortsighted and highly 
questionable. Awo’s seminal work, Path to Nigerian Freedom, 
published in 1947, foreshadowed his elitist and federal 
principles. Convinced beyond all doubt that it was the 
destiny of the intelligentsia of each ethnic group to rule the 
group and to come into some federal arrangement with then- 
counterparts in other areas to govern the nation, Awo at this 
time apparently found it difficult to pass from tribes to uni­
versals and held, infact, that language lies at the basis of all 
human divisions and' divergencies; even in 1983 he still 
described it as ‘the most cohesive factor in a community’ 
adding that it is not ingrained in our people’s blood that 
someone from outside their own tribe or linguistic group 
should govern them.’ Accordingly, he advocated over many
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years the creation of states in Nigeria, as it is in the USSR 
and Yugoslavia. On linguistic basis (he suggested 18 of them 
in 1975) as opposed to those who opted for creation of new 
states on the principles of geographical contiguity, economic 
viability and the like which, he said, risks ‘uncontrollable 
proliferation of states in the country.’

It was in the Path to Nigerian Freedom that Awo first 
postulated his elitist middle-class theory which he subsequ­
ently used to reduce the traditional chiefs in Western Nigeria 
to a subordinate position. Over the years, Awo followed this 
programme faithfully and it is to his credit that he was able 
to carry along eminent intellectuals and traditional chiefs in 
the region and literarily to impose the federal principle on 
Nigeria. For over 30 years, indeed, Awo was able to string 
together an assortment of political alliances which, while 
striking on paper, were often broken by the realities of 
Nigerian politics. At one time, it seemed he would be the 
man to forge a coalition of Nigerian minority ethnic groups 
behind one of the three major groups which have dominated 
Nigerian politics. But the dream never materialised if only 
because in the game of numbers that ultimately counted in 
elective politics, the dice was heavily loaded against him and, 
in the words of Peter Enahoro, Awo was never able to shake 
off the tag of ‘tribalist’. But in fairness to him, it is perhaps 
not so much for lack of trying, but because in a country 
ravaged by the very disease for which Awo was often accused, 
be was seen as the original carrier in whom the cankerworm 
took form. Matters were not helped, added Enahoro, by 
Awo’s uncompromising, and for too often, self-righteous 
■mage as well as forthright public utterances.

Awo at first defended his tribalism on the ground that 
be and the Ibos drove him to it and that, in the early 1950s, 

.lat was tbe only way he and his colleagues could make any 
J"road into a scene dominated by Zik and the NCNC. At 
nst was not anxious to extend his lebensraum to the four 

corners of the world like Hitler and the dominion of Yoruba- 
an seemed to satisfy him until about 1957 when the jeers
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of his NCNC Opposition and the successes of his liberal 
financial policy towards his allies in other regions inspired 
wider ambition in him. Unashamedly lacking in idealism 
before now, Awo once confessed to me that he did not 
believe in the ideal and the possibility of uniting West Africa, 
we have not been able to unite Nigeria, he said, and it was no 
use dreaming of a W'est African Union. This, I think, shows at 
once his strength and his weakness: he was a realist of realists, 
and he probably despised visionaries who at this time spoke 
of socialism and African unity, although during the conver­
sation referred to, in 1953, he paid a high tribute to members 
of the old Zikist Movement (of which I was secretary-general) 
whom he felt, could have been put to better purpose by Dr. 
Azikiwe. A liberal reformer that he was, Awo in time out­
grew his fervent parochialism and later took up arms against 
recrudescent feudalism, while racism and capitalism of the 
multinational corporations; indeed, in his last years, he 
frequently spoke of the imports of ideals in keeping people 
together. But in the 1950s, Awo showed little love for 
Ghana of Kwame Nkrumah’s CPP or Egypt of Nasser. He 
thought their pan-Africanism mostly ‘a dream’ and non- 
alignment in foreign policy as ‘immoral, disreputable and 
dangerous’, just as he engaged the feudal NPC of Sir Ahmadu 
Bello and left-of-centre NCNC of Dr Azikiwe in an all-out 
war of attrition. His xenophobia naturally tempered with 
time and he gladly agreed to deliver a Memorial Lecture in 
1976 in honour of Nkrumah just as he aurodously wooed 
support in the Northern and Eastern regions dominated by 
his two great rivals.

Awo was one of the most efficient and successful public 
administrators of his time; this he owed not only to his indus­
try and care for details, but also to his ability to weld together 
so many disparate men of talent to achieve a common 
purpose, although some of them later rebelled against his 
rigid, authoritarian code. But Awo’s organising ability was 
astounding and within a short time of assuming office as 
Western Nigerian premier he was able to bring the regional



156 OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA!

bureaucracy under strict control, to check the chiefly- 
dominated Native Authority courts Which-had served as 
dens of corruption °nd instruments of tyranny, and to 
throw out benefits like minimum wage and farm credits 
with one hand and establish with the other a network of 
large public and private corporations which survived his 
rule. Throughout his long public career, planning had a real 
meaning to Awo who moved with sure steps and rarely 
looked back after moving; thus, when he rushed a bill in 
1952 to stop NCNC’s general secretary, Prince Adeleke 
Adedoyin, from becoming the Lagos Town clerk or secured 
an order to depose the Alafin of Oyo, amid opposing out­
cries, Awo did not care to observe the outward decencies of 
liberal democracy; he was however never afraid to follow a 
course of action which he thought would do the people some 
good, such as when he pushed through the capitation tax to 
finance free primary education scheme in 1953 despite 
violent opposition. Ruthless in dealing with his opponents 
in his heydays, Awo can be generous to his friends. His 
government Road Development Programme, Universal 
Primary Education, Farm Settlement and Local Government 
Reforms attest to his high conception of his duties as regional 
premier, even if his party’s slogan of ‘Freedom for All and 
Life More Abundant’ did not encompass the entire electorate 
but only the ‘groupers on top’, according to his opponents.

Awo, who often accused his political opponents of incon­
sistencies, also had his share of this familiar sin. of public 
life. Thus, once his battle-cry was ‘Western Solidarity’ but 
after his visit to USA in 1955 he came to preach a new doc­
trine-of Nigerian Unity, and at the annual conference of his 
Party in 1957 he embraced the ideal of a West African Union 
which he once rejected;, also, at onetime, he opposed indus­
trialisation in preference to agricultural development, but 
after leading an Economic Mission to Europe and America in 
search of capital he vastly expanded his government progra­
mmes to include many industrial projects, and the man who 
later declared himself a socialist adherent had presided at
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his party conference in Benin which declared that it had no 
political ideology. In 1958, he dismissed the advocates of a 
republican Constitution for Nigeria as belonging to a lunatic 
fringe, but by 1960, following a national debate which I had 
started that year with the publication of a party brochure, he 
accepted it as achievable and even championed the cause of 
nationalisation of the country’s basic industries like mining, 
shipping, banking, and insurance. Although by June 1986, he 
again advocated for privatisation of some State enterprises. 
He also condemned the craze for foreign honours by Nigerians 
and led his party to agitate against the Anglo-Nigerian Defe­
nce Pact of 1961 on the ground that it undermined national 
independence and created a possibility of invasion from its 
enemies in the event of war. The man who was supposed to 
be inflexible and uncompromising, advocated in his last 
years for tolerance and moderation in the body-politic as 
the only way to sustain a nation; and the man who once 
wrote to a friend in 1943 that ‘a politician or a journalist 
who has no money with which to support himself and 
family comfortably is like a blade which has no blade’ had 
come, by 1985, to criticise Nigerian politicians for regarding 
money as the over-riding thing, although ten years earlier he 
questioned the usefulness of public probes of office holders, 
holding that, while the endemic corruption in the country 
was bad, official corruption can never be eradicated.

Awo, like many other great men, was self-opinionated, but 
was also highly disciplined in both public and private; if the 
adoration that surrounded him led him to think that he was 
always right and others who opposed him wrong, this is 
understandable in a society where wooly-thinking and 
servile sycophancy have become endemic. And it was noble 
of him to acknowledge with grace and gratitude the unstin­
ting loyalty of thousands of responsible men and women 
who, in his own words, “have put me in the forefront alwa­
ys.” The disappointments that characterised his last years 
may have, in addition to the weak heart suggested afterwards 
by his personal physician, attenuated his ‘will to live’, and in
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the light of his references, two months before his death, to 
his coming ’transition’ which turned out to be prophetic, one 
may invoke the old cliche that, as in the case of Patrick 
Lumumba, Kwame Nkrumah, Gamal Abdel Nasser, Felix 
Moumie and Ben Barka, we, his people, killed him. Ultimate­
ly, of course, each nation kills its leaders - by overwork, 
assassination, exile, or even by mere calumny, unmerited 
ingratitude or rejection at the pools when the old leader, 
after a long and-meritorious service, becomes a boorat 
last, according to a dictum of Emersion. The explanation of 
this familiar phenomenon in history varies from fate to some 
malevolence in human nature, but perhaps the only certainty 
in this connection is that, as the 18th century English poet, 
Thomas Gray, observed, ‘the paths of glory (ultimately) lead 
but to the grave’, no matter what we do.

Apart from the capacity for hard work, organisation, 
clear thinking, another great quality which Awo possessed 
to a marvellous degree was the ability to learn continually. 
Thus, although he did not at first think that Nigeria was 
more than a mere geographical expression - a cliche first 
coined by the 19 th century Austrian Chancellor Metternich in 
denigration of the Resurgimento vision, of Italy and made 
familiar in Nigeria of the mid-1940s by the lion-hearted, 
Governor Sir Arthur Richards (later Lord Milverton) - Awo 
had grown by 1966 to recognise the need, as he tells us in 
Thoughts on the Nigerian Constitution, to stamp out‘tribal­
ism and most of the manifold evils which abound and proli­
ferate, with general approval, in a capitalist economy.’ 
Similarly, he did not at first believe that we needed any 
ideological guidance from outside, especially from Eastern 
Europe, but by 1959, when he shifted his focus of attention 
away from regional to national politics, his emotional and 
intellectual horizons had broadened tremendously, and his 
subsequent combination of Marxism dialectics-with Christian 
ontology and Rosicrucian mysticism commanded the respect 
of the orthodox as an earnest attempt to synthesize all 
knowledge and evolve a behaviour pattern congruent with it.
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It is likely that he achieved this synthesis in prision where he 
had a lot of time to read, and he attested to some of these 
insights in his books which (apart from his autobiography 
Awo, published in 1960) include Thoughts on the Nigerian 
Constitution (1966), The People’s Republic (1968), The 
Strategies and Tactics of the People's Republic (1970). 
Adventures in Power, My March Through Prison, (1985) and 
so on. One may fault these works on their philosophical 
framework but hardly on their factual details to which the 
author has devoted much care.

Even his political opponents concede that, though he 
could be disconcertingly silent when he chose to, Awo never 
left any one in doubt as to where he stood with any person 
or on any public issue. Nor was he intimidated by the clamp­
down on public criticism of government policies by the 
Buhari-Idiagbon regime from refuting the wild official 
charges of financial malfeasance against his colleagues held in 
detention (such as former State governors, Michael Ajasin, 
Bisi Onabanjo, Bola Ige, and L.K. Jakande). Apart from 
free public education and medicare, integrated rural develo­
pment and change in some old habits, culture and tradition 
of Nigerians which he deemed to be inimical to his new 
faith, socialism, and therefore to social justice, social harmo­
ny and rapid all-round rebirth and growth, Awo in his life­
time was a strong advocate of the Federal system of govern­
ment and the creation of new states on linguistic basis. Some 
of his opponents were wont to question his sincerity in 
championing the cause of ethnic minorities and their parties - 
for example the United Middlebelt Congress, Calabar-Ogoja- 
Rivers State Movement and Bomu Youth Movement - which 
no doubt was partly inspired by purely political considerat­
ions - the desire to win minority support to achive his politic­
al ambition; but this is a legitimate objective and may be 
said to spring in his case from long-standing and deep-rooted 
conviction about Federalism. At least Awo had the empathy 
and foresight to recognise the merit of the minorities case 
which was part of the national search for social justice and
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political stability, and he realised that the new challenges 
of the time gave rise everywhere to new modes of thinking 
not only about the people’s condition of living in terms of 
wages, Education, Healthcare arid leisure but also of social 
security, equality of opportunity and human dignity for all.

As I told a Lagos audience in Feoruary 1983/‘for his 
unrelenting commitment to the democratisation of our 
inherited local government structures, the steady improve­
ment in the working conditions of our workers and peasants 
and provision of free Education and Health care services for 
all and his' subsequent conversion to Socialism, I am prepar­
ed to forgive his errant political past.’ It is probably not 
just a matter of making concession to an imperfect society 
that Awo and his family owned vast landed estates in Lagos 
and elsewhere. But one suspects that, in recognition of the 
fact that, as he told a university audience in 1977, corrupt­
ion debases and deforms its practitioners but ‘never kills 
them  fertilises them, enriches them, and until kingdom 
come no one will succeed in eradicating this dread and endem­
ic disease,’ he was revealing not only his cynicism but his 
basic honesty.

Awo in 1986 declared that he will never again seek an elec­
tive office, and he never had a chance to do so. Apparently 
by then he had lost interest in public affairs, so that when 
airport journalists asked- him to comment on a cunent 
public debate on whether or not Nigeria should take an IMF 
loan with its smothering conditionalities, he refused to do 
so, on the ground that ‘IMF is too elementary for me to 
discuss... and I have not formed any opinion. The govern­
ment is free to take a stand on the issue now’ (which it did 
two months later, by bowing to public opinion and rejecting 
the loan though it thereafter, imposed a more stringent 
structural adjustment programme on the country’s economy. 
Zik, when similarly confronted by newsmen shortly after, 
was not more forthcoming with prescription, which made 
one young newspaper commentator dismiss the two elder 
statesmen as irrelevant, seeing in their ‘spectator role’ a 
mark of ‘either a coward or a traitor’.
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Perhaps there is right on both sides: youth has a right to 
mock the evasiveness of age whose bungling has helped to 
compound the complex problems of today, but so too has 
age the right to be cynical in the face of life’s frustrations. 
After being rejected, or ‘rigged out’ of victory, as his suppor­
ters believed three times (in 1959, 1979 .and 1983) in his 
bid for control of the Federal Government, a man of Awo’s 
antecedents and commitment had a right to be angry, even to 
despair of democracy in his life-time as he confessed to an 
interviewer in 1986, because of ‘intolerance and desire for 
wealth of Nigerians at all costs’. For, why must he or anyone 
continue to woo or to teach an unwilling electorate who has 
more to lose by not allowing him to govern?

Awo himself played a major part in the exciting but destru­
ctive politics of the last two Nigerian Republics: he never 
tried to idealise the past. In a Convocation address he gave 
as Chancellor to the Ahmadu Bello University Zaria, on 9 
December 1977, he pinpointed the causes for the fall of 
the First Republic: first was the absence of fundamental 
social objectives, including fundamental human rights and an 
implied social contract among the aggregating communities 
in the country, upon the attainment of independence in 1960, 
which should have constituted the raison d’etre of the State 
and are indispensable to good and democratic government; 
second was the deliberate persecution of the opposition 
elements and a vigorous attempt to silence the voice of 
dissent in whatever form it was-manifested; and third was 
“the fierce and almost cut-throat competition among the 
three so-called majority ethnic groups for federal hegemony.” 
As one of the leading characters in the play, Awo cannot 
of course escape part of the blame for tragic obliqui­
ties which the First Republic handed oh to its successors, but 
it is the corruption, intimidation, ballot-rigging, false declara­
tion of results, tribalism and religious bigotry or fear of most 
of us which in the end made nonsense of the people’s right 
to choose the government under which they will live.

It may well be that the atonement of Awo and his generat-
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ion was half-hearted and belated and that the seeds of tribali­
sm, corruption and ideological bankruptcy they sowed in the 
past had germinated and grown into such trunks that require 
more than six military coups and a civil war to uproot. But to 
their credit, despite the intense political rivalry, economic 
anarchy and impotence in foreign relations which characteri­
sed their heyday, Nigeria witnessed remarkable developments 
in her ports, wharfs, road network, agriculture, state indust­
ries and workers’ housing estates under their leadership; what 
is more, there was gaiety, freedom, security, abundance and 
optimism which no longer grace cur life today. There has been 
a great deal of double talk and ignorance in our recent histo­
ry and experience suggests that we need a greater measure 
of discipline and social justice to nurture and sustain the 
nation. But tliis cannot detract from the pioneer work of 
the older generation of nationalists whose fate it was to be 
part of a play that had no rules and had little time to evolve 
such rules. Taking together his contributions and aborted 
hopes, one could do worse than adopt Awo’s own philosoph­
ical resignation in a world where ‘everything that happens to 
a man, happens for his own good.’

According to the Nigerian poet-laureate, Wole Soyinka, 
not only did Nigeria waste Awo, “some people - I do not 
care what hypocritical nonsense they utter - sleep better now 
for the fact that Chief Awolowo is gone ... because Awo, as 
the one man they feared most, because of his forthrightness, 
his integrity, his resilience of mind.” But it is silly to rejoice 
at the death even of one’s, enemy; for, after all, we all will die 
one day, and there are, in this life, forces, more enduring 
than individual lives, tad these forces might still prevail even 
after the death of their initiators. With Awo’s death, we shall 
no doubt miss his tremendous energy and moral integrity, his 
Courage, intellectual acumen and organisational skill; but we 
are not likely to forget, for many years to come, his great 
egacy of constitutional Federalism, Universal Education and 
edicare, and it is possible that his death could become a 
essing in disguise, for his disciples, in Yoruoaland and out-
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side, can now propagate his ideas and seek to realise them 
without having to face the inevitable emotional hatred and 
suspicion of those who would not concede that in his life­
time, Awo had any good in him. The groundwork has been 
done by the great man, his thoughts have been recorded in 
copious volumes, and since society, no less than nature, 
abhors a vacuum, a new Awo, or rather many thousand 
Awos, will necessarily emerge in time to carry on his work. 
And if any Army major or colonel could be picked from the 
barracks to serve as State governor or corporation chairman, 
without any prior experience in statecraft, why should those 
who have worked with Awo for two or three decades find it 
too difficult to fit into his place?

What happens after Awo, will of course depend on what 
other extant interest groups, including the armed forces, do 
in the new circumstances. It is conceivable that without Awo 
and Zik (who has publicly disavowed any intention to partici­
pate in future politics) may well throw Nigeria, or at least 
that part of it once dominated by the two giants, into a melt­
ing-pot. But experience over the last three decades has shown 
that both continuity and discontinuity in our political 
development occur. There is a clear persistence in ethno­
religious loyalty and voting behaviour which suggests that the 
giants may continue to rule even in absence; even so, there 
are bound to be changes if only in style and emphasis or 
alliance system which represent some progress on the old, 
bread-and-butter marriages of convenience which we have 
known. But the only thing certain about the future is its 
uncertainty, and we should not indulge in too much specu­
lation about it: for one thing, it comes soon enough, for 
those who survive. It is easy enough to see Awo’s death 
as the end of an era but history is more, of a flow than 
a fragment, and there are many imponderables in our situation 
for us to say that Awo’s passing will mark the end of an era 
or the beginning of another. Let the future take care of itself 
while we worry about the present which has enough problems. 
Long live the best of Awo,! Long live the best of Nigeria!!.
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My objective in this paper is to raise and discuss some issues 
in Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s political philosophy; I am 
particularly interested in Awolowo’s account of human 
nature, the theory of the State based on it, and the politics 
of democratic socialism which seems to emerge as a response 
to the problematics of the state and the individual. This 
objective is bom out of my own desire to contribute to the 
process of filling a gap in the current scholarship on African 
political thought. Many of the research efforts in African 
social and political thought have thus far concentrated 
mainly on the views of political office holders as these are 
expressed in speeches and addresses at political rallies. This 
has created the impression in some quarters that political 
theory in Africa is inseparable from the ideologies of the 
ruling political elite. The claim has therefore been made that 
systematic political theory is non-existent in Afrioa.1

This is rather unfortunate, but there is, perhaps, some 
justification for it. Most writings presented as African politi­
cal philosophy have concerned themselves with the analyses, 
of the “thoughts” of leaders occupying national political 
offices. In such cases, to derive a systematic.theory from the 
variety of speeches and addresses given on different occas­
ions, one has to ignore the circumstances in which they are
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expressed. But since those circumstances are themselves 
essential to understanding the thoughts they express, they 
can only be ignored at the cost of misunderstanding and 
misrepresentation. The alternative is to look for a kind of 
connecting thread in such speeches and addresses, and then 
to attempt to impose a coherence which such writings other­
wise do not pretend to have. This is beside the fact that many 
of such speeches and addresses are usually expressed after a 
political act has been done, as a rationalization of the leader’s 
position.

I am convinced that Awolowo has a systematic political 
theory which has been ignored for a long time, perhaps 
because he was not given the opportunity to lead the Nigeri­
an nation as Head of State in his four decades of political 
activism. From around 1947 until his death in 1987, 
Awolowo held and defended a systematic theory of the state 
and consistently argued for a federal constitution for 
Nigeria on the basis of certain principles of constitution­
making which he described as having universal validity. 
Yet it is only recently that scholars started taking interest 
in his political philosophy.2 My objective is to contribute to 
this scholarly approach.3

Awolowo belongs to that tradition in political theory 
which embraces the philosophy of democratic socialism. 
The clue to his political theory is to be found in the combin­
ed effect of a distinctive theory of the State and a particular 
account of human nature and human motivation. In the 
theory of human motivation, there is an analysis of what 
leads individuals and families to form societies which may 
later metamorphose into the state, plus an account of what 
motivates individuals to act in particular ways. Thus we are 
given a sort of evolutionary theory of the State, combined 
with a quasi-contractual account.

According to Awolowo. “by his very nature, man is a 
social animal. He was never and could never be solitary.”4 
This is his reaction to the Hobbesian state of nature theory 
according to which “men have no pleasure, but on the cont-
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rary a great deal of grief, in keeping company, where there 
is no power able to over-awe them all.”5 Hobbes here implies 
that man is by nature solitary. Awo thinks otherwise. After- 
all, even if he isn’t anything else, man must be a member of 
a family, and the affection which exists within a family unit 
is such as to prevent the kind of tendency to solitude which 
Hobbesian theory seems to suggest, that is, “the well-being 
of each member of the family is the concern of all, and vice 
versa, and the wealth of the family is shared among its mem­
bers with manifest fairness and equity. The needs of the 
young, the aged, the sick and the disabled; and the relative 
contributions of the able-bodied are the over-riding factors 
in the distribution of the family wealth.”6

It is important to make one observation here. We should 
notice the important place given to the membership of a 
family. It is the first evidence that man is a social animal. 
Secondly it is the primary locus of love and affection. As 
Awo goes on to suggest, “because of marriage and blood' 
affinity, the affection which exists within the family is such 
as to make the other members of the family trust the paters- 
familias completely.”7 In other words, the family unit is 
basic to the understanding of the social and political life of 
man. It is the focus of loyalty and trust. If Awo is insistent 
on the idea of federalism in a multi-national state, this is the 
theoretical foundation. He believes that human nature is such 
that blood and language affinity will always emerge as a 
potent force in the contest for the loyalties of human beings.

If family units can remain isolated from one another, there 
may, perhaps,.be no problem. But with time “competition 
among different families for the acquisition of means of liveli­
hood, the propensity to greediness, envyz and dispute among 
them over a large variety of matters led to mutual strife invol­
ving violence, bloodshed, and death”.8 It was to eliminate this 
undesirable development that two or more family units had to 
come together to form a larger society. Thus the beginning of 
the state was rooted in the “passionate desire for peace” among 
human beings, “for mutual defence or protection against those
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outside their union, as well as for the procurement of econo­
mic benefits.”9 And though Awo recognizes the family as the 
primary unit and focus of loyalty and trust, he also regards it as 
a “precarious and nonviable entity,” observing that “it is the 
State or the aggregation of families alone which can properly 
and satisfactorily provide the conditions under which man can 
exercise his individual freedom, live a full and happy life and 
enjoy the fruits of his labour.”10

The state (or aggregation of families) is described as “an 
association of human beings established for the attainment 
of certain ends.” It is important to note that such associations 
emerge directly from the considerations of the self-interest 
of individual families. On this, at least, there is an agreement 
between Awo and Hobbes. This recognition of self-interest as 
a motivating factor in the development of the state plays a 
predominant role in Awo’s account of the principle of consti­
tution-making. As he puts it,

... There is abundant and incontrovertible empirical evidence to 
the effect that families live together in a community not for the 
love of one another, but because of a clear realisation by them of 
the economic, social and political advantages as well as the collec­
tive security which such living together can impart on the consti­
tuent families. Linguistic or national groups...do live together in 
a multinational state like Nigeria, for the same reason, as bring 
families together in a uninational state 11
For this reason, Awo is of the view that when families 

or linguistic groups come together either voluntarily or 
through the mediation of an external ’force, it must be 
assumed that there is an implied social contract to the 
effect that each of the groups will enjoy equal treatment, 
and that their interests and rights will be protected on equal 
basis. Failure to abide by this principle of equal treatment is 
bound to be disastrous for the existence of a multinational 
entity.12

The People’s Republic is a philosophical analysis of the 
state, its ends and means of achieving them. A summary of
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Awo’s main claims on the state is therefore essential at 
this point:
(i) Fo’ Awo, there can be no state without some distinctive objec­

tives or political ends. This is one of the features which he sees as 
distinguishing a state from other associations. For instance, a 
nation according to Awo does not have objectives. This follows 
from his definition of the nation as a natural determination 
based on linguistic and blood relationship. Membership of this 
group is involuntary. (Notice that what Awo refers to as the 
nation here is what many would refer to as an ethnic group). 
This distinction between nation and state is responsible for 
Awolowo’s famous statement that “Nigeria is not a nation, it 
is a mere geographical expression”. There is no doubt that in the 
sense he uses the term, Nigeria is a multi-national state. Again, 
the belief that a state must have certain objectives is responsible 
for Awolowo’s castigation of all pre 1979 efforts at constitution­
making in Nigeria. For they lacked any reference to fundamental 
objectives of the state.13

(ii) The objectives of a State, according to Awo, must include the 
provision of a full and happy life for all its citizens. This follows 
from the fact that their self-interest which motivates them to form 
the State will require nothing less or contrary.

(tti) To be able to attain this objective, the state must have a suitable 
constitution and an adequate economic arrangement.

(>v) The most suitable constitution for a state depends on its 
nature and composition. It must conform to certain unive­
rsally valid principles. However, given any form of constitu­
tion, th.' best form of government is Democracy.14

There is a strong emphasis on human motivation in 
Awolowo’s account of the state. He traces the foundation of 
the state to the self-interest of family units in group survival. 
He justifies the relevance of his four principles of constitu­
tion-making by appeal to the self-interest of human beings. 
These principles are that:
(1) If a country is uni-lingual and uni-national the consti­
tution must be unitary.
(2) If a country is uni-lingual or bi-lingual or multi-lingual
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and also consists of communities which, though belonging 
to the same nation, have, over a period of years, developed 
some autonomous geographical separateness; the constitu­
tion must be Federal, and the constituent states must be 
organized on a dual basis of language- and geographical 
separateness.
(3) If a country is bi-lingual of multi-lingual, the constitu­
tion must be Federal, and the consistuent states must be 
organized on a dual basis of language and geographical 
separateness.
(4) Any experiment with a Unitary Constitution in a 
bi-lingual or multi-national country must fail, in the long 
run. Awolowo then adds that these principles will be valid 
as long as most human beings are motivated by self-interest:

“And we make bold to declare that these principles will hold 
good as long as the hearts of the vast majority of human beings 
continue to be ruled more by passions, emotions, individual 
wills, and self-interest than by objective reason, and the pursuit 
of generally beneficial common goals... 15

He also justifies political competition and multi-party system 
on the same ground: that people will have nothing less, beca­
use they are motivated by self-interest.

It. is proper for us to see this approach as political realism 
and to oppose it to the kind of idealism that informs the 
Rousseauian obsession with the elevation of general interest 
and suppression of private interest. In the context of African 
political thought, Julius Nyerere of Tanzania epitomizes 
the Rousseauian obsession.16 Awolowo’s position appears 
to "be a realization of the primacy of interest in politics. 
It is in recognition of this important fact that his account 
of the state starts with the motivation of family units in the 
protection of their interest. They are not likely to yield to 
any principle or action that has a tendency of jeopardising 
those interests. This is what Awolowo attempts to capture in 
the principles of constitution-making.

But there is a problem. Are these principles of constitu-
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tion-making, political competition, and multi-party system 
valid because they provide adequate solution for the problem 
posed by self-interest, in the sense that they make the stability 
of the system possible in spite of self-interest? Or are these 
principles valid because they solve those problems by dissol­
ving its cause, that is, by eradicating self-interest and indivi­
dual wills? I do not think that it is the latter suggestion that 
makes the principles attractive. For Awolowo maintains 
that they will be valid until men are no longer governed by 
self-interest. There is no suggestion that they will tiring 
the end of self-interest. The suggestion is, rather, that they 
will provide adequate stability as long as self-interest reigns.

But if so, there is a problem with the other aspect of the 
theory. The capitalist system is widely acclaimed to be 
based on this same account of human motivation. Awolowo 
himself agrees that “greed, selfishness, or naked self-interest 
is the essence and predominant motivation of capitalism” 
But he rejects capitalism precisely on this ground — that it is 
based on self-interest, and suggests that it is bound to gene­
rate secular social disequilibrium and disintegrate. Awolowo 
then offers the socialist system as an alternative to capitalism. 
In his account, this must be because socialism is based on 
love rather than self-interest. Then socialism is going to 
provide a permanent solution to the problem of self-interst. 
It is going to solve the problem by replacing self-interest with 
love as the basic human motivation. The truth or falsity of 
this assertion can be put aside for a while. The point of 
mterest is what this should mean.

Let us recall that the principles of constittition, political 
competition, and multi-party system are all offered as Mm- 
porary panacea to the problem created by self-interest. They 
make for stability when greed and selfishness remain the 
asic human motivation. Now this is going to cease as soon 

love replaces self-interest. In other words, the socialist 
transformation is expected to put an end to self-interest 
y introducing love. The question is: Will the,politics of 

competition justified by the existence of self-interest still
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be relevant at this stage when self-interest must have given 
way to love?. Indeed, will there be need for the state then? 
Awolowo maintains that the state will always be necessary. 
This is one point of his disagreement with revolutionary 
Marxism.19 There seems to be a clash between the goal 
of socialism based on love and the continuation of a politics 
dictated by the fact of self-interest. In this connection, it is 
also appropriate to raise questions about the adequacy of this 
politics for the realization of the goal of socialist transforma­
tion. No doubt Awolowo is attracted'to the idea that demo­
cracy implies the existence of a system of competitive 
election based on a multi-party system. He rejects the one- 
party system, favours the “democratic method” of gaining 
political power, and believes that a socialist party can maintain 
itself in power by its performance. This is optimism which 
may not be justified in reality. His opposition to the concept 
of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat is based on a mistaken 
understanding of the distinction between dictatorship and 
democracy as it occurs in the context of Marxist theory.

It is also important, in this regard, to point out that 
Awolowo’s concept of socialism cannot put an end to exploi­
tation. Its goal is to get rid of private ownership of the means 
of production. But this ownership will still be vested in the 
State, and state capitalism will replace private capitalism. 
This is why Marxists regard socialism as an intermediate 
stage between capitalism and communism. It is a stage in 
which politics is predominant, with the proletariats exerci­
sing power to get rid of all forms of exploitation. Socialism 
is not intended to be an economic system comparable to 
capitalism. The alternative to capitalism is communism at 
which stage the state is no longer essential. Awolowo rejects 
this account and considers the state as a necessity. It is 
difficult to see how the socialist transformation that emerges 
will fulfil the goal of “social justice and equality”, which 
Awolowo claims as the objectives of socialism.

The problem raised by Awolowo’s rejection of the concept 
of the dictatorship of the proletariat in favor of “democratic
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Why not? Awolowo’s answer is that:

socialism” is an instance of the larger issue of the distinction 
often made between dictatorship and democracy. It raises 
the issue of what exactly is involved in democracy. Is it 
solely a means of achieving a desired end of “happiness and 
satisfaction” for the people,' or does it consist solely in the 
end itself? If it consists solely in the former, is there any 
clear example of democracy? This question is important in 
view of the fact that reactions against the concept of dicta­
torship of the proletariat derive from the fear' which the 
word “dictatorship” generates in some people, and this is 
no less true of Awolowo. He writes:

We do not at all subscribe to the dictatorship of the pro­
letariat, nor do we think that it is necessary for the latter 
t0 use the State as an instrument .of arbitrary and partisan 
coercion against the bourgeoisie.

if the proletariat who are now in power are truly 
representative of the masses, and if the objectives being 
pursued by them are truly socialist and, therefore, more in 
harmony with the immutable law than not, then every 
effort on the part bf the displaced capitalists to recapture 
power by foul means is doomed to fail and sure to Ee­
bound catastrophically on them...20

But how will the proletariat carry out its programme? 
How will it realize its goal of “Social justice” without using 
the power of the state to suppress the bourgeois reactions? 
Awolowo himself says that he, like other socialist, insists on 
“the regulation of consumption, the abolition of freedom of 
individual enterprise and private property, and the state 
control of the means of production.”2 1 All these involve 
the .use of state power to change the system of social relat- 
tions and they appear to be no more than is implied in the 
concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat. But Awolowo 
considers the suppression of opposition, including bourgeois
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opposition, as proof of dictatorship, and so considers the 
concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat unacceptable 
for a democratic socialist who intends to use the power of the 
state to impose socialist ends, which will definitely be opposed 
by the bourgeoisie. Apparently, the confusion arises because 
the socialist government will be backed by the masses of 
workers and proletariat, while the bourgeoisie will be in the 
minority. As long as this is so, it should not be difficult to 
have the majority approval of socialist policies and if that is 
possible, Awolowo sees no use for the concept of dictator­
ship, for describing this process. What is forgotten is that the 
proletariat state is thereby using its power to constitute its 
class and to change the system of social relations against the 
bourgeoisie which will do everything possible to resist. That 
is the essence of dictatorship and it is also applicable to the 
bourgeois state power.

Democratic socialism is not a new ideology. It had been 
a strong contender before Lenin’s proletariat revolution. It 
proposes the possibility and desirability of a “happy 
marriage” between socialism and liberal democratic politics. 
It locates democracy in the readiness of political leaders to 
ask the people periodically if they approve of what is being 
done for their good. This requires the establishment of a 
multi-party system and periodic elections. Awolowo was 
optimistic that the goal of socialist transformation can be 
achieved by a system of elections and debate, and rejected 
the Marxist approach because “it is grounded on mutual 
hatred.”22 In his view, “democratic socialism must of nece­
ssity be democratic in its methods ... in the manner of its 
deep contemplation and actual planning by its adherent.”2 3

This raises the questions of the real connection between 
socialism, liberal democracy and capitalism. It seems obvious 
that the latter two have always been tightly connected, even 
conceptually. It is this sort of connection that Milton Friedman 
seems to have in mind when he objects to democratic socialism 
on the ground that:

“there is an intimate connecuon between economics and poli-
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5- Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan John Plamenatz(ed.)Collins/Fontana 1974 p.142.

7- Ibid. p.16.

8. Jifd.,p. 77-78.

3. This is in fulfilment of a long-standing desire which was to have materialized in 
the form of a doctoral dissertation at the University of Wisconsin in 1980. but 
had to be shelved for lack of a supervisor competent in Awolowo’s philosopy.

footnotes

1 a'ee e.g. Christopher Claphan, “The Context of African Political Thought” in 
The Journal of Modern African Studies 8, 1 (1970) pp. 1—3.

tics, that only certain combinations of political and economic 
arrangements are possible, and that, in particular, a society which 
is socialist cannot also be democratic, in the sense of guaranteeing 
individual freedom”24

While I am not endorsing this view, especially as it rests on a 
certain conception of individual freedom which I consider 
partial, I bring it up because it raises the difficulty that has 
to be resolved by an aov.ocate of democratic socialism, 
namely, the very idea of democracy which underlies the 
theory. This is the conceptual hurdle that has to be jumped 
by the theory and politics of democratic socialism. It is a 
task which Obafemi Awolowo was yet to accomplish satis­
factorily before he left the stage, though there is no doubt 
that he succeeded in raising the intellectual dust in African 
politics.

2. See among others, Francis Ogunmodede’s “Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s Socio- 
Political Philosophy: A Critical Interpretation” (Rome, 1986); J. O. Fasoro, 
Obafemi Awolowo’s Political Theory: A Philosophical Critique, MA. Makinde 
“Mental Magnitude": Awolowo’s Search for Ultimate Reality, Meaning 
and the Supreme Value of Human Existence; Ultimate Reality and Meaning in 
Vol. 10, No. 1., 1987.

The People's Republic, p. 77.

4- The People's Republic, Ibadan Oxford University Press, 1968 p. 76.



177AWOLOWO AND THE POLITICS OF DEMOCRATIC SOCIALISM

9. Ibid., p. 81.

10 Ibid., p. 83.

12 Ibid., p. 156.

13 Ibid., p. 153-164.

14 Ibid., p. 39-46.

15 The People’s Republic, p. 91.

17 Op. at., pp. 188-189.

19 Ibid., pp. 192.

IO Ibid., pp. 195-196.

21 Ibid., p. 197.

22 Ibid., p. 192.

23 Ibid., p. 210.

18 Obafemi Awolowo, Voice of Reason. Akurc Fagbamigbc Publishers. 1981 
p. 182.

16 “See my article “Rousseau, Nyercre" and “the Politics of General interest" 
in Praxis International Vol. 4. 2, 1984.

11 “Obafemi Awolowo, Voice of Wisdom Akure Fagbamigbc Publishers. 1981 
p. 155.

24 Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom, The University of Chicago Press.
1962 p. 8.



9

M. AKIN MAKINDE

INTRODUCTION

Awolowo aradl African Socialism: A 
Philosophical Stady*

Hitherto, the works of African political writers have attracted 
the attention of foreign scholars, particularly the works of 
writers like Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, Jomo Kenyatta of 
Kenya, Leopold Sendar of Senegal, and Julius Nyerere of 
Tanzania. Perhaps the most productive of them all, Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo of Nigeria, has not received the same 
attention as given to the above politicians probably because, 
unlike the others, Awolowo never had the opportunity of 
being a head of state, a situation that might have enhanced 
the chances of putting his political doctrine into practice.

for a short period from 1954 to 1959, Awolowo’s 
principles and practice of his brand of socialism was notice­
ably effective in the then western region of Nigeria. His 
leadership at that time remains a showpiece of African demo­
cratic socialism on the continent of Africa. Had there been 
added to his writings the pomp, power, and prestige of a 
head of state his works would have attracted the attention of 
scholars all over the world just as every head of State is given 
international recognition. As a leader of China, Chairman 
Mao’s work was avidly read and studied and the same was 
true of Mahatma Gandhi, Awolowo’s political mentor. In 
Africa today, the politicians whose works receive the atten­
tion of international scholars are the political leaders, particu­
larly heads of states like the examples cited above. Whether
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this trend is justified politically or philosophically is difficult 
Co say. But from the academic point of view, the search for 
African political ideas only through heads of states may be 
regarded as a bankruptcy of intellectual enterprise and a great 
disservice to academic learning.

Taking congnizance of the above point of view my paper 
focuses attention on the political doctrine of Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo, described as Awoism - a socialism based on his 
philosophical doctrine of mental magnitude. Awolowo’s 
doctrine of the Regime of Mental Magnitude, his argument 
that socialism is a normative science and his religious belief 
in the rote which God or the “Universal mind’' plays in his 
theory of a socialist state have led to his disagreement with 
his other African colleagues, notably Nyerere and Senghor 
who had believed that there is African socialism rooted in 
past African traditional societies. Thus Awolowo’s objections 
to the idea or concept of African socialism is an important 
deviation from the views of his colleagues on the question: 
Is there an African socialism?

Awolowo’s socialist doctrine is based on his idea of human 
association, particularly of political association, founded on 
his belief that man is an instrument of social, political and 
scientific changes. Mental magnitude is therefore a develop, 
mental theory of the mind and the individual in any socialist 
state, but addressed - specifically to the underdeveloped 
nations of Africa, with Nigeria as its main target. When 
applied to leadership or government, particularly in African 
society, the Regime of Mental Magnitude becomes extemely 
crucial to Awolowo's social and political philosophy. Like* 
Plato, Awolowo emphasizes mental qualities, and it is foi 
this reason that an African socialist government must intro­
duce free education at all levels, for the purpose of the 
training and discipline of the mind. Because he sees a relation 
between mind and body, his second cardinal programme is 
free health for all, for he believes in the old theory of “& 
sound mind in a sound body”. It is after these two things 
have been taken care of that man can make his own positive
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contributions to any society from the economic, political or 
scientific point of view. Full employment and integrated 
rural deve’opment complete the socialist programme for a 
meaningful development of a socialist state.

Awolowo’s brand of socialism is not communism or 
Marxist socialism but democratic socialism par excellence. 
The merit of the arguments for his socialist doctrine is that 
African nations cannot develop unless they cultivate, indivi­
dually or collectively, the Regime of Mental Magnitude 
which he always considers as an insurance against nepotism, 
bribery and corruption, inept government and ceaseless 
military coups. Only a little reflection would show that 
events in Africa have borne him out. But then Awolowo 
never had the opportunity of putting into practice his brand 
of socialism. As he often says, he who must govern and dis­
cipline others must himself be self-disciplined, i.e., cultivate 
the Regime of Mental Magnitude. This seems to make all the 
difference between his political doctrine and the events in 
his own country, Nigeria, which has witnessed five military 
coups since independence in 1960.

CONTEMPORARY AFRICAN SOCIAL AND POLITICAL PHILOSOPHERS 

Before the declaration of independence by their colonial 
masters, some politically minded African intellectuals seem 
to have had their own ideas about the system of government 
they considered most suited to the African situation, based 
on the traditional beliefs of the African people. The word 
“socialism’ is a foreign word, and may therefore have diffe­
rent meanings to different linguistic communities. In the 
African context, socialism could mean living together in a 
spirit of love and brotherhood. It also means, as Nyerere puts 
it. Ujamaa i.e. “familyhood” or “community spirit”.1 
The “foundation'* and “objective'* of African socialism 
which has been in Africa all along is. according to Nyerere, 
the extended family.2 In Leopold Senghor’s sense, socialism 
m Africa is “community society” founded on “the general
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activity of the group”.3 And he seems to agree with Nyerere 
when he (Senghor) argues that, because of its communal 
nature, the Negro African Society has traditionally been 
socialistic.4 And for Nkrumah, "African traditional society 
is communal, egalitarian and humanistic”. The root of this is 
to be found in African tradition. “If one seeks the socio­
political ancestry of socialism one must go to the African 
tradition”.5 But in any of these African conceptions of 
socialism there is one thing that would be generally accepted, 
and that is what I call “living together in a spirit of love and 
brotherhood”. That is what familyhood and community 
spirit seem to entail.

Because of the communal life of African people, indivi­
dualism is a remote concept. Individuals in a traditional 
African society are rich or poor according to whether the 
whole society is rich or poor. This means that both the 
rich and the poor are secure, and the poor cannot starve 
since he could depend on the wealth of the community of 
which he is a member. In other words, in an African tradi­
tional society, capitalism is also a remote concept. Socialism 
is therefore “essentially distributive”, and there can be no 
“acquisitive socialism.” Nyerere, for instance, sees this as an 
attitude of mind, particularly of the traditional African 
people, and therefore of traditional African socialism. “True 
socialism”, he says, “is an attitude of the mind.”6

The great concerns of these thinkers is to fashion an 
African society in which some of its traditional values are 
blended with life in modem societies, particularly of the 
kind of life already imposed by the legacy of the colonial 
systems of government. Thus Leopold Senghor speaks of 
“integrating socialism with Negritude”7 while Nkrumah 
attempts to integrate African socialism with “dialectical 
materialism”.8 It must’ be pointed out that while Nyerere 
and Senghor not only believe in African traditions but also 
advocate their revival as a social and political goal, Nkrumah 
thought that a return to the past would be like putting the 
hands of the clock back. Although he sees the need to syn-
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thesize the traditional with modem political ideas, he cei- 
tainly rejects pure traditionalism, or a complete revival of 
old traditional structures.

However, there is a different point of view that has not 
received as much attention as that given to any of the above 
writers on the idea of African Socialism. It is the veiw of 
Obafemi Awolowo of Nigeria. His socialist doctrine is so 
radically different from the others that his social and poli­
tical philosophy deserves more serious attention than hitherto 
given to it. The rest of this paper shall be devoted to a critical 
analysis of Awolowo’s views on socialism in general, but 
African socialism in particular.

AWOLOWO ON THE QUESTIONS OF AFRICAN SOCIALIALISM

In the West, particularly in the United States of America, 
socialism is commonly viewed as a somewhat alien and per 
jorative word, associated with Marxism or Communism, o 
this reason the US is quite unwilling to see any of the 
African countries go socialist even though some well knowxi 
scholars have shown that the US itself is more in rac 
socialist than many socialist States.9 In recent years, there 
has been a great deal of controversy in Nigeria about socia­
lism as prompted by Awolowo's writings and utterances. 
Some powerful politicians are afraid of the word social­
ism” because, in their own opinion, socialism is just another 
word for communism or Marxism, while communism means 
general or shared poverty. This is to say that a socialist must 
not have property and must live the life of a poor man. 
But it seems to others that socialism is not as bad as it is 
generally portrayed in Nigeria, and that if any system of 
government is to be dreaded at all, it is a government where 
freedom and individual liberty is seriously curtailed and 
people are not allowed to freely make their choice of a 
government. This is the situation under communism or 
Marxist socialism whose system of government leads to 
totalitarianism or dictatorship.
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Communism as defined is essentially a philosophy advoca­
ting. the common ownership of the means of production. 
Under this system no individual person (or limited group of 
persons) is allowed to monopolize property, except for minor 
personal belongings. This condition must obtain in so far 
as property is seen as belonging to all members of the society. 
Private ownership is said to lead to exploitation of the many 
by the few. The few, usually known as the bourgeoisie, are 
held responsible for a number of social evils in the society. 
They usually exploit their employees by giving them less 
wages than they rightly deserve; they treat workers as com­
modities on the market, for their wages are dependent on 
the fluctuations of the labour market and not usually on the 
worth of the work they produce. In many cases, the bourge­
oisie commercialize most occupations, including the profes­
sions, and most social institutions. It is then assumed that 
the elimination of the capitalist class would leave the only re­
maining class, i.e. the Proletariat who are mainly workers, 
as those who will take over the responsibility for labour 
and government and the administration of government. The 
talcing over of power from the bourgeoise is called the “Dic­
tatorship of the Proletariat. ’ It is assumed that under this 
dictatorship, society would be at peace with itself. The above 
is v/ell known to any reader of Marx and .Engels.10 As we 
have observed earlier, Nyerere, Senghor and Nkrumah believe 
that there is a brand of socialism rooted in African tradi­
tions? 1 This kind of socialism is usually referred to as Afri­
can socialism. It is a socialism that may be called “communa- 
lism” or “communism"’judging from its various definitions as 
“community spirit ’, “community society’’ or “familyhood’'. 
Like the communism of Marx and Engels defined above 
Nyerere's conception of African socialism, also like that of 
Senghor, advocates the common ownership of means of 
production and of all the natural resources in the State. 
According to Nyerere, the organization of traditional African 
society- includes fair distribution of the wealth it produces.

Apart frojn the anti-social effects of the accumu-
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lation of personal wealth, the very desire to accumu­
late it must be interpreted as a vote of ‘no confi­
dence’ in the social system. For when a society is so 
organized that it cares about its individuals, then pro­
vided he is willing to work, no individual within that 
society should worry about what will happen to him 
tomorrow if he does not hoard wealth today. Society 
itself should look after him, or his widow, or his 
orphans. This is exactly what traditional African 
society succeeded in doing. Both the ‘rich’ and the 
‘poor’ individual were completely secure in African 
society. Natural catastrophe brought famine, but it 
brought famine to everybody — ‘poor’ or ‘rich’. 
No body starved, either of food or of human dignity, 
because he lacked personal wealth; he could depend 
on the wealth possessed by the community of which 
he was a member. That was socialism- That is social­
ism Socialism is essentially distributive.12

From this point of view Nyerere thinks that Africans must 
regain their former attitude of mind i.e. “traditional African 
socialism” and “apply it to the new societies we are buidling 
today.”13 This, in effect, is to say that African socialism is 
rooted in the "tradition of African people. Therefore, for 
Nyerere, a true African socialism must regain the past African 
traditions by returning to them.

Awolowo disagrees with Nyerere’s pure traditionalism, 
While he would agree with Nkrumah’s rejection of a com­
plete revival of the past traditional institutions which would 
bring the hand of the clock back he does not believe in 
Nkrumah’s idea of atheistic “dialectical materialism”14 
or Senghor’s idea of “integratiftg socialism with Negri- 
tude.”15 Neither does lie accept the” idea of synthesizing 
traditional beliefs, social and political institutions with 
modem situations, nor does he appreciate Nkrumah’s prag­
matic approach to African Socialism. Finally, not only does 
Awoiowo believe that an African socialism cannot be based 
on African past traditional institutions, but he goes as far as 
denying the concept of African socialism since he believes 
that socialism does not have its root in any region of the 
world. As far as he is concerned, socialism is a normative 
science.
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Socialism.'....as it is generally agreed by all........ is
a normative science. Before any theory at all can 
answer to the name of science, it must be of univer­
sal application. If any principle is purely and strictly 
peculiar to a given institution, region, or state, it 
may be a custom, practice, or even a theory, but it 
certainly cannot lay claim to the status of science. 
Just as there can be no African Ethics qua Ethics 
as a science, or African Logic, so there can be no 
African socialism. 16

In another work, Awolowo argues that, as a normative 
science, socialism “sets the standards of human ends and 
social objectives which economic forces must serve, and 
prescribes the methods by which these forces may be con­
trolled, directed and channelled for the attainment of the 
declared ends and objective.’17 In his opinion, those Afri­
cans “who have deep rooted prejudices agaisnt socialism.... 
have adopted the ambivalent approach that whilst what they 
call the European type of socialism is a foreign philosophy, 
there is a kind of socialism which is native and indigenous 
to Africa. This is the so-called African socialism whjch, 
according to them, is more suited to Africa than the so- 
called Russian or Chinese socialism. ’18

Continuing with his objections against the idea oi African 
socialism, Awolowo argues that those who have spoken 
eloquently about African socialism or “Pragmatic African 
socialism” have fallen into three major errors. First, the 
protagonists of African socialism have mistaken certain 
African customs and social practices like savings through 
Esusu (thrift society), the family or communal ownership 
of land etc., for socialism.” In the second place, he argues 
that, although there was absence of greed for material acqui­
sitions and extensive ownership of private properties in tradi­
tional African societies, this situation cannot be taken as an 
adherence to the socialist principles by people who were 
never conscious of such principles. Rather, it was the situa­
tion at that time that created “insuperable physical obstacles” 
to such acquisitive tendency:

In the absence of adequate and efficient conununi-



I

OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA?.186

J

cations; in th? midst of incessant inter-tribal and 
internecine wars, with their attendant grave insecurity 
to property and life; and in the absence of portable 
and durable means of exchange which, apart from 
anything else, could serve as store of value, the desire 
and the greed to accumulate the things of this world 
were reduced to the barest minimum. 2 0

In support of his argument Awolowo gives a good example 
from his own culture. He observes that before the advent of 
the British the traditional medium of exchange in Nigeria 
was the cowry. Twenty thousand shells of cowries made 
“one sack”, an equivalent of five shillings which was less than 
fifty cents. It required an able-bodied person to carry one 
sack while a man was considered wealthy if he had one sack 
in his possession. Anyone who possessed fifty sacks, an equi­
valent of twelve and a half pound sterling, or about twenty 
dollars, would have been a millionaire. It would require fifty 
able-bodied persons to carry this “monetary wealth” in case 
of an emergency. Hence he contends that, “in the circumst­
ances, therefore, it would be madness for anyone to possesi 
too much of either perishable farm products, or unwieldy 
cowries.”21 Thus Awolowo seems to be saying that if people 
in African traditional societies lived a communal life in a 
community spirit, if there were no acquisitive tendencies and 
an individual was rich or poor according to whether the socie­
ty was rich or poor, it was not because of any socialist 
principle known to them but because they were forced by 
the circumstances of that time to live that way. If this is the 
case, then, changes of circumstances amongst Africans must 
lead to changes in social, economic and political orientation. 
In this connection, Awolowo argues that the invention of 
an easily portable and durable medium of exchange marked 
the beginning of excessive greed for the acquisition of mate­
rial wealth in Africa. What is more, the improvement of com­
munications has helped “to fan this anti-social passion 
beyond all imaginable proportions.”22 He explains further:

As long as the barriers to extensive ownership of pri­
vate property existed, the Africans, like all primitive 
peoples in other parts of the world, lived a life of
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simplicity and contentment, which was comparatively 
free from the greed and naked self-interest that are 
prevalent in a capitalist society. But as soon as these 
barriers were removed and a money economy was in­
troduced, coupled with improvement in communica­
tions, the passion for greedy accumulations of wealth 
became as sharp, venomous and devastating in the 
Africans as in the other human inhabitants of the 
globe. 23

A little reflection would show the importance of Awo- 
lowo’s argument under the present social and political situa­
tions in Africa. For instance, all the changes mentioned by 
him have made it quite easy for African leaders and politi­
cians to accumulate inordinate wealth. If an individual person 
could amass as much as one billion dollars in a relatively 
poor country lilce Nigeria or much less in poorer countries in 
Africa, it would require about fifty million able-bodied per­
sons (in the case of one billion dollars) to carry this “mone­
tary wealth Such would have been the case in the past 
when the possession of twenty dollars was sufficient to make 
one a millionaire! Surely, modem technology which has suc­
ceeded in the production of luxury goods has increased the 
human passion for greed in Africa and other under-developed 
countries.24 With the development of printing and efficient 
communication system it is quite easy to carry any amount 
of money on a piece of paper, or to transfer large sums of 
money from place to place by post or cablegram. If it requir­
ed a lot of people to carry only twenty dollars in the past, it 
certainly would be difficult to transfer one billion dollars 
from one part of the country to the other and certainly 
impossible to stack the same amount of money in foreign 
countries, like Switzerland, in cases of emergency. From 
Awolowo’s position it seems obvious that the conditions 
in African traditional societies no longer obtain. It is also 
important to point out that people in African traditional 
societies were not consciqps of any socialist principles that 
.could be called African. If people’s social and political 
behaviours in the African traditional societies were as simple 
and non-acquisitive as Nyerere and others have rightly claim-
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ed, it was only for the reasons suggested by Awolowo, that 
is, the conditions for greed and accumulation of wealth just 
did not exist at that time.

Finally, Awolowo objects to what he calls “Pragmatic 
African Socialism.'* The issue here is how socialism is to be 
achieved, whether in African or any other societies. This is a 
question of methodology. Marxist-Leninist approach to socia­
lism is through a theory of violent revolution, or any means 
that would lead to the dictatorship of the proletariat. Any 
means is considered necessary for, in as much as the ruling 
class will not voluntarily relinquish their wealth, capital and 
power, the only thing to do is to abrogate them by force or 
violence if necessary. Thus, in his objection against pragmatic 
African socialism Awolowo argues that, in pragmatic socia­
lism, there is an obvious confusion, especially between ends 
on the. one hand and the method of (socialist) approach on 
the other. He argues:

Viewed from any standpoint, whether it is the 
Marxist, the Maoist, the Titoist, or our own brand 
of socialism, the normative social objectives are the 
same, whilst the methods of approach are cons­
picuously different from one another. If circums­
tances so dictate, a pragmatic approach to the attain­
ment of socialist goals in a particular country may be 
adopted. But the fact that a particular tactic is adop­
ted does not in any way alter the fundamental ends, 
or thereby necessarily make such ends pragmatic in 
themselves. 2 5

From the above arguments Awolowo concludes his criti­
cism of the concept of African socialism by showing that 
democratic socialism is on the same footing as pragmatic 
socialism but with an important difference:

While pragmatic socialism may be democratic or 
otherwise in its approach to socialism, democractic 
socialism must of necessity be democratic in its 
methods - at any rate, in the manner of its deep 
contemplation and actual planning by its adhe­
rents. 26
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He then makes it clear that his own brand of socialism is 
radically different from both the classical Marxist or Leninist 
socialism and communism. “Our concept of socialism is 
entirely different from communism or Marxian concept 
of socialism. 'L 7 In distinguishing socialism from, and contra­
sting it with, communism and the Marxist concept of social­
ism, Awolowo argues that not only are communism and 
socialism not synonymous but also that, from all accounts, 
communism is not yet being practised anywhere in the 
world.28 “What they have in USSR, China and other so 
called communist countries is socialism with its dictatorship 
of the proletariat, and its enforced derogation of personal 
freedom.2 *

One important difference between Awolowo s socialism 
and the Marxian socialism is that of methodology. For 
instance, he does not believe that violence is inevitable in 
the evolution of a socialist state, and for this reason rejects 
the Marxian idea of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat.30 
In his critique of Pragmatic African Socialism he seems to 
have made it clear that the end does not always justify the 
means. Whether in Africa, Asia, Europe or Russia, socialism 
must be achieved by democratic means and not by violence. 
In this case, Awolowo is likely to have seen some similarity 
in the Marxist-Leninist method and that of the so-called 
■iragmatic African socialism. It is from this point of view 
that Awolowo’s socialism can be read as Democratic Social­
ism which, apart from being a rejection of pragmatic African 
socialism, is also a rejection of both democratic capitalism 
and communist socialism.31 And it is important to know 
that, for him, Democratic Socialism is not distinctly African, 
since its principles are not rooted in African traditions but 
in the human association.

Finally, Awolowo rejects the fundamental tenet of Marx­
ism that there can be no personal freedom in a socialist state. 
And because of his love for democracy, he regards as evil one 
party system of government which he sees as essential to 
Marxist-Leninist socialism.3 2 A one party system pf govern-
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MENTAL MAGNITUDE: PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATION OF AWOISM

As a deviation from the current notion of an African 
Socialism which is thought to be rooted in African traditional 
social systems, Awolowo provides a philosophical basis for 
his universalist doctrine of socialism. We cannot properly 
appreciate his conception of socialism without understand­
ing his philosophical analysis of the num an mind and the 
importance he attaches to the individual person as an instru­
ment of change. In so far as socialism is seen as a particular 
attitude of the mind and a way of life translatable into a 
theory of social, political, economic and moral behaviours 
of man in a society, mental magnitude, as a philosophical 
basis ol Awolowo’s socialism, puts man at the centre of all 
activities thus making him the main instrument of social, 
political, scientific, economic and moral changes. The doctri­

ment, whether civilian or military, is evil because it is unelec­
ted and can lead to dictatorship or totalitarianism.

Judging from the above it can safely be said that Awo- 
lowo's rejection of Marxist socialism and the idea of African 
socialism or pragmatic African socialism seems consistent 
with his own conception of socialism as a normative science. 
Particularly of African socialism his universalist conception 
of socialism is to show that socialism cannot be said to have 
its root in African traditional societies. And if this is granted 
it would appear that, from Awolowo’s point of view, there is 
no brand of socialism which could properly be labelled 
“African socialism”; after all, we do not talk of African 
Logic or Ethics, he would say. This universalist view of social­
ism seems to suggest that the idea of African socialism is 
fundamentally otiose as it would be the cdse if one were to 
talk of Asian or European Socialism. There is simply social­
ism. For this reason he propounded a doctrine which serves 
as a philosophical foundation of his own brand of socialism. 
It is a doctrine which is quite consistent with his universalist 
approach. This is what he calls the “Regime of Mental Magni­
tude.”3 3
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ne of mental magnitude, therefore, leads to a profound 
metaphysical analysis of man in relation to his mental and 
physical capabilities and his well-being, both as an individual 
and as a member of a society. It reveals Awolowo’s philoso­
phical doctrine of dualism of mind and body and his recogni­
tion of both as constituting a person with no racial, ethnic or 
geographical qualification.

“Man” argues Awolowo^ “is the sole creative and purpo­
sive dynamic in nature: everything else by comparison is in a 
state of inertia.”3 4 Man is not just “ah animated lump of 
earth mixed with water. ’ But more thin this -

He is dual in nature: part animal, part God; part 
conscious, part subconscious; part body, part mind.... 
According to Christian ontology, God breathed into 
his nostrils and man became a living soul. The living 
soul is housed in the shell called body and this soul 
can only be the same in kind and quality, though 
not in degree, as the soul or Infinite Intelligence 
which pervades the universe and animates man. 
Looked at in this edifying way every man, without 
exception, is a potential genius. 35

In further relating the individual to the state as a whole36 
Awolowo tries to show that the quality of a state is the quali­
ty of its citizens, But in order to appreciate this we must 
understand the nature of man and recognize his mental and 
physical capabilities in promoting the general happiness of 
each and all in a society. Hence,

proper knowledge of man, and a thorough appre­
ciation and competent application of the principles 
which govern his physical culture, his mental develop­
ment, and his spiritual self-realization, is indispensa­
ble to any efforts for promoting and guaranteeing his 
general well-being and happiness. 37

But more important is Awolowo’s belief in the superiority 
of the mind over the body. Like Plato in his Republic Awo­
lowo believes that the soul or mind should rule the body, 
and takes it as an immutable law that the soul commands 
while the body obeys. The soul or mind is the seat of man’s 
rational faculty, the body the seat of appetite or desires or
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what he calls “negative#emotions” 3 8 Ideally then, reason 
should govern man’s appetite or desire. When this is brought 
into his idea of a socialist state Awolowo believes-, like Plato’s 
idea of a philosopher king, that only men of reason should 
govern in a society. But if reason is dethroned for appetite, 
then the human mind is seized by negative emotions. This 
situation leads to corruption of the mind which in turn leads 
to all sorts of evils like greed, bribery, nepotism, abuse and 
misuse of power, stealing, cheating, smuggling, violence 
and disrespect for the rule of law — all of which Awolowo 
sees as flourishing phenomena in Africa, particularly in his 
own country, Nigeria. Therefore, for the purpose of effective 
government' and a just and egalitarian society, those who 
aspire to leadership in a socialist state should be those who 
are ruled by reason as opposed to mere appetite or desire 
for bodily pleasure. In other words, they must be mentally 
equipped, for a leader without a sound and disciplined mind 
cannot rule in Awolowo’s ideal of a socialist state. In order to 
be master of others and inculcate in them a sense of discipline, 
one has to be first and foremost master of his own mind and 
be himself self disciplined. According to him,

Men of affairs and wisdom everywhere are unani­
mous in the view that only ‘those who are masters of 
themselves become masters of others’. Indeed Aristo­
tle has said it, with the authority of one of the great­
est and wisest men that ever lived: ‘Let him that 
would move the world, first move himself. 39

An essential tool for a good training and discipine of the 
mind is EDUCATION which Awolowo makes as the first car­
dinal programme of his socialist party. Whether in Africa ot 
Asia, Russia or America education and discipline of the mind 
are seen as essential to the improvement of the individual 
and of the society as a whole. An educated carpenter will.be 
more efficient than an illiterate carpenter, and the same can 
be said of fanners, builders, and even traditional healers. But 
more importantly, the education and training of the minds of 
those who aspire to leadership is absolutely essential, particu­
larly the kind that is needed for the cultivation of mental

will.be
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magnitude. As Awolowo himself suggests, to make a success 
of governing the nation, “Nigerian leaders should possess 
comprehension, mental magnitude, and spiritual depth.”40 
By comprehension he means “the ability of a man to appre­
ciate and grasp the salient details as well as most of the prac­
tical and temporal implications of a given problem or situa­
tion”4 1 Precisely for this reason, he is against the idea of 
African socialism based on past traditions. For him it would 
appear that such an idea of socialism is retrogressive, for it 
certainly appeals to the past when people had no disciplined 
education and so were incapable of grasping the salient 
details of socialist principles.4 2

Since Awolowo believes in the dualism of mind and body 
and a relation between them, he sees the need for the deve­
lopment of both m, and through, a socialist programme. For 
this reason, and particularly for the development of mental 
magnitude, the body, like the mind, must be taken care of. 
One of his justifications in this regard is his belief, dating 
back from Plato, of the saying: A sound mind in a sound 
body.44 A proper education, in Awoiowo's view, consists 
of the training of both mind and body. It is this kind of edu­
cation that can help man live a balanced and disciplined life.

The cardinal aim of education is riot to teach 
a man to read and write, to acquire a profession, 
to master a vocation, or to be versed in the liberal 
arts. All these are only means to the end of true 
education, which is to help a man live a full, happy, 
and triumphant life. In other words, any system 
of education which does not help a man to have a 
healthy and sound body, an alert brain, and a balanc­
ed and disciplined instinctive urge, is both misconcei­
ved and dangerous. 44

The aim of education, therefore, is to make it possible for 
man's physical organs and his instincts to function positively 
and harmoniously.45 As he makes it clear in an earlier page:

If all the organs in man, together with the five 
senses and all the instincts are balanced and function­
ing normally and harmoniously as Nature intends 
them to, there will be no such things as negative* 
emotions murder and ail forms of crime, will be
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hate, fear, envy(1)

(2)
(3)

non-existent. Man would then live a full, happy, 
glorious and triumphant life. 46

From the above Awolowo sees the second “nPortf’“ 
cardinal programme in a socialist state as free medical heal 
care for all, coming after the first, i.e. free education.a - a 
levels. It is believed that only when people have a soun m 
in a sound body will the remaining socialist program1" 
naturally fall into place, viz, full employment and <
rural development It is at this point that every in ivi 
can make his own meaningful contributions to the some y 
acting as an instrument of social, political, moral or sci 
tific change. What is more, educated citizens woul n 
their rights (as opposed to the uneducated and unenlig e 
traditional societies), thus preventing injustice either ro 
fellow citizens or the state. And if rulers are themse ves 
educated and disciplined minds, they would know the limn 
of their powers and the purpose of leadership in a com 
nity of equally enlightened people. From this perspec ive 
it would appear, as Awolowo argues, that the Presidency 0 
Nigeria, or any country whatsoever, “is not an office o 
pleasure”41 Well may he contend that in any socialist state, 
irrespective of geographical location, good leadership invo ves 
self-conquest, and self conquest is attainable only by culti­
vating “the regime of mental magnitude”.48 And he con 
tends that, in this regime, we are free from—

The negative emotions of anger, 
or jealousy, selfishness or greed.
Indulgence in the wrong types of food and drink. 
Excessive or immoral craving for sex. In short, in 
this regime we conquer what Kant calls ‘the tyran­
ny of the flesh’ and become free.4 9

The overall implication of Awolowo’s discussion on the 
Regime of Mental Magnitude is that socialism cannot be said 
to have purely an African root. Everywhere man is recogni­
zed as a social and political animal.5 0 And to evolve a good 
socialist state a proper understanding of the nature of man 
as an instrument of social and political change is essential.
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This cannot be understood by merely returning to past tra­
ditions which in no way fits into Awolowo’s doctrine of men­
tal magnitude. What he seems to be saying is that, whether 
in Russia, Western Europe. America, Asia or Africa, those 
wno aspire to rule a socialist state must cultivate the regime 
of mental magnitude lest their rule prove to be a curse to 
man and society. But apart from the ruler and his lieutenants 
other people in the society must also possess mental magni­
tude through education and self discipline. Therefore, the 
totality of what is known as the Regime of Mental Magnitude 
consists of the rational and disciplined behaviour of the 
individuals as well as the collective members of a society, 
from the social, moral, political and economic points of view. 
But the most important of all is the disciplined behaviour of 
the ruler without whose example the entire super-structure 
of a socialist state, as conceived by Awolowo, would colla­
pse and degenerate into a state of anarchy. A state of anarchy 
usually leads into dictatorship after the forcible overthrow 
of the indisciplined ruler and the members of his government. 
Social and political events on the continent of Africa since 
Independence (there has been five forcible overthrows of 
government in Nigeria, for instance, since she gained Indepen­
dence from colonial rule in 1960) seem to have demonstrated 
clearly his concern for the regime of mental magnitude in 
African countries.

There is, however, an issue that Awolowo shares with some 
of his colleagues. With the possible exemption of Nkrumah51 
he agrees with-his other colleagues that socialism is not anti­
God or anti-religion. Nyerere, for instance, argues that 
African socialism does not demand that its followers become 
atheist as Marxist socialism does, and sees no contradiction 
between socialism and Christianity, Islam or other religions 
provided they accept the equality of men.52 Like Nyerere, 
Awolowo is not intolerant of religion, a situation which fur­
ther highlights the conflict of his socialist views with the 
orthodox or classical views of the Marxist-Leninist commun­
ism or socialism. Believing fervently in God and Jesus Christ,
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and Mohammed as the chosen prophet of Allah, he contends 
that socialism and all the great religions have the same objec­
tive.53 The objective of socialism, as seen by him, consists of 
justice and equality.54

One important difference between Awolowo and his colle­
agues on the above issue is the great reliance he puts on the 
role of God in his social and political philosophy?5 Apart 
from his doctrine of mental magnitude he rests his socialist 
doctrine on the religious conception of love which he derives 
from the biblical injunction “Love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind. This 
is the greatest commandment. It comes "first. The second 
is like it. ‘Love your neighbour as thyself ”5 6 From *his 
it follows that “the touchstone of what is good, be it thought 
or action, is LOVE. We are to love our neighbours as our­
selves. “This is the law and the prophets”.5 7 Although a little 
lower than God, man is made in his His image. Therefore, 
apart from individual mind which represents mental mag­
nitude there is the universal mind which is God, the creator 
of the universe. “He is the "universal mind which permeates 
and pervades all things.’’58 It is from this universal mind 
that love, as an important virtue in the human association, 
permeates the mind of man. If a man possesses this religious 
love and acts in obedience to the biblical (Christian) injunc­
tion “Love thy neighbour as thyself’, then he truly possesses 
“spiritual depth” and “mental magnitude”. Although 
Awolowo sees these two as synonymous, the terms “spiritual 
depth” and “mental magnitude” seem to complement each 
other. Mental magnitude involves spiritual depth and spiritual 
depth involves mental magnitude. The presence of both is 
the only insurance against greed, naked selfishness, fear, and 
other “negative emotions” that are predominant jn a capita­
list society. Therefore, although his first book, Path to 
Nigerian Freedom, was a ruthless fight for freedom against 
imperialism of the rule imposed by one state on the other,5 ’ 
i.e. the colonial rule, his other books, especially The 
People’s Republic Thoughts on Nigcrnn Constitution
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CONCLUSION

From our discussion in thus paper three important issues 
arise First is Awolowo’s rejection of the idea of African

and The Problems of Africa show that Awolowo is quite 
aware of the possibility of the problems that might follow 
self-rule or Independence, granted his understanding of the 
relative backwardness of the African people. Under this con­
dition, all talks about evolving an African socialism fashion­
ed, as it were, on traditional social organization is not only 
an attempt to equate African socialism with traditional 
social organization but also to put the hand of the clock 
backward and thus block the natural course of social and 
political progress. Therefore, rather than rely on past African 
social institutions (traditionalism), Awolowo uses the regime 
of mental magnitude as the philosophical foundation of 
socialism, that is, his own brand of socialism popularly 
known as Awoism 6 0

The above has shown the importance of mental magnitude, 
involving spiritual depth, to Awolowo’s socialist ideal. In 
fact, some commentators have suggested that socialism and 
mental magnitude are the two main pillars upon which 
Awolowo’s universe of ideas and actions rests. Both, it has 
been suggested, are two sides of the same coin.61 In my own 
judgment, the overall concern of Awolowo in his socialist 
doctrine (Awoism) is that if Africans must govern themselves 
well they must forget about past traditions in order to be 
rendered mentally and physically good through the cultiva­
tion of the regime of mental magnitude, the alpha and omega 

,of his social and political philosophy. In the absence of this 
all the fight for freedom from colonial rulers may turn out 
to be counter-productive. This seems to snow beyond any 
shadow of doubt how eager Awolowo is to find every device 
and policy that would prove Africans capable of governing 
themselves in freedom and virtue62; it is, I believe, the 
quintessence of his socialism, otherwise known as Awoism.
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Socialism. Second is his conception of socialism as a norma-

J

tive science, his philosophical doctrines of the mind (includ­
ing the universal mind) and the regime of mental magnitude 
which are all given in support of his views against the tradh 
tionalist’s conception of African socialism. Thirdly, he 
appears to be one of the few social and political philosophers 
who ascribe a definite role to God in a social and political 
theory. However, I think objections can very easily and 
quickly be raised against this last position which, from both 
the philosophical and scientific points of view, appears to be 
the most vulnerable to attack in Awolowo’s theory of state. 
For instance, it may be argued that he relies too much on 
the role of God in his socialist doctrine6 3 and that such a 
position is anti-scientific and, consequently, anti-science,64 
a situation which seems inconsistent with a truly scientific 
conception of socialism. It may further be argued that, like 
George Berkeley's postulate of God as the universal mind 
which perceives all things, Awolowo’s idea of God as the 
universal mind permeating all minds is open to the same 
kind of objection against Berkeley's spiritualism or subjec­
tive idealism, for its anti-scientific implication.6 5 Other 
issues to be noted are his objection to the use, if necessary, 
of force and violence as a means to a socialist end; his rejec­
tion of the fundamental tenet of Marxist socialism that there 
can be no personal freedom in a socialist state; his love for 
democracy and complete distaste for one-party state or dic­
tatorship; and, above all, his total condemnation of atheistic 
communism or socialism - all of which suggest an important 
deviation from Marxist-Leninist socialism in Awolowo’s 
brand of socialism.

But 1 also think that objections can be raised against his 
conception of socialism as a normative science which he sees 
as comparable to the exact sciences. especially logic. Because 
logic or mathematics and social science do not belong to the 
same category of science that enjoys a modicum of universal 
validity, his argument that there can be no African socialism 
just because there is no African logic does not seem to me
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Socialism is intuitively

a valid one. Afterall, we do talk of African or American 
Philosophy but we do not talk of African or American logic. 
We also talk, and quite legitimately too, of British socialism6 6 
although we do not talk of British logic or mathematics. 
In so far as socialism is a theory of human association aimed 
at setting a pattern of, and correcting or improving, social, 
political and economic behaviours in a society, it must reflect 
the beliefs, aims and aspirations of particular cultures which, 
as a matter of natural necessity, must be influenced by the 
circumstances of a people’s lives and environments, temper, 

prejudices, language and thought.67 In this regard, socialism, 
as a kind of social and political philosophy, cannot claim 
to be a science in the real sense of the word, let alone pretend 
to rest on any universally valid principles. In the opinion 
of some eminent scientists it would pass as “transcience’j6 8 
inspite oi its useful and noble objectives. The greatest diffi­
culty confronting social science is that, unlike natural or, 
physical science, it deals with the difficult phenomenon 
of the human mind.

Although Awolowo’s objections against Nyerere’s, Sen- 
ghor’s and Nkrumah’s traditional foundation of African 

plausible, at least from the vantage 
point of modernity, his total rejection of the concept of 
African socialism seems to be a fundamental error. As I 
have argued somewhere else,6 9 if there is African Philosophy 
and Awolowo is an African social and political philosopher 
his thinking must, in a very important sense, be African even 
if the topic of his discussion is western or oriental philosophy 
From this point of view his opinions about socialism does 
reflect an African thought and could, therefore,, legitimately 
be described as an African socialism, a species of African 
social and political philosophy. To deny the possibility of an 
African socialism, a product of an African thought, is to deny 
the possibility of. an African philosophy, which is equally a 
product of an African thought. In the development or 
criticism of other philosophical points of view - be it western,
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FEM I TAIWO

Awolowo’s Socialism: A Politico- 
Conceptual Assessment

Among all his peers, Obafemi Awolowo stands out as a 
politician who realizes the need to go beyond speeches, 
the rhetoric of constituency meetings, and the popular 
predilections of election manifestos. He has bequeathed 
to us, in addition to an abundance of speeches, manifestos 
and the like which is part of the politician’s stock in trade, 
a body of works in political thought which, to say the 
least, is impressive. We may quibble over how much of 
his theory is informed by his practice and how much 
of his practice is guided by his theory. What we may not 
do is ignore the man’s contribution to the uplifting of the 
level of political debate in our country. This paper repre­
sents an attempt to recognize this contribution and direct 
focus on an aspect of it which in light of cunent controver­
sies and political ferment in Nigeria deserves closer scrutiny.
I refer specifically to Awolowo’s advocacy of socialism as 
the only political option that will lead Nigeria to a full 
efflorescence of her potential and a realization of the 
promise of independence for her populace.

Any attempt at studying any aspect of Awolowo’s work 
is fraught with danger. Before and more so after Awolowo’s 
death, his life and works have become the favourite haunt 
of mythmakers and opportunistic fellow-travellers for whom 
the eulogization and adulation of Awo.lowo is a dailv ore-
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occupation. For this category of people, Awolowo has 
become a saint triumphant, the story of whose life is told 
in increasingly apocryphal terms. Thus one who decides 
to take a sober, critical look at any aspect of the man’s 
thought runs the sure risk of agitating the mythmakers. 
But we shall not be deterred by such risks.

At another level,those who are not mythmakers but are 
sectarians of the cult of Awolowo are sure to take umbrage 
at the efforts of a researcher to subjeqt his works to the 
canons of critical scrutiny However, to abandon the at­
tempt because of this possibility is to dishonour the me­
mory of a thinker who did not suffer fools gladly and 
whose surgical mind was at its best when he was dismantl­
ing his opponent’s arguments. We pay him tribute by 
critically assessing his own thoughts.

Finally, this writer is not unmindful of the fact that he 
probably would be convicted of partisanship before being 
heard, given his Marxist sympathies and preference for class­
materialist analysis. Let me say at the outset that what 
follows represents a more or less internalist reading of 
Awolowo’s writings for, and on socialism, and an attempt 
to show its weaknesses and strengths on the basis of the 
assumptions which underpin the writings themselves. This 
last point immediately generates a different order of ques­
tions from those who would be quick to accuse me of tak­
ing Awolowo too seriously. I shall not be deterred by such 
criticism either. For there are plausible responses tc the 
question; why study Awolowo’s socialism?

There are people who would question the worth of 
studying Awolowo’s socialism. For those who fall within 
this category, studying Awolowo’s socialism assumes that 
Awolowo’s advocacy for socialism is genuine and that his 
socialist professions deserve to be taken seriously. Accord­
ing to this set of people, Awolowo s claims to being a socialist 
are suspect and his avowal of socialism is a mere gimmick 
targeted at voters and the progressive intelligentsia to win 
him legitimacy and acceptance as a progressive. Manv
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Fabian socialism made a deep impression on Awolowo during 
his law-school years in London, and the vaguely elitist, really 
meritocratic, preoccupation of his early thought has not sur­
vived his deeper belief in equalitarian democracy.7

Nigerian leftists tend to fall within this category. Even 
though not many of us have taken pains to read what Awo­
lowo has written, there is no dearth of people who merely 
take a cursory look at Awolowo’s own life and dismiss 
as gratuitous his strident and persistent advocacy of socialism.

Without doubt there are enough materials in his writings 
to make it very difficult to place him in the political spec­
trum. I refer here to his unabashed elitism which makes 
him to speak condescendingly of ordinary people all too 
often. For instance, in his Path to Nigerian Freedom, 
Awolowo repeatedly stresses that the masses of the peo­
ple are

ignorant, and will not be bothered by politics. Their sole 
preoccupation is the search for food, clothing and shelter 
of a wretched type. To them, it does not seem to matter 
who rules the country, so long as they are allowed to live their 
lives in peace and crude comfort.1

This was in 1947. One might argue that he was caught then 
in the colonial world-view which had made him to hierar­
chize the peoples of Nigeria in the same work. That is. one 
might say with Richard Sklar:

Sklar was writing in 1963 and by then (from 1960), Awo­
lowo had started his increasingly strident avowal of social­
ism as the best ideology for Nigeria. Nevertheless, Sklar, 
spoke too soon. If he were correct, one would expect that 
Awolowo’s writings and rhetoric in the post-1960 period 
would be devoid of the “vaguely elitist, really meritocratic, 
preoccupation of his early thought”. There is no evidence 
to support such a view in Awolowo’s writings. As recently 
as 1970 we find the following:
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....In the economic sphere, the dominant note of my regime 
was that the government must ensure a never-ceasing expansion 
in the economy and wealth of the Region, and an equitable dis­
tribution of each additional unit of wealth. In this connection 
I refused to be wedded to any particular ism. I had declared at 
Owo (at the inauguration of the Action Group) that one of our 
guiding principles should be ‘the total abolition of want by 
means of any economic policy which is both expedient and 
effective’. The emphasis, as far as I am concerned, has 
always been on the words ‘expedient and effective’. From time 
to time, the point has been Keenly urged by a very influential 
body of people in the party that the Action Group should 
declare itself a socialist party. My own view, which is shared

It will be generally agreed that the objectives which we have set 
out in this book are attainable. But it must be emphasized that 
they will be attained only if Nigerian political leaders possess 
and hold, respectively, certain attitudes and attributes of mind; 
and guide and lead the entire masses of their people to cultivate 
or at least to strive perseveringly to cultivate them.3

It is significant that in the passage just quoted, Awolowo 
appeals only to “Nigerian political leaders”. For the same 
elitism which informed the earlier submissions is embedded 
in this charge to those whose duty it is to lead the people to 
the socialist millenium. I shall say more about this abun­
dant elitism in the latter part of this essay. I have introdu­
ced this excursus into the elitist dimensions of Awolowo’s 
perorations to show that there is some ground for doubting 
the genuineness of Awolowo’s fidelity to socialism.

It is not only Awolowo’s elitism which induces doubts 
about his socialist commitments. In his life, Awolowo was a 
very wealthy, propertied Chief. This sometimes predisposes 
people to think that his socialism is suspect. Even more 
importantly, his writings are replete with conflicting pro­
nouncements about socialism and his own ideological pre­
ferences. 1 cite some instances.

In his Autobiography, in chapter 15, where he gave an 
account of his eight years in office as Premier of the de­
funct Western Region, he averred, inter alia:
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by many, is that what matters is not the label which a party 
bears, but the policy which it actually pursues either in office 
or opposition.

There are two distinct ideological camps in the 
world today: the Western democracies and the 
communist bloc. For reasons which I will pre­
sently give, my pref ence is unhesitatingly and 
unequivocally for the Western democracies.6

We do not need to go into the reasons for Awolowo’s ide­
ological preference at this time. For such a preference 
does not easily cohere with his later, avowal of socialism 
and this might be used to cast doubts on the sincerity of 
his avowal.7

In spite of the problems with Awolowo’s avowal of 
socialism adumbrated in the preceding paragraphs, I still 
insist that it is not only unfair, it is absolutely unwarranted 
to dismiss his claims without further ado. In the first 
place, Awolowo’s record as Premier of the old Western 
Region attests to his concern for the welfare, of the 
citizens. And without doubt, he led the most progressive 
regime in Nigeria before independence. As Sklar aptly 
observed. “In the decade prior to independence no political

Tie then went on to say that it would be reckless and pro­
ductive of economic chaos for Nigeria to elect for a rigid 
socialist policy or an undiluted capitalism. In fact he was 
of the view then that downright state ownership of the 
means of production would create more problems for his 
government than it set out to solve. So we find that on 
the eve of independence, in his summation of the experiences 
of his eight years in office he was a votary of the mixed 
economy school and whatever economic policy is ‘expe­
dient and effective’.

Politically, there was a corresponding preference for 
Western bourgeois liberal democracy. In his characteristic 
trenchant style he stated,
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party in Nigeria rivalled the Action Group’s distinctive 
emphasis on social and economic planning.”8 All this 
was at a time when he had not openly declared for social­
ism. However, by the time he declared for socialism, he 
was out of power and never held power again, either at 
the centre or in the region. So one must suspend judgment 
on whether or not he would have impletnented fus socialism 
in power. By the same token, one must refrain from 
casting doubts on his socialist professions. Finally, it is 
my belief that given the plethora of theoretical formula­
tions and avowals of socialism in his writings, in spite 
of inconsistencies here and there, there is enough justifica­
tion for examining Awolowo’s socialism. To this task I 
now address myself.

Why does Awolowo defend socialism? Beyond the pro­
pagandistic appeal to an ideology which prima facie claims 
to pursue the welfare of the people, Awolowo places his 
choice of socialism on the basis of a strong, wide-ranging, 
even if unconvincing, critique of capitalism. I have under­
taken an assessment of his critique of capitalism elsewhere9 
There are three distinct but related strands in his critique 
of capitalism. They are the ontological-ethical, theoretical 
and practical defects of capitalism. We shall not be con­
cerned with the details of this critique. A sufnmary of their 
main themes would suffice.

For Awolowo, the innate driving force of humans is “self­
interest-greed”. This proclivity towards greed receives its? 
fullest, most uninhibited expression under capitalism. The 
hope is that as each person promotes her interest she is led 
by an ‘invisible hand’ to promote an end which was no part 
of her original intention - the public interest. This Awo­
lowo has christened the principle of ‘Egoistic Altruism’.10 
The altruistic result is unplanned. Awolowo argues that 
“Apart from being a contradiction in terms, the postulate 
of egoistic altruism has never achieved the laudable ends 
which the formidable Adam Smith,, who without using the 
same terminology was the first proponent df the postulate
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On a practical level, Awolowo believes that a developing 
country like Nigeria cannot afford the unplanned evolution 
of the capitalist system which is characterized by waste and 
inefficient allocation of resources. Capitalism, due to lack 
of planning, is wracked by anarchy in production sympto­
matic of the absence of coordination among producers, 
between producers on the one hand, and consumers on the 
other which makes crises endemic to the system. The pan­
acea to these- ills is socialism which is anchored on central 
planning and coordination of economic activities.

Since greed, selfishness or naked self-interest is the 
essence and predominant motivation of capitalism, 
the system is bound to generate secular social 
disequilibrium in the society in which it is operative, 
and to diminish and degenerate through time until 
it suffers extinction, yielding place to another and 
better system which either approaches or appro­
ximates to the ideal of LOVE.12

ascribed to it. Adam Simith’s invisible hand has led man­
kind to the realms of incalculable waste and disaster.”11 
The unspoken assumption in the preceding is a condemna­
tory attitude towards capitalism for its bringing out the 
worst in human nature and for leading humanity to waste 
and disaster. Hence it diminishes humanity. I presume that 
Awolowo thinks this is wrong.

Theoretically, Awolowo rejects capitalism because it 
conflicts with the principles of the dialectic. As a matter 
of fact, capitalism is inexorably doomed and the triumph 
of socialism is indefeasible for this single reason. Capitalism 
is a system founded on naked self-interest. The touchstone 
of what is good is LOVE. Anything which falls short of 
LOVE is evil. Hardly anyone will argue that capitalism 
allows love to flourish. If the true dialectic enjoins us to 
love our neighbours and-capitalism enjoins greed and chican­
ery, it follows that capitalism is evil. As evil is bound to 
wither in the fulness of time no matter what we say or do, 
so ls capitalism destined for self-destruction.
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Whji is socialism? Socialism is a normative social 
science. It is in the same category as ethics. But 
whilst the latter seeks to set the standards for hu­
man conduct, socialism seeks to establish the 

 standards for economic behaviour and objectives.. 
(Socialism) sets the standards of human ends which 
economic forces must serve, and prescribes the 
methods by which these forces may be controlled, 
directed, and channelled for the attainment of the 
ends in view.14

This is by no means the only definition of socialism to be 
met with in Awolowo’s writings. Sometimes he uses 
socialism to designate a development strategy. At other 
times socialism best ensures the realization of our nature as 
imago Dei However, what I have quoted is his theoretical 
statement of socialism and, 1 believe, this description to be 
elastic enough to accommodate the other usages one findo

We have shown in Chapters 6 and 7 of The People’s 
Republic that the pursuit of the capitalist ideal 
of economic freedom of industry and enterprise, 
which is the fountain head of perfect competition 
or perfect market and of unbridled monopoly and 
oligopoly, has led to enormous waste, misutiliza­
tion and underutilization of resources, misdirected 
output, and the paradox ot starvation in tne midst 
of plenty. But all these evils can be prevented by 
means of central planning, central control, and cen­
tral coordination of economic activities.13

Awolowo’s rejection of capitalism is well-argued and tho­
rough. As he sees it, socialism alone is capable of providing 
the much-needed platform for the redemption of tae 
promise of independence for Nigerians. So what does Awo- 
lowo understand by socialism?

In the rest of this panerv I shall explicate Awolowo's 
definition of socialism, his arguments for his preference anc 
the means by which it is to be achieved. This will be follow­
ed by a political and conceptual assessment of his defence 
of socialism. I shall argue that whereas one could grant that 
his account of socialism is plausible, it is conceptually in­
coherent and politically inadequate. But first let us expli­
cate.
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in his writings. For instance, as a normative social science 
which establishes standards for economic behaviour and 
social objectives, socialism can legislate what programme of 
development to follow which will bring forth the best 
in human nature and help ensure the healthiest evolution 
of human individuality even as it cultivates our sociality. 
Hence my decision to direct my attention on this definition 
of socialism.

Socialism is a normative social science. As a science it 
must eschew any signs of parochialism; it must have univer­
sal applicability. If this is the case, and Awolowo argues 
that it is, then it is but a short step to the rejection of 
‘African Socialism’. Awolowo abjures African Socialism.

By social justice, in this context, is meant the just 
and equitable distribution of the nation’s wealth 
amongst those factors which have made positive, 
necessary, and effective contributions to its pro­
duction. And such factors are labour and entre­
preneurship. which arc two species, degrees or 
gradations of the same phenomenon - the applica­
tion to the land of the efforts of man. assisted by 
capital which is wealth accumulated from an an­
tecedent union of labour and entrepreneurship 
with land.16

What then are the main features of socialism conceived as 
a normative social science? With an eye on the normative 
dimension of the definition, socialism is “a politico-econo­
mic ideal whose sole aim is social justice”. The principal 
aim which economic forces must serve is the attainment of 
social justice. What is social justice?

If any principle is purely and strictly peculiar to 
a given institution, region, or state, it may be a 
custom, practice, or even a theory, but it certainly 
cannot lay claim to the status of science. Just as 
there can be no African ethics qua Ethics as a 
science, or African logic, so there can be no African 
socialism. 1 5
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Looking at this description of the main objective of social­
ism, there are those who might argue that there is nothing 
special there that would make a capitalist demur. This 
aim of socialism is such that almost everyone who cares the 
least bit about social injustice would be a socialist. This will 
expand the concept of socialism beyond all recognizable 
borders. And this is not Awolowo’s aim. As a matter of 
fact, he is quick to reject any serious commitment to social 
justice on the part of capitalists. The reason why he be­
lieves that a capitalist cannot be seriously committed to 
social justice is easy to identify.

In a polity in which social justice obtains, there shall be 
a just and equitable distribution of the nation’s wealth. 
The latter is present not merely where the capitalist pays good 
wages to his or her workers but gets to keep a dispropor­
tionate percentage of the social product as profits on his 
or her investments. Of course, for a capitalist, social jus­
tice does not require more. For Awolowo, however, inso­
far as the principal means of production — land, labour, 
and capital - remain in private hands such that some 
people are forced to sell their labour-power in lieu of 
their subsistence and others, just by merely owning the 
means of production, can live off the labour of others, 
talk of social justice is gratuitous.

Social justice obtains only in “a state of affairs in 
which the resources provided by Nature belong to 
all the citizens equally, and the products of the union of 
land and labour are appropriated to labour of all grada­
tions and skills through the media of good wages, res­
pectable standard of living, abolition of unemployment, 
free provision of social amenities such as education, 
health, etc.”17 Notice that if the state of affairs described 
in the passage just quoted were to obtain, it would mean 
that no one would own any major means of production. 
Secondly, since all shall live on good wages paid to labour 
of different gradations and skills, there shall be no private 
appropriation of labour-power. Thirdly, the category of
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(i) the abolition of rent, dividend or profit, inter­
est and inheritance; (ii) the legal elimination of the 
rentier class; and (iii) the recognition that all the 
able-bodied citizens of the State are workers or 
labourers of various gradations or skills, and that 
this being so all able-bodied citizens who work or 
render services to the State are entitled to remun­
erations only in the forms of salaries or wages of 
various scales.18

people who live off the accumulated labour of others 
through the media of rent, dividend or profit, interest 
and inheritance shall be eliminated. Put in more con­
crete terms, the objective of social justice enjoined by 
socialism means:

The reason that all must labour and earn wages is that 
labour is the crucial component in the production process 
in the absence of which all the other means of production 
cannot yield anything. Since this is the case, any income 
appropriated by anybody from a production process tc 
which she has not contributed her labour is unearned 
and therefore, unjust; for it comes out of another’s portion 
whose labour has not been fully requited. That is why 
Awolowo, at least on paper, is against all forms of rent 
dividend or profit, interest or inheritance. Even the entre­
preneur must get paid for entrepreneurship and no more!

Let us examine some of the principal points and under­
lying assumptions of Awolowo’s advocacy. Socialism, 
conceived as the ethic of economic behaviour and social 
objectives, embodies an equivocation. On the one hand, 
socialism is equated with its own end - social justice - 
such that where there is social justice there is socialism. 
At the same time, socialism is a means to social justice. 
As such it is called socialization or the public ownership 
of the means of production, distribution and exchange. 
Awolowo does not show any awareness of this equivocal 
meaning of socialism. But it is important to bear it in 
mind in any analysis of Awolowo’s socialism. We should
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be clear in our minds whether we are examining the means 
or the end of socialism at any given time. For one may 
embrace the goal of social justice without concurring in 
the method of socialization about which we shall say more 
presently.

A principal assumption of Awolowo’s definition of 
socialism is that of the prima facie rightness of the common 
ownership of the resources of the nation and that each one has 
an equal entitlement to part-ownership. It is a signal 
absence in his entire corpus that he does not even consider 
that this could be a problem. No doubt, talk of common 
ownership as a pre-requisite for ensuring individual wel­
fare within the collective is a very appealing standpoint. 
But it is by no means obvious. If pressed, Awolowo might 
have argued that as human beings made in the image of 
God, only common ownership can ensure that no person 
is permitted to fall into the throes of destitution while 
there is an excessive accumulation of wealth at one end of 
the society. The collective welfare that would result from 
the common ownership of the resources of the nation 
more than offsets the slight displeasure that would result 
from the denial of a right to a huge accretion of wealth 
to one individual. However arguments need be advanced 
against, say, a Lockean who believes that whatever I have 
mixed my labour with belongs to me and a Nozickian 
libertarian who argues that any attempt at divesting an 
individual of her holdings justly acquired through her labour 
or by transfer voluntarily effected, in pursuit of some end­
pattern principles is patently unjust. My content;on is that 
it is not obvious that common ownership is prima facie 
nght. The assumption that it is, is plausible but inadequate.

Another assumption is that the abolition of rent, etc., 
the elimination of the rentier class and the conferment 
of worker status on all citizens would translate to the tri­
umph of socialism. This assumption is implausible. I shall 
presently adumbrate, the reasons why. For now it suffices 
to point out that it infact rests on an even more implau-
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sible assumption of the nobility pf purpose of the guard­
ians and inheritors of socialism. This seems to me to be a 
pious hope conditioned by Awolowo’s elitism. Awolowo 
does not argue that socialism will be instituted by everyone 
in the society. Rather the socialist millenium will be heralded 
by those who have entered “the regime of mental magni­
tude” Needless to say, as long as the propagators and execu­
tors of socialism remain members of the regime of mental 
magnitude, we can reasonably expect that tney will not be 
deflected from their noble course by “(1) the negative emo­
tions of anger, hate, fear, envy or jealousy, selfishness or greed 
(2) indulgence in the wrong types of food and drink, and in 
ostentatious consumption; and (3) excessive or immoral 
craving for sex.”19 Given that this regime is accessible to 
only a few, then our hope for the triumph and survival 
of socialism lies in the availability of these few people. 
Their numbers must necessarily be small because the condi­
tions for entry into the regime of mental magnitude are very 
stringent.
However, the forces ranged against the propagators and 

executors of socialism are quite many and strong. These 
include the erstwhile capitals who will not easily re­
linquish power or renounce their claim to property; the 
masses of the people wno remain sunk in their hankering 
after numerous wants and are easily deceived, etc., etc. 
Awolowo’s socialist guardians have no armour against 
these forces save their faith in the inexorable evolution 
of the universal mind which will ensure the eventual 
triumph of good over evil and the very pious hope that 
the goodness of socialism will be its best recommendation 
to those who might essay to undermine it.20 After the 
experience of Salvador Allende in Chile, I am not sure 
that there are too many socialists a la Awolowo in the 
world today who will trust the survival of their regime to 
the self-evident goodness of socialism and the machinations 
of the universal mind.

The problem is not with Awolowo’ elitism, odious as it 
seems to some of us. In my view, his elitism is not incom-
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patible with his embrace of socialism. It may be the case 
that the guardians of the State, infused with the right 
attributes and attitudes, may be able to tutor the rest of 
us through the transition to socialism. There is nothing 
odd about that. The problem, though, .is that Awolowo 
ignores the reality of class struggle in the society in which 
he wants to effect a socialist transformation.

Now and again he acknowledges that the interests of 
the capitalists are at variance with those of the people who 
produce the wealth the capitalists live off. Under the 
present conditions of our country, the capitalists and their 
agents hold the State in thrall. Meanwhile, Awolowo is 
clear-headed enough to know that the captains of finance 
will not easily relinquish their hold on the State and on the 
levers of economic production. It means that socialists 
must be ready to do battle with their capitalist antagonists 
if they are going to succeed at heralding the socialist millen- 
ium. What we have in essence is a contradiction between 
the interests of the capitalists which lie in the private 
appropriation of the fruits of socialized production; and 
those of socialists which tend towards complementing 
socialized production With socialized appropriation. In 
the circumstance, the contradiction is generated precisely 
because capitalists cannot admit the desirability of the 
socialist goal and still remain capitalists. The same goes 
for the socialists. In other words, the triumph of one 
side necessarily entails the defeat of the other. That is the 
nature of the contradiction between capitalists and socia­
lists.

The option of a mixed economy is unavailable in Awo­
lowo s socialist state not because the State will run every 
enterprise down to the smallest Buka. The option is fore­
closed because, as has been pointed out, everyone will live 
off his or her wages and salaries. Even when people own 
business and make as much money as they can, the State 
shall ensure that (1) it taxes all excess earnings beyond the 
upper income ceiling fixed by law out of the hands of
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those who make them; (2) there is no right of inheritance, 
especially the kind that smacks of unearned income or 
could be used to exploit the labour of others. So, bet­
ween the capitalist state and the socialist state, for Awo- 
lowo, there is no middle road. Unknown to Awolowo, 
the situation he ends up with is exactly one in which 
the capitalists face certain ruination, come socialist vic­
tory.

If I am right in this reading, then the. pfoblem with his 
socialism at this level is not that it will be enthroned by 
an elite few but that he does not sufficiently equip his 
socialist forces with the wherewithal to prosecute the 
struggle with the capitalists. This is what I mean when 
I suggest that he ignores the reality of class struggle. An 
all-encompassing socialist option of the kind Awolowo 
advances must be ready to join battle with foes who are 
implacable and would put in everything to thwart a socialist 
victory. Why does Awolowo not take seriously the pro­
blem posed by the reality of class struggle given that he 
is not unmindful of its existence? The answer lies in 
Awolowo’s opposition to Marxian socialism.

At almost every stop in his numerous defences of 
socialism, there is some polemic against Marxism. There 
are many points of divergence between Awolowo’s socia­
lism and the Marxian variant. But two are principal. Jn 
the first place, he parts ways with Marxian socialism over 
the issue of the most appropriate means by which to instal 
socialism. If we may anticipate a later discussion a little, 
whereas he believes that Marxian socialism is pledged to 
the necessity of a bloody revolution to usher in socia­
lism, his own preference is for the ballot box and persua­
sion As a corollary, Marxian socialism, in Awolowo’s 
estimation, seeks systematically to suppress and eventually 
to eliminate the capitalists under the dictatorship of the 
proletariat Awolowo would have none of that. How­
ever there shall be a discussion of these issues when we 
come to the question of how socialism is to be achieved.
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In the second place, Awolowo avers that his conception 
of socialism is entirely different from that of the Marxian 
one because whereas for the Marxian conception the State 
is an instrument in the hands of the bourgeoisie to keep the 
proletariat down and will become redundant in a future 
communist order, Awolowo believes that the State “is 
an absolute necessity in human evolution from primeval 
crudity to physical, intellectual and spiritual perfect- 
tion.”21 Additionally, it is only within the fstate that 
human beings can enjoy personal freedom, by which Awo­
lowo sets much store, and live a full and happy life. At a 
level, he shares the historical conception of the State 
with the Marxists. He too believes fhat the State has a 
beginning in time and has mutated over time. The dis­
agreement turns on the nature of the State and what will 
be its eventual fate.

He rejects the class instrumentalist conception of the 
State because, according to him, any system in which a 
class, whether the bourgeoisie or the proletariat or any 
other, uses the State “as an arbitrary and partisan instru­
ment of coercion against the other offends against (his) own 
concept of the dialectic and is bound to fail, because, 
since it is grounded in mutual hatred, it of necessity con­
tains within it the germ of its own eventual dissolution.”22 
For him a class State is a perversion. Contrary to this 
conception, the State can, and must be used to harness the 
economic forces within the polity to attain life more abun­
dant for all. This is why the State is indispensable to the 
achievement of socialism.

Underlying his account of the nature, functions and future 
of the State is an assumption that the State is a neutral 
institution which can be put to good or bad use by whoever 
dominates it. A neutralist conception of the State is apt to 
reject any attempt to show that the State is always marked 
by the nature of the polity in which it occurs. Hence, the 
tendency for such a conception to ignore the fact that the 
State is a major component in the arsenal of the class or
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group which is dominant in society at any one time against 
its opponents. Moreover, he seems to be unmindful of the 
fact that to take over a State suffused with those who are 
pledged to and are beneficiaries and votaries of capitalism, 
and hope to put it at the service of socialist transformation 
is naive and dangerous in the extreme. It is to give the 
opponents of socialism an Archimedean point - given the 
importance Awolowo attaches to the State - from which to 
subvert the aim and effort of the guardians of socialism.

One is thus led to conclude that, in light of Awolowo s 
own theoretical formulations, he must be ready either to 
join battle with the opponents of socialism and flush them 
out of the State and other crucial institutions of society or 
else risk the abortion of the socialist project. I submit that 
here is an incoherence right at the vortex of Awolowo’s 
account: on the one hand, he acknowledges that the socialist 
State risks a capitalist backlash; on the other hand, so as not 
to offend against the dialectic of LOVE, he denies the 
guardians of socialism what promises to be their best and 
most potent weapon - a clearly partisan state - in the inevitab­
le battle.

Awolowo’s failtire to grappie with the implications of 
class struggle for his theory and the consequent incoherence 
he ends up with is traceable to his implausible identification 
of Marxian socialism with a strong thirst for blood in the 
revolution that would Usher in socialism. And at least one 
commentator has followed him in this' misidentification, 
Francis Ogunmodede.23 Beyond mere assertions, there 
is no place in Awolowo’s theoretical writings where he 
documents the ascription to Marxists of a preference for a 
bloody revolution as the only means of taking power and 
building socialism. In the first two objections to socialism 
which he considered in The People's Republic, there is a 
single reference to Marx from Capital where it is said that 
‘force is the midwife of every old society pregnant with a 
new one’. Outside of this, we Lave general references to Marx 
and Engels’ advocacy of the dictator iiip of the proletariat
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which Awolowo invariably, but wrongly, interprets as a 
regime of force to which he counterposed his alternative 
peaceful means.

I argue that a lot more support is needed than has been 
provided by Awolowo to clinch this polemic against 
Marxian socialism. The Marxian socialist position is a lot 
more nuanced than Awolowo permitted himself to believe 
and a reading of their works shorn of the ideological special 
pleading typified by Ogunmodede would reveal their very 
critical support for ‘democratic means’ when appropriate 
without ever losing sight of the fact that progressive forces 
may have to resort to violence to meet the violence of the 
captains of finance and their agents or preempt it. In other 
words, there is no necessary connection between Marxian 
socialism and violence. In the absence of further evidence 
from Awolowo I suggest that his affirmation of such a 
connection is wrong and unfounded.

Thus far, I have been concerned to examine the theore­
tical postulations of Awolowo’s socialism. Socialism is a 
normative social science whose aim is' social justice. I have 
argued that this conception of socialism contains an equivo­
cation that should be kept in mind in any discussion of 
Awolowo’s theory. More importantly, I have tried to argue 
that the theory is built on some assumptions not all of which 
are plausible and, or adequate. I conclude that given the 
implausible assumptions and theoretical incoherence at the 
heart of the theory, it offers very inadequate foundations on 
which to build a successful practice. In what follows, I want 
to examine his account of the methods by which socialism 
will be achieved. There too I shall conclude that the political 
programme it embodies cannot form the basis for an effective 
practice.

Reading Awolowo, one is left in no doubt at all that, 
should he ever hold power at the centre, he has worked out a 
practical plan by which to bring about the socialist order. We 
have seen that he abjures violence and anything that smacks 
of force in the process of installing socialism. Neither at the
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beginning nor in the aftermath of the struggle for socialism 
would he counsel the use of force. Given that his opposition 
to force and violence brooks no exception, Awolowo is left 
to the artifices of law and persuasion and the inexorable 
workings of the universal mind to bring about socialism. 
What are the concrete features of this method?

The singular failing of capitalism is its lack of planning. 
Even when altruistic results obtain from the interplay of 
self-interests, they are chance occurrences rather than planned 
outcomes. By contrast, the most important recommendation 
of socialism is planning. The first step is concluded as soon as 
we identify the aim of socialism - social justice. The next step 
is to decide the means in an appropriate rational scheme. For 
planning to take place, its executors must be in control of as 
many of the variables involved as circumstances would 
permit. In this particular case, the executors of socialist 
planning must be able to control the means of production in 
order thereby to harness these means to the service of all. In 
essence planning, which socialism requires, is impossible 
unless there is ownership and control of the means of produc­
tion by the State, the principal medium through which the 
socialist project is to be consummated. A precondition for 
this ownership and control is, of course, the attainment of 
State power by legal means.

Once State power has been achieved, the unfolding of 
what I call a legal - attitudinal strategy’ for social change 
begins. The first step towards the construction of socialism 
is “the nationalisation, public ownership, or socialization of 
the means of production, exchange, and distribution.”24 
This means that all the means of production would be vested 
in the State. The nationalization, public ownership, or 
socialization of the ineans of production is the most impor­
tant element in Awolowo’s explication of the means bv 
which socialism is to be achieved. In fact, to deny the need for 
socialization is at the same time to abandon the commitment 
to social justice.2 5

With nationalization, the State can create the condition for
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the deployment of the other means for the achievement of 
socialism viz: (1) the regulation by legislative acts of 
consumption; (2) the rationalization of remuneration; (3) the 
prevention of the re-emergence of greed and avarice-motivat­
ed projects which typify capitalism and; (4) full employment. 
There is, therefore, no doubt that nationalization is the 
centrepiece of Awolowo’s practical means for constructing 
socialism. So let us examine the idea in some detail.

In his writings, Awolowo seems to believe that nationali­
zation, public ownership and socialization all mean the same 
thing. I do not think that this assumption is correct. In the 
first place nationalization refers to the vesting in the nation 
through the medium of the State the ownership and control 
of whatever it is that is nationalized. Public ownership is 
akin to it. However, the mere fact that ownership is vested in 
the State does not mean that ownership has become socializ­
ed. Whether or not nationalized property is socialized will be 
determined by the character of the State and those who 
control it. For instance, the commanding heights of the 
Brazilian economy are in the hands of the Brazilian State 
which remains capitalist. Socialization occurs only where the 
nationalization of the means of production is followed by an 
increasing democratization of the control over the product­
ion process. This democratization is not effected simply by 
bringing people out quinquennially to vote for a segment of 
the ruling elite who will rale them for another five years. This 
is one dimension that Awolowo does not look at. Once one 
bears in mind that he takes nationalization, public ownership, 
and socialization to Uenote the same thing, one can still 
undertake an exposition of what this means.

Nationalization will enable the government to determine 
the pattern and direction of production, consumption or 
exchange; and what share of the national produce which 
equitably belongs and must go to each of the factors of 
production.26 Moreover, with nationalization, the govern­
ment will be able to use the instrument of the budget delibe­
rately to influence the direction of the country’s economy
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for the benefit of the people. In this way, even though there 
might still exist a private sector alongside the public sector - 
this is a feature of the democratic socialist state-government’s 
control of the economy and planning will enable the State to 
control the profit-motive and harness it for the common 
good.27 In sum, nationalization will equip the government to 
bring about the effective coordination of all economic activi­
ties, and to effect the direct control of the forces of supply 
and demand and of the margin of profit with a view to tam­
ing, humanizing, and canalizing them for the good of Nigerians 
jn general.2 8 It is very difficult to quarrel with Awolowo’s 
account of the good that will attach to nationalization.

Nationalization, according to Awolowo, cannot be accom­
plished in one fell swoop. That is, Nigeria cannot become 
socialist in one instant act of transformation. If this were to 
happen, there would be “chaotic social upheaval”.29 Thus 
nationalization will be gradual and the process spread over 
five years during which the support institutions for socialism 
- “ideological adaptation and orientation, mental weeding, 
and moral disinfection and disinfestation, in all the sectors oi 
the society” and tne production of “a highly qualified cadre 
of professionals, managers, te^mologists, and administra­
tors” will be put in place.3 0

In the intervening period, through a strategy of attrition, 
the elimination of the rentier class will be set in motion. No 
one who already owns the means of production shall be 
divested of or made to surrender her holdings except on 
payment of a fair compensation. There is no philosophical 
justification provided for this strategy beyond warnings of 
social upheaval bred by resentment on the part of those who 
would be divested of their holdings without compensation. 
The reason such a justification is lacking is that Awolowo 
does not bother himself with the question of whether or not 
the extant private holdings have been acquired justly. For if 
he is right that dividend, interest, and rent are unearned and 
unjustified income, and much of the holdings he seeks to 
nationalize have been acquired from such unearned income,
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it is problematic to insist that compensation be paid for 
holdings unjustly acquired. Since there will be no right 
of inheritance, the rentier class will be eliminated with 
time and the endogenous accreti.on of fabulous wealth 
to a family will be ended.

Under democratic socialism, some private ownership of 
some means of production will exist. But where such is the 
case, so as to forbid and stamp out any venture or undertak­
ing which is motivated by greed, or is productive of hatred, 
bitterness, and undue and widespread disaffection, the State 
should set a statutory maximum limit to the income tp any 
one of those in control of such means of production. Lastly, 
all channels of acquisition of private property and means ot 
production must be blocked by law.31 The resultant effect 
of these measures is to make it impossible for capitalists to 
ease their way back into contention while socialist construc­
tion is underway.

Nationalization and the prevention of a capitalist come­
back will be complemented by a deliberate strategy designed 
to create new individuals with new habits and new ways of 
life on whom will rest the hopes for the survival of socialism. 
This is the regulation of consumption and production by 
legislative acts. We have already seen what the regulation of 
production entails. What does regulation of consumption 
by law involve?

Awolowo distinguishes between the WANTS which people 
have which “are infinite and incapable of regulation” and 
their NEEDS which “are limited, ascertainable, and amenable 
to statutory regulation”.3 2 Human needs are for those things 
like food, clothing, shelter, avenues of knowledge and 
the like which, in appropriate quality and quantity enable 
us to have sound health in body and mind and human 
dignity. Our wants are for those things we crave for but 
whose lack docs not diminish our human dignity nor impair 
our health in body and mind. These include alcoholic bevera­
ges, tobacco, pornographic books, prestigious house, etc. 
For there to be a happy life we must abjure “injurious
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consumption” at all times and avoid the satisfaction of our 
wants while the majority of our fellow persons are unable 
to meet their needs.3 3 It is the duty of “the legislators in any 
given period (to) know what is good for the masses of the 
people whose accredited representatives they are.”34 To 
this end, they must make laws to limit, if not entirely 
discourage, the satisfaction of people’s wants as long as the 
majority of their electors are struggling to fulfil their needs. 
These needs and the limit of their satisfaction must be used 
to fix a baseline for the standard of living in a society below 
which people must not be allowed to fall. Awolowo also 
advocates the fixing of a maximum standard of living which no 
one is allowed to exceed.3 5

The regulation of consumption by law will enable the 
State to direct the production or utilization of resources to 
essential ends; to ensure that the country is self-reliant and 
self-sufficient in the short run in consumer goods, and in the 
long run in Capital goods as well; to regulate consumption in 
such a way that savings is encouraged for the enhancement 
of capital formation; and lastly, to make sure that the 
country’s exports are enough to pay for the imports of 
capital goods and other essential items of consumer goods 
while contributing to the enlargement of world trade and 
prosperity even as it benefits from international division of 
labour.3 6 He advocates that the socialist State should borrow 
a leaf from the capitalists in deciding upon the means by 
which to curb, control, or regulate the infinite preferences of 
a large multitude of consumers: advertising: His description 
bears quoting in full:

It is a well - known technique of modern salesmanship for 
producers decisively to induce and influence the tastes of 
consumers, without the latter realizing that what they 
regard as their peculiar personal tastes have been psycho­
logically and externally induced in them by sheer, skilful, 
and consummate advertising. It follows, therefore, that, 
within wide limits, the government can, from the point 
of view of economy social desirability, national into-



CHAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA!
230

rest, and the health of individual Nigerian citizens, decide 
what shall be produced, and then mount a publicity cam­
paign designed to induce people’s tastes for what is produ­
ced.37

As usual, one has difficulty disagreeing with Awolowo’s 
goals. Anyone who has a smattering knowledge of Nigeria’s 
political economy during the heady days of the Oil Boom 
cannot but be struck by how much pandering to the wants 
of the elite and their few hangers-on contributed to the 
plummet that followed when oil prices took a nosedive on 
the international market. Perhaps if legislators of the period 
had known the needs of the people and kept to their satisfac­
tion while placing reins on their wants, we would not be in 
the dire mess we are now in. Furthermore, it is hard not to 
concede that a strategy that is geared to the satisfaction of 
needs rather than the fulfilment of wants is one that will 
redound to the benefit of all. And lastly, the fact that the 
majority is induced to want choices crafted by a few who 
control the economy under capitalism is irrefragable.

Having said that, one cannot fail to notice some dangers 
that lurk in the regulation by law of people’s consumption 
patterns to which Awolowo does not advert his mind. This 
failure is not peculiar to Awolowo. It is a problem that all 
of us who talk about creating the new individual must 
confront in different degrees. Requiring that legislators know 
what is good for their constituencies assumes that what is good 
for the people is susceptible to easy ascertainment or that it 
is an objective quantity that could be laid hold of quite 
easily. The danger of paternalism looms very large. How are 
we sure that what is passed off as the good of the masses is 
really not what the rulers think is or ought to be their good? 
Secondly, what happens if the State falls into the hands of 
cynics who manipulate people’s tastes for the sheer fun of it? 
Thirdly, there is the danger of the homogenization of tastes 
and lifestyles which will bring in its wake monotony and 
ennui for the people. To those who advance the last 
objection, Awolowo replies by admitting that it may well be
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But we would like to emphasize that a capricious and 
insensate craving for senseless variety does lead to enorm­
ous and unnecessary waste of resources; to disruption of 
productive programmes; and to eventual social disaster.3 8

the case that variety is the spice of life. However, he insists 
that the Socialist State cannot afford the free-for-all 
conditions of capitalism. He asseverates

Awolowo’s reply does not amount to a rebuttal to the 
third objection. The problem is precisely to determine the 
borders of “senseless variety”. With this I conclude my expo­
sition of the means by which Awolowo hopes to consummate 
the socialist project. I have called it a legal - attitudinal strate­
gy for social change. It is legal because it envisages that no 
step will be taken towards the construction of socialism 
which is not sanctioned by law. It is attitudinal because it 
calls for the legal transformation of people’s behaviour in 
institutions which are left untouched in their principals. Even 
the State which is the centrepiece of the socialist project will 
just be taken over by the builders of socialism and used, with­
out more, for the construction of socialism. In essence it is a 
revolution by attrition. The legal framework ensures that 
nothing is done to procure change which does not have the 
sanction of law. No force, no mayhem. No doubt, if success­
ful, it will be a brilliant piece of social engineering. But it is 
not persuasive. Nor does it hold up to critical scrutiny.

We have seen that both in theory and practice, control of 
the State is absolutely essential to the building of socialism. 
I have already identified the theoretical problems with this 
viewpoint. Similar problems suggest themselves in the quest­
ion of means. Awolowo assumes throughout the discussion 
that State power will be held and maintained by socialists 
once they are elected to power. This presupposes that either 
there will be no backlash from capitalists and their sympathi­
zers, or if there is, it will be beaten back easily. Awolowo does 
not say that there will be no attempt on the part of capita-
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lists to beat back the socialist advance. But AwoloVvo coun­
sels that force is not necessary, even to effect the overthrow 
of capitalism, because capitalism will suffer perdition due to 
the fact that its inherent nature is incompatible with the 
dictates of the unversal mind as embodied in the dialectic of 
LOVE. Even if force were required to overthrow capitalism, 
socialism, if properly implemented, can count on the universal 
mind to thwart any attempt by displaced capitalists to recap­
ture power. This is a most implausible assumption which 
requires faith. For one must believe in the omnipotence of 
the universal mind to trust that that is all that is needed, in 
the final analysis, to doom a capitalist restoration.

The consummation of the socialist project is entrusted to “a 
hard core of Nigerian leaders and experts with unflagging 
socialist orientation who will dedicate themselves to the 
great objective of making socialism work successfully in Nig­
eria.”39 This assumes that State power will be held by 
human beings who possess largeness of heart, nobility of 
spirit and purity of thought. Such an assumption flies in 
the face of Awolowo’s own account of human nature 
according to which greed and the pursuit of self-interest are 
inherent traits. It is easy to argue that inheritors of socia­
lism would be different since they will be socialized into 
socialism. But it requires another leap of faith to trust 
that such leaders as are described by Awolowo would 
be available in sufficient quantities in light of our his­
torical experience since independence. This is not to say 
that it is impossible to achieve. It is only that I am dubious 
that it is only leaders that we need. We need a mobilized 
people who will force their leaders to remain on the chosen 
path or be removed. Such a provision is lacking in Awo­
lowo’s strategy.

Lastly, Awolowo’s entire strategy is predicated upon the 
twin assumptions of the efficacy of the universal mind and 
the sufficiency of law. I have already dealt with the first. It 
is not clear to me that the law, any legal system, can bear 
the weight Awolowo puts on it. Awolowo’s trust in law is
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plausible only if one assumes that like the State the law is 
neutral between the contending forces in the society 

But this often is not the case. Even though the law is not 
always an instrument in the hands of a class, there is little 
doubt that the law often is. For instance, a socialist regime in 
Nigeria will first have to rewrite the Constitution to eliminate 
the right to private property, enshrine the rationalization of 
remuneration, revoke the right of inheritance, etc. Unless 
this is done, the judiciary can be relied upon to pronounce 
on the unconstitutionality of such enabling legal instru­
ments the socialist State needs. For the socialist leaders to 
be in a position to prosecute their struggle they must either 
have an overwhelming majority in parliament in which case 
socialist legislators would outvote their capitalist-oriented 
opponents; or,.the socialist minority must be able to make 
its views prevail by exercising a dictatorship on their oppon­
ents. Secondly, even if the socialists could prevail for the 
duration of their tenure, nothing stops a successor capitalist- 
minded regime from reversing the socialist process. Britain 
Under Margaret Thatcher remains a good example of this 
danger. And such a regime will have the law on its side. 
After all, it is an accepted convention of parliamentary 
democracy — Awolowo’s preferred vehicle of socialist 
transformation — that a parliament cannot bind future 
parliaments to its decisions.
So the socialist State cannot hope that successor regimes 

will adhere to socialism in a properly- constituted parlia­
mentary democracy. The upshot is that socialism enacted 
by law rests for that same reason on a very thin ledge. The 
possibility of reversal underscores the insufficiency of law 
even in association with the universal mind and this in turn 
casts very serious doubts on the possibility of long-term 
social engineering as a viable strategy for the construction of 
socialism. I conclude that Awolowo’s legal-attitudinal 
strategy for social change cannot actuate a successful socia­
list practice.

I want to end this paper by adumbrating a few general
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questions which arise for the kind of advocacy for socialism 
undertaken by Awolowo. I have dwelt extensively on his 
elitism. I want to add one last question: who makes the laws 
to usher in socialism? Who implements them? It is obvious 
that it is not the popular masses. So it is from the ranks of the 
same elite who live off the extant capitalist order that the 
socialist liberators are to be found. But the severance of 
their ties with their objective class position and interest 
which is a prerequisite for genuinely transformative politics 
receives no mention in Awolowo’s writings. By this ab­
sence, he effectively keeps the majority out of the corridors 
of power save when they are called out to decide who 
among the ‘leaders’ would rule them for another five years. 
Such an exclusion is quite incongruous with a genuinely 
socialist programme.

In Awolowo’s democratic socialist State there would 
still be some private ownership of the means of production 
and people would still be permitted to make as much money 
as they can. However, they would neither be permitted to 
bequeath such wealth to their offspring or use it to under­
write a standard of living which exceeds the upper ceiling 
fixed by the State. And whatever excess money they make 
over and above the highest remuneration fixed by the State 
would be taxed out of their hands. But why allow people 
to build houses they cannot obtain rents on nor will to their 
children? Why allow people to make money only to tax it 
out of their hands? If the law says that they may not 
invest it, can they not use it to foment crises for the 
socialist regime and even buy people over to their cause? 
This question is even more urgent given Awolowo’s con­
tention that there is an ample proclivity to greed in hu­
man nature.

Finally, what is the philosophical justification for divest­
ing people of their earnings, regulating their consumption 
habits, denying them the right to bequeath their estates 
to their progeny and, for taxation? Perhaps there are those 
who are more sympathetic to Awolowo’s project who would 
supply answers to my questions. On my part, I wish to con-
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11
Awolowo’s Metaphysics

MOSES OKE

INTRODUCTION

in the fashion of the Pythagorean School, the disciples, 
admirers, followers, adversaries, and spectators of Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo are of two distinctive and exhaustive 
kinds the ‘acusmatici’ and the mathematic?1 The over­
whelming majority are the ‘acusmatici’. The few ‘mathetna- 
tici’ are also of varying degrees of comprehension. In the large 
mass of the ‘acusmatici’ we have the chanters, the sloganeers, 
the drummers, the poets, the musicians, the journalists, the 
officials, the bureaucrats, th-' voters and their wards, each 
according to his or her side of the fence. Of the ‘mathematic? 
we may count a few scholars, some close associates and a 
handful of confidants. The close associates and confidants 
would most likely have participated in the conception, 
birth and demise of some of the chiefs ideas to have given 
them a better understanding of his views than outsiders. 
Some scholars, very few of them, have had to dig into the 
chief’s published and unpublished works to have some 
grasp of his thought and practice.

This classification into two groups is often to be noticed 
around great thinkers and leaders of men such as Jesus, the 
Christ, and the Holy Prophet Mohammed. The violence to 
self and others, the praise and the contempt, the reverence 
and the blasphemy, the awe and the defiance which were 
manifested around such men often came from the ‘acusmatici’
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who participated with their hearts rather than with their 
heads. Also, like those other great men, Awolowo s genius 
must have contamed both a rational and a religious quality 
such as are seldom unified in the same person.

Among the few who participated with their heads, there 
was rapport and harmony in disagreement. There have 
always been conscious mutual efforts and rational persua­
sion.

Most of those who could be counted in the philosophical 
wing of ‘Awoism’2 have however been concerned, almost 
exclusively with Awolowo’s practical philosophy. Interest 
in the development of his theoretical philosophy is just 
beginning.3 This essay takes a cue from Makinde’s pioneering 
efforts at articulating Awolowo’s theoretical framework 
(Makinde, 1987a, 1987b). For the avoidance of doubts, 
we shall briefly introduce what is to be understood by 
‘metaphysics’ in this context.

WHAT IS METAPHYSICS

The term ‘metaphysics’ was first employed (about 70BC) 
by Andronicus of Rhodes in the editing of Aristotle’s works. 
In its original signification, this term was used only for 
referring to those treatises of Aristotle which came after 
(‘meta’) another group of treatises called the Physics (‘ta 
physica’) (Kreyche, 1959 p. 1). This, of course, is only 
the nominal meaning of the term. Its real meaning will be 
clarified in the following discussion.

Historically, metaphysicians have traditionally been 
concerned with making the world intelligible. They have 
attempted to construct systems which describe the nature 
of the world as a whole claiming to make ultimate statements 
about reality and the nature of things. Although they have 
always differed, a thematic undercurrent of all traditional 
metaphysics, and a primary intention of all traditional meta­
physicians is the study of Baiiig or Reality. It has always 
been conceived as an attempt to portray the most general 
features of the world. In more recent terms, it is a search
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He says again that

for the nature of the ultimate justifications of our beliefs 
about the world.

For Aristotle, it is a science that studies being qua being’; 
it is first ‘philosophy’ which inquires into universal first 
principles and first questions. It is also ‘wisdom’ and ‘theo­
logy’. It is concerned with the basic and primary problems 
and issues concerning the nature of ultimate fact (Metaphy­
sics, Bk, IV, 1). In Descartes’ own view, metaphysics is the 
foundation of all human knowledge, it is the roots of the 
tree of knowledge (Principles in Haldane and Ross, p. 211) 
In the view of A.E. Taylor, metaphysics is,

a systematic and impartial enquiry as to What we really 
mean by the familiar distinction between ‘seems’ and ’is* 
that is to say a scientific enquiry into the general charac­
teristics by which reality or real being is distinguished 
from mere appearances not in one special sphere of study 
but universally (Taylor, 1903, p. 4)’

The same theme is expressed repeatedly by Whitehead. He 
defines metaphysics or speculative philosophy as,

the endeavor to frame a coherent, logical necessary system 
of general ideas in terms of which every element of our 
experience can be interpreted. (Whitehead, 1929, p.3: 
1933, p.285)

in the same vein, Brand Blanshard conceives the problems of 
metaphysics as “the final road blocks in the journey of 
understanding” (Blanshard, in Kennick and Lazerowitz, 
1966). It is the discipline which deals with the most funda­
mental and ultimate questions concerning the universe. These

By 'metaphysics’ I mean the science which seeks to dis­
cover the general ideas which are indispensably relevant to 
the analysis of everything that happens. (Whitehead, 
1926. p. 72 fn.)
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Finally, it has to be noted that metaphysics is not specu­
lation in the common sense of'guesswork’ or in the nature 
of stock exchange enterprise. It is also not mysticism or any 
of the occult or supernatural sciences and activities generally. 
Rather, as Dorothy Emmet has very rightly noted:

“Metaphysics is an analogical way of reasoning. That is to 
say, it takes concepts drawn from some form of experience

questions are, in Blanshard’s view, always around us every­
where, they spring up naturally in the mind of any thought­
ful person who asks sustained questions about the world, 
around him.

A rather radical conception of metaphysics is that of R.G. 
Collingwood. In his view, metaphysics is the systematic 
inquiry into people’s world-views as contained in their 
sciences, arts, daily activities, and how these views change 
from epoch to epoch. It is not ‘paraphysics’ and is not a 
futile attempt to know what lies beyond the limits of experi­
ence. Rather, it is an attempt to discover the absolute presup­
positions of people’s inquiries into the details of the physical 
world. (Collingwood, 1937, p. 65, and 1940).

From the foregoing conceptions of metaphysics, we may 
notice the three unique features of the discipline. It claims 
to say what reality exists or what the real nature of a thing is. 
It claims to be universal, most fundamental and most com­
prehensive in a way in which no other science or art is. And, 
it claims to reach conclusions which are intellectually impreg­
nable and thus possess a unique kind of certainty. Hence, 
we may conclude by saying that metaphysics is the attempt

to know things in terms of the universal and ultimate 
causes oi their being, m consequence of which it is science 
in a higher sense ot the word than in any other habit of 
knowledge. Considered in this light, metaphysics is even 
more aptly characterized by the term ‘wisdom’ than by 
the tefm ‘science’ ...Each of the particular science is 
remotely dependent on the principles of metaphysics 
which arc those ol reality itself . (Kreyche, 1959, p. 15).
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<5; some relation within experience and extends them either 
so as to say something about the nature of ‘reality’, or so as 
to suggest a possible mode of coordinating other experiences 
of different types from that from which the concept was 
originally derived”. (Emmet, 1946, p. 5)

Also, as Fromm and Xirau have correctly observed,

“Any metaphysical system is a conception of the world” 
a world perspective, a “Weltanschauung” Metaphysics is 
born out of two questions: ‘what, life?’; ‘Life, what for?’ 
Metaphysics tries to explain the place of man in the univer­
se and thus tells us what the conduct of man should be in 
the process of living. In this sense, metaphysical speculation 
is vital, not idle speculation” (Fromm and Xirau, 1968 
p. 17).

We conclude therefore that no man can sit down and learn 
normative theories of social and political organization, law, 
religion, philosophy, morality, education, and so on, without 
bringing to the task the metaphysical preconceptions which 
spring out of his own character and experience. Without such 
preconceptions, the writer wopld be a marooned desert 
islander, a ship-wrecked navigator without compass or map 
Such a writer or tourist would be a bungling wanderer, 
un-understaijding and un-understood lacking both organiza­
tion and coordination in his thought and practice.

By Awolowo’s metaphysics, we mean the system of ulti­
mate universal principles, the absolute presuppositions of his 
world-view which congeal into the organizational element 
in his theories and practices. Fortunately, Awolowo is unlike 
those “writers of philosophy” of who Bertrand Russell says 
are usually unconscious of their concealed metaphysics 
(Russell, 1939, p. 138). Awolowo was conscious of his 
metaphysics. Even though he did not write a systematized 
metaphysical treatise, he gave enough clues as to what his 
overall world-view is, from which he drew his hypotheses, 
and formulated the feelings which served as a guide to his 
private and public conduct.

There are two immediate ends that would be served by
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STRUCTURE

I

articulating this world-view into a substantive system of 
metaphysics. It would form a solid basis of understanding 
the man, his theories and practice of social and political 
organisation. It would also bring new insights into the ever 
current and relevant problems of academic philosophy, and 
create a quarry from which moral sentiments and scientific 
hypotheses can be drawn, in the attempt to understand man 
and his environment. In this way, Awolowo’s transition will 
only be the end of the beginning of an era, such that even­
though he were dead, yet he lives.

This is but a modest preface to the enormous, but very 
rewarding work, that lies ahead as scholars begin to show 
more interest in the theoretical foundations of Awolowo’s 
socio-political theories. For now, we shall concentrate on his 
philosophy of mind which Makinde has rightly remarked is at 
the heart of his philosophy (Makinde 1987b). In other words, 
we shall not, in this essay, deal with Awolowo’s metaphysical 
views on God, and of man’s freewill and determinism, and 
causality, except in so far as they illuminate his philosophy 
of mind.

Evert in its comprehensiveness, metaphysics cannot com­
prehend all the phenomena of the universe in all their varia­
tions and manifestations, all at once. It requires an Archime­
dic point of reference,4 from which to view the universe. 
For each metaphysical system, this point of reference consti­
tutes its basic or primary category in terms of which the 
other categories are to be understood.

The Ionian school of philosophy (circa 600 BC) sought 
this heuristic focus in matter - their primary category of 
existence in the universe. They. believed that if they could 
discover the primary or originative substance of the universe 
they would have arrived at the ‘first principle’, the 
‘arche’ in terms of which they could account for the whole 
universe. They thus became the earliest school of material 
monism. The Pythagoreans sought theirs in the form or 
the structure, as opposed to the content or matter, of the



And, as Martin Hollis had rightly stipulated:

In view of Awolowo’s choice of man as the core of the 
metaphysics for his social theory, we may rightly claim that 
he espouses a humanist metaphysics. What his humanism 
contains will be the subject of the next sections.

CONTENT:

Since Awolowo did not write a specific systematised work in 
metaphysics, the clues to his views on reality will have to be
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universe. They thus became the first rationalist school of 
philosophy. And so on.

For Awolowo, the primary category, the most' funda­
mental entity in the universe, in terms of which to express 
the first principles is man. He says:

Man is the sole creative and purposive dynamic in nature: 
everything else by comparison is in a state of inertia 
(Awolowo, 1977, p. 53).

Every social theory needs a metaphysics ... in which a 
model of man and a model of science complement each 
other. (Hollis, 1977, p. 3).

According to Makinde's interpretation of the ontological 
declaration, Awolowo “sees man as the instrument of social, 
political, economic and scientific changes” (Makinde, 1987a 
p. 5). This ontological decision is neither arbitrary nor 
concealed. It was borne out of his character and experience, 
and uncompromisingly followed for half a century in his 
writings, speeches and socio-political activities. Also, he did 
not leave any inquirer in doubt as to his preconceived centre 
of the universe, the orb of the universal wheel. On this, 
Makinde’s testimony is note worthy:

From our discussion, I can now say, with his authority, 
that the most important philosophical issue in Awolowo’s 
mind is the nature of man. Man, according to him, being 
the sole dynamic in nature, should be the primary concern 
of the philosopher. (Makinde, 1987b, pp. 7 & 13).
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garnered from his various works. Of particular relevance for 
this purpose are his Thoughts on Nigerian Constitution 
(1966), The People’s Republic (1968), The Problems of 
Africa (1977), Path to Nigerian Greatness (1981), and 
Voice of Wisdom (1981). In his view, these principles need 
not be expatiated more than he had done. In his view, the 
principles, as they are expressed, are self-evident, since “a 
wqrd, they say, is enough to the wise” (Awolowo, 1966, 
p. 158).

Towards understanding reality, Awolowo chose to under­
stand man and his relationship to the rest of the universe. He 
says “The sole object of our discourse in this book is Man 
(Awolowo 1968, p. 211). Concerning Man, Awolowo’s 
metaphysics includes an ontology, a conception of human 
nature or human personality,-a theory of causality, a philoso­
phy of mind, a theodicy and an eschatology. All these views 
can however be adequately understood through a study of 
his philosophy of mind which Makinde had urged Awolowo 
to write down but which he could not do (see Makinde 
1987b,p.7)

The beginning of metaphysics is an ontological assertion. 
Awolowo, having asserted the existence of man, proceeded to 
contemplate on the nature of man. It is from his conception 
of the nature of man that he formulated his ethical theory, 
his social and political theories, his principles of conduct in 
public and private affairs. Undoubtedly, it is in terms of this 
conception of man that he would want his works and life 
assessed.
THE NATURE OF MAN

Against the background of the world’s imponderable plethora 
of phenomena, man must have woqdered about his place in 
the universe. He must have felt puny and lost in the mystery 
of the universe - like an ant in the bowel of an elephant. 
Hence, his defensive battles against nature, to understand, 
master and control it. This is not less true for the natural 
scientists as for the social scientists.

Given the background of the permanent chaos and crises in 
human existence, reflective men nave, from antiquity, belie-
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ved that behind the chaos, the flux, the complexity and 
multiplicity, there is an abiding order, a harmony; a perma­
nence, a simple principle, a unity. Awolowo, like many other 
great thinkers in the history of ideas, seeks this principle in 
‘essence’ rather than in ‘existence’. Man has been led by his 
existential experiences to conscious attempts of self-discovery. 
The questions that have been asked are: “What am I?,” “Who 
am 1?”. “What is my origin?”’, “What is the purpose or mean­
ing of my existence?”, and “What is my end?”. Attempts to 
answer these and many other kindrdd questions have produced 
several theories of human nature.5 A detailed study of 
Awolowo’s theory of human nature vis-a-vis those other 
theories will not be our task on this occasion. Only the points 
essential for his philosophy of mind will be discussed in the 
present context.
AWOLOWO’S CONCEPTION OF HUMAN PERSONALITY

Since Greek antiquity, it has been thought that there is 
something called ‘human nature’ or ‘the essence of man’, 
by virtue of which man is man, and is unique among other 
beings in the universe. But just what constitutes this essence 
has led to controversies and a variety of positions. It is a 
fundamental problem of metaphysics which cannot be settled 
by an appeal to empirical facts.

Many have rejected the idea of a fixed human nature. 
They argue that a s.'udy of the history of humanity reveals 
that man in one epoch is vastly different from man in other 
epochs, such that it would be unrealistic to talk of a trans- 
historical human nature which is common to all men in all 
epochs. They also argue that in view of the abuses to which 
the concept has been put in several epochs, the realistic 
thing to do is to adopt a historical, rather than an a priori 
approach to the study of man. Those who are opposed to this 
relativistic approach argue that without a fixed unalterable 
human nature, there could not be a unity of men and there 
could not be any value or norm which would be valid for 
men.

A more fundamental issue with regard to the nature of 
man, however, is in connection with the wider universe.
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That is, with respect of whether man is or is not different in 
nature, from other sentient beings. For the monists, material 
or spiritual, everything is of the same kind. Atheists and 
agnostics generally do not regard man as possessing a nature 
that transcends the physical. Theists, on the other hand, 
ascribe to man a divine spiritual element over and above 
his physical being. Both atheists and agnostics as well as 
theists could however agree to one claim, viz: that man is 
a composite of body and mind. Problems and disagreements 
only arise when attempt is made to specify the meaning 
of ‘mind’ and its relation to the body. Those who regard 
man as a composite of two elements are referred to as dua­
lists. The question for us is: How does Awolowo’s conception 
of man fit into this background?

For Awolowo, the Psalmist has expressed the unassailable 
truth about the nature of man. According to the Psalmist: 
What is man ....made a little lower than God and crowned 
with glory and honour (Awolowo, 1968, p. 211) Awolowo 
agrees with the sages that only those who are masters of 
themselves can become masters of others, and with Aristotle 
that anyone who would move the world must first move 
himself. (Awolowo, 1966, p. 158). Hence, in making it a 
cardinal point of his philosophy to analyse human persona­
lity, Awolowo must have reasoned rightly that self-mastery 
and self-motion are conditional upon self-knowledge. He 
must then have asked himself: What am I? Who am 1?

In answering these questions, Awolowo first examines and 
rejects the view of those who may be called material monists. 
They claim that man is entirely a physical entity, an animated 
lump of earth. In the view of these:

atheists and agnostics, man is just homosapiens - an 
evolutionary animal species of the primate class, corpo­
real in every sense and ‘of the earth’ or ‘earthy’ (Awolowo, 
1968, pp, 211-2).

In his view, this physicalist conception of man is really a 
degradation of man to a level that is lower than that of the 
other animals in the universe. This is a judgment that springs 
from observation. Awolowo notes that the beasts are physi-
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Descartes also held that thought is the primary essence of 
man. Man has therefore been distinguished from other 
animate beings in terms of his intellectual powers. From this 
feature, we may correctly deduce some other essential 
attributes of man to which Awolowo subscribes. Man is a 
rational being, in consequence of which he is a social being 
and a political animal (‘zoon politicon’) and a purposive desig­
ner and producer (homo-faber’); he is also a symbol-making 
animal (Awolowo, 1968, p. 211; p. 229). In view of these

cally superior to man in several respects. He also notes that 
these beasts are better adjusted to their environment than 
man is to his own. He notes further that the other animals 
are better able to harmonise their instincts than man is able 
to harmonise his. Hence, if man is regarded as a mere physi­
cal entity, then he is indeed lower, poorer and weaker than 
the beasts of the forests. This is a deduction that ‘the atheists 
and the agnostics’ will not find pleasant to accept. The 
situation presents a dilemma which the material monists 
cannot rebut without repudiating their-monism.

However, the claim that man has something in his nature 
which other animals lack need not necessarily be a conse­
quence of theism. Atheists and agnostics could as well believe 
in an extra-physical nature of man. What they might deny or 
doubt is that this extra element of man is divine. In Awolowo’s 
view, “There is something then which differentiates man 
from the other animals” (Awolowo, 1968, p. 212). This 

‘something’ is the subject of his ‘regime of mental magnitude' 
which is a product of his metaphysics. Awolowo was aware 
of the problem of defining or specifying this ‘something! 
Generally, it is described as either ‘thought’ or ‘spirit’.

In Pascal’s view,

Thought constitutes the greatness of man. Man is but a 
reed, the most feeble thing in Nature, but he is a thinking 
reed . . All our dignity consists then in thought. By it 
we must elevate ourselves, and not by space and time 
which we cannot fill” (Blaise Pascal, in Fromm and Xirau 
1980,pn. 153-4).
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attributes it has been thought that in addition to his cor­
poreal nature, man also possesses a mental nature. This is the 
dualism of mind and body which may be consistently held 
by theists as well as by atheists and agnostics. Awolowo is a 
dualist in this respect.
AWOLOWO’S PHILOSOPHY OF MIND

For Awolowo, the above stereotyped dualism does not fully 
account for the nature of man. He reduces the so-called 
mental attributes to man’s innate dispositions which are 
necessary for “the procreation, preservation, and perpetua­
tion of his species.” In Awolowo’s view, these instincts, 
because they could “operate independently of (man’s) 
will”, do not define man’s mental component. In fact, he 
regards them as parts of man’s physical being, although 
they are significantly different from the physical senses. 
This difference between the senses and the instincts consists 
in their relation to the will whereas the physical senses are 
“man’s instruments for observation, analysis, judgment, 
reflection, and reason”, the instincts “predispose him to 
emotionalism and impulsiveness,” (Awolowo, 1968, 213).
Furthermore, whereas man has a voluntary and conscious 
coptroLover the use of liis physical senses, he does not have 
such a control over his instincts. This explains why he asserts 
that the? five physical senses are rational and objective. They 
are rational in that they are subject to the deliberative 
control of man’s intellect. For instance, a person can delibe 
rately control the use of his eyes by closing and opening them 
as he thinks fit. The intellect is, in turn, under the control 
of a higher authority — the will, which may be weak or 

strong, good or bad. The senses are objective in that their 
reports are inter-subjectively verifiable. This is not the case 
with the manifestation of the instincts. For instance, fear is 
not a state in which a person deliberately decides to be; rather, 
it is automatically triggered on in appropriate circumstances 
in those who have a propensity for that feeling. Also, the 
instincts arc not objective in that we cannot conclusively 
verify that any other person has or does not have a particu-
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lar emotion or feeling. Even when the other person manifests 
the corresponding behaviour, we still cannot claim to know 
that he has or does not have the relevant instinct. This 
raises an epistemological problem of other minds to which 
Awolowo offers a solipsistic solution. In his view, there 
cannot be knowledge of other minds. (Awolowo, 1968, 
p. 75).

At this point, Awolowo makes a radical departure from 
orthodoxy. The two aspects of man which he characterises 
as physical constitute the dualism of body and mind in 
orthodox Western philosophy. Reflection and reason are 
traditionally appealed to jn distinguishing man from other 
animals. Traditional dualists argue that consciousness and 
rational reflection constitute man’s mind by virtue of which 
man alone is able to think or to philosophize or to deliberate. 
They then conclude that since thought or deliberation is not 
a material phenomenon, mind must be incorporeal, and since 
other animals are supposed to lack this attribute, it cons­
titutes that which makes man unique among other sentient 
beings. This is evident in Cartesian dualism from which the 
traditional problems of mind and body have arisen in modern 
philosophy. Given that the mind is not identical to the 
brain or any other part of the nervous system, which is 
material and yet it is a part of man, the question arises as to 
where the mind is located in man. It has been argued against 
Cartesian dualism that if the mind as an entity is locatable in 
the body, then it is no longer immaterial since only what is 
material can occupy space. Another problem in Cartesian 
dualism is that of specifying the relationship between mind 
and body. How docs the immaterial, intangible mind affect 
the material body, and vice-versa? Can the mind exist inde­
pendently of the body? If the mind and body do interact, 
where is the area of interaction? Conceptual analysis has 
shown that the main error in Cartesian dualism lies in its 
conception of the mind as an independent entity, thereby 
falling into the fallacy of “union nonein iioininatum "(White. 
1967).
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Awolowo gets around these problems by construing the 
mind as a state rather than a thing. Hence, the problem of 
the mind’s location does not arise. For him reflection as well 
as conscious and objective reasoning are functions of the 
cerebrospinal nervous system. They are bodily functions 
just like seeing and smelling (Awolowo, 1968, p. 221). 
This system of nerves furnishes man with knowledge of the 
world at two levels. The five physical senses furnish man with 
sense knowledge in virtue of which he is a sentient being. 
This kind of knowledge he shares with other animals. The 
cerebral part of the system is the seat of reflection as well 
as the seat of conscious and objective reasoning. It gives 
rise to ‘passive knowledge’ which for biological reasons may 
be lacking in the other sentient beings. But, since this kind 
of knowledge, otherwise called intellect, is a function of the 
physical body, it cannot be hypostasised into a separate 
entity. Awolowo seems then to espouse an identity of 
theory of mind and body, if by “mind” we mean what 
we have characterised as “passive intellect”.

At another level, Awolowo holds the belief that there is a 
dual causal interaction between the sense and the intellect. 
This does not in any way contradict the earlier position of 
identity. The senses and the intellect are identical only in 
that they both belong to a physical system of nerves; they 
perform different functions. What is, is onQ body indivisible, 
with members of the same kind performing different functions 
which are united in the single physical entity. This is analo­
gous to the constitution of a community or a state. The 
question to ask then is: How are the senses related to the 
intellect?

Since the five physical senses serve as man’s contacts with 
the universe, while the intellect only consciously and objecti­
vely reasons about the information supplied by the senses, it 
follows that intellectual activity has its root in the activities 
of the senses. On the other hand, since the cerebrospinal 
system of nerves “presides over our organs of sensation and 
movement” (Awolowo, 1968, p. 221), and the intellect
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alone is not one of these organs, but has its seat in this 
nervous system, it follows that the presiding is done by the 
intellect. In effect, it is the intellectual function of the 
cerebrospinal nevous system that controls the body’s organs 
of sensation and movement. The intellect may thus instruct 
the eyes to close so as not to see a sight considered indecent, 
or the limbs to carry a man to, either the library or the bar, 
according to the intellect’s judgment.

We see then that what the senses gather from the outside 
determine what the intellect consciously deliberates upon 
while the outcome of the intellectual deliberation determines 
what the senses subsequently do. This is however a process 
that can be completely explained mechanically, given certain 
conditions. This is to say, it is a purely physical dialectical 
relationship between the organs of sensation and movement 
and the faculty of reason. The implicit assumption in this 
version of the physical theory of mind is that the mental 
words used to describe all the non-physical events, processes, 
and so on, do not name any entities at all. It is a proposal 
that the physical language that is used in talking about the 
mind should be interpreted semi-literally, by analogy with 
its use in our talking about bodies (Alan R. White, 1967, 
pp. 31-38).

A similar causal interaction is further claimed to exist 
between the cerebrospinal nervous system and the autonomic 
nervous system. It should be noted here again that Awolowo 
does not posit a non-physical interaction between the two 
systems of nerves. Rather, he argues that they are physically 
connected. Although the unconscious, involuntary bodily 
actions which are performed by the autonomic nervous 
system are not consciously or voluntarily controlled or 
directed by the other system of nerves, the two are invaria­
bly interlocked. The beating of the heart, and the secretion 
of hormones and enzymes are not activities that one can 
normally control. The rate at which the heart beats and the 
quantity of hormones secreted however vary with the states 
of the senses and the intellect. For example, if a man sees
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a lion, the intellect, if it knows what a lion is, gives a danger 
signal to the rest of the body. The signal triggers off the 
appropriate glands to secrete more of certain hormones to 
cope with the emergency, the extra quantities or adrenalin 
and super adrenalin put the man in a more alert and energetic 
mood. The intellect then proceeds to give further direction to 
the locomotor organs as to how to respond to the situation 
It determines whether the man should retreat or attack. The 
man’s behaviour is then interpreted either as fear or as 
bravery or as fool-hardiness. In each case, the autonomic 
system continues to function as the situation demands 
independent of control from the intellect. The cerebrospinal 
system is nowever continuously responding physically under 
the influence of the ‘drugs’ supplied by the hormonal system. 
As Awolowo carefully analyses, this dual relationship can 
both be vicious and virtuous. In which case it would depend 
on the individual’s total personality. In his view, the autono­
mic system does influence the cerebrospinal system of nerves 
as effectively as the latter do the former” (Awolowo 1968, 
p. 223).

It has to be noted again, that the “constant relation bet­
ween the two systems of nerves” is entirely physical. The 
myth of the mind as the ghost in the machine has no. place 
in Awolowo’s account. However, in view of his argument to 
the effect that thought and action are separate functions of 
the body which are causally influencing one another equally, 
we cannot call him an epiphenomenalist. If he had concluded 
his philosophy of mind at this point, it would have been 
accurate to describe him as espousing a mind-brain identity 
theory. In view of these considerations, his theory up to this 
point is a constructive synthesis of dualism and identity. The 
dualist aspect is at two levels; one, the separate existence of 
two independent nervous systems; two, the separable exis­
tence of sensation and intellect in the cerebrospinal ner­
vous system. This dualism is however not of the epiphenome­
nalist kind because it contains a two-way, rather than a one- 
wav causal interactionism. which is also at two levels. (1)
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The senses and the intellect are causally connected in the 
cerebrospinal system, to which they both belong; (2) The 
non-rational, subjective, involuntary body actions (instincts 
and appetites), and the rational, objective, voluntary actions 
(sensation and movement) are also causally connected 
in a dual way through the intellect. The identity aspect is 
conveyed by the fact that both the cerebrospinal nervous 
system, - in its dual constitution of the organs of sensation 
and movement, and the intellect — and the autonomic 
nervous system are entirely physical parts and physical 
functions. It is therefore important to note that he regards 
man’s physical part as a function of the physical body. He is 
therefore committed to a psycho-physical dualism, albeit 
with a distinctive strategy that avoids the traditional prob­
lems which arise for the Cartesian version, without lapsing 
into epiphenomenalism.

We may, at this point, understand Awolowo to be advan­
cing an ‘ad hoc’ tripartite division of the human body. We 
have the passive intellectual, the sensitive, and the instinctive 
parts, all constantly connected. The passive intellectual 
constitutes what is referred to as the mind in the traditional 
theories, while the sensitive and the instinctive parts consti­
tute the body. In another sense, we may say that Awolowo 
divides man’s body into two major parts: the external and 
the internal. The external part is composed of the five physi­
cal senses with which man interacts with his environment. 
The internal has two aspects; the instincts and the intellect. 
As already noted, the external and the internal are causally 
connected via the intellect which controls the other aspects 
and thereby belongs to both major parts.

The foregoing is however not a complete account of man 
in Awolowo’s philosophy. Man at this stage is not yet comp­
letely disinguished from the other animals because they too 
possess the three physical aspects that have been ascribed to 
man.. That is, they too possess both a cerebrospinal nervous 
system and autonomic nervous system. Moreover, Awolowo's
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claim that “Basically, we are - all of us - what our ancestors 
and environment make us” (Awolowo, 1968, pp.214-5), is as 
true for man as for beasts. With respect to the argument that 
man is more intelligent than beasts, it suffices to point to this 
fact of genetic and environmental determinism to account for 
the different levels of intelligence between man and beast as 
well as between men. It can therefore not be the possession 
of the passive, ‘animal’ intellectual faculty that gives man his 
dignity in the assembly of animals. The use of this faculty, in 
itself, can only lead to instinctive, unscientific thinking for 
self-preservation, self-procreation, and self-perpetuation, 
according to each animal’s physical endowment. Furthermo­
re, the passive intellect cannot be the source of morality, 
which is uniquely attributed to man, since it only engages 
in deductive reasoning based on sense perception. This is 
proved by common obervation that, acclaimed intellectuals 
are not always very wise or morally upright persons. An 
intellectual could very well be a villain if he lacks spiritual 
guidance; in fact many are. Hence, the passive intellect is 
not wisdom from which springs human morality.

If man were completely described by his physical attri­
butes alone, then he would be ’zoon rationalis’ rather than 
‘homo rationalis.’ What makes him ‘homo’ over his ‘zoon’ 
nature must therefore be sought outside the animal body. 
This explains Awolowo’s rejection of the view of the 
atheists and agnostics who conceive man in purely material 
terms. In his own view, man conceived as the atheists and the 
agnostics do, has not realised his personhood, his humanity. 
Hence, Awolowo’s claim that “there is something then which 
differentiates man from the other animals” (Awolowo, 1968, 
p.212). Although he devoted a rather large space to the 
examination of “man in all his facets as a physical entity” 
relative to the space in which this ‘something’ is discussed, 
his position is clear on the issue (“A word is enough to the 
wise”). To arrive at this ‘something’, we need a fuller account 
of Awolowo’s ontology.
He says:
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This ontology of the Genesis is to the effect that God expres­
sed in words his thought of making man in his own image and

"The Christian ontology which I personally believe to be the 
correct ontology is set out in Genesis Chapter 1, w. 26-28 
and Chapter II. v.7 (Awolowo. 1981a. p. 128).

wc begin by affirming an a priori proposition that the 
universe is a cosmos and not a chaos. There is an immutable 
law  something referred to as the universal mind 
(Awolowo, 1968, p.186).

In the cosmological sense in which ‘law’ is used here, the 
immutable law is the motive force behind the order and 
harmony of the universe. This force is a law unto itself and 
does not obey any other; it is autonomic. It is the supreme 
intelligence behind the universe, and its creative dynamism is 
expressed as natural laws. It is this source of natural laws that 
is immutable by virtue of which the natural laws derive their 
necessity and universality. This immutable law or universal 
mind is the governing element' of the universe. The occasion­
al reference to “this imrjiutable law” as “the universal mind” 
shows that the law is not just a law in either the sense of a 
legislation or a regularity, but that it is a legislator, a regula­
tor. This universal law-maker, this ruler of the universe can 
command anything into and out of being by his thought 
which is “father to words and deeds”. In effect, all that can be 
is already contained in the infinity of this universal mind to 
which only man can tune in. When a man tunes in, through 
his thought, words and deeds, to this universal mind, the 
latent and dormant creative forces in him become potent 
and dynamic, for good or for evil depending on the individual 
(Awolowo, 1968, p.187). It is this special relation to the 
universal mind that ultimately distinguishes man from the 
other animals. Hence, for Awolowo’s complete conception 
of man, we must move from the purely physical level to a 
higher, spiritual ontological level.

He declares:
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proceeded by action to make man in his own image. In addit- 
ion, God thought of giving man dominion over all other 
things which he had created and, in deed gave him such domi­
nion. We see then that the power to create the universe was 
already latent and dormant in the Universal mind. This 
power was only activated by the thought, words and deeds of 
God. If God’s thought had been evil towards man, He would 
have activated the latent power accordingly. We should draw 
a parallel between this activation of the Universal mind’s 
power and the activation of the latent creative force in man. 
The ontology further states than man was made in two parts. 
First, he was moulded from the dust of the earth by the Lord 
God; next God respired divine life into the moulded earthen 
being. The phrase: “and man became a living being” (Genesis 
11, v.7) is important in Awolowo’s ontology. This ontology 
is in essential aspects, similar to the ontology of the Yoruba 
who Awolowo led politically for almost half a century 
(Gbadegesin, 1984, p.179; Makinde 1984, pp. 190-191). We 
should therefore give it some consideration.

Other animals which were created by God are also living 
beings, yet God did not breathe into their nostrils to animate 
them. This, from the Christian point of view, proves that man 
has a divine clement in him which distinguishes him from 
those other animals. It is in this act of divine respiration that 
man became uniquely joined to the universal mind. And, it 
is tliis breath of God in man that is immortal because the 
universal mind is immutable and eternal. Awolowo also belie­
ves that God who is the creator of the universe is omnipre­
sent, omnipotent, and omniscient (Awolowo, 1968, pp.206, 
209), It is in virtue of this supremely intelligent universal 
mind in man that he is capable of thinking. As Awolowo puts 
it: “It is thinking that distinguishes man from the other 
animals and makes him the image of God” (Awolowo, 1968, 
p.228). Just as it is thought, words and deeds that make God 
the sole dynamic force in the uncreated universee, so do 
these same three attributes also make man the sole dynamic 
force in nature or in the created universe. Therein Lie the glory
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and the honour with which God crowned man.
We see therefore why Awolowo regards the Psalmist’s con­

ception of man as the only truth which, however, the atheists 
and the agnostics have failed to see. It is therefore not the 
case that there are two conceptions of man in Awolowo’s 
philosophy of mind. There is only one conception presented 
in two phases, both for explanatory efficacy and for pedago­
gical efficiency. Put differently, it is only one conception 
expressed in two languages - physicalistic and mentalistic - 
to suit various purposes and to combine various conceptions. 
As Awolowo expresses the complexity of the situation: Man 
is an animal: but an animal with considerable difference  
He is not a body with a Soul, but a Soul covered with a 
body” (Awolowo, 1981b, p. 173). Hence, the need to consid­
er man as a body and as a soul - from the physical and the 
non-physical perspectives.

At the animal level, man has physical and psychical attri­
butes otherwise called body and mind respectively. The 
psychical attributes are in themselves and of two kinds. There 
are the instincts and the intellect. At this level man has a 
dual nature. The two aspects, however, resolve into one, viz 
the physical body. That is, although the psychical attributes 
are not physical members of his physiological self, they 
are functions of those members. The relationship between 
the two aspects is also clearly explained in physical terms. 
There is no mystery in how they interact. The mutual causal 
interaction between them takes place constantly through the 
interconnection of the two nervous systems. Both aspects of 
man at this level are perishable and one cannot exist indepen­
dently of the other. If the body dies, the intellect and the 
instincts also cease to exist. Similarly, if the intellect and the 
instincts cease to function, the senses cannot operate and the 
body sinks into a vegetative existence.

Since the faculty of reasoning or the seat of the intellect 
(or intelligence) is nothing other than the brain, and since 
other animals also possess brains, it follows that what distin­
guishes man from them is not the faculty of reason. Hence,
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And, the soul is “the subsconcious” phase of the mind 
(Awolowo, 1981b, p. 13). From our previous analysis, we can 
plainly understand this tripartite division of the human per­
son without any ambiguities.

Since the animal body and mind are ultimately of the same 
category it matters not which term - body or mind - we use 
for them. Hence, there is no ambivalence in Awolowo’s refe­
rence to the body as the objective mind, or to the psyche as 
“the subjective mind”. The introduction of the soul we have 
already treated. The tripartite division of the mind is there­
fore not in conflict with Awolowo’s claim that “man is dual 
in nature, he has a body and a mind” (Awolowo, 1981b, 
p. 12). The only proper conclusion to draw from the conjuct- 
ion of “man is dual in nature” and “man is a manifestation of 
three phenomena” is that without the soul which is the 
indwelling God, the mind of man is earthy and beast-like. It 
is also only this soul that is imperishable and incorruptible. 
Anyone who lacks it then is an animal; he is dead though he 
were living. A Godless human being is a beast; perhaps more 
beastly than other beasts because of his better developed

the addition of ‘thinking’ as the sole differential between 
man and the other animals. Obviously then, this differential 
can only be accounted for by the unique creation of man. 
Hence, man is more than the duality of physiological and 
psychical attributes. A thorough comprehension of Awolowo’s 
position here shows that there are no philosophical problems 
of body and mind at this level at all.

It is when we consider Awolowo’s conception of the 
human mind that we come to a complete conception of the 
human person. He says:

“man is a manifestation of three phenomena. The first is 
the soul which is the indwelling God. The second is the 
subjective mind which is the seat of man’s reasoning ability. 
The third is the objective mind which can see, hear, smell, 
and touch that is the body of man” (Awolowo, 1981a, 
p.129).
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“Thinking is a spiritual process”, which is developed by 
constantly engaging “in clear, decisive, calm, deliberate, 
sustained, and constructive thinking with a definite end 
in view, which end should benefit the thinker as well as 
others (Awolowo, 1968, p.227).

What emerges from the above is Awolowo’s distinction 
between ‘human being’and ‘person’. The attached diagram­
matic sketch of Awolowo’s concept of human personality 
makes the point clear.

MIND-BODY RELATIONSHIP: PHASE 1

As the diagram on p. 263 shows, there is a series of causal 
relationships in Awolowo’s philosophy of mind. The first 
of two major relationships in this series is the realm of 
human being. It is a prototype of the second m^jor relation­
ship in the realm of the person, the ‘imago Dei’.

According to a Yoruba adage, if the ear does not hear evil, 
the mind does not despair, Mutatis mutandis. The same can 
be said for the other senses of perception. If the mind is 
caused todespair.it may in itself arouse the emotion of anger. 
If this emotion is indulged by the intellect, it may lead to 
physical violence either on self or on others. In which case, 
it may turn out as the Yoruba further say, that anger is 
ignorant of its owner’s leglessness. However, violence necessa­
rily occasions the intellect to put the physical senses and the 
locomotor organs on the alert; they in turn are automatically 
fuelled by the involuntary nervous system. In order to maint­
ain his life in harmony, a human being must learn to strike a 
balance between his instincts and his intellect. This is what 
Awolowo means by the cultivation of ‘the regime of mental

faculty of reasoning. It is this spiritual part of the mind 
that enables man to develop his mind beyong the level of the 
lower animals and to transcend the world of children (Cfr. 
Ogunmodede, 1986, p.66); it is this part that enables man to 
think scientifically. As Awolowo puts it:

todespair.it
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magnitude’. Omoboriowo (1982) and Makinde (1987a) have 
attempted to explicate the content of this regime. It is this 
mental magnitude that will give to a human being’s intellect 
the dominion over his physical senses and instincts. In the 
fashion of Plato’s political theory of the mind, the intellect 
becomes the charioteer driving with two horses. The physicial 
senses are the obedient horse, while the instincts are the 
disobedient horse. In order for the chariot to perform 
effectively , the charioteer must be able to control its horses 
well. In order words, in order that a human being may live 
successfully, his life must be ruled by reason which must be 
consciously developed to anable it moderate, positively, the 
influences of sensations, appetites and desires on itself. We 
should not, however, forget that the thoughts which proceed 
from the intellect also influence the instincts and the physical 
senses. Consider, for example, a man who wants to commit 
adultery with a particular lady. The thought arose in his 
mind, most likely as a consequence of what his physdal 
senses gathered. If he is not sexually continent or if he has a 
weak will, he would fall into the temptation. He would begin 
to devise means and design strategies to realise his adulterous 
aim, employing both his mind and his body. It is in order to 
guard against such ruinous dissipations and negative distract­
ions of mind and body that Awolowo recommends the 
regime of mental magnitude.

In Awolowo’s view, the cultivation of this regime of 
mental magnitude should be the proper goal of education. In 
effect, the two-way causal interaction between body and 
mind, is well within the capacity of each individual to cont­
rol, - “ it is well within the capacity of a man or woman to 
control or sublimate his or her instinct” (Awolowo, 1968, 
p,225). Since the instincts are naturally independent of the 
will, they are quite capable of ruining an individual’s life, 
thereby preventing him or her from living “a happy, healthy, 
prosperous, full life - a triumphant life” (omoboriowo, 1982, 
p.46) which is every human being’s birth right. The end of 
true education or culture is to give man self-mastery and
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self-conquest. This will “inake it possible for man’s physical 
Organs as well as his instincts to function normally, positive­
ly, and harmoniously” (Awolowo, 1968, p.215). This beauti­
ful state will be achieved when reason has completely taken 
over the control of a man’s life,, thus making him to be mode­
rate in all things. As Makinde summarised:

In its totality, mental magnitude is a philosophical doctri­
ne which derives from a theory of mind and body, with 
the assertion that the mental is superior to the physical 
element of a person, and should take control over the 
emotions.desires.andactionsofman' (Makinde, 1987a,p.?)

A problem arises at this point that is worth noticing. The sole 
purpose of Awolowo’s philosophy of mind is the establish­
ment of the mental as superior to the physical. The question 
to ask is whether Awolowo regards this mental superiority as 
a fact or as a problem. If it is a fact, the assertion is either 
superfluous or an explanation is needed to show how the men­
tal has lost its superiority, to the extent that a plea should be 
entered in its behalf. On the other hand, if mental superiority is 
not a fact, but a problem, something will be needed beyond 
reason itself to facilitate the regime of mental magnitude. 
Perhaps, this further ‘thing’ is the will. But this jteelf is not 
any less problematic than reason. For instance, the problem 
of weakness of the will has remained unresolved since the 
days of Socrates (See Mortimore, G.W. (ed). 1971). In other 
words, a plea for reasonableness in man’s life is either redun­
dant or self-defeating. If man is already in the grips of reason 
which nothing in the man can overcome, he gains nothing by 
being counselled to get into or remain in the grips of reason. 
Conversely, if man could be in the grips of either reason or 
emotion because one is not superior to the other, and man is 
not already in the grips of reason, then he cannot benefit 
from the counsel of reason; man will therefore, in this case, 
require an external force to tilt the balance of power in 
favour of reason. The implications of this simple constructive
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MIND-BODY RELATIONSHIP: PHASE II (SOUL-HUMAN BEING RELATION)

The Soul is light-years apart from the body - “The subconsci­
ous mind is in a class of itself’ (Awolowo, 1981b, p. 19). 
This phase of the mind

It is like the chief executive of an organization acting on the 
advice and information supplied by his subordinates. But, is 
it not like defining something as being supremely perfect and 
at the same time shielding it from blame whenever it is found

never errs in the performance of its functions. If the conc­
lusions which it manifests are wrong, it must be because the 
information supplied to it are inaccurate ab initio (Awo­
lowo, 1981b, p. 16)

dilemma, which Awolowo seems not to have considered, are 
far-reaching when eventually fully discussed.

However, the relationship between mind and body in 
Awolowo’s theory is non-mysterious, demythologized, 
empirically verifiable. The structure of this relationship serves 
many purposes - private, domestic, social, political, econo­
mic, educational and theological. An important point to bear 
in mind with respect to these purposes is that while others 
will be ‘educated’ some others will have to be the educators, 
just as the instincts that need to be controlled are controlled 
by the intellect. But, who is to educate the educators; what 
gives the educator the right to educate? What is to control 
reason in its control of the body? Also, just as only a well- 
developed intellect can effectively control the instincts, so 
only the well-educated can successfully educate those who 
are educable. The analogies seem obvious now when we 
consider Awolowo’s position on social and political organisa­
tion and objectives. At each level, the controlling power must 
be concentrated in the hands of the reasonable, thinking, 
well-adjusted members, who incidentally are always very few. 
It is only through such rational apical control that there can 
be social harmony, political stability, economic growth and 
scientific development
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to be any less than perfect.? If the soul, which is also the 
universal mind, the indwelling God, is omnipotent, omnipres­
ent and omniscient, how come that it should ever be misled 
by what is by far very inferior to it. This is more so in view 
of the fact that a two-way causal interaction is not posited 
between soul and body. Rather, the relationship is that of 
one-way domination of soul on body. Ought any excuse be 
pleaded for the fallibility of a conceptually omnipotent being 
who is also omniscient, omnipotent, and, from the Christian 
point of view, also benevolent? A conceptual contradiction is 
involved in such a view. The socio-political analogues should 
be considered. For instance, why should a supposedly perfect 
ruler be shielded from responsibility for his manifested 
imperfections? This raises the problems of God and evil, of 
freedom and determinism, of destiny and creation. What we 
notice here is that the farther Awolowo’s theory goes from 
the empirical level, the more difficult it is to avoid serious 
metaphysical problems.

Concerning the soul of man, Awolowo asserts that it is of 
the same quality with the universal mind or God (Awolowo, 
1981b, p.18), hence it is invisible, intangible and impercepti­
ble” (Awolowo, 1981a, p.129). It is spaiio-temporally infini­
te, eternal, immortal, and capable of action from a distance 
(Awolowo, 1981c, p.3). It is capable of an independent dis- 
carnate existence and activity (Awolowo, 19.81 a, p. 129) - this 
has to be so since it came from the primordial dynamic 
essence who is God. In this, the soul resembles Anaximander's 

‘apeirondivine’. In virtue of being a chip of God, the human 
soul is also all-powerful, all-knowing, and ubiquitous (Awo­
lowo, 1977, p.230; 1981b, p.16). The. features of disca- 
mate existence and activity differentiate the soul from 
the psyche, consciousness or the physical mind. The human 
soul differs from the divine essence only in magnitude (lest 
the creature become its creator’s equal), but it “is the project­
ion of the God Essence into man" (Awolowo 1968, p.230: 
1981b, p.18). The soul is also characterised as a person's 
“Inner Self with whom one can enter into spiritual contmu-
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This is because

Also, “if the body is dead, there can be no mind - whether 
conscious or subconscious” (Awolowo, 1968, p.230). Awo- 
lowo’s ‘craftsman and tool’ simile (1981b, p.13) clearly 
illustrates his view of the soul-body relationship. If the train­
ed craftsman has good tools, the fruits of the spirit will be 
manifest; the potential genius in him will be fully actualised. 
But this will only be about once in ten cases that the tools 
are good and the craftsman will be well trained (Awolowo, 
1981b, p.15). But, for a trained craftsman with bad tools, it 
is the case of the soul willing but the body being unable. The 
inability of the body arises from the harmful effects of bad 
living and bad thinking on the intellect, instincts and physical 
organs of man. The explanation for this is that:

nication under certain conditions (Awolowo 1981a, p.52). 
The soul as the “inner self’ is comparable to the element of 
“ori-inu*' in the primary Yoruba conception of human perso­
nality (Makinde, 1984a, p.).

Paradoxically, ih spite of the divine nature of the subcon­
scious mind (i.e. the soul),

If the body is diseased or, disintegrate^ the mind cannot, 
in the one case, function at its best, and in the other, at 
all (Awolowo, 1981b. p.24)

in all the multifarious functions of the body and mind, the 
role of the body is dominant and almost decisive (Awolowo. 
1981b. p.24).

a destructive and selfish employment of the functions 
of the subjective mind is fraught with disastrous physiologi­
cal consequences As a man thinketh, so he is (Awo­
lowo, 1981b, pp. 11 and 15).

This further suggests that the soul may not have an absolute 
dominion over the body, or that the soul is not omnipotent
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after all.
Since the subjective mind is a part of the body, and since 

it provides the data which the spiritual subconscious .mind 
processes deductively, it follows that if there is murk in the 
subjective phase, the end-product will also be murk: garbage 
in, garbage out. The relationship is fully explained when 
Awolowo says:

The subsconscious phase takes exclusive charge of all the 
functions of the body. It is also the seat of instincts, emoti­
ons, habits, reflexes and memories. Its reasoning processes 
are deductive only, using as its premises the information 
supplied by the objective phase and only processed and 
interpreted by the subjective phase (Awolowo, 1981b, 
p.23).

In this deductive activity, the subconscious phase (i.e. the 
soul) never errs if the information from the subjective phase 
are accurate. The implicit computer metaphor is instructive. 
There is thus a constant connection betv/een the soul and the 
body through the autonomic nervous system.

The soul is housed in the body (Awolowo, 1977, p.54); 
but it is neither imprisoned there in, as in Plato, nor is it a 
ghost in the machine, as in Descartes. It is man’s “Inner 
Self’, which is free and autonomous, but whose exercise of 
freedom and autonomy is relative to the level to which each 
man has cultivated the regime of mental magnitude. The 
cultivation of this regime is therefore a necessary though not 
a sufficient condition for a balanced human personality. 
When a man knows the truth, and is unshakably convinced 
of it, - that he is the greatest of all wonders, the most marvel­
lous of all miracles; that he is a link between two worlds, 
-the terrestial and the celestial, that he is an intermediary 
between two classes of being - the biological and the spiritual; 
that he is the resident vicar of God on earth, and so a micro­
God with dominion over all other created beings in the 
universe; that he is ordained to be the sole creative and 
purposive dynamic in nature - then he will be free from the
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

Finally, we have to note the parallel relationships between 
the parts of each phase of man. At the physical level, the 
intellect is superior to both the instincts and the senses. 
The three are however causally interacting all the time. 
Where the intellect is undeveloped, the instincts control the 
Individual. A man so controlled lacks thought which distingu­
ishes man from the other animals; he is therefore an animal. 
Analogously, a state that lacks an intelligent government is 
not different from the jungle. When there is intellect, but 
the negative emotions have been nourished instead of the 
positive ones, the thoughts that will ensue will also be negati­
ve and the consequent actions like wist Intellect plus bad 
character is equal to sophisticated villainy. As it is in indivi-

leaden weight of his earthy body. He will then have transcen­
ded the regime of mental magnitude into the realm of spirit­
ual depth. When he is thus free, he would be able to enter 
into communion with the Universal mind to realise the 
genius in him according to his character. Hence, a man can 
turn out to be either an evil or a benevolent.genius, depend­
ing on his character or the state of his subjective mind, 
because, as rightly put by Heraclitus, “a man’s character is 
his destiny” (Fromm and Xiran, 1968, p.44). Others who 
cannot tune in to the divine essence in them, will live as 
ordinary men and women, in varying degrees. In order to be 
a benevolent genius, a person will have to take the route of 
either religious faith or rational contemplation to conquer 
the tyranny of the flesh. When a man had done this, he rega­
ins his freedom and is automatically able to attain spiritual 
depth, under certain conditions, for the full realisation of 
his Godly human personality and thought. Attempts to 
explicate the details of the regime of mental magnitude and 
those of spiritual depth, which derive from Awolowo’s 
philosophy of mind which we have sketched, have been made 
by Omoboriowo, Makinde and Ogunmodede.
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dual human beings, so it is in aggregations of them.
When man is considered as a mind, the subjective phase 

of the conscious layer is superior to the objective phase. 
Both phases however causally interact through the body’s 
nervous systems, exactly as in the interaction between the 
physique and the psyche. The objective phase and the subjec­
tive phase of the conscious layer of the mind correspond, 
respectively, to the physical and the psychical parts (ortho­
dox body and ‘mind’) of man-as-a-physical-entity. This 
entity is the earthy man or the human being which is an 
object of scientific study.

The subconscious layer of the mind, which is the first of the 
three phases of the human person, is superior to the other 
two phases. It is directly connected to the subjective phase 
through the autonomic nervous system. It should be noted 
that Awolowo does not substantiate this relationship as he 
does for the others. This is the non-scientific aspect of man - 
the spiritual aspect which passeth human understanding. 
However, indications are that the soul is a rational element 
with which God, man’s creator, endowed man at the beginning 
of life. This element of thought is however unlike mere 
human, ‘passive’ intellect, although at their different levels, 
the two occupy a similar controlling status. There is there­
fore no reason to worry about the nature or location of the 
soul in the body. It is immaterial, intangible, imperceptible 
and spiritual. It consititutes the subconscious layer of the 
human mind that was added to man from the universal mind.1 
It is in virtue of it that every person is a potential genius. 
As with the psyche (which is also the subjective phase of the 
conscious layer of the mind), the soul also interacts with the 
physical mind.

Another problem that might arise for Awolowo’s metaphy­
sical system is its absolute reliance on God. Having not given 
a demonstration of the existence of God, Awolowo’s metap­
hysics might be said to commit the fallacy of explaining the 
unknown with the unknown, ignobum per ignobus. This 
objection appears to have been taken care of, however. For
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Awolowo, the only truth which can set a man free is “that 
man has been made ‘a little lower than God”. In the unique 
combination of the religious and the rational elements of 
his genius he provides that this truth may be known either 
“by an act of faith or by a process of rigorous and systematic 
reasoning” (Awolowo, 1968, p.230). Hence, there is still the- 
way of rational contemplation by which atheists and agnost­
ics can arrive at the truth that man is the sole creative and 
purposive dynamic in nature, the unique and most developed 
intelligence in the perceptible universe. In short, by the use 
of reason alone, the atheist and the agnostic can arrive at the 
truth that man is the architect of the fortune and misfortune 
of his universe. What Awolowo does not provide is the way 
this rational reflection can be carried out or what its premises 
will be.

In conclusion, we have to note that Awolowo’s philosophy 
of mind has not only avoided some of the notorious probl­
ems in the orthdox discussions of the issue of mind and 
body, but is also constructive synthesis of many of the extant 
views. As such, it is a theory that can plausibly recommend 
itself to a broad spectrum of perspectives. It is also capable of 
generating more testable hypotheses than the traditional 
theories. Its broad base is however the source of both its 
strength and weakness, in that it is capable of being used to 
rationalise theories of both negative and positive, reactionary 
and revolutionary, manipulations of man and society.

It is however noteworthy, that Awolowo’s philosophy of 
mind has brought together his socio-cultural, historical, 
religious, political and economic experiences in the framing 
of a unique world-view'. Particularly, he has been able, to a 
large extent, to reconcile the primary conception of man 
in his native Yoruba cultural setting (see Abimbola, 1971) 
with contemporary Judaeo-Christian and Western concept­
ions of human personality (see Makinde, 1984). In this 
broad-based metaphysical theory of mind, we can identify 
several theories of mind such as the political, the physical,
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Part Three
Ideology and Economy
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P. ZACHERNUK

;, con-

Awotowo’s Economic Thought in 
Historical Perspective

Chief Obafemi Awolowo, over more than forty years at the 
centre of Nigerian public life, acquired a reputation not only 
as a staunch democratic socialist, but also as something cf a 
Nigerian philosopher. Indeed, Awolowo portrayed himself 
as a socialist who developed his basic ideas over the years 
while his supporters in the Unity Party of Nigeria often 
elaborated on this theme.1 There has even been an academic 
treatise published recently on Awolowo’s democratic socialist 
“Socio-Political Philosophy”.2 His major books of the last 
two decades do in fact present themselves as philosophical 
work which, as a group, offer a systematic, socialist solution 
to Nigeria’s multiple problems.3 However, both claims - that 
Awolowo developed gradually as a socialist, and that he 
arrived at a consistent socialist philosophy - are open to 
question and re-evaluation

Awolowo’s acceptance of capitalism in the 1950s, con­
trasted to Lis condemnation of it in the early 1960s must 
raise doubts about his steady development from socialist 
roots; his more recent rejection of public corporations and 
renewed defense of private enterprise must make one wonder 
in which direction he was growi.ig.4 His 1968 assertion that 
it is “folly and courting certain failure to attempt to practise- 
socialism by halves”5, juxtaposed against his enduring faith
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in a mixed economy, must raise questions about how his 
“thought system and philosophy”6 fit together as a whole.

This paper will nevertheless attempt to find some order 
and continuity in the development of Awolowo’s economic 
thought. As a first step, we must recognize that Awolowo 
always write as a politician, and for a purpose; his writings 
must therefore be understood within their contexts.7 When 
viewed as a part of Nigerian history, we find in them not the 
unfolding of a socialist philosophy, but connections of 
quite a different sort.

Throughout his career, Awolowo’s economic thought was 
concerned with certain ends: freeing Nigeria from foreign 
control, creating opportunities for Nigerians, improving 
their general welfare. But these concerns, which are at the 
core of his socialist reputation, have not formed the core of 
his economic ideas. Rather, socialist principles have been 
overlaid on a more fundamental pursuit. The central aim 
has not been to create a socialist Nigeria, but to develop 
Nigeria under the control of essentially the same coalition 
of classes which formed the prime constitutency of the 
nationalist Action Group. His socialism is an extension of 
his nationalism; it is a means of empowering certain classes 
- and especially the entrepreneurs - to overcome the obsta­
cles they have faced in the colonial and post-colonial Nigerian 
economy. Further, in moving through its various stages, 
Awolowo’s economic thought has, like his nationalism, 
largely followed broader Nigerian trends. Awolowo adopted 
aspects, of socialism to meet certain political and material 
conditions, but, in the final analysis, these ideas seem to have 
left his original commitments intact.

The first extended statement of Awclowo’s economic 
thought that we have is a memorandum he penned for the 
Ibadan branch of the Nigerian Youth Movement in 1940.8 
Awolowo was then, as his autobiography makes clear, an 
ambitious young member. He actively followed Nigerian 
public affairs and intellectual events in both Ibadan and 
Lagos. With his Progressive Economic Corporation and in
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other business ventures and attempted careers, he sought 
to earn enough to be able to study law in England, and thus 
to enter politics as a major figure. By 1940 he had already 
been a journalist, a money lender, a transport owner, and a 
cocoa buyer, and was in the process of overcoming a personal 
financial disaster following the abrupt end of the cocsu boom 
in 1938.’

Awolowo’s bankruptcy, and his economic difficulties in 
general, were embedded in a set of wider economic problems 
facing Nigerians at the time. As Nigeria had become firmly 
embedded in the world economy, the era of the Nigerian 
merchant princes of the nineteeth century had become the 
era of the big firms. Nigerian merchants and middlemen, 
and others operating as individuals or in small partnerships, 
could not compete with the immense power of firms such as 
the United Africa Company, nor resist their ability to domi­
nate the economy and absorb Nigerians into their networks. 
Foreign capital also controlled almost all of the new industrial 
enterprises of the early twentieth century. The general 
refusal of British and other foreign banks to grant credit 
to Nigerians compounded their struggle to find a suitable 
economic role for themselves in the colonial economy, 
especially one that matched the promise of the earlier era. 
In politics and government, too, they found themselves 
excluded or reduced to a subordinate role.‘The colonial 
service restricted Africans to the lower levels; political 
evolution seemed to favour traditional, not emergent, elites. 
Nigerians embedded in the colonial economy, ambitious 
to benefit from it, found more frustration than opportunity.10

Throughout the interwar period the nationalist movemen 
responded to these frustrations and ambitions with both 
political and economic programmes.11 Demands for Africani­
zation of the government bureaucracy and, belatedly, for 
political control promised to raise the educated element to 
their proper economic and social status in colonial society. 
Government clerkships had long been seen as a secure means 
of economic advance; the steady and loud demands for
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That this Conference, being strongly convinced that 
the time has come for the co-operation of the peoples 
of the British West African dependencies in promo­
ting their economical development, recommends. . . 
the formation of. . . the British West African Co-ope­
rative Association ... with powers, interalia, to fund 
banks, promote shipping facilities, establish Co-ope­
rative Stores, and produce buying centres, in such, 
wise as to inspire and maintain a British West African 
Economical development.12

better education facilities and more bureaucratic openings 
to accept the graduates reveal how heavily the aspirant 
middle classes relied on this avenue of advance. The econo­
mic aspect of the nationalist response had been formulared 
by the National Congress of British West Africa in the 1920s, 
and attempted by men such as W. Tete Ansa through the 
1930s. Meeting in 1920, the National Congress resolved

To solve their predicament Africans would not change the 
economy, but change themselves. They would have to 
group together, organize their own banks and other sources 
of credit and learn how to compete successfully in the 
colonial economy. In an era when state intervention in the 
marketplace was not yet the accepted "orthodoxy, the natio­
nalists did not look to the state for succur, but only to gua­
rantee free trade by limiting the monopoly power of the 
foreign firms. Thus the protest against the cocoa buying 
agreement in 1937—38 presented the end of monopolies as 
the basic solution. “Competition is said to be the life blood 
of any kind of trade and more than anything else has helped 
the economic development of many a country in the modem 
world.”13 Cooperation, in. the sense of cordial relations 
between Nigerians in order to allow them to equal the soli­
darity of the foreigners, and develop their own industries 
under a free market regime, remained a key theme in Nigerian 
development programmes of the interwar period.
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Awolowo, unsuccessful in his various but typical ambitions, 
fits neatly in to this heritage, as does his memorandum. 
Basically, he proposes that the Ibadan branch of the Youth 
Movement establish a “Cooperative Thrift and Consumer 
Society”, to enable Nigerian consumers to economize through 
bulk purchasing, and perhaps to become producers of some 
consumer goods, particularly food, locally. He also proposes 
that the Nigerian Motor Transport Union, an organization of 
transport owners of which he was a member, adopt some 
cooperative principles, in order to obtain the economies of 
scale available to larger, foreign transport companies. Further, 
Awolowo recommends that the Transport Union, the Produce 
Traders Association (of which he was the Ibadan branch 
secretary), and any other union that so wishes, affiliate with 
the Youth Movement to create a united front of Nigerian 
interests.

This plan is clearly intended to enable Nigerians to compete 
as equals with their established competitors.

At the moment, there is no capital in the country 
large enough to create rival establishments to those 
of the foreign capitalists. . . While we fold our arms 
and look on, the great potential wealth of the coun­
try is being systematically tapped and drained by 
these foreign adventurers. If we say we will wait 
until we are able to accumulate large capitals, the 
day of our economic salvation will be postponed 
indefinitely.

But weak as we are in tne matter ot capital, we 
have a formidable weapon which only awaits being 
properly utilized by us. We have the means of co­
operation at our disposal. If we are united truly and 
indeed we can change the economic aspect of this 
country almost overnight. By unity we could with

until we are able to match the foreigners... by 
organizing efficiently and competing equally, on 
the same basis as they are doing at present, we 
should continue to fill columns of newsprint with 
meaningless economic flapdoodles.14
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Awolowo’s programme incorporates the nationalist myth 
of the unified nation.

As subject nation [sic], we have no decisive voice 
in the affairs of our Government. As subject and 
econdmically backward country [sic], we are help­
lessly open to economic exploitation . . . under the 
auspices of the European firms with the Syrian 
Traders as their commercial minions. These people 
have what the Africans never have had and never 
have under present conditions. They have huge 
capitals and unlimited credit at their disposal

He recognizes that there are conflicts between Nigerian far­
mers and produce traders, but these can and should be sub­
sumed under the nationalist leadership of the NYM in a 
natural alliance against the real opposition, the foreign 
companies.1 7 The battle for economic salvation will not be 
fought along lines of privilege and wealth, but according to 
nationality.

In this memorandum, we can see his socialism foreshad­
owed: “Capitalism must be carefully eschewed in our national 
economic aspiration, first because it is bound to prove 
ineffective at the present stage of our development generally, 
second because of its pronounced anti-socialistic tenden­
cies.’’1 8 However, his critique of capitalism is circumscribed: 
“I do not, however, mean by this that individual enterprises 
should be discouraged, but I do suggest that co-operative 
activities and ventures directly under the control of Africans 
themselves should be more emphasized than any other 
project.”19 This cooperation, moreover, does not imply any 
pooling of ownership, but only a pooling of resources among 
owners, to make them more competitive in a free enterprise 
economy. Awolowo reveals here the enduring themes of his

one accord refuse to submit one minute longer to 
the economic exploitation we have bitterly suffered... 
This is why I say that the economic salvation of this 
country lies in.Co-operation.15
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thought, and the kernel of the peculiarity of his socialist 
programme. Private enterprise is accepted as the motor of 
development. “'Capitalism” is opposed principally because it 
has been colonized; cooperation (later socialism) is proposed 
because it offers Nigerians a chance to even the scales. 
Awolowo is not rejecting capitalist economics; he only wants 
to direct more wealth into Nigerian hands.

A new consensus about economic development swept 
Nigeria during the Second World War.2 0 The panacea of the 
free market was usurped by the idea of government control. 
Planning and State Welfarism became established as the 
economic orthodoxies of the future. The State, enlarged and 
omniscient, would oversee and regulate the development 
effort, ensuring rationality and efficiency. This closely 
paralleled a shift in British domestic politics, and indeed was 
inspired and informed by that shift.21 It also was a logical 
response to the potential of the Colonial Development and 
Welfare Act of 1940. Capital grants, industrial diversification, 
and the expansion of transportation systems were improve­
ments Nigerian merchants and entrepreneurs could appreciate. 
The NYM Charter in 1938 had mentioned the need for 
economic planning. By 1943 Nnamdi Azikiwe had developed 
this into a more extensive programme of State-led develop­
ment and welfare socialism, voicing the common platform of 
almost all nationalists. Objections arose not over the idea of 
rationalizing the modernization process, but over who was to 
control it, and in whose interests. This dispute lay behind the 
protest against the “Obnoxious Ordinances” in 1945. In 
British hands, marketing board funds and development 
grants continued to favour export production under foreign 
control. If the nationalists could secure more political power, 
those funds could be used to enhance their status within the 
colonial economic system.

If the NYM failed to act on Awolowo’s suggestions, it was 
not because their ideas were at odds. He was an active member 
of the Youth Movement, and with it pushed the government 
to take the lead in a wide variety of development initiatives,



283AWOLOWO’S ECONOMIC THOUGHT

advocated economic planning, and criticized what was done 
in terms that implicitly accepted the overall thrust of British 
policy.22 While in England as a law student from 1944 to 
1946, Awolowo joined the British Fabian Society and kept in 
step with the new consensus.23 Path to Nigerian Freedom, 
written in 1945, though primarily concerned with local 
government reform, reveals these influences. Awolowo 
objects not to the Colonial Welfare and Development Act, 
nor to the cocoa marketing schemes themselves, but to 
the fact that Nigerians were little consulted in their formu­
lation.24 Awolowo may have stood towards the conserva­
tive side of political and economic thought in the 1940s — 
Azikiwe certainly used more fiery rhetoric while men such as 
trade union leader Soyemi Coker pushed more radical progra­
mmes - but he too recognized the potential of a controlled 
economy.2 5

In 1951, when Awolowo launched the Action Group, 
the basic consensus between the colonial administration 
and southern Nigerian nationalist politicians about the 
problems of economic development was still intact. 
Heated debates, and some radical political movements, 
did arise over the nature and timing of constitutional devolu­
tion, but on this, too, a consensus emerged in the later years 
of the decade. By the eve of Independence, a cordial atmos­
phere prevailed; nationalists greeted their departing rulers 
as old and trusted friends.

A World Bank mission report drafted in 1955 defined the 
economic consensus in detail, providing the pith of the fede­
ral and regional development plans which followed.26 The 
basic need was capital, and for skilled labour' and manage­
ment to put it to good use. Social services would have to be 
rapidly improved to secure the future of development 
Agriculture would remain the foundation of the economy 
although increased agricultural exports would support diver­
sification into small import substitution industries. Foreign 
expertise would be needed for these and especially for heavy 
industries. The State would oversee the whole effort, owning



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN EBA?284

some essential services and providing incentives, models and 
financial support to private interests.

The World Bank Mission and colonial administration 
planners stressed the need for foreign investment, and the 
need to limit public ownership to unprofitable, essential 
services. The Nigerian nationalist coalition agreed that subs­
tantial amounts of foreign capital would be needed. Clearly, 
an enlarged state with an increased budget, and Africaniza­
tion policies in the public and private sectors, offered the 
opportunities for social and economic advance, both licit 
and illicit, they had long awaited. For most members of 
the middle classes increased foreign investment and continu­
ing foreign economic control would only help their ambition 
of growing rich within the established economic system. 
But the nationalists were not as quick to limit the realm 
of public ownership. A stronger State would enhance Niger­
ian bargaining power against foreign investors, and make their 
activities more lucrative for Nigerians. Nationalization was 
also attractive to Nigerian entrepreneurs and economic 
nationalists, who foreshadowed the demands characteristic 
of a “national bourgeoisie”.2 7 Nigerian entrepreneurs feared 
unlimited foreign competition; economic nationalists, includ­
ing rising members of the technocratic and bureaucratic 
elites, feared losing control over the economy generally. 
State welfare capitalism became a central element in Nigerian 
economic thought, as a means of advancing Nigeria interests. 
Socialism became a fashionable word in nationalist circles, 
in a sense that “meant nationalization if one was talking of 
expatriate enterprise, but meant private enterprise if one was 
referring to Nigerian-owned business.”2 8 But the attractions 
of state ownership were limited by the entrepreneurs’ fears 
that it to could threaten their activities, and much more 
importantly by their need to sustain good relations with 
foreign investors. In general, “their socialism was against 
foreign economic domination only if it was impossible to 
arrive at a satisfactory modus vivendi between themselves 
and foreign capital.”2 9
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Although the small left wing of the Action Group, manned 
by radicals and Marxist intellectuals, pressed for a more 
socialist and nationalist orientation, the bulk of the party 
shared in the general contentment with the emergent order, 
and faced these dilemmas.3 0 The Action Group was primari­
ly the voice of the aspirant Yoruba middle.classes. Its right 
wing represented the large and wealthy group of Yoruba 
entrepreneurs, merchants, produce traders and contractors, 
trying to shape the new order to their benefit. The party’s 
centre was comprised of forward-looking traditional rulers, 
teachers, professionals and the full time politicians and party 
officials. The latter were more imbued with Fabian and wel­
fare state ideals, but still concerned with advancing their inte­
rests through the state. Within the party there was thus a 
wide variety of opinions regarding socialism, nationalization, 
and foreign investment - but all sought to make the state 
into an instrument to advance their interests.

As befitted a party leader, Awolowo followed a policy 
broad enough to please the party’s various factions, appealing 
to voters while nurturing the middle classes. Seen by obser­
vers as a moderate,31 he kept the party “between Fabian 
socialism and welfare state capitalism.”32 Citing the need for 
economic planning, a mixed economy and control over 
foreign capital, Awolowo dedicated the Action Group to 
“fashion out and pursue any economic policy that will 
ensure prosperity and contentment to the citizens of Nige­
ria.”33 Portraying his party as “the only party of the com­
mon man in Nigeria”,34 he promised that the “Life more 
Abundant” of the Action Group motto would be achieved 
through free primary education, improved health services, 
guaranteed minimum standards of living, and multi-faceted 
agricultural programmes. These policies would eventually 
lead to the “creation of a Welfare State in Nigeria”,35 in 
which minimum standards were protected, and Nigerians 
could aspire to wealth heretofore undreamed of.

Awolowo could assume a more radical stance, as he did 
at the height of the fight over self-government early in the
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decade. He had “no more confidence in the good faith of 
British rJle in Nigeria” after discovering how “subtlely evil 
and revolting” it was.36 British rule was not humanitarian, 
but “for the sole purpose of satisfying Britain’s economic 
self-interest”3 7; the need to be rid of the British was urgent. 
“British imperialists and capitalists” in Nigeria were cited 
as more dangerous enemies than even the National Council 
of Nigeria and the Cameroons.38 However, these strident 
attacks on imperialism were inspired by Awolowo’s nationa­
lism, not by his socialism; they did not demand any reform 
of his economic thought.

At its 1952 convention the Action Group explicitly 
rejected socialism and all other “isms”, opting instead to 
approach eonomic problems pragmatically. Awolowo endor­
sed the World Bank’s proposals and his government in the 
V/estem Region broadly followed its recommendations, 
exceeding its expectations and the other regions in the provi­
sion of social and economic services.3 9 Under the Action 
Group in the Western Region, as in the rest of Nigeria, the 
political and business members of the middle classes allied 
in their exploitation of the development corporations, loan 
boards, financial institutions and political spoils. This alliance 
did not contribute much to the development of national 
control over the economy, but did contribute much to the 
enrichment of the middle classes through property specula­
tion, government contracting, and plain corruption.40

Awolowo also advised protection and support for Nigerian 
entrepreneurs specifically. Controls would be placed on 
foreign investment in many small import substitution indust­
ries, because

the moment you allow foreign investors to invest in the 
various industries, you are shutting the door to Nigerians, 
and you are going to reduce the people of this country 
perpetually to Clerks, Sub-Managers, Semi-Directors and 
what-nots to serve under foreign investors.41

The government would provide Nigerian entrepreneurs with 
various incentives, and oblige foreign investors to allow
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Nigerian partners at least half the total investment. It also 
undertook to use the State to establish industries which pri­
vate enterprise found beyond its capabilities for the time 
being. The Action Group aimed,

for the present, to arrest the tendency of our industrial 
activities being concentrated in the hands of foreigners, 
and, in the long run, to ensure that all major industrial 
activities are either vested in the state or in our fellow 
countrymen, as is now the case in Europe and America.42

One aim of Awolowo’s social welfare programmes was to 
help the people to provide more support for Nigerian entre­
preneurs. Wary of excessive reliance on foreign aid or loans, 
Awolowo advocated raising as much development capital 
as possible through taxation from those who presently 
produced — the fanners and workers. He demanded higher 
productivity, urging that all “leaders of opinion. . . should 
combine as a team to inculcate it in our workers that every 
moment they waste at work means so much pound, shilling 
of pence lost to the national income”.4 3 Farmers, to fund 
the development drive, would have to be freed from “their 
enslavement by ignorance and superstition”, and cured 
of their “ante-deluvian”, harmful methods, in order to 
produce more for export.44 Much of the capital raised would 
then be put directly by the state towards the creation of 
industrial entrepreneurs.4 5

As Independence neared, constitutional debates were dis­
placed by concern over how to protect future investment and 
development. Awolowo, in speeches aimed at prospective 
foreign investors, addressed these concerns. He assured his 
audience that Nigeria, with a stable constitution and strong 
democratic tradition, had a oromising future. Earlier dem­
ands for Nigerian partnership with foreign capital were 
tempered. Not only did Nigeria need “the drive and energy 
of American businessman to start the wheels of industry 
turning”4 6, but foreign investors were promised various



0BAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA?288

incentives, including the right to full repatriation of profits 
and capital. Awolowo explicitly requested foreign aid and 
investment to preempt radical political movements in Nigeria 
and preserve the present pattern of prosperity for the benefit 
of investors and recipients alike.4 7

The nature of Awolowo’s econojnic thought in the 1950s 
may not be altogether clear, but his claim to have been a 
budding socialist clearly needs some revision.48 His primary 
concern was not to analyze or overcome social conflicts with­
in Nigeria, but to solve the perceived conflict between 
Nigeria, as a whole, and colonial rule. His central purpose was 
to secure more political and eonomic control for Nigerians. 
The State was clearly to be active in this effort; nationaliza­
tion could be used when necessary. The Welfare State ideal 
remained, but it seemed that the lot of workers and farmers 
had to be improved as much for their own sake as for the 
sake of national development. Awolowo’s economic thought 
stood apart from other politicians not by being in solidarity 
with the underprivileged, but by criticizing the foreign bor­
rowing that was in vogue and in voicing fears about mortgag- 
—g Nigeria’s future to foreigners. Awolowo’s position in 
these years was essentially like those of his political competi­
tors: it promised “Life more Abundant” to all voters, but 
promised abundance to the middle classes above all.

^nen Awolowo lost his campaign for the 1959 Federal 
elections, he and the Action Group found themselves in an 
altered political context. Although they held power in the 
Western Region, a coalition between the NPC and the NCNC 
left them out of power at the centre. Unless the constitution 
was changed to remove the ability of the Northern Region 
to dominate the Federal Government, the Action Group’s 
chances of controlling the centre were limited. Two respon­
ses to this problem developed within the Action Group. 
One, which came to be led by Western Region Premier Chief 
Akmtola, sought to join the NPC and NCNC government 
coalition in some compromise that would win the Yoruba 
elite at least a portion of the “national cake”. The other,
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under the leadership of Awolowo, opted to seek more 
extensive control by altering the nature of political align­
ments within Nigeria.4 9

The possibility of new political alignments had arisen 
with the groundswell of popular discontent against the 
emergent political system of rhe First Republic. The abuse 
of power and privilege by the politicians and the men of 
matter who supported them had gone on long enough to 
alienate some of the majority who suffered bad govern­
ment while they themselves realized few of the benefits 
of government patronage or the spoils of office. As early 
as 1959 the Nigerian Union of Unemployed People protested 
against all political parties for their lack of concern.50 
More formidable organizations, such as the Nigerian Youth 
Congress, the Socialist Workers and Farmers Party, and radi­
cal factions within the trade union movement, revealed that 
not only were many Nigerians unhappy with the status quo, 
they were also ready to organize against it.51

The Awolowo faction, in this situation, made a definite 
shift to the left, eventually shedding the Akintola faction. 
Why Awolowo chose this route is not exactly clear. Several 
good reasons have been suggested. He might have been 
attempting to undercut the power of Akintola, who as Wes­
tern Region Premier had secured some of the influence and 
power within the Action Group which Awolowo had lost in 
his federal defeat.5 2 Clearly, it was at least partly a tactical 
decision on behalf of the party - an attempt, through an 
alliance with the discontented masses, to organize an effec­
tive opposition in a political system heretofore dominated 
by the middle classes. Acting not as a parly of the Yoruba, 
but as a party of all the poor and oppressed, the Action 
Group stood a chance of reordering the political game and 
winning power at the centre. It might also have been inspired 
by genuine socialist ideals, activated by recent experiences. 
This shift involved the rise of the party’s left wing, which had 
long sought Awolowo’s support for more radical policies.5 3 
The fact that from this time on Awolowo remained a self-
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□wed socialist also suggests that ideology played some part 
In any case, as Sklar has pointed out, the motivations of tac­
tic and ideology are not mutually exclusive.54 Whatever 
the reason for this shift, the important point for this study 
is to recognize that Awolowo the democratic socialist did not 
betray his earlier political persona.

Awolowo acquired a more radical appearance partly 
through rhetoric and symbol. He visited Nkrumah in Ghana 
in 1961, and reversed some of his earlier positions on Pan­
Africanism.55 On the domestic front, he came out with an 
“Eight Point Programme” in 1960, calling for reduction 
of various duties that weighed on the common man, increa­
sed taxes against the privileged, and nationalization of the 
insurance industry. Such measures would insure a more 
equitable distribution of the national wealth, while a 
“high powered planning commission” would oversee the 
development effort.56 The overall aim was “to close, so 
far as it lies within our power and is compatible with socialist 
ideals, the yawning gap between the haves and the havenots” 
through a “dual operation of levelling down and levelling 
up.” This would bring the “speedy abolition of disease, 
ignorance and want”, and introduce a “new era of abundance 
for all.”5 7

As the internal war against the Akintola faction 
intensified, this radical tone deepened. Nationalization 
became more prominent. In 1961 Awolowo described it 
as “the cornerstone, and an indispensable tool of . . . social 
ism.” Basic industrial and commercial concerns were to be 
placed under state control; foreign investors were to be 
warned that in the long term they would be bought out, 
albeit with full fair compensation. Through nationalization 
planning, and more equitable taxation, his socialist regime 
would see “that each citizen gives according to his ability 
and receives according to his need.”5 8

Awolowo was accused of approaching communism for 
advocating such extensive nationalization. The Federal 
Minister of Finance also warned that “new talk of further
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communist system.'

Rather, economic forces must be tamed through such means 
as antimonopoly laws, trade union legislation, and graduated 
taxation. “Democratic socialism” was defined as

the greatest good of the greatest number, then the forces 
of supply and demand must not be left to operate unfette­
red as under the capitalist system, nor must the forces be 
subjected to arbitrary and inhuman control, as under the 
rnmmnnict cvctnm ^3

an economic system which recognizes, as a matter of 
fundamental principles, the liberty and dignity of the 
individual, his economic well-being and brotherhood

nationalization, can only frighten off those who wish to 
invest in Nigeria.”59 But this leftwards shift is not all it 
seems to be. Awolowo was not in the socialist vanguard. 
The NCNC had talked of socialism since the early 1950s, 
and it officially adopted a programme of “pragmatic socia­
lism” at its January 1962 convention. Both the United 
Progressive Grand Alliance, and the Nigerian National Alli­
ance, led by the conservative Northern Peoples’ Congress, 
used the “magic word” in their 1964 campaigns.60 A Janu­
ary 1963 survey of Members of the Federal House of Repre­
sentatives revealed that a large majority admired the Soviet 
economic model, and thought Nigeria could learn from 
it.61 Although Awolowo may have had a clearer idea of 
what he meant by socialism than some of his peers, his 
programme was still far milder than the 1961 proposals 
of the Nigerian Youth Congress or the Marxist-Leninist 
orthodoxes offered by the Socialist Farmers and Workers 
Party in 1964.6 2

The content was set in terms of compromise rather than 
conversion, and remained moderate. Awolowo proposed a 
middle road between the evils of capitalism and commun­
ism, combining only the good elements of both. If the 
state was to secure
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Indeed, the 
be far-reaching

it is only the few that flourish at the expense of the many. 
It is a system which legalizes stealing and thieving by 
cunning and tradition, and also permits recovery by the 
same methods. It is a system which puts a premium on 
the worst vices of man, and discriminates against the best 
virtues.71

It is plainly stated that, for Nigeria as for Africa in general, 
“socialism is to be preferred to capitalism”.7 2 Largely 
because it thrives on human vices such as greed, Awolowo 
asserts that capitalism is inevitably destined to be replaced 
by socialism anyway.73

Awolowo also challenges the legitimacy of such basic tenets 
of the capitalist system as private property. Because society 
as a whole combines to create the means of production, he 
argues, “it is a fraud on society at large, and in particular 
on those who have directly combined to produce them, to 
leave the means of production in private hands as private 
property.”74 Because private property is unjust, to obtain 
"social justice for all”, “the only means . is the nationa­
lization, public ownership, or socialization o* e means 
Production, exchange and distribution, 
socialism Awolowo advocates seems to 
in nature.

Committee of Friends maintained the core of the Action 
Group organization; when the electoral race re-opened in 
1978, Awolowo and his Unity Party of Nigeria were first 
out of the gate, using Awolowo’s writings as the basis of 
their programme. These books can be seen as a continua­
tion of Awolowo’s earlier career. They were written to 
attract political support, and they made this appeal on 
largely the same grounds, if in a more elaborate, more expli­
citly socialist form.

The programme is presented as a democratic socialist one. 
At times, this claim does seem to ring true. Capitalism is 
roundly condemned as an economic system whose “postu­
lates.... are false and untenable”70, a system in which
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In all their nefarious activities, the capitalists are formi­
dable. There are only a few of them in the entire world... 
they are able to maintain a close and well-knit cabal which 
can operate with swift, concerted, and satanic efficiency 
against dissenting governments and individuals.77

io be a socialist programme that demands the 
- —ownership of the means of production, the abolition 

of rentiers and capitalists, but also of private pro- 
±e levelling of all citizens into wage earners, and 

;2e(j minimum standards of living for all. When exa- 
-—more critically, however, Awolowo’s elaborated 

is in fact very limited in its intentions and in its 
new departures.

Firsts Awolowo creates a particular picture of capitalism to 
attack. He thoroughly criticizes some of its theoretical 
premises and faults, stressing the arbitrary nature of its 
rewards, its planlessness, recurrent crises, and ability to 
exploit. But he then carries this characterization almost to 
the point of caricature, reducing capitalism to a global 
conspiracy ?f evil men.

a aims of socialism are social justice 
- > of affairs in which the resources 

s. •, X.ong to all the citizens equally, and 
v . .-.-.on of land and labour are appro- 

' a" gradations and skills through the 
•accs. respectable standards of living, 

-ages, respectable standards of living, 
- ..-.oyment, free provision of social ameni-

- .. xtx r.. health, etc.
■.-a.'"® may be stated in more concrete terms, 

the abolition of rent, dividend or profit, 
. t mier.tance; (ii) the legal elimination of the 

rp.a (iii) the recognition that all the able- 
. — of the State are workers of various grada- 

£_<_s. and ....are entitled to remunerations only 
of salaries or wages of various scales.76
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the just and equitable distribution of the nation’s wealth 
amongst those factors which have made positive, necessary, 
and effective contributions to its production. And such 
factors are labour and entrepreneurship, which are two 
species of the same phenomenon.83

He suggests that perhaps sixty families control the economies 
of the United States and Western Europe. Democratic govern­
ments have little power over these capitalists, rather “govern­
ments exist only to act as umpires for the capitalist cannibals 
in their cut-throat duels.”78 By portraying modern capita­
lism as profoundly evil, Awolowo can dismiss any hope of 
its reform, and make even a very mild sort of socialism 
appear attractive by contrast. This definition of capitalism 
also allows him to claim that it does not really exist in 
Nigeria, at least not as a force the democratic power of the 
people need fear.7 9

More importantly, the apparently strong socialist state­
ments extracted above are qualified, and sometimes contra­
dicted, in other passages. He evicts private property from his 
system, for example, only to enshrine the “right to property, 
and to protection of property against confiscation or acquisi­
tion without compensation” in his proposed constitution.8 0

Similarly, Awolowo’s abolition of the rentier class is, 
when fully understood, more aptly described in another 
passage as a “rationalization of remuneration”. He proposes 
to place a ceiling on private incomes and salaries, and to 
limit personal wealth to what one earns through labour. 
“Unearned” income, such as inheritance, rent and dividends, 
will be taxed away until the rentier class disappears through 
attrition.81 But this will not mean the end of the capitalist 
class, because labour, in Awolowo’s definition, includes 
the activities of certain capitalists: “it is clear that the only 
agent of production which deserves to be given incentive is 
labour; that is, labour of various gradations and skills, inclu­
ding the so-called entrepreneur.”8 2 Social justice demands
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Awolowo sees great virtue in hard work, and would like to 
see the return of the entrepreneur of old times, “the enter­
prising man who combined initiation and co-ordination of 
productive activities with ownership of capital.” The targets 
of his policy here are only those “idle absentee capitalists”8 * 
who grow rich by using the entrepreneurial skills of others.

Nationalization, declared to be essential to socialism, will 
also be only a gradual achievement. It must be preceded, or 
at least accompanied, by processes of “Nigerianization” and 
“rationalization.” Those who will eventually be expropriated 
will recieve full compensation. When it is complete, it is not 
clear how extensive it will be. It seems that small landlords 
will be permitted, and that many wholesale, retail and small 
manufacturing concerns will remain- in the hands of private 
entrepreneurs. Further, tnose in ‘ infrastructural occupations”, 
including not only professionals such as doctors and lawyers, 
but local government officials, publishers and civil servants, 
would be left more or less on their own.

Awolowo defines socialist justice in a way which acco­
mmodates his defense of private property, protection of 
professionals, and praise of entrepreneurs. It calls for an 
“equitable distribution of wealth”.86 not an equal one, 
because all men are not created equal. “Socialism recognizes 
difference in innate talents or latent ability. It never claimed 
equality of talents for all men, nor has it ever demanded 
that it is possible to make all men equal as to their respective 
abilities.”87 The aim of socialism is not to make men equal.

Except in so far as they are voluntarily or compulsorily 
brought or impressed into government services and pub­
lic enterprises, and contractually employed in private 
enterprises and services, those in these occupations would 
be left free to pursue their own professions and vocations, 
subject to such laws as may. from time to time, be made for 
the regulation of their activities and earnings, and to 
ensure that what they do is in the best interests of our 
economy and peoples.8 5
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but to create an environment in which all men have an equal 
chance to make good of themselves. Socialist justice consists 
in setting certain upper and lower limits in the distribution 
of wealth, and allowing individuals to fall between them 
where they will. Under socialism,

The “goal of socialism is to create equal opportunity for 
everybody”; the motto is “from each according to his ability 
and to each according to his deed.”89

We can see that this is an odd variety of socialism. It 
defends private property, even in the hands of entrepreneurs. 
Defined as equality of opportunity, it suggests the ideals of 
the free market as much as those of socialism. Examination 
of Awolowo’s views of African history, and especially his 
treatment of the idea of class struggle in Africa, reveals how 
deeply Awolowo’s economic thought is affected by his 
commitment to these and other liberal ideals.

Awolowo uses his theory of history to explain how socia­
lism is not only inevitable, but also destined to arrive with a 
minimum of disruption. He proposes his own “dialectic”, 
as an improvement on those of Plato, Hegel and Marx, 
asserting that ideas determine the process of history. Through 
a dialectic progression, the “universal mind” effects change 
in the material world, and promotes the triumph of good ' 
over evil. A person’s good thought or actions can accelerate 
this process:

since each member of society is going to benefit from the 
resultant development according to. . Jiis contribution to 
the social pool, it is essential that he should have equal 
opportunity like his fellows to make the utmost contri­
bution which his ability allows.88

whatever thought we hold dear, entertain, and cherish 
will manifest itself in concrete forms whether we like It 
or not. The fundamental law is that thought is the cause, 
and the material world is only an effect. If we persistently 
think and cherish good thoughts, good will result; if evil,- 
evil will result.90
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Not only is the triumph of socialism assured, once established 
it will be permanently ensconced.

Those who oppose it and in their opposition adopt the 
methods of violence, fraud, bitterness or destruction will 
only find themselves in unequal combat with the transcen­
dental and insuperable forces of the universal mind working 
for the elimination of all that is evil, under the influence of 
the dialectic thoughts and actions of true and dedicated 
socialists.93

The universal mind can be absolutely trusted to play its 
.part: it will, by processes which no human mind can 
possibly conceive, fructify all good plans, and actualize 
evil ones for the discomfiture or ruin of their authors.92

However, evil thoughts or actions can only temporarily 
obstruct the action of the universal law; in the end it will 
have its way. Socialism, based on the ideal of love, must 
arrive; capitalism, and its greedy advocates, must depart.91

Awblowo’s views on class relations also deny the need for 
much struggle or disruption in the transition to socialism. In 
this overview of the African past, Awolowo does assert 
that “class struggle and class hatred” have existed from very 
early times, and that the antagonisms between the dominant 
minority and the “oppressed” majority even intensified 
through the colonial period.94 But when it comes to ana­
lysing Nigerian class relations in the years after decoloniza­
tion, Awolowo discerns neither class conflict nor any inherent 
evils in the present ruling class. His summary of the faults 
of the rulers of independent Nigeria identifies only their 
poor attitudes and ethics: they have pursued the wrong 
priorities, lacked insight, sought permanent personal power, 
and abused the State in this search. But, “above all, and this 
is the crux of the matter, they have never really made enough 
effort to discern and reach the heart, the core and the roots 
of the four problems adumbrated above.”95 Never mention-
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ing the need to find new leaders from a different class, 
Awolowo asserts that the objectives of socialism “will be 
obtained only if Nigerian political leaders possess and hold, 
respectively, certain attributes and attitudes of mind, and 
guide and lead the entire masses of their people [sic] to 
cultivate, or at least to strive perseveringly to cultivate 
them.”96 “Patriotism”, “altruism”, “love”, discipline, 
hardwork and self-confidence, Awolowo implies, are the 
secrets to socialist success.97

Awolowo builds a philosophical system in which socialism 
- the realization of all that is good - is inevitable. Opposi­
tion to socialism is not determined by class, but by one’s 
attitudes. Thus the advent of socialism does not require the 
removal of the present ruling class, but only a new mental 
orientation of leaders and followers. Leaders with the right 
attitudes, supported by masses of similar virtue, need only a 
well-composed democratic constitution, which can put their 
good intentions into effect, to bring about socialism.9 8

Buttressed by this theoretical structure, Awolowo goes on 
to emphatically deny both that capitalists threaten Nigeria, 
and that the advent of socialism must be accompanied by the 
class violence against the ruling middle class predicted by 
Mane.

For the time being, Black Africa has no emperors, no 
absolute monarchs, no opulent aristocrats, no big land­
owners, no war lords and no capitalists with vast financial 
empires, whose positions, wealth and excessive acts can 
provoke the extremities of violent reaction from the 
masses of the people, and who will fight to the last ditch 
to defend those positions and wealth. Not only do we not 
have such men now,- they are not even likely to emerge in 
the near future

For Africa, therefore, socialism can be introduced by 
democratic processes and the excesses of the budding 
African capitalists as well as the social control of the 
means of production can respectively be checked and 
brought about by laws enacted by the people’s elected 
parliaments.99
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The new order, based on moderate reforms, achieved by 
gradual stages, led by the established rulers, and defending 
many existing middle class privileges, will be, indeed, very 
much like the old.

The affinity between the present order and the socialist 
order Awolowo proposes arises from the strong continuities 
that run through his intellectual and political career. Awolowo 
began his career as -a nationalist member of the emergent 
middle class; his socialist ideas are very much imbued by 
these beginnings.

Democratic government was a necessary condition of 
freedom and development for Nigerian nationalists; it is also 
necessary for Awolowo’s socialism. Socialism is safe only if 
democracy is secure. Nigerianization — another nationalist 
war cry - is presented as a prerequisite for nationalization. 
Patriotism is listed as one of the socialist attributes of mind. 
We have seen how Awolowo incorporated into his early 
thought the nationalist myth that the nation as a whole is 
posed against external enemies. This sacrosanct nation per­
sists in his socialist doctrine, in his dismissal of class conflict 
within Nigeria, and in the faith that all Nigerians will approach 
socialism together. Moreover, the “articulate minority” who 
led the nationalist struggle, such as Awolowo himself, will 
also be qualified to lead Nigerians into their socialist republic.

The nationalists had two basic quests: to take control of 
Nigerian affairs out of imperial hands, and to pursue rapid 
national development under their own leadership. The promise 
of controlling forces which had long been beyond the influ­
ence of Nigerians makes socialism attractive to Awolowo.

In the infant and primitive days of homo sapiens, ignorance 
of the economic forces at work, and of the mechanics of 
controlling them and making them serve human progress 
and happiness, is excusable. At this point in time, however, 
such ignorance is not only inexcusable but also damnable in 
the extreme. For bv the use of the appropriate scientific 
tools we can analyse these forces and understand them and 
by so doing, discover the most effective way of controlling 
and directing these forces for our good and benefits, [sic]100
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For Awolowo, socialism is less a revolutionary doctrine than 
a means of understanding and controlling the development 
process.

Socialism, in short, is largely an extension of Awolowo’s 
original nationalist concerns.

The socialist elements of Awolowo’s economic thought 
have been adopted partly to serve political purposes. Awolowo 
made his programme more attractive by assuring his readers 
that he had arrived at the truths of politics and economies? 0 2 
Socialist ideas such as economic planning and nationalization 
became orthodoxies that no politician could afford to ignore. 
The promises of social justice, guaranteed welfare, just 
rewards, for labour and equality of opportunity had obvious 
value in election campaigns especially when similar promises 
were being made by most other political competitors103 
Some of the ambiguities and contradictions which abound in 
Awolowo’s socialist programme can thus be attributed to 
the need to make it appeal to various audiences and classes. 
But the source of these flaws lies in Awolowo’s continuing 
commitment to the interests of the Nigerian middle classes.

Awolowo rose in the 1950s as a leader of the Yoruba 
educated and business elite, leading their push to control 
the state and widen the scope of their economic oppor­
tunities. His earlier ambition - to empower Nigerian entre­
preneurs against their competition through cooperative

What is socialism? Socialism is a normative social science. It 
is in the same category as ethnics. But whilst the latter 
seeks to set the standards for human conduct, socialism 
seeks to establish the standards for economic behaviour 
and social objectives. It is, in a very important respect, 
unlike the science of economics which studies the forces 
at work in any society and in the world at large.... Socialism, 
as a normative science, also studies these forces, but goes 
much further. It sets the standards of human ends which 
economic forces must serve, and prescribes the methods by 
which these forces may be controlled, directed, and channe­
lled for the attainment of the ends in view.101
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methods - was now pursued through the more powerful 
agency of the State, within the ideology of planned develop­
ment. He hoped to raise Nigerians within the national eco­
nomy and the State, to give them economic power to match 
their status of political independence. In the political context 
of the First Republic, and under the constitutional require­
ments of the Second, Awolowo was obliged to try to widen 
the appeal of his economic programme. His socialist prog­
ramme aims at raising the general welfare by establishing 
State control Qver economic forces. But the concern for the 
general welfare, while no doubt genuine, is subordinated to 
the interests of the property owning, entrepreneurial and 
professional middle classes. By defining socialism as equality 
of opportunity, insisting on a system of distribution accord­
ing to deed, and defending the virtues of entrepreneurs, 
Awolowo perpetuates social inequalities for the sake of 
maintaining a dynamic, competitive economy in which the 
productivity of workers and owners will be encouraged and 
rewarded.

Awolowo’s policies have been intended to provide some 
aid to workers and farmers. They have also worked to the 
advantage of those contractors, directors of public corpora­
tions and other members of the middle class who live by 
manipulation of the state and political power. The unity 
Party had such members and supporters, just as the Action 
Group had.104 But Awolowo’s early reluctance to rely too 
heavily on foreign capital, his praise and protection of entre­
preneurs, and his clear programme for abolishing the rentier 
class, all suggest that Awolowo would not identify himself 
with these interests.105 His true heroes are not these non­
productive, parasitic members of the present ruling class, 
but rather the same colition of classes which formed the 
core of the Action Group s support in the 1950s. The heart 
of Awolowo’s economic thought, under whichever rubric 
one chooses to place it, has consistently sought to advance 
the interests of the truly entrepreneurial middle classes and 
their colleagues in the professions. It is these groups which
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We wholeheartedly support the objectives of the indige- 
nization of the national economy. We shall evolve policies 
that will aid Nigerian entrepreneurs to feel more confident 
about investing their resources and energies in the area of 
industrialization. But we will also actively encourage 
foreign capital investment in those areas of industrialization 
which immediately require the more sophisticated produc­
tion processes, and managerial and technical skills.1 8

hold for Awolowo the promise of creating in Nigeria a 
modem, orderly, industrially productive, capitalist welfare 
state, and of securing for Nigerians some control over their 
own economy.

AFTERWORD

After the publication of The Problems of Africa in 1977, 
Awolowo reversed his policy on nationalization. Disillusioned 
by the abuse of state power in the Second Republic and by 
the way state corporations have squandered the gains of the 
oil boom, Awolowo decided that public ownership is best 
avoided, at least for the time being. “Experience has taught 
me”, he argued, “that it is unwise for government to go into 
business enterprises. It is an avenue for stealing.”106 It is 
not clear when or if Awolowo would have again supported 
nationalization. Socialism remained his eventual goal, but 
he also cited the lack of vested personal interest as one reason 
why public employees are so inefficient and wasteful. For 
the present, Awolowo wanted initiative placed back in 
private hands as the most effective means of building Nigeria’s 
productive capacity.10 7

This reversal nicely reveals the relationship between Awolo- 
wo’s socialism and the heart of his economic thought. When 
it became apparent that nationalization was not going to 
achieve the ends desired, Awolowo reverted to welcoming 
foreign investment and involvement while continuing to 
pursue the development of the Nigerian capitalist class. 
Thus, in the 1978 presidential campaign, Awolowo endorsed 
an economic policy that might have been his in the 1950s:
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C.A. ALADE

From a Bourgeois to Social
Democrat: A Stady inn tfiw Evolution 
off Awollowo’s Concept off Ideology

INTRODUCTION

In marked contrast to other political actors that had at one 
time or the other been at the helm of affairs in the Federal 
Republic of Nigeria, Awolowo is regarded by many as the 
most controversial, most coherent, most articulate and most 
progressive political strategist and ideologue the nation has 
ever produced. His bluntness, his willingness to approach any 
issue however delicate, his ability to present a head-on 
assault on issues which many leaders prefer to rail against 
rather than to solve, and above all, his courage, perseverance 
and endurance to rise despite many disappointments that 
would have crushed lesser human beings; (all these attributes) 
endeared him to millions of his teeming supporters and 
avowed followers, and at the same time, earned him the 
enmity and envy of his political adversaries.

As the first Premier of the Western Region of Nigeria, 
Chief Awolowo left behind an impressive record of achieve­
ments, unequalled by any other region in the Federation. 
Among these were the successful programme of free primary 
education, the expanding medical programme including free 
medical care for children under eighteen years of age, the 
extensive programme of loans to farmers and extrepreneurs, 
the steady Nigerianization of the senior civil service, and the 
introduction of a five shillings per day minimum wage (at a 
time when other regions paid two shillings and six pence) for



AWOLOWO’S CONCEPT OF IDEOLOGY 315

employers of the region as early as 1954.2 Although Chief 
Awolowo was never a revolutionary-socialist of the Marxist- 
Leninist typology, in a milieu where his contemporaries and 
political adversaries shied away from any firm ideological 
commitment, he made his mark as a welfarist, liberal-reform­
er and a social-democrat.

The ideological conviction was, however, arrived at by 
Chief Awolowo, after a long, tortuous and gradual evolu­
tionary process. Having started life from humble beginnings, 
by dint of hard work and perseverance, Awo became a pety- 
bourgeois. After having amassed a good fortune he metarmo- 
phosed into a multimillionaire bourgeois. Ideologically, from a 
pro-west, arch-capitalist and anti-communist position, he 
evolved into a welfarist, liberal-reformer and social democrat. 
He preached equality of opportunities for all, irrespective of 
one’s position in life and tried to raise the living standard of 
the workers and down-trodden. This contradiction in Awo’s 
ideological position has caused many to raise an eyebrow as 
to why a multi-millionaire should defend the workers’ intere­
sts and preach socialism. What did he stand to gain? Was he 
out to deceive the masses or to preserve the status-quo by 
maintaining the exploitation of the masses? It has been 
alleged that social-democrats are the most dangerous enemies 
of the exploited class, since they only reform the situation 
but do not change it.

It is therefore the raison d’etre of this scholarship to trace 
the evolution of Awo's concept of ideology, to show if his 
“volte-face” from a pro-west, anti-socialist, arch-capitalist 
ideological position to a social-democrat was genuinely 
motivated, and to attempt to locate and place him in his 
rightful ideological perpective in the Nigerian and world 
Marxian school of ideological socialist thoughts.
The Non-Issues
In all societies, ideology or political culture is an amalgam of 
traditional, often sub-conscious, influences and deliberate 
indoctrination of the masses by dominant class and institu-
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tions. In the “American Dilemma”, the author, Gunnar 
Myrdal was able to identify an “American Creed”, which 
included chose democratic (read, capitalist - C.A A.) princi­
ples inculcated by the schools, the churches, the mass-media 
and other institutions, as well as those traditions transmitted 
from generation to generation. Similar deliberate traditional 
amalgam and indoctrination have- also been detected in 
other modern societies.

But, unfortunately, the reverse has been the case here in 
Nigeria. One interesting feature of post-independence political 
development in Nigeria has been the conscious or subconsci­
ous attempts on the part of the ruling elite both the civilian 
politicians and their counterparts in military uniforms - to 
shy away from promulgating any clear-cut, positive and all- 
embracing ideology. It is on record that the first Prime 
Minister, the Late Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa swore to 
prevent the infiltration of communism or communistic 
ideology into the country.3 Military rulers like late General 
Murtala Mohammed and the incumbent General Ibrahim 
Babangida had also shown their dislike for the adoption or 
adaptation of any clear-out ideology for the nation,4 despite 
their adherence and preference for “mixed-economy”, 
“privatization” and “commercialization” of Nigeria’s econo­
mic activities. But, one thing is certain. Despite the talk 
about “neutrality” in the East-west ideological struggles, the 
Nigeria ruling elite has been operating as a junior in the 
metropole-periphery, patron-client, master-servant relations­
hip with the developed western capitalist nations. Nigerian 
leaders have been subservient to the international monopoly 
and Western imperialism.

However, it is on record that late Chief Awolowo in his 
numerous works was very consistent and coherent in formu­
lating a socialist ideology for Nigeria. From his Path to Nige­
rian Freedoom (1947), to his Adventures in Power (1985), he 
has dealt in one way or the other with the question of ideolo­
gy.5 Whether he practised what he preached was a different 
matter, but, the fact remains that he had been very consistent
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and firm in his ideological postures.
At this state it is pertinent to digress and take a look 

at the word “ideology”. Why has that word been so much 
debased, feared and despised? The English political dictiona­
ry defines ideology simply as “a systematic body of ideas”6 
But that concept is largely descriptive and inadequate for'our 
purpose for it plays no significant analytic role. The concept 
ideology in its modem meaning, originated with that group 
of savants in the French Revolution who were entrusted by 
the convention of 1795 with the founding of a new centre of 
Revolutionary thoue^*. Ever since that time, the term 
ideology has passe? through many evolutionary stages. 
Professor Armstrong contends that ideology is a “systematic, 
indeed a scientific, doctrine capable of guiding the process of 
human transformation.”7 It is also a “systematic body of 
concepts, especially about human life or culture. It includes 
a way of life and thinking characteristic of an individual or 
a group of individuals’on particular aspects of class relation.”8 
Ideology is also a School of thought engaged in the task of 
“elaborating and advocating conceptions of the good life, and 
of describing the forms and social action and organization 
necessary for their achievement.’” At this juncture, it is 
pertinent to bear in mind that after the success of the Great 
October Socialist Revolution in Russia in - 1971, the world 
was polarized into two contending socio-economic and poli­
tical ideologies, viz-a-viz, capitalist, or Western bloc, and 
socialist, or the Eastern bloc. Whatever one might say to the 
contrary, these two systems (ideologies) have come to domi­
nate the world. Any other “ism” is a by-product of one or 
the other of both schools of thought. In conclusion, it can 
be reasonably said that the purpose of all ideology, seeks 
not merely to influence a limited range of political behaviour, 
but to remake the entire society. While all socialists are 
agreed that the major objective,of an all-embracing ideology 
is to remake the world, they'differ on how to achieve this 
objective. Those who favour a gradualist, reformist, evolu­
tionary process are the social-democrats.
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THE REAL ISSUES

The main concern in this section is to focus attention on 
some objective and subjective factors of colonial rule which 
shaped the world outlook of Chief Awolowo and the Niger­
ian ruling elite and to show that their ideological orientation 
in favour of the so-called capitalist “free-enterprise”, “open- 
door” economic policies and anti-socialist values had a long 
history and were compounded out of several factors.

Firstly, there was that long colonial experience, during 
which everything that mattered in the life of the country, 
namely, education, government, patterns of trade, money 
and banking etc., was exclusively British oriented. Also 
during this period, Nigeria’s only link with the outside world 
was via Britain and she was insulated from the rest of the 
world, especially from the “dangerous bolshevism” of the 
USSR that by its successful experiment in socialist "ideology 
was a ‘threat’ to the ‘stability’ of the colonial system.

Furthermore, the British Colonial Administration threw 
round Nigeria a “cordon-sanitaire” as a result of which the 
only political ideology, apart from the traditional values to 
which politically conscious Nigerians were exposed was 
British with its “parliamentary democracy” and “free-enterp­
rise” values. Another important ideological factor that helped 
to shape the values of Awo and others was the vigorous anti­
communist offensive mounted by the colonial authorities in 
the 1950’s. Dr Osoba has cited an instance when in 1955 an 
order signed by one Mr. Muir banned a total of thirty-three 
books, pamphlets, and other publications feared to carry 
communist propaganda.10

The Bristish colonialists, having exacerbated by their 
divide and rule policy in the country - the major ethno-regio- 
nal dichotomy and acute socio-economic disparitiesjnade 
sure that before departure they achieved the crystallization 
of their own interests and the class interest of the newly 
emergent elite. They made sure they saddled in the corridors 
of power, leaders (Awo, Azikiwe, Balewa, Ahmadu Bello etc) 
who accepted the capitalist ideology and were anti-socialist
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in orientation. This corroborates the assertion of the American 
scholars that “values and interests determine what ruling 
groups wish to accomplish and also iiow they may accomp­
lish it”.1 1 In one word, there was a convergence of values 
and interests between the departing colonial rulers and the 
newly emergent Nigerian ruling elite. In this way, as Dr. 
Osoba has rightly said "a pro-western, pro-capitalist and 
anti-socialist ideology inspired by the departing colonialists 
became the colossal myth used to gloss over all the ugly 
contradictions"1 2 in Nigeria’s politico-ideological struggles.
AWO. THE BOURGEOIS: FORMATIVE YEARS

From the foregoing, it is evident that one of the lasting legac­
ies of colonial tutelage had been the profound imposition on 
Awo, and the newly emergent Nigerian ruling elite, of 
Western values anil ideals. Furthermore, of profound interest 
in the Nigerian political evolution has been the attitudes of 
the ruling elite towards property and towards wealth indivi­
dually acquired, and the relationship between wealth and 
political power. The acquisition of wealth was a guarantee 
ot an upward mobility in th' hieraehy of power and influen­
ce.

This ‘home-truth was not lost on the young Awo. Because 
of his humble background, he was obsessed with amassing 
wealth. His authobiography, Awo, written in 1960 provides 
a most readable account of his poor background and deprived 
beginnings. He was born at Ikenne, Ijebu Remo Division in 
1909 into a well to do family. Awo descended from an 
illustrous and noble ancestry. His father, an ardent Christian, 
was a farmer, a sawyer of moderate means and an employer 
of labour.1 •’ However, the early death of his father when he 
was only eleven became handicap to the young and ambi­
tious Awo.

In liis formative years, Awo had to undertake several 
business ventures. He engaged in money-lending, a usurious 
undertaking, public letter-writing, taxi-proprietorship, 
produce (cocoa, cotton, palm-kernels) buying and motor 
transport business.14 He was also Secretary of the Nigerian
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Motor Transport Union and an influential member of other 
important Associations, namely, the Nigerian Produce 
Traders’ Association, the Trade Union Congress of Nigeria, 
and the Nigerian Youth Movement of which he served as the 
Provincial Secretary for Western Region.15 Later he became 
a Food Contractor for the Army and there he got the where­
withal to finance his legal training in England after efforts to 
secure a £1400 loan from business magnate, Chief Adeola 
Odutola proved futile.

In between, young Awo knew penury, hunger and unem­
ployment. He understood that upward mobility in the 
society could only be achieved by a correlation between 
the individual acquisition of wealth and the exercise of 
legitimate political powSr. He therefore set himself the task 
of first seeking the former, i.e amassing wealth and thereafter 
to achieve the latter, i.e. political power.

In a letter addressed to his mentor and great friend. Late 
Mr. Ernest Ikoli, Awo wrote that he was going “to make all 
the money that is possible to make in Nigeria”, and “to 
acquire a profession”. After getting this profession he added 
prophetically, “I should like to make more money. That may 
take another five years. Then I shall start a new offensive.”16 
In his formative years, Awo accepted the myth and world 
view of colonial rule as tutelage and an instrument of develo­
pment. In his path to Nigerian freedom, he said that: “the 
educated minority in each ethnical group are the people 
who are qualified by natural rights to lead their fellow natio­
nals into higher political development. Unless they desire a 
change it would be futile to impose it upon their group."’7 
Although Awo was critical of some aspects of Bristish Colon­
ial policies, like other nationalists he accepted the ‘status- 
quo’ and the form of government laid down by the British 
for Nigeria. According to his autobiography, “all that the 
nationalists downward had been doing was to fit themselves 
into the framework."1"

In the East-We5t ideological struggles. Awo pitched his tent 
closely with *he capitalist West. A century of Bristish Colon-
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In the ideological context, Awo maintained the following 
rigid position vis-a-vis the two dominant world ideologies.

ial tutelage, propaganda and brainwashing was not without 
any effect on the Nigerian nationalist leader. In one of his 
innumerable speeches on this theme, Awo opined that:

There are two distinct ideological camps in the world 
today: the western democracies and the communist bloc.... 
The preference is unhesitatingly and unequivocally for the 
Western democracies....” “In the present world context, 
when atheistic materialism is threatening to destroy or stifle 
all that is best and noblest in man, neutrality in international 
affairs, whether passive, positive or independent, is an 
unmitigated disservice to humanity. 20

In a nutshell, Awo’s utterances and statements showed 
that essentially colonial and dependence consciousness 
informed his thought proccess and ideological position. He 
was committed to the colonially, derived and popularized 
capitalist conceptual and ideological framework. He had 
amassed considerable wealth and he was bent on defending 
the status-quo. Whatever might be Said to the contrary, Awo 
arrived on the Nigerian politico-ideological scene a bourgeois 
eind he belonged to the pro-capitalist ideological camp.

We have declared repeatedly that after independence 
Nigeria will remain a member of the Commonwealth 
of Nations  The point on which there' is divergence of 
opinion among Nigerian leaders is the nature of the tie and 
friendship wliich we would like to see subsist between Nige­
ria and Britain. In my considered opinion, a realistic policy 
for Nigeria should be governed by a close and conscientious 
friendship with Britain. The sort of relationship which 
1 want to see exist between Britain and Nigeria is th' 
kind that exists between Britain on the one hand ana 
the countries of Canada, Australia and New Zealand on 
the other. It is a relationship among sister-nations. 19
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AWO IN THE NIGERIAN POLITICAL SETTING

In Path to Nigerian Freedom, Awolowo put forth the view 
that Nigeria was “a geographical expression”, including with­
in its boundaries various cultural-linguistic nationalities, each 
of which consisted of tribes and clans. He maintained that 
each nationality group has its own indigeneous constitutions, 
which under alien rule, were abused and perverted to the 
detriment of public welfare and peaceful social progress. To 
the idea that every national group has its indigenous constitu­
tion that had been corrupted under colonial rule, Awolowo 
added the dictum that the consitution of each cultural natio­
nality should be its own “ domestic concern.” Every such 
nationality is entitled and should be encouraged to develop 
its own political institutions within the framework of a Niger­
ian Federation.

Awolowo’s thesis found favour in Youth Movement Circles 
and among other members of the Yoruba intelligentsia who 
were anxious to check the spread of the National Council of 
Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC). Hence in 1945 Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo and several other students in London in 
1945 established the Egbe Omo Oduduwa, the Society of 
the Descendants of Oduduwa - the mythical progenitor and 
cultural hero of the Yorubas. It’s aim was: “to infuse solida­
rity into the disjointed tribes that constitute the Yoruba 
ethnic group, to raise their morale,.to rehabilitate their self- 
respect, and to imbue them with the confidence that they 
are an important factor in the forging of the federal unity 
of Nigeria."21 The Egbe was an alliance between the tradit­
ional aristocratic elite, and the new Western-educated bourge- 
isie. It was from this pan-ethnic organization that Awolowo 
founded the Action Group of Nigeria (AG), a political party, 
to contest the 1951 elections that was then to be organized 
on a semi-democratic basis

At this stage, pragmatic, rather than ideological considera­
tions predicated Awolowo’s moves. Since his aims were to 
counter external influence, infuse solidarity in the Yoruba
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and win the 1951 elections, he needed the- organizational 
structure of the Egbe for a mass base, the financial support 
of the eminent Yoruba and also the blessing of the Chiefs. 
Awolowo was of the opinion that while most of the illite­
rate masses detest the person of some individual chiefs, 
chieftancy was of incalculable sentimental value for the 
masses, who will still have superstitious respect for the 
institutions which the chiefs represent. This being so, Awo­
lowo opined, “it is imperative as a matter of practical poli­
tics, that we use the most effective means ready to hand 
for organizing masses for rapid political advancement.”2 2

One of the declared aims of the AG at its inception was... 
“to create an atmosphere in which the best available men, 
whatever the colour of their politics, could take an active 
part in shaping the nation’s future”23. Hence from the 
beginning the AG harboured all people, from “the priviledged 
seeking an ynbrelJa”24, to self-confessed Marxists. Member­
ship was open to farmers, traders, market-women, black­
smiths, carpenters, artizans, tailors, merchants, lawyers, 
doctors, contractors, and all alike. It was a party of the 
masses with reverence for Obas (feudals). understanding 
for the rich (bourgeoisie/capitalists) and complete identi­
fication with the aspirations of the down-trodden, common 
man (working proletariats).

Due to its composition!, three ideological tendencies 
might be distinguished, in the AG leadership which may be 
identified as right, left, and centre with respect to the uni­
versal yardstick of Marxian equalitarianism. The core ele­
ment of conservative opinion in the AG was a bureaucratic 
group of feudal aristorcracy. the compradore and business 
group of impressive size, influence and affluence in the 
Western Region. This element included a considerable 
number of entrepreneurs, merchants and bankers, many 
of whom were strongly nationalistic owing largely to their 
past colonial experience of economic and social frustration. 
These elements formed the high finance group referred to as 
the ‘Elders'. The AG ‘Elders' exercised extra-constitutional
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rights and dictated the tune of the party. The ‘Elder’ dona­
ted the fund for running the elections and when at last the 
AG took up state power, the ‘Elders’ used state power to 
foster the interest of the class they represented.2 5

The dominant tendency in the AG lay to the left of 
the business elite; it included a majority of the professional 
men and the teachers, most of the active politicians and 
tye progressive elements among the traditional chiefs. The 
social philosophy of Action Group centrism has been des­
cribed by Sklar as “principled” welfare statism to distin­
guish it from the “pragmatic”welfare statism of the right 
wing.26 This centrist tendency of non or quasi-socialistic 
radicals of the militant nationalist policy of ‘positive action’ 
was led by chief Anthony Enahoro. These were the people 
committed to socialism in principle, as against the pragmatic 
socialism of the right wing. Among these centrists were Awo- 
lowo and most of the younger professional men represented 
in the party.

Awolowo had earlier outlined the aims of the party at 
one of the meetings thus: to plan education, social and wel­
fare services, reform of land tenure, industrialization, town 
planning, transport, mines and communications.2 7 Awolowo 
both economically and politically, was for the individual. 
Said he, “I believe that every citizen, however humble and 
lowly his station in life, has a right to demand from his 
government the creation of those conditions which will 
enable him progressively to enjoy, according to civilized 
standards, the basic necessities of life as well as reasonable 
Comfort and a measure of luxury all men and 
women should be treated as equal, both as political and 
economic beings”28. Awolowo saw the role of government 
as not only discovering and developing the talents of the 
people, but also by providing equal opportunities weed 
out those environmental and hereditary factors that lead 
to disparities in the society. In the light of this populist 
socialism of the centre, one can see the differences between 
the right and centre on economic matters. While the right
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AWO, THE TURNING-POINT AND DEMOCRATIC- SOCIALISM

Following the 1959 Federal elections. Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo became the Leader of the Opposition in the 
Federal House. The party had lost the elections. AC leaders 
evaluated the strengths and weaknesses of the total situation.

supported government’s participation in industrial project 
because it saw such participation as a holding operation 
against monopoly by foreign investors until the local capita­
lists take over, Awo and the centre conceived of such opera­
tions as a means of redistributing wealth to guarantee “life 
more abundant” for the whole people.29

The Action Group’s ideological spectrum was further 
widened when a group of Marxists joined the party in 1954. 
These Marxian intellectuals-Sam Ikoku, Gogo Chu 
Nzeribe, O. Agunbiade-Bamishe, Victor Oyenuga, Ayo 
Ogunsheye and Ayo Okusaga - whose attempts to found 
a United Working People’s Party were foiled by harassment, 
detentions and trials by the police, decided to join the 
AG.3 0 The socialists were partly responsible for the national 
expansion of the AG their contribution being largly ideologi­
cal rather than organizational.

It was therefore clear from the onset that a clear ideologi­
cal programme would split the party from top to bottom. 
Hence the AG never adopted a doctrinaire ideological posi­
tion. In practice however, party line fluctuated between 
Fabian socialism and welfare state capitalism. Fabian socia­
lism made a deep impression on Awolowo during his law­
school years in London and he deeply believed in equali- 
tarian democracy.3 1 With-the approach to independence and 
the decision of the AG to expand massively into the North­
ern Region in order to compete on a grand scale with the 
Northern People’s Congress, all major factions within the 
party became ardent proponents of liberal democracy, 
including freedom of speech, due process of law, and the 
extension of the franchise to Northern women.32
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They agreed that under existing conditions their party on its 
own was unlikely to be voted to power at the Federal level. 
Two schools of thought developed: one, looking toward 
the formation of a progressive alliance that would be able to 
dislodge the conservative regime in the North, favoured a 
policy of collaboration with the NCNC, and hoped to revive 
the spirit of anti regionalism in order to effect the division 
of Nigeria, especially the North, into more states. The other 
concerned with preserving the political statuskjuo in Western 
Nigeria and with securing for the Western Region full Fede­
ral recognition in matters of natural planning, opted for 
collaboration with the feudal NPC within the framework 
of a national government that would include the ruling 
elements of all the regions.3 3

Within the AG, radical antiregionalism was championed by 
the Leader of the Federal opposition, Chief Obafemi Awo- 
lowo. Some would attribute his seemingly sudden swing 
to the left mainly to motivations of a basically opportunistic 
sort. Undoubtedly, Awo said that the Action Group would 
come to power only, if at all, as a party of popular protest 
against the existing social and political order. Others would 
interpret his ideological reorientation in a different vein as 
the outcome of his increasingly clear perception of the 
major faults in Nigeria's political economy. These explana­
tions are not mutually exclusive. In any case, Awolowo 
rallied the radicals in his party, while the more conservative 
members gravitated to the leadership of Chief Ladoke Akin- 
tola, the Regional Premier.

As the opposition party, the Action Group sought to 
capitalize on the frustrations of the radical and liberal ele­
ments.34 To do this, the Action Group modified and in 
some cases reversed its own policies and adopted new policies. 
It called on the government to adopt nationalization in 
principle, although the party had been against this before.

It accused the government of being too pro-west, although 
the Action Group had advocated this as late as 1959. It 
urged the government to join the Union of African States
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although the party had formerly been opposed to the idea oi 
political pan-africanism.

Awolowo did not favour the idea of the Action Group 
joining a new national government that would include all 
the regional government parties. In his view, “virile opposi­
tion” was essential to the well-being of Nigeria. “If there 
is any fear for the Action Group.” he said, “it is not fear 
originating from without, but from within.”35 Thus far, 
the AG had been a nationalist movement, eschewing any 
clearjcut ideology but concentrating on building a welfare 
state in the West and getting rid of the British colonialists. 
But in 1960, in order to deal effectively with these pressing 
problems and in order to present the electorate with an 
alternative to the government, Awolowo proposed the 
creation of two special committees, one on ideology and 
the other on tactics, ana then decided to adopt an ideology.

Enahoro has given insight into the thinking of the party 
leaders at the material period:

It had been enough, thus far, for the Action Group to be a 
nationalist movement. This would no longer suffice aftei 
independence. After nine years of existence, the question of 
a party ideology could no longer be avoided. Without ideo­
logy, a political party in Nigeria can survive for some time as a 
cloak for tribal prejudices and old personal antagonisms, 
but when these are overcome, as they are bound rapidly to 
be, what faith would sustain a party which in this case was 
the opposition? Opposition for its own sake was pointless, 
and the ease and alacrity with which members of the opposi 
tion parties defect io government parties in Nigeria demon­
strate already, that, in the absence of ideological convictions, 
member of Parliament and their supporters would sooner be 
identified with the Government party, from whom they may 
expect favours, than the opposition. In order to survive 
Africa’s untested democracies} a political party must be in 
office; it must make such a strong appeal to the sectional­
tribal, religious or cultural-prejudices of its members as would 
make them resist the blandishments or threats of the ruling 
party; or it must represent ideologically, a clear and distinc-
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tive alternative to the existing order?6
Enahoro had been quoted at length to show the factors that 
predicated Awolowo’s new ideological posture.

In confirmation of Awo’s turn leftward from his central- 
liberalist position, when the Party Congress met in Sepi e- 
mber 1960, it adopted a manifesto which espoused the ide 
ology of “Democratic socialism”, interpreted as “Socialism 
within the context of a parliamentary democracy.’ The 
new party programme envisaged the construction of a 
“mixed socialist economy”, combining elements of public 
and private enterprise within the framework of a comprehen­
sive national plan.

Chief Awolowo who had been in the centre of the party 
now moved left. His public utterances reflected this. On 1st 
October, 1960, Independence Day, he spoke on “Democratic 
Socialism” before the International journalists assembled in 
Lagos. He then toured Nigeria to propagate the ideas of his 
party and to perfect its organization in various parts of the 
country. His public and parliamentary speechs throughout 
1961 revealed the markedly leftward tendency of his thou­
ght. On 13 January 1961, he spoke on “Approach to the 
Economic Problems of Nigeria” to students of the University 
of Nigeria, Nsukka. On 30 January 1961, he spoke on “The 
Place of workers in an Independent Nigeria.” On 4 February, 
1961, he spoke on “The Meaning and Implications of the 
Anglo-Nigerian Defence Pact”, to the students of the Nig­
erian College, Enugu. On 9 February 1961, he lectured on 
“Economics and Ethics of National Minimum Wage”, On 
21 February 1961, his address was titled “Nigeria in Search of 
Economic Freedom”. On 24 February 1961, in an address to 
Nigerian students in London, he dealt with “Philosophy for 
Independent Nigeria.” And on 18 January, 1962 at the 
University of Ibadan, he spoke on “The case for ideological 
Re-orientation”. One recurrent theme, of his innumerable 
lecture, was the criticism of the growing domination of 
Nigeria’s economy by imperialist, capitalistic forces and their 
Nigerian collaborators. In June 1961, Chief Awolowo visited 
the Ghanaian President Kwame Nkrumah for discussions 
Thenceforth his criticisms of Nigerian foreign policy became 
increasingly clear-out and ideological, and he seemed to have
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aligned his party with the Casablanca group’s persuasion in 
pan-African affairs.

All the while, Awo made preparations to itensify the pro­
pagation of the AG ideas. In this connection, he solicited 
the aid of certain non-party intellectuals who were sympath­
etic to the creed of democratic socialism. He valued their 
intelligence and they, in turn, were ready with ideas to 
remedy the ills of the Nigerian society. In October 1961, 
Awolowo formed a study group called the National Re­
construction Committee, which included about one dozen 
persons, among them university lecturers and professors, 
some of whom were not actually members’of his party. 
The members of this committee produced several working 
papers on various topics, including the case for austerity 
measures in governemnt, the implications of a commitment 
to the creed of democratic socialism, economic planning, 
and pan-African affairs. When in December 1961 these 
papers were presented to the Federal Executive Council 
(of the AG), the paper on austerity measures, deploring 
the extravagant financial benefits extended at public 
expense to governmental ministers and civil servants, was 
said to have occasioned bitter debate; a few party leaders 
are also- reported to have alleged that “Awolowo had fallen 
into the hands of “communists”.38

On 2 February 1962, Awolowo delivered a presidental 
address to the historic Jos Action Group Congress, assem­
bled at Jos, in Northern Nigeria. In candour, he said; We 
must admit, “openly for once”, the existence of “real and 
dangerous contradictions” within the party. He took note 
of “a growing disaffection between privileged and non­
privileged classes (so-called) within the party . He also 
referred to several basic policy conflicts, and finally on the 
adoption of an expliciiy socialistic programme. Resolutions 
on matters of policy adopted by the Jos congress confirmed 
the ascendancy of Awo's ideological position. Supporters 
of Awolowo were elected to key Federal offices, in parti­
cular S. G. Ikoku. Leader of Opposition in the Eastern 
House of Assembly and known for his left-wing socialist
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views, was elected as the Party’s Federal Secretary.
It is pertinent at this juncture to digress and take a critical 

look at Awo’s democratic socialism. What differentiates it 
from the revolutionary Marxian socialism? Democratic 
socialism is a petty-bourgeois ideology based on collabora­
tions of class forces in society. It is a liberal middle of the 
way house, which aims at improving the lot of the masses 
by economic reforms. It believes in private ownership of 
the means of production and distribution and therefore 
sanctions the exploitation of man by man. It is therefore, 
not socialist in essence, but liberal-reformist capitalism.

Socialism, as it is known, aims at public ownership of the 
means of production and distribution with the aim of eli­
minating the exploitation of man by man. Socialism aims 
at the abolition of private property (not personal property) 
which is the basis of privilege and exploitation of the working 
masses. A system that aimed at protecting private property 
and expanding its scope could not build socialism. Sb it was 
with the AG’s democratic socialism.

A look into the manifesto of the Action Group captioned 
“Democratic Socialism” shows clearly the basic concepts of 
these democrates. The manifesto opened:

Nigeria has entered a new era. The battle against imperia­
lism has been fought and won .... Accordingly, a political 
party of the common people must strongly-project and 
protect the best interests of the first two classes, the wage 
earner and self-employed, of our community and reflect 
their true aspirations

At the same time adequate provision must be made to 
allow certain indigenous elements of the third grouping­
employer class-to expand their economic activities in a 
way to contribute to the welfare of the society .... we 
believe in a planned economy under which the public 
sector is run by the State and the private sector is open to 
free enterprise.
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I and most of my colleagues arc democrats by nature, 
and socialists by conviction We believe in the democratic 
way of life: equality under the law. respect for the funda­
mental rights of individual citizens, and the existence of 
independent and impartial tribunals where these rights 
could be enforced. We believe that the generality of the 
people should enjoy this life and do so in reasonable 
abundance.

The democratic socialism of Awo is based on three funda­
mental principles. Hear him. “It is the resolution of our 
party to build a democratic socialist society founded on the 
three principles of national greatness, the well-being of the 
individual and international brotherhood.”40

In a nutshell, the democratic socialism of Awolowo 
guranteed the same liberal-bourgeois freedom and rights. 
He opined-

In my considered and settled opinion, the best political 
ideal for mankind is Democratic socialism which is foun­
ded, among others, on the principles of the well-being of 
the individual and brotherhood among all men irrespec­
tive of creed, colour and race. 39

The AG programme, as contained in the foregoing, was 
that of liberal State-capitalism. The battle against imperialism 
is yet to be won. What the nation fought and won was “Flag” 
independence. Economic independence is still a long way to 
fruition. The AG tried to marry into an alliance two antago­
nistic and irreconcilliable classes; the employer and the emp­
loyed, the exploiter and the exploited, the rich and the poor. 
A system with free enterprise, where the private sector holds 
sway has nothing to do with socialism.

Awo’s democratic socialism is a reformatory socialism 
which admits the existence of private property, side by side 
with public ownership of the means of production, exchange 
and distribution, the rule of the society by the State and the 
victory and installation of socialism through the democratic 
electoral process ONLY (emphasis ours, C. A. A). He opined:
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For Awolowo, there are no irreconcilable classes, in

I fervently prefer the inconveniences of democracy to 
the inarticulate and fearful material comfort of a dicta­
torship, even granting that such comfort overcomes the 
way of the majority under a totalitarian system  
The idealist-pragmatist reformer will strive to make the 
people ready. If he imposes himself on ,them against their 
will, he is a spoliator and not a reformer. <42

AWO: AN IDEOLOGICAL REAPPRAISAL
From his Path to Nigerian Freedom (1947) to Thoughts on 
the Nigerian Constitution (1966) to Strategy and Tactics 
of the People’s Republic (1970) and down to The Need 
for an Ideological Reappraisal (1977). etc, Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo had spelt out with a clarity and intellectual rigour, 
all his major ideas, ideals and ideologies, from which spring 
all his political and social actions. He had established himself 
as a great political thinker on the continent. One point needs 
be noted at this juncture.

The basic tenets of socialism are not in dispute among 
advocates of the socialist system of political economy. They 
are all agreed on the state control of the means of product­
ion, exchange and distribution; “the abolition of freedom of 
free-enterprise and private-property”, and on the regulation’ 
of consumption. The source of dispute and violent disagree­
ment among socialists of differing persuasions, is the choice 
of the appropriate methods or instruments for the attainment 
of the socialist goals.

“Our own concept of socialism”, declared Awolowo, “is 
entirely different from communism and the Marxian concept 
of socialism” 41 Chief Awolowo rejected the class struggle, 
violent revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat, or 
of any class as appropriate methods in establishing a socialist 
order in Nigeria, or in any African country for that matter. 
He approved of the gradualist, democratic, evolutionary 
process in achieving socialism. On this subject he said 
inter-alia:
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Africa where neither the tyranny which typified Tsarist;, 
Russia, nor the cruelty that disfigured the dynastic regimes 
in China has had the same opportunity and material means to 
germinate and flower. But, is that the truth? Are there 
no antagonistic classes in Africa? The fact is that, here in 
Nigeria, for example, the masses are embittered, marginalized 
and have been alienated. In a system, where less than one- 
tenth of the population commands 90% share of society’s 
resources, controls state apparatus of power, and uses it 
violently to suppress the legitimate rights and aspirations of 
the masses, would the classes not be antagonistic? The 
answer of course is obvious.

In his classic, Problems of Africa, Chief Awolowo devoted 
much more time to the examination of the basic concepts 
of capitalism and socialism. A wo showed that in a capitalist 
system, since the so-called enterpreneur more often than not 
is also the land-owner and supplier of capital, and since the 
supplies of land, capital and enterpreneurship are scarce rela­
tive to the supply of labour, the laws of supply and demand 
and marginal productivity see to it that labour gets the worst 
of the bargain. The result is that, continued Awo, whilst the 
owner or owners of the other agents flourish fabulously, 
labour, which is the prime contributor, remains impoveris­
hed. The labourer never has enough to enable him to acquire 
property, and, therefore, has none to keep.43 Awolowo 
further showed the utter fallacy of the claims by the apologi­
sts of capitalism that there can be equality under that system. 
According to Awo, “labour and the peasantry have never 
been, and will never under capitalism be able to contract on 
the basis of equality with the owners of land and capital. 
Awo also showed that capitalism is an incurably exploitative 
and corruptive system.44

After having shown that capitalism is unjust and exploita­
tive, Awo went on to further deliberate on some socialist 
alternatives. Quoting extensively from Andrew Hacher’s 
Political Theory that:
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Every real revolution is a social one, in that it brings 
a new class to power and allows it to remodel society in 
its own image.

and that The old ruling class will not give up its power 
peacefully or voluntarily, especially when it knows that it 
will have no privileged status in the new society. If change 
is to be significant, then bloodshed will be the rule rather 
than the exception. “Force is the midwife of every old 
Society pregnant with a new one.” only by civil war will 
the proletariat be able to wrest control over the instruments 
from the bourgeoisie.4 5

Awo came to the wrong conclusion that the features 
potrayed above are not characteristic of contemporary 
Africa. To maintain as Awo did that Africa has no opulent 
aristocrats, no absolute monarchs, no big land-owners whose 
wealth and position can provoke extremities of violent react­
ion from the masses of the people, is to say the least, disho­
nest and far from the truth. If the chief himself could buy a 
N1 million worth of land, what do you expect him to say? 
Well, he had to defend his class interest. The masses have 
been provoked enough by the display of wealth, opulence 
and affluence by a negligible few, what they only need is a 
leader of men, the likes of Marx, Lenin, Mao, to show them 
the way, and they will gladly follow.

Awo’s assertion that, “For Africa, therefore, socialism can 
be introduced by democratic processes and the excesses of 
the budding African capitalists as well as the social control of 
the means of production can respectively be checked and 
brought about by laws enacted by the people’s elected 
parliaments”, runs contrary to his arguement as quoted in 
note 45 above that the old ruling class will never relinquish 
power voluntarily or peacefully. More so in the African 
context where the rulers have adopted a sit-tight attitude, 
and where only Military coup d’etats and counter coups force 
these sit-tight politicians, statesmen,, and military-generals out 
of office.
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!
Awo and his followers did all they could to avoid even 

talking about revolution. They were the enlightened and 
more effficient bourgeoisie. Like Lenin had warned, social 
democrats are the most dangerous adversaries/allies of the 
revolutionary working class; for they understood the need 
for defensive radicalism, especially radical sloganeering, 
productive capitalism; and discipline and efficiency. They 
are deepy entrenched in the capitalist production, heftce 
are more efficient and adroit in the defence of capitalism, 
rhey make use of their understanding of Marxism to deceive 
and manipulate the masses and to halt a revolutionary 
alternative. Hear what Awo had to say here:

no one nation ever attains a worthwhile goal designed 
for the benefit of the entire people in one fell swoop 
without courting irreparable or prolonged disaster for the 
people concerned. Indeed any attempt to attain the goal of 
socialism in one frantic leap is bound to generate wides­
pread alarm, social unheaval and distress and attendant 
violence. 46

A glance at the UPN manifesto also sheds some light on 
Awo’s concept of ideology. This political party was the 
continuation of the old AG. It drew its support mostly from 
the Yoruba-speaking areas of Nigeria. The leader was Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo, ertswhile multi-inillionare ‘socialist’. 
Like its predecessor, the AG, the UPN was a party of the 
bourgeoisie with a firm base in industry and commerce. 
Hence any talk about revolution was anathema to them.

Awo’s imprint of free education at all levels for all, 
integrated rural development, the provision of free health 
services for all and full employment were the four cardinal 
programmes of the UPN. The party stressed the ideology of 
modernization, talked of re ordering and not of revolutioni­
zing the economy. The party planned to adopt socialism in 
order to reorder and modernize the economy, but the party 
leader, Chief Awolowo warned:
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CONCLUSION

1 hold the view that the conditions of the masses in 
Nigeria, though very bad in some parts of the federation, 
in the ’circumstances, it is the considered view of my 
party that the ideals of socialism can be realized in Nig­
eria by waging a battle of words and wits, rather than 
by engaging in a clash of steel and an exchange of bullets. 
By adopting these democratic means, the struggle against 
the evil forces of capitalism may be protracted, and victory 
might be somewhat long delayed. But, in Nigerian cir­
cumstances, 1 think it is better so. 48

In the final analysis, Awo’s ideology can be summerized 
thus:

a secular socialist State in which there will be no automatic 
confiscation of private property, and if perchance, such 
conversion did take place, when made shall be accompan­
ied by the payment of fair compensation.
the major reason why individuals amass considerable for­
tune is to raise the status of the people. It may be nece­
ssary in the process by the process of taxation to take 
part of the wealth of the so-called wealthy people and 
give it to the government for use in developing the masses 
of the people.
Awolowo rejected Marxism, explicity denied the nece­
ssity of class struggle and class analysis, as found in the

Since the cornerstone of socialism is the conversion of 
private ownership of the means of production, distribu­
tion and exchange, to public ownership, it follows that 
under democratic socialism .such conversion cannot be 
wholesale or in one fell swoop

Thu fact is that no private ownership will ever become 
public. On the contrary, public will be “privatized” 
and, or “commercialized”.

Awolowo’s socialism can be described as a tacful way of 
making the people go on a wild-goose chase In one of his 
innumerable addresses, he was quoted as saying:
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J.F. ODEY

Awo once said:

a

We are not at all concerned with the past exceot to learn 
from it. But we are very much concerned with the future, 
and it is to the making of that future in order to remake 
society that we are resolved to direct our efforts and talents1

In this investigation, we shall be concerned with how to 
advance Awu's thoughts on the liberation of Nigeria. The 
legacies of Obafemi Awolowo (1909-1987) for the Nigerian 
society can be studied from several perspectives as he was an 
astute politician, economist, administrator, an illustrous 
jurist, an outstanding statesman, an author and a distinguished 
scholar, a philosopher, a mystic, one of the founding fathers 
of Nigeria, and in short, the sage of his time.2 Awo’s robust 
thoughts and omnibus personality can best be examined 
from a micro level as a macro-level attempt would not only 
be shallow for a research paper, but it would also be'unwiedly 
for any one person to handle.

What is intended here therefore is to briefly examine 
Awo’s notion of liberation, and to explore how this can be 
achieved through an autochthonous industrialization policy 
that is autonomous, autocentric or self-sustaining, home- 
Srown and capable of freeing Nigeria from internal colonialism

Towards an Autochthonous 
Industrialization Policy for Nigeria: 
Reflections on Awolowo’s Thought 
on Economic Liberation
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and external reliance. On industrialization, Awo had little to 
say. However, his contribution to industrial development can 
be traced to the establishment of the Odu’a conglomerate with 
trans-sectoral investments, and the fact that he established 
the first industrial estate in Nigeria at Ikeja, Lagos.3 In what 
follows, we shall summarize Awo’s thoughts on liberation or 
freedom and then attempt to explore briefly the roots of 
industrial paralysis in Nigeria, after which we suggest the way 
forward.

AWO'S THOUGHT ON LIBERATION

On Awo’s return to Nigeria after his search for the golden 
fleece, he spearheaded the formation of the Action Group 
in 1950-51. Among other interests, the Action Group 
considered the end of British colonialism as cardinal.4 
Awo guaranteed freedom to all and promised life more 
abundant, and these were later adopted to become the motto 
of the Action Group.

It was Awo’s conviction that it is only in freedom that 
Nigerians realize and develop all their talents and potentia­
lities, and act in full dignity. In Chief Obafemi Awolovco’s 
Socio-political Philosophy, F. Ogunmodede discussed several 
forms of freedom identified by Awo.5 Generally, it was 
emphasized by Awo that in liberation, man is free of cons­
traints and inhibitions to develop his talents as he desires in 
order to better his lot. In this case liberation of Nigeria would 
mean that Nigerians would think and act as they wish at such 
times and manner as they decide.6 However, when liberated 
all citizens must enjoy their freedom as a collectivity. Accor­
ding to Awo, liberty is meaningful when it is extended and 
enjoyed by a person with due regard to its enjoyment by 
others.7 Thus, liberation involves equality of access and 
opportunity for all citizens regardless of their religion, sex, 
creed, ethnic group, occupation etc, to develop their diffe­
rent talents as they wish.

For Awo, it is when a country is politically self-autonomous
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and economically self-viable and reliant that it can be regar­
ded as liberated and fully independent. He believed that 
freedom is the inalienable right of man and so is not some­
thing subject to negotiation or debate.8 British colonialism 
in Nigeria was considered by Awo as a negation of the 
freedom of Nigerians and so unsupported by any standard 
of morality.9

Awo’s vision of a liberated Nigeria is one where a political 
sovereign country is independent of foreign control or 
direction and where the exploitation of the resources is 
organized for the common good.10 In his own view, a 
country like Nigeria which is dependent on the grace of 
foreign resources cannot claim to be independent. Awo 
saw such a dependent situation as being dangerous because 
when we entrust the development of our country and people 
to foreigners who are mercenarious in their activities, we are 
then inviting looters as the foreign investors are mainly 
looking for the booty they can loot.

It is also Awo’s conviction that it is only Nigerians that 
can make Nigeria free and great.11 In order to make Nigeria 
great, Nigeria must first of all struggle quickly for her econo­
mic freedom, otherwise planning and regulation of the 
economy will fail woefully.12 For Awo, the assistance of 
foreigners can only supplement our self-efforts, as it is only 
the people of a given state that can fight for their freedom. 
According to Awo, freedom is an essential ingredient which 
cannot be achieved via self-pity and charity donations from 
rich industrialized countries, but through our self-efforts 
and self-denial.1 3

Awo went further to opine that man can only be useful 
to himself and his community when he is politically cons­
cious and free. This has to be so because human dignity is 
useless without the liberation of man. What is implied here 
is that it is not adequate to say Nigeria is free from British or 
foreign rule, but one has to also be interested in how free 
Nigerians are even under the leadership of their fellow
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THE ROOTS OF INDUSTRIAL UNDERDEVELOPMENT AND DEPENDENCY

Nigerians. A situation where external rule is replaced by 
internal colonialism or the domination of majority of 
Nigerians by some few elites is therefore antfcthethical to 
Awo’s dreams of a liberated Nigeria. On this ground Awo 
tried to fight feudal relics by restraining their excesses.

Having outlined Awo’s vision of liberation, let us now 
examine the origin of industrial underdevelopment and 
dependency in Nigeria before proposing an industrializa­
tion policy that will translate Awo’s dreams into reality.

Several studies have highlighted. the history, politics, and 
economics of colonial and neo-colonial economy of Nigeria.14 
The main thrust of the consequences of the brutal contact 
between European and Nigerian economies is that the latter 
was penetrated by imperialist interests and subsequently 
became distorted, dominated, peripheralized and incorpora­
ted as a satellite into the industrialised world economy 
through patterns of hade and investments.15 British colonial 
imperialism interfered with and aborted the normal or 
original development of the productive forces in Nigeria. 
Nigeria was then restructured as a colony of imperialist, by 
imperialist and for imperialist interests and their allies.

The import substitution industrialization policy that was 
initiated by the colonial-imperialist government gave the 
mandate for industrial development to foreign investors, 
trans-national corporations, international organizations and 
industrialised powers. The objectives for industrialization 
excluded the question of economic independence. Generous 
incentives were provided to foreign investors to attract them 
to invest in industries in Nigeria, and such investors 
responded to the call by establishing turn-key and screw­
driver or assembly-type factories. Their primary considera­
tion was to protect the market share of Nigeria for their 
products by establishing sales outlets not to generate an 
independent industrial base to compete with metropolitan
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manufactures.16 Thus, the structure of industrial develop­
ment in the colonial period remained dependent on foreign 
resources.

Even after nominal independence, the successive civilian 
and military governments in Nigeria continued to pursue 
industrialization policies that relied heavily on the colonial 
type and the advice of foreign Investors, international organi­
zation (principally the World Bank Group), and industrialized 
powers. The result was not only the reproduction of new 
forms of dependence but the reinforcement of old ones; 
hence, strengthening instead of loosening neo-colonial 
domination.

What has emerged therefore is an industrial development 
pattern geared towards or dictated by the demands of the 
industrialized countries or foreign interests who supply, 
own and control vital resources like technology, capital, 
entrepreneural skills and management, which Nigeria depends 
on to produce. A necessary precondition for sustaining the 
policy of industrialization (whether import substitution, 
export promotion or resource base) and other economic 
policies like ihdigenization or nationalization has been 
dependent co-operation with, and subservience to the metro­
politan economies. This has led to the rise of a grotesque 
form of industrial development which is based on dependence 
accumulation and development.17 This pattern of develop­
ment involves Nigeria’s non-participation in industrialization 
as a marginalized part of the capitalist world economy. The 
effects of our non-involvement in industrialization as a 
country and a people are manifestly staring at us. This can be 
summed up in Nigeria’s increasing external economic depen­
dency and underdevelopment, the near complete loss of our 
economic sovereignty, and the take-over of the economy 
today by foreign interests led by the World Bank, masquara- 
ding under the guise of the Structural Adjustment Progra­
mme (SAP) to modernize the exploitation of Nigeria and 
further entrench the country in the orbit of metropolitan 
principals as a neocolony of international monopoly capital.18
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The failure of Nigeria to industrialize autonomously there* 
fore has to do with the fact that Nigeria, like many Thir 
World States is operating within the imperialist framework of a 
dependent system which has built-in forces that limit accum 
ulation and expansion, guarantees Nigeria’s subordination to, 
and exploitation by monopoly capital; and which then acts 
as an obstacle to independent and viable development or 
prosperity. This dependent capitalist framework, it must be 
conceived is supported by our elites who are either unwilling 
or unable (most probably the former) to do what is scienti­
fically manifest, socially equitable and morally fair and just. 
Rather, they prefer to pursue self-interested and decadent 
policies that advance foreign interests and generate depend­
ence, social disintegration, political degeneration of the 
autonomy of Nigeria and mass pauperization of the citizenry. 
It is obvious that without our local or national autonomy, as 
Awo had observed earlier, we cannot be masters of our own 
destiny, but glorified slaves in self-afflicted chains and foreign 
imposed self-rewarding assistance.

The fact which needs to be emphasised is that contem­
porary Nigeria cannot construct her society by mechanically 
immitating foreign technological and institutional models, 
or relying on other people’s ready-made solutions or toeing 
the Western or Eastern paths to development. This is because 
cultural contexts are never exactly the same and historical 
conditions for the Western type of development have been 
lost. This loss is due to several serious changes that have 
taken place in the capitalist process of growth and deve­
lopment. Some of these important processes include the 
emergence of trans-national corporations (TNCS) as imperia­
list agants monopolising technology and acting as invisible 
governments; there is now a strong political control against 
industrialization by imperialist countries; and Nigeria stands 
hot only as a late starter but a weak competitor against 
more efficient producers in metropolitan states.1 9

The manifestations of industrial quagmire and other symp­
toms of under-development in Nigeria are not aberrations of
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a normal pattern of industrial development, or problems 
inherent in new or late industrializing countries which will 
peter out with time. Rather, beneath the visible problems 
of dependence on foreign raw materials, capital, technology 
and managerial skills; the issue of factory closures, chronic 
unemployment, run-away inflation, low capacity utilization, 
Overflowing factory warehouses, over-squeezing of the poor, 
there exist an elaborate and thorough organized system with 
definite structures which function to generate definite 
structures and consequences and will insist on reproducing 
such effects, unless the system is fundamentally challenged, 
destroyed and replaced by another? 0

The attempts at nationalization do not provide the solution 
because the Nigerian State is neocolonial, the government 
that operates the state apparatus pursues neocolonial poli­
cies; the state and the government are run by comprador 
neocolonial elites who are themselves controlled by mono 
polies, and so the intervention of the state in the economy 
protects foreign monopoly capital and their allies. Thus, the 
nationalized or public sector remains (like the private one) 
objectively and structurally incorporated into, and forms 
part 6f monopoly enterprise in the sense that the state 
serves monopoly capital? 1 Currently under the Structural 
Adjustment Programme, de-nationalization or privatization 
has become the favourable option which signals victory for 
monopoly capital and their agents.

In the case of indigenization efforts, Nigerian comprador 
elements and bourgeois nationalism have myopic interest 
and selfish ends, i.e. to seek promotion within the heirarchical 
income bracKet and power structure of the capitalist world, 
and to share from the booty that imperialism loots from 
Nigeria. There is little or no intention on the part of the 
advocates of indigenization to achieve national liberation 
or economic justice. As imperialist allies, the comprador 
state and elites cannot lead in the struggle to do-away with 
the stronghold of TNCS, or to disengage from dependence 
and underdevelopment?2 The recent call forde-indigenization
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RECOMMEND AUTOCHTHONOUS INDUSTRIALIZATION POLICY

The strong links between industrialization, general economic 
development, and national power require that whatever 
alternative industrialization policy that emerges would have 
to take into account not only the entire national economy 
and society, but the entire imperialist peripheries, trapped in 
the chains of TNCS. The type of development envisaged has 
to be autochthonous. A brief explanation of autochthonous 
development would enhance our discussion.

By Autochthonous Development (AD) we mean the capa­
city for self-propelling growth and the autocentric expansion 
of productive forces. In order to be self-propelling, we have 
to rely on ourselves, to acknowledge our values, and view 
such values as the guiding forces of our action, to have self- 
confidence, .self-pride and to make self-sacrifice. As a home­
grown development, AD entails an autonomously guided

by some Nigerians indicates the lack of faith in indigenization 
policy.

Thus, the expectation of using indigenization as a vehicle 
for national economic autonomy, and nationalization as an 
instrument for state capitalism remain as mere slogans and 
comprador bourgeois utopia.23 Now that privatization has 
become the ‘sing-song’, it is apparent that the captains of 
the Nigerian ship have run out of policies and so have will­
ingly surrendered by deciding to compromise with or rein­
force the links with the imperialist system through the World 
Bank-led SAP.

Given the above situation therefore, it becomes imperative 
for patriots to embark on an anti-imperialist struggle. The 
immediate objective' of the stuggle is to eliminate neo­
colonial domination or dependency in order to create the 
fundamental condition for achieving autocentric industriali­
zation and economic liberation. Bearing in mind our diag­
nosis of the problem of industrial dependence we now set. 
out below the panacea.
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Concomittantly, the alienation of man in the production 
process is abhorred, and so should be abolished through mass 
participation and control of the production distribution and 
consumption process. This is necessary because as Mao Tse 
Tung had opined:

. . .the very purpose of society - its reason for existence 
— is and must be the individual man, his growth, his health, 
his security, his dignity and therefore his happiness.25

process of accumulation of capital under national control; 
the wish to be unconditionally free and independent to 
determine our own destiny and resist external interference; 
to guarantee enough latitude for the formulation and execu­
tion of our economic plans and social legislations that are in 
the interest of all, approved by all and supported by all.

AD compares with Mao Tse Tung’s phrase TauLi Keng 
Sheng, which literally can be explained as regeneration 
through one’s own efforts, setting one’s goals and finding 
solutions to one’s own problems on the basis of self­
experience, from one’s own group, historical antecedents 
and environmental setting.24 Thus, AD rejects copicatism, 
but favours doing things for ourselves, with what we have, 
by the means we have known and have attained, in order 
to satisfy our most basic necessities first in order to make 
man free from want before proceeding to think of comforts 
and luxuries. In AD emphasis has to be placed on the produc­
tion of machines, plants, equipments, spare parts, food, 
clothing, shelter materials, health-care products, facilities 
for mass transportation, job creation and productive inves­
tments.

AD sees man as the centre-piece of and the target for deve­
lopment, in order to uphold man’s dignity, his self-respect 
and his appropriate status in the land of his birth-Nigeria. 
In the words of Julius Nyerere,
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the people and the people alone are the motive force in 
the making of world history and the masses have boundless 
creative power.26

Thus, the slogan “power to the people” has to take its turn 
practically. This means AD must not be directed from the 
top, but has to germmate from below in order to be meaning­
ful and viable. The peasants, workers, traders, professionals, 
students, artisan, herdsmen, fishermen etc, have to see 
themselves as masters of their own need satisfaction devoid 
of limping along and evolving a psychology of relying on u»e 
government for initiative and support, or depending on 
fraudulent external assistance. It is when the generality of 
the people are made to feel a sense of self-determination that 
their interests are aroused to take part in the development 
process, to acquire new skills, improve on old ones, evolve 
a sense of self-worth and stimulate innate abilities of the 
people. When everybody is integrated into the production 
process then everybody will seek to benefit from the fruits 
of their labour. This is essential because AD is also seen as the 
domination by the immediate producer over their conditions 
of existence, and in the first place over their means of 
production.2 7-

In AD, the society owes a duty to care for the citizens 
who are willing and able to work, and development has to 
be measured not in index numbers or abstract official fanci­
ful statistics of national income, per capital income, saving 
ratios, index of industrial production, but on how best the 
living conditions of the people are improved and how happy 
and free Nigerians find themselves. Activities which give 
Nigerian people greater control of their own affairs are 
activities, for AD. This is because they are liberated and 
liberation is the most essential ingredient of AD In the same 
view, development among other things is the process of 
liberation of people and societies from poverty and domi­
nation.23

In AD, what is expected is a harmonized cooperative and
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humane Nigeria in which the citizens, regardless of their 
religion, ethno-linguistic group, state or occupation live at 
the expense of nobody else, in partnership with each other 
and nature, and in solidarity with the future generations 
and other oppressed people of the world. AD means freedom 
and social justice, the establishment of popular democracy 
in which sovereignty is vested in the broad masses of the 
people, such that Nigeria will then operate on the basis 
that the free development of each is the condition for the 
free development of all.29 How can AD be achieved? This 
takes us to the question of strategy.

STRATEGY FOR AD

No doubt this is an uphill task. The strategy has to begin 
with a temporary de-linking from the world economy (domi­
nated by imperialist forces) which has created and still per­
petuates the conditions for the exploitation of Nigeria, 
and guarantees the slow death of Nigerians, bv siphoning 
nearly all our surplus and leaving us poorer and poorer.30 
A break with world imperialism will permit progressive forces 
in Nigeria to align and realign, to initiate and struggle for 
liberation, reconstruction and to embark on a home-coming 
approach to development with a human face.31 There is the 
need to look-inwards, to mobilize and rely on our indigenous 
talents, to pioneer our own development models, to experi­
ment with the models, to build up theories an(l practices for 
others to emulate.

In order to build autonomy, it is necessary to reject 
external assistance during the period of de-incorporation 
because such assistance is selfishly inspired. In fact the explo­
itative and dominating nature of foreign help has been 
clearly brought out by Leo Tolstoy who used the analogy 
of two people, with one (the helper) saying to the other 
fbeing helped) as follows:
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I sit on a man’s back choking him and making him carry 
me and yet assure myself and others that I am sorry for 
him, and wish to ease his lot by any means possible except 
getting off his back.32

In the strategy for AD, we must insist on our foreign helpers 
to step down from our backs and to go home and- leave us 
alone to solve our problems.

Given a self imposed blockade situation, the loss of imports 
would stimulate the search for local substitutes which 
abound in Nigeria. When we are left on our own, we would 
be motivated into creativity, inventions, innovations and 
diffusion. Faced with hardships, given the liberty and 
encouragement, man tends to seek an escape route with 
greater courage, determination and the will to survive. This is 
one important lesson from the short-lived “Biafran Republic” 

where the will to survive led to the hamessmg of local resour­
ces, some of which were hitherto unknown, unused, or 
misused. It has been expressed that “necessity is the mother 
of invention”, and through a system of trial and error, 
perserverance and patience, we shall build an autonomous 
system; and with continuous practice, we shall improve 
on our achievements, for as the saying goes, “practice makes 
for perfection.” When we find ourselves with only local 
conditions, we will develop confidence in our resource­
fulness.

An important step toward ameliorating the condition of 
the citizens is to restructure neocolonial institutions which 
sustain dependence and which have marginalized the majority 
classes. It would be necessary to create new popular democ­
ratic institutions with decentralized patterns of local control, 
planning machinery and process; legitimate representation 
of the interests in Nigeria; respect for the decisions of the 
majority and the rights of the minority. This will boost mass 
participation, self-realization and self-fulfilment. When there 
is adequate autonomy in the smallest units, participation will 
then be allowed at the grass roots, and this in turn will 
stimulate local creativity.
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In AD there have be an integration of the different socio­
economic sectors and the unicity of the separately developing 
branches of the economy into an organic and dynamic 
system, resistant to adverse foreign economic manipulations. 
The distinctions between urban and rural, rich and poor, 
commercial and subsistence production, traditional and 
modem sectors, industrial and agrarian sectors will have to 
be abolished, transformed and merged into an integrated 
national economy with a flexible and internal dynamic.

In a bid to eradicate internal colonialism, the peasant and 
proletariat have to be liberated. Agriculture and rural trans­
formation are crucial. Land reform to redistribute land to the 
poorer classes entails the necessary elimination of the land 
lord classes. Since industrial development is seen as part of 
total economic development, it has to be organically linked 
to other sectors especially agriculture. Thus, with an inner- 
directed fulcrum of development, there will emerge a strong 
national industrial base with well-developed linkages for 
example between agriculture, infrastructure, capital goods, 
intermediate and mass consumption goods.

One of the greatest imperative for AD is to rehabilitate 
labour. The citizens have to be re-educated on the dignity 
of labour. People have to be tutored to accept that you have 
to work in order to produce, and that you have to produce in 
order to develop, and you have to develop in order to be 
autonomous, to achieve self-realization and freedom. We have 
to influence the way people think and their approach to prob­
lems. Thft may entail a ‘cultural revolution’ to change peo­
ples neocolonial mentality, stereotype habits, values, preju­
dices, perceptions, priorities in order to realize complete 
mental and psychological decolonization, and to give birth to 
autochthonous Nigerians.

AD has to be carried out asja dynamic struggle taking place 
at several levels beginning with the individual ward, village, 
town, local government area, State and to the national level. 
Thus, if the basic inputs needed to produce goods and servi­
ces have to be procurred after recoupling with the external
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world, we nave to do so following concentric circles: on 
autonomous terms, from a position of strength, but not from 
a weak position in which we function as an appendage of an 
external order that we neither satisfactorily comprehend nor 
control. We need to recompose and redirect Nigeria’s interna­
tional relations on more equitable terms in order to achieve 
interdependency between Nigeria and the external world.

A significant imperative in AD is the need for an ideologi­
cal base. We have to formulate an ideology that is home­
made, nationalistic, broad-based, popular, mass or proletarian 
and progressive. The ideology has to reflect on our problems, 
it has to set out solutions to our problems, the goals to be 
achieved, and it has to relate to the overall transformation of 
Nigeria. The ideology must define the means to achieve our 
collectively-set goals all based on or derived from our histori­
cal experience and environment.

The contemporary ideology is far from the ideal of the 
generality of Nigerians. This is because .it reflects the ideal 
of the dominant classes. The ideology is mystified and garbed 
in euphemistic and flamboyant rhetorics by our leaders, and 
forced down on the majority classes by the few local and 
foreign ruling classes. The foreign ideology alienates the bulk 
of Nigerians as it is anti-equity, anti-progress, anti-democra­
tic, and anti-Nigerian people. This makes it abundantly 
necessary to dispense with such an oppressive ideology, to 
formulate one that is liberational, anti-imperialist, anti­
exploitation, anti-repression, and anti-tyranny, and one that 
will suit our self-realization and fulfilment.

Once there is a popular ideology that emanates from the 
people, this will enhance social mobilization. This is because 
when a general philosophy of life is embraced taking into 
consideration the expectation of the people for freedom, 
social justice and economic upliftment, the social change 
that is desired will be carried out with the widest commit­
ment and participation of all Nigerians — irrespective of class, 
ethnic group, religion or state of origin. The people will be 
willing to make sacrifices, if the potential rewards from a
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TECHNOLOGICAL independence

Technology is used here to mean vital Scientific know­
ledge that has been evolved and adapted to practical use, and 
is available to be applied for the purpose of solving problems 
and satisfiying basic human wants. Technology has to be 
conceived as part of culture and it involves several skills, 
methods and choices that enable people to do what they 
wish, in their own manner reflecting their history, environ­
mental time, values, goals, needs and judgement.

The role of technology in industrialization and general 
economic development has long been established as no 
country has attained greatness without a sound, dynamic 
and autonomous technological base.3 3 The issue of techno­
logy transfer to Nigeria has to be dismissed as a myth sponso­
red by the ruling classes and propagated by bourgeois scho­
lars of both the industrialized countries and Nigeria. It is 
based on a false premise of the goodwill of imperialist states 
and the wrong diagnosis of imperailism, which will never 
jettison its principles of monopoly of exclusive knowledge 
and global domination in order to help new competitors.3 4 
Against the background of such a blind alley, what we need 
is to initiate or originate our technology that will suit our 
local culture. This also requires indigenous and autonomous 
research, design, application, modelling, foundrying, pilot

proposed policy is convincing to them.
If autochthonous industrial development has to be viable, 

then it must provide home-grown substitutes for imports, and 
it must rest heavily on indigenous technd*>)gy, capital, raw 
materials and managerial or entrepreneural skills. But how 
are these industrial requisites to be obtained, given a situation 
where we are left on our own without our foreign principals? 
This is the task to be examined next, beginning with how to 
achieve technological autonomy.
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projects, testing, modification and adptation of research 
findings.

Having disengaged from the outside world the first step 
would be to take an inventory of existing industrial plants 
and to restructure the plants and equipments. This requires 
improvisation, adaptation, technical learning or training on 
the job. Nigerian technicians and engineers can dismantle the 
plants into the smallest parts, put the parts together again and 
try to see how the machines work. Thereafter, Nigerians will 
proceed to fabricate the component parts locally using local 
foundries or blacksmiths, some of who abound at Awka in 
Anambra state, Uyo and Ikot Ekpene in Cross River state, 
Ijebu in Ogun State, etc. It will also be necessary to take an 
inventory of indigenous peasant Science and Technology of 
(S and T) and build up a data bank of mdigenous S and T, 
which had hitherto been relegated to the background due to 
the imposition of imported high technology. We also have 
to rely on artisa students, researchers in research institutes, 
higher institutions of learning etc. Such a S and T research 
programme would have to be coordinated by a body to be 
called Centre for Research, Information, Documentation and 
Public Enlightment (CRIDPE). All discoveries or break­
throughs would have to be documented, credited, patented, 
publicized, tested, innovated diffused and improved upon. 
After several trials, errors, and continuous practice, we shall 
achieve technological sophistication. The organization of 
technology fairs is recommended from the family level* 
through the villages, clans, towns, local government areas, 
states and national level, This will enable all and sundry to( 
display new techniques, processes and products.

Given a state of temporary cut-off from imported high 
technology, the issue of inferior local technology tagged 
sometimes as “Ijebu made”, “Awka made”, “Uyo made”', 
Aba made”, or “Ibo made”, will not arise. The important 

thing would be how to use the available techniques to achieve 
desired results. Defunct Biafra met her needs with local inven­
tions. For example, crude oil was refined on a daily output
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CAPITAL INDEPENDENCE

This will focus on how to achieve a large degree of autonomy 
in the process of capital accumulation or formation which is 
vital for industrial development. Accumulation here is 
conceived of as an economic process whereby surplus value is 
realized in the mines, plantations, farms, factories etc. We 
would like to dismiss as a misnomer the claim that foreign 
capital aids self-reliant development. This is because of the 
danger of indebtedness, decapitalization, and financial leak­
ages in the economy which is derived from the fact that 
foreign capital is profit motivated; and acts as puipp suck­
ing surpluses from Nigeria. Also, foreign resources are not 
neutral and have their values and political influence which 
undermine Nigeria’s sovereignty.3 7

of about 32,000 litres.35 It is hereby proposed that all the 
indigenous, especially ‘Biafran’ Scientists and their inventions 
should be invited and encouraged to demonstrate their 
knowledge, skills, create new technological processes and 
their embodiments, to adapt and improve their technique, 
to maximize the resources in materials, manpower and capital 
in order to realize our goals.

The technology we need has to be labour-intensive, con­
gruent with our Nigerian conditions and with its framework 
built.into Nigeria structures. It has to evolve from the grass­
roots. It has to be subjugated to human needs, it has to use 
Nigerian natural resources and there has to be a bond bet­
ween problem-solving and technological development, rather 
than research that merely enriches culture. In producing local 
solid technology, having invented the skills or know-how, 
emphasis should be on heavy industries in order to produce 
machines and basic products needed to produce other mach­
ines, equipment and other intermediate goods. The superio­
rity of beginning with heavy industries instead of light 
industries will help us to master plant engineering-capabilities 
and meet the demand for strategic industries.3 6



I

OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA?358

Thus, capital needed for industrialization has to be genera­
ted in Nigeria. It is important that we have a collective and 
concentrated accumulation. Also, the limited local resources 
have to be maximally utilized. This can be enchanced 
through collective planning of the national economy to curb 
the excesses of spontaneity of the economy; to reallocate 
capital from frivolous, consipicuous consumption and luxury 
items to serve the needs of the society’s primary accumula­
tion; to restructure the investments in favour of capital goods 
sector and basic needs. With national control of banks, insu­
rance and other financial houses. Nigerian people will have 
the institutional machinery needed for national credit allo­
cation.

In Nigeria there are some financial resources that exist 
outside the formal banking sector, especially in the rural 

■areas which can be mobilized and invested in collectively 
owned and controlled industries. The last currency exchange 
excercise in 1984 surprised some observers when peasants 
and other petty commodity producers exchanged huge sums 
of the old currency for the new ones. It is important for us 
to emphasize that is not necessary to have huge billions of 
naira before one can develop. Our oil wells since the seventies 
have spinned several billions, but we have equally spilled the 
billions on white elephant projects and even proceeded to 
borrow huge billions without providing enough jobs, drink­
able water, roads, shelter, education, food, industrial raw 
materials, technology, electricity, etc.

If one examines the capital structure of most industries in 
Nigeria, it would be noticed that the cost of setting up new 
industries is high and often exaggerated due to the cost of 
foreign consultancy, importation of turn-key plants, equip­
ment, the contract system-of designing, building and supply­
ing materials at inflated cost, with the fraudulent ‘kick-back’ 
syndrome. Yet in several industries, there is low capacity 
utilization, the dominance of foreign inputs, ownership and 
control which result in huge foreign exchange drain. When 
however, we incubate Nigeria, we would require to use our
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TRADE INDEPENDENCE

The main plank of the Nigerian economy has been dependen­
ce on foreign trade either to sell our crude oil and other pro­
ducts or to buy all that we need in order to produce, consu­
me and to survive.3 9 This situation renders Nigeria’s prosperi­
ty precarious as the economy will expand and contract 
depending on the whims of our trading principals. In the 
drive to construct autochthonous industrialization, all raw 
materials and intermediate inputs have to be sourced locally. 
It may be necessary to recycle used materials such as papers, 
metal sheets and cans, plastic materials, bottles, etc. We 
would have to process our agricultural, forest and mineral 
resources into industrial raw materials for use in the manu­
facture of other goods, instead of the present decadent 
practice of exporting agricultural products like cotton 
and importing yarn to produce textile fabric in Nigeria. 
Industrial enterprises would have to establish backward 
and forward linkages and be integrated upstream downs 
tream.

The imposition of a restriction on the economy will protect

locally invented, cheap and simple capital-saving technology, 
our raw materials, our entrepreneurs, plus our huge reserve of 
labour which would be well trained for the different jobs in 
the industries. Also, if we put our priorities right, Nigeria will 
be able to set up industries in virtually every village of 
Nigeria. The experience of China having to organize produc­
tion to meet local needs with over a billion people and for 
export, without a significant foreign debt has convinced us 
that by effectively mobilizing our local material and human 
resources, embracing simplicity, honesty, hardwork and 
discipline, we can still achieve freedom and greatness.38 
We have to abolish the multi-million naira syndrome, ultra­
modern complex tendency and use the little available capital 
with little developed technology most suited to our factor 
endowments.
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ENTREPRENEURAL and managerial independence

The entrepreneur is the most dynamic engine of any enter*

local producers from foreign competition and build enough 
confidence in whatever can be produced locally using local 
materials. Having evolved a solid economic foundation 
in Nigeria capable of supporting the national economy, 
satisfying all our basic necessities, then we can begin to open 
up to the external world beginning with our closest neigh­
bours and based on what we basically need. We have to choose 
our trading partners at a comparable level of power so that 
Nigeria will be less vulnerable to foreign manipulations. 
Foreign trad^ would then be used to reinforce instead of to 
distort our autochthonous development and national econo­
my. Thus, the basic internal economy inspite of the re-linking 
with the world economy has to be insulated from any subver­
sive consequences of linkage with the world market. This can 
be done via import quotas, tariffs, or total ban of some goods 
in order to control access of other products into the market.

Furthermore, it would be important to establish an export 
economy alongside the domestic one. Although the export 
economy would be separated from the domestic one, there 
will be unity in the separation. For example, the domestic 
market would draw from the proceeds of the international 
market but with enough, immunity against the crippling 
trap of fluctuations in the world market.40 It is highly 
recommended that production for domestic consumption or 
market has to take precedence over that for foreign market, 
even though in the industrialization of the West export mar­
ket was paramount. This was possible for the early industrial­
izes when the state of protectionism was minimal and few 
world competitors had emerged then as suppliers of industrial 
goods.41 It is like placing the cart before the horse to think 
of export promotion, industrialization (or drive) when we 
have not been able to produce basic needs to satisfy the 
domestic market.
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prise. This is because his decisions give life to other latent fac­
tors of production. There is the likelihood of an immediate 
stoppage of or drastic reduction in the entrenchment of ex­
patriate staff in Nigerian industries if foreign investment is 
prohibited (initially and later minimized) and industries 
collectivized. This is because it is the importation'of turnkey 
factories, foreign capital and foreign technology that is 
accompanied by foreign technical staff, management agents, 
consultants, directors etc., who penetrate Nigeria to control 
their branch plants and to ensure that their capital and 
investments in Nigeria satisfy the needs of metropolitan 
economies. Thus, when the struggle against imperialism 
begins, these foreign skills needed to manage foreign invest­
ments will become useless in our new drive for AD.

Management of collective enterprises will have to be 
collectivized and democratized so that the factory managers, 
the state planners and the workers in the factory floor will 
become co-owners and co-managers of the means of produc­
tion, and members of the working class. Thus, matters 
affecting the enterprises will be discussed by all. This will 
ensure de-alienation, self-control, self-fulfilment as workers 
are not separated from the ownership of the means of pro­
duction; workers influence general managerial decisions, and 
workers control their immediate work process. Ultimately, 
there will be popular industrial democracy in the management 
of production. The production process and output will then 
be geared to the basic needs of workers and other producing 
classes like peasants, artisans professionals who supply the 
raw materials and take part in consuming the finished pro­
ducts. By so doing, workers and peasants will become upgrad­
ed as proprietors of collectivized enterprises and this in 
turn will motivate them to increase their productivity ol 
labour, to reduce loitering, inefficiency and indiscipline-. The 
result will be commitment to the success of the enterprise as 
workers will be free to offer suggestions from the factory 
floors which may be more useful than the supposed expert
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

This paper has tried to outline Awo’s thoughts on human, 
freedom and economic liberation. We noted the fact that for 
Awo, the task of economic liberation has to precede that of 
construction. The origin of Nigeria’s present industrial paraly-

testimony of the remote top management. When workers 
participate in managing enterprises, quicker and more effi­
cient communication of ideas takes place on the enterprises 
between the general categories of staff. This in turn will 
minimize industrial conflict.

The question of management of enterprises has to be 
situated in the context of the general leadership in the coun­
try at large. This is because good leadership is a key factor 
in the combination of men, materials, time and money to 
attain desired goals. The type of national leadership that 
can champion autochthonous development in Nigeria has to be 
genuinely anti-imperialist, having the commitment of national 
character and total national liberation The leaders have to 
be self-less, patriotic, receptive, honest, disciplined, courage­
ous and with a high integrity capable of inspiring confidence 
in the body politic. They must govern for and with the 
people, but not against or without the people. They have 
to uphold general instead of particularistic or personal 
interests. They have to live by examples in an austere style, 
unostentatious, so that when they appeal to the people to 
tighten their belts and make sacrifices, the people will comp­
ly willingly because they see the leaders setting the pace and 
living by examples instead of by rhetorics.

If we can muster the leadership with the qualities outlined 
above (some of which Awo had), and adhere to the auto­
chthonous principles discussed, guided by a mass, popular 
democratic ideology that effects mass mobilization of all 
local resources, then the struggle for the liberation of Nigeria 
through the construction of autochthonous industrial base 
would become a practical possibility.
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sis was explored and traced to imperialist domination of the 
economy. In a bid to extend and realize Awo’s vision of 
liberation, we proceeded to suggest how Nigeria can be 
liberated through an autochthonous industrialization policy 
which has to be home-grown, anti-imperialist, egalitarian, 
ideologically oriented; and with man as the focus of and 
for his development.

Since foreign investors dominate our industrialization 
process through their ownership and control of vital resour­
ces like technology, capital, entrepreneural skills, manage­
ment, and raw materials which are largely imported, wc had 
to specifically provide a clue as to how to re-generate these 
essential resources- in Nigeria, by Nigerians, for Nigerians 
with Nigerian resources. Given the strangle-hold on the 
economy by foreign monopolies, the condition for this 
re-birth therefore requires our temporary de-incorporation 
from the imperialist world system for a period of time so 
as to create the free atmosphere for autonomous process 
of accumulation and development.

What is important is for us to attempt a sober reflection 
or critical re-examination of our antecedent history of hope­
less dependent development in order to see if the path we 
have pursued to date has served us well as a people. Different 
people may reach different ^conclusions as to the adequacy 
or otherwise of our past and present development principles 
and practices, depending on their interests, their perceptions 
and their role in the resource allocation process. It is our con­
viction in this paper that, if we attempt an autochthonous 
path, we may not be able to build a nuclear, plant or “black 
bomb”, aeroplane, air-conditioners, rockets, video sets and 
computers immediately. However, we shall succeed in meet­
ing our basic necessities of life by being able to provide 
enough food, shelter, clothing, drinking water, health-care, 
education, transport facilities and jobs to all that are needy, 
in order to usher in enduring prosperity for all and sundry. 
Ultimately, after meeting our necessities, we can then begin
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O.A. BAMISAYE

INTRODUCTION

One distinctive apotheosis put forward by (Chinua Achebe 
1587) was when he asserted that Chief Awolowo was bound 
to send through the length and breadth of Nigeria, tremors 
of powerful emotion suitable to the passing of a remarkable 
and highly controversial figure. Obviously, many people 
actually believed that Chief Awolowo was controversial 
because of his perceptions, predictions and strategies of 
phenomena affecting human existence. Although, he had 
dismissed such claim in many circles and the last instance 
was three months before his death when he claimed that,

“(Awolowo 1987)”. I have never regarded myself as having 
a monopoly of wisdom. The trouble is that when most 
people in public life and in the position of leadership and 
rulership are spending whole days and nights carousing in 
clubs or in the company of men of shady character and 
women of easy virtue, 1, like a few others, am always at 
my post working hard at the country’s problems and 
trying to find solutions for them..............

This paper intends to highlight whether Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo actually demonstrated this statement in his plan­
ning strategies. If so, how feasible in the Nigerian context?. 
This paper does not intend to deal with what some people 
saw as the controversial posture of the Nationalist.

15
Awolowo’s Planning Strategies: 
Their Implications On Nigerian 
Development
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OPERATIONAL DEFINITION OF PLANNING STRATEGIES

To understand Awo’s planning strategies, it may be necessary 
to briefly highlight the operational meaning of “planning 
strategy” and later relate this to the strategies of Awoism. 
Most writers on political economy see planning strategy as 
an organized, intelligent, coherent attempt by an individual 
or a group of individuals to select the best available alterna­
tives to achieve specific goals. It represents the rational 
application of human knowledge to the process of reading

His planning strategies demand appraisal because of his 
acclaimed philosophy on economic development. For 
Awolowo, political freedom is meaningless unless it goes 
hand in hand with economic freedom. Anyone who cares 
to read his history right will readily concur that the prime 
motivation for imperialist predictions, conquest and rule 
ai economic in character. To put it in his own words, “if 
the imperialist powers can accomplish their economic ex­
ploitation of the weaker nations without political control 
they will much prefer to do it that way”. This abhorrence 
of international exploitation is replicated in his perpetual 
fight against intral-national oppression and exploitation. 
Perhaps, it is this position (the upliftment of the common 
man) that draws the battle line with the status quo. What 
one is saying is that Awolowo’s planning strategies did not 
give room for exploitation and this shall be demonstrated in 
this paper. To accomplish this, various of Awolowo’s strate­
gies (in form of policies and statements) in some specific areas 
of the Nigerian economy would be highlighted specially, in 
the area of agriculture, education and industrialization. The 
concluding section examines whether his strategic sermons 
yielded fruit. If such fruit was far below expectation, then 
what factors are responsible and finally, what could be done to 
achieve the objectives of his planning strategies in Nigeria 
now and hereafter.
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When this sequence is followed, planning is likely to be 
quite different from that done by reference to abstract

(i) A survey of things as they are;
(ii) An observation of what needs to be done;
(iii) A study of means of implementation prac­

tical ways of implementation.

decisions which are to serve as the basic of human action. 
The central core of the meaning remains the establishment 
of the relationship between means and ends with the objec- 
tive of achieving the latter by the most efficient use of the 
former. Or put differently, planning strategies are the 
exercise of intelligence to deal with facts and situations as 
they are, and to find ways of solving problems. Whatever 
be a planning strategy adopted, whether in the area of 
agriculture, or education or industrialization or in any 
other sphere x of human endeavour, what matters mostly 
is that policies to be implemented in planning processes 
should be clear and specific. These should extend not only 
to the objectives to be achieved but also to the procedure 
of implementation. Furthermore, -planning requires organiza­
tion. Once more, planning strategies should be able to 
assess whether resources were allocated and used according 
to plan and whether activities were performed according to 
plan. It can easily be argued therefore that the success or 
failure of any policy depends on the activities, already 
carried out at the policy formulation stage as well as at the 
implementation stage. If a policy is not well.formulated, 
the planning strategies might fail woefully. Similarly, a well 
formulated policy fail, if it is not well executed. Thus, 
policy implementation in planning process could be con­
fronted with some problems such as poor planning, inade­
quate resources, low administrative efficiency or lack of 
commitment by field staff, political influence, lack of public 
support and lack of adherence to procedures of implementa­
tion. Planning strategies should involve:
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PLANNING MILIEU IN AGRICULTURAL SECTOR

situations. To this end there is also a need for improvement 
of the planning milieu.

With this background, Awolowo’s philosophy can be 
exhaustively discussed in the area chosen, as a case study 
in this paper. We would like to know whether some of his 
planning strategies actually fall within the orbit of the laid- 
down strategies milieu.

(i) farmland;
(ii) farm labour;

(iii) farm capital;
(iv) soils and crops;
(v) livestock:

(vi) farm records and accounts; and finally
(vii) farm planning and budgeting.

(i) For agricultural improvement and mechaniza­
tion there is a need for a large holding of land. 
Where such big holdings cannot be easily pur-

He stated that the key factors that farm manager who want 
to be effective and efficient should bear in mind with 
respect (i-vii) above are the following (1963):

In the area of agriculture, Awolowo made a lot of contribu­
tions. He was of the opinion (1960) that agricultural produc­
tivity management is important and it is by paying attention 
to this that agricultural productivity • can be improved. 
Improvement of agricultural productivity itself is important 
in any economy. He further claimed that the right decisions 
are made regarding most appropriate and profitable crops 
and livestock to produce. According to Awolpwo, the 
various aspects of farm management worth considering 
and the management involve:
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(ii) Grow more profitable crops; practice multiple 
cropping, provided this does not reduce yield 
and shorten the length of the buslying fallow; 
keep livestock where they do not compete with 
cash crops; increase yields by adopting the right 
variety and cultural practices; sell via marketing 
outlets and at times that are more economical.

chased by one individual because of lack of 
money, farmers can cooperate and execute a 
land consolidation scheme. A farmer should 
consider what he himself is likely to eam from a 
piece of land before arranging to buy or rent it, 
to eam high gross margins per hectare of land, 
any of the following methods according to 
him, can be used.

On management of farm labour the following strategies 
were put forward by him. Production of more crops per 
hectare of land; choosing of the right enterprise to produce, 
improvement of farm layout; using of improved tools and 
working methods; maintenance of good labour relations, 
payment of wages in relation to the amount and quality of 
the work done.

On the management of farm capital, the following were 
suggested by him. Ways by which this can be managed are: 
Careful repair and maintenance; full utilization, investment in 
ventures that will bring higher profits.

On the management of soils and crops the following sug­
gestions were put forward that, there should be maintainance 
of soil by shade trees cover crops or mulches; use of land 
wisely by planting forest reserves on steppes for grazing 
or permanent crops and by planting annual crops on gently 
sloping lowland; always work across the slope, never up and 
down; practice strip cropping; utilize storm drains, terraces, 
grass strips and bunds.

For the attainment of good crop management, the fol-
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FREE EDUCATION POLICY

Education is a weapon of social mobility and of status 
improvement. In one of his public lectures, Awolowo once 
declared that “every Nigerian citizen must be educated at 
public expense to the limits of his natural ability to enable 
him in the finest possible state, to produce the utmost he 
is capable of’. The opportunity to initiate and implement 
his policy came during this premiership which came into 
effect on April 14, 1955. The implementation procedure 
involved reduction of school duration from eight years to 
six years and the abolishing of school fees.

The white paper based on the 1952 census figures antici­

lowing were suggested - Utilize arable crop rotation; return 
organic matter and plant nutrients to the soil; cultivate and 
plant early; employ correct spacing; control weeds; plant new 
varieties of crops; examine the utilization of paying fertili­
sers; eradicate or reduce the effect of pests and diseases; 
examine the benefits and costs of embarking on irrigation 
and execute the most advisable decision.

In the Western region, (Awolowo 1960) instructed that 
the method of agricultural activities demanded a change in 
view of the colonial policies on agriculture which was mere 
deviation between the planned process and actual implemen­
tation process.

Hence, it was recommended under his regional government 
that mechanization is the shortest means to accelerate agri­
cultural productivity and not crude implements such as hoes 
and cutlasses. In this regard, the Western region was instruc­
ted to formulate a prolonged forward mechanized agricul­
ture.

In furtherance of this strategy, farm settlements were esta­
blished and periodic agricultural exhibitions and food cam­
paigns were introduced and finally co-operative movements 
were established to co-ordinate the activities of the farmers 
in general.
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PURE ECONOMIC STRATEGIES

pated that some additional 170,000 children of the 6 to 7 
age group would be enrolled in class one by year starting 
from January 1955 to 1959. By record, his government 
spent $3,358,720.00 on education in each financial year 
and by 1960, almost 41% of its total revenue was expended 
on education. As indicated by Ade Adetuye (1987) when 
appraising Awolowo’s policy on education, he declared 
that whether in or out of government he (Awo) never ceased 
to advocate for the free Universal Primary Education (UPE) 
scheme. After providing the economic backbone for the pro­
secution of the civil war; Ade Adetuye further noted that, 
General Gowon’s contribution to his success announced 
a UPE Programme in January, 1974.

The commencemence of the second Republic, 1979-83, 
gave Awolowo yet another opportunity to implement his edu­
cational policies but this time free education from primary 
schools to the University level. The UPN controlled states 
of Ondo, Ogun, Oyo, Bendel and Lagos pursued this policy 
of free education for all. For example, in Lagos State, the 
number of primary schools rose from 604 in 1979 to 954 
in 1980. Secondary schools rose from 79 to 180 in 1980. 
In addition except in Oyo State, all the remaining UPN- 
controlled states established universities.

With practical economic strategies that one can reflect upon, 
Awolowo’s aspiration for industrialization can now be con­
sidered. The principles which he was noted for emerged 
before he became an active politician. It should be recalled 
that in June 1941, he submitted a note to the Ibadan Branch 
of Nigerian Youth Movement calling for the formation of 
co-operative movements as a means of capital formation 
for investment propensity. He believed strongly that foreign 
capitalists should be discouraged, so that economic indepen­
dence could be gained. On 18 November 1961, he declared 
before the House of Representatives that
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He believed that agriculture should be developed, some key 
sectors of the economy nationalized and a more rational 
approach to attack foreign investment designed. Also in his 
1961 speech, he spoke extensively on ways to sustain a 
favourable balance of payment most especially on cunent 
account. According to him high importation should be 
minimized and exportation should be expanded. The logic 
behind this was his desire for accruing more foreign reserves 
for capital projects. In addition, he recommended at least 
50% cut in the allowances of parliamentarians including 
himself, so that part of this money could be diverted to 
investment. More importantly, Awolowo was a firm believer 
in internal revenue generation. As indicated by (Amuzie 
Akpako et. al. 1987),

I only wish to re-emphasise before closing that the type of 
planning and regulation which I have mentioned cannot be 
formulated by foreigners with capitalistic backgrounds, but 
by qualified Nigerians, who, together with their fellow 
citizens wear the shoe Of a mismanaged and deteriorating 
economy and therefore know where it pinches

Chief Awolowo in his economic policies exhibited traits of 
S typical fiscalist or a keynesian economist who believes 
that, economic stability and growth are best achisvod 
through the use of fiscal instruments (notably tax) in 
controlling aggregate demand.

In this regard, Chief Awolowo was fundarpentally opposed 
to the monetarist school of thought which believes that 
what matters is money and that as long <as interest rate is 
adjusted, market forces would interplay to bring about a 
desirable situation in the economy. On the two occasions 
that he had the opportunity to manage the economy first 
as the Premier of the Western Region (1954 - 1959) and as 
the Federal Commissioner of finance (1967 - 1971). Chief 
Awolowo pursued to the hilt his fiscalist approach to econo 
mic management. The following are facts and figures to justi­
fy Awolowo’s economic management:-
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During his tenure as premier of the Western region, Chief 
Awolowo pursued a successful policy of matching expendi­
ture to actual revenue as opposed to the ‘street begging 
economy” he accused the Federal Government of excessive 
spending. In fact, actual surpluses were recorded in a number 
of instances between recurrent revenue and recurrent expen­
diture. In the 1958/1959 fiscal year for instance an estimated 
surplus of £473,070 was recorded. His government depended 
mostly on earnings from the cocoa and palm kernel trade 
as the source of the bulk of its revenue outside the statutory 
revenue from the consolidated revenue account of the 
Federal Government. But efforts were made to derive revenue 
from other sources. In the 1956/57 fiscal year for example, 
direct taxes accounted for a total of £905,199 for the West­
ern Regional Government. The Government also earned 
£383,107 from licences, £207,377 from court fees and 
£179,431 from government departments. In the same year 
revenue from government properly accounted for £328,805 
and reimbursment for expenditure incurred on behalf of the 
Federal Government, a further £1.03 million for that fiscal 
year. Actual revenue came to £15522,125; for which pay­
ments from the Federal Government accounted for £11,455.

One of the innovative avenues of generating revenue was 
the then Western Regional Government lottery. In the 1957/ 
SB fiscal year, this method yield £89,550 and that was after 
the sum xOf £40,000 had been transferred to the Western 
Nigeria Development Fund.

In line with his belief in the existence of government enter­
prise side by side with the private sector, the Western region 
of Nigeria financed corporations such as O’dua Investment 
Company which was unfiltered in its operations. The Western 
Region’s Ministry of Trade and Industries was restricted to 
providing advisory services for the corporation as well as 
collation of trade data required by businessmen and answer­
ing enquiries concerning the region. Direct investment in the 
Western Regional Government were mainly in real estate and 
warehouse used by produce buyers and the Western Nigerian
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marketing Board.

However, as at July 31 1955, £740,799 worth of treasury 
bills were listed among the assets of the government. Water 
supply which was a social service provided little revenue but 
the government also invested in mechanical and woodwork 
machinery and from all.such investment, the government 
earned £270,000 in the 1958/59 fiscal year, £186,000 in 
1957/58 £186,543 in 1956/57. The rest of the commercial 
ventures were carried out by the Western Region of Nigeria 
Finance Corporation and the Western Region Production 
Development Board. The former was an investment company 
while the latter was concerned with stimulating production 
activities. Estimated Revenue from the Board increased from 
£17,500 in 1958/58 to £50,000 in 1958/59. But that of the 
finance corporation dropped forward at the end of Chief 
Awolowo’s tenure from £26,250,00 in 1957/58 to £19,250 
in 1958/59.

Chief Awolowo’s fiscalist approach to economic manage­
ment manifested itself more profoundly at the federal level 
during the four years within which he brilliantly managed the 
national economy during a period when the nation was 
engulfed in a costly civil war.

In many ways, the current Structural Adjustment Progra­
mme (SAP) which is purely a monetarist economic manage­
ment approach represents a dismantling of the various 
fiscalist controls and rugulations which Chief Awolowo 
initiated then. Most of these controls had far-reaching impact, 
especially in the banking sector of the economy. Ih the area 
of monetary and banking policy, Chief Awolowo as the 
finance commissioner introduced Treasury Certificates to 
supplement Treasury Bills and ways and means of advances 
of-raising revenue within the economy, having refused to 
borrow funds from the International Financial System during 
the war years. The specific fiscal instruments which Chief 
Awolowo imposed during the war years and on which he 
relied as sources of revenue to execute the war included the 
capital gains tax of up to 20%, terminal dues paid by all ships 
evacuating mineral oil from Nigerian Ports and the turnover 
tax which was imposed on companies whether or not they
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IMPLICATIONS OF ALOWO’S PLANNING STRATEGIES

Awolowo’s planning strategies are somewhat positive al­
though the Chief himself has been accused of corruption. 
Consider for instance the • statement by the Coker commi­
ssion of inquiry in 1962.

had recorded profits for the year in question.
Chief Obafemi Awolowo demonstrated a very Unique 

strategy during the Nigeria civil war when he was federal 
minister of finance as earlier mentioned. The strategy he 
applied, though unfavourable to the then “Biafran Govern­
ment” and rather favourable to the then Federal Military 
Government under Gowon, was of importance. It should be 
noted that Chief Awolowo made a categorical statement 
then that “starvation is the legitimate weapon of war and you 
cannot be feeding your enemy”. To achieve this, he blocked 
all routes through which food could enter the then “Biafran 
Republic:” This strategy no doubt made it possible for Nigeria 
to be re-United because, a hungry man cannot fight war on 
an empty stomach. In recent years, during Shehu Shagari re­
gime Chief Awolowo alerted the Nigeria nation on the “eco­
nomic ship” of Nigeria which was heading towards a “rock”. 
Nigeria would be in “trouble” if the Shagari regime did not 
avert this situation. Although he suggested what Nigerian 
could do to avoid this “ugly” economic predicament, his 
warnings were not heeded.

We are satisfied by and large that Chief Awolowo knew 
everything about this diversion of large sums of money 
both from the National Bank of Nigeria Limited and the 
National Investment and Properties Company Limited into 
the coffers of the AG. This scheme was to build around him 
with money an empire financially formidable both in 
Nigeria and abroad, an empire in which dominance would 
be maintained by him by the power of the money which 
he had given out”. This commission was set up by the then 
federal government to investigate allegations of financial 
management in certain public corporations and Boards'
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TABLE I:

Crop

Our main concern is to examine Awolowo’s planning 
strategies objectives. On agriculture in the first instance, 
despite his strategies before the military intervention in 1966, 
food production did not increase as expected in the Western 
region. This can be best confirmed by the table below.

205.3
62.1
36.2
28;5

198.8
56.8
29.0
27.2

Millions (&)
1960.

Millions (&) 
1962—1963.

Yam
Maize
Goboyams
Cassav

owned by the then Western Region Government..These 
malpractices took place between 1954 and 1959 when 
Awolowo was the premier of the Western Region. Although, 
Chief Awolowo denied all this saying.

I have a clean record inspite of the Coker Commi­
ssion of Inquiry. My conscience tells me so. I never stole 
anybody’s money. I never took a bribe. I never offered 
it at any .stage in my life, God knows it, and I know it .

Source; Extracted from Economic Bulletin for African vol. 
vii, No. 1, January, 1975 page 5 containing esti­
mated money value of some major food produc­
tion in all the regions of Nigeria between 1960-63 
and states betweeiF|972-73.

Estimated Money Value of Major Food Items 
in the Western Region Between 1960-1963
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Year Yam Maize Cassava

the

3.07
2.09
2.01
2.03
1.99
1.28

3.00
3.03
2.07
2.15
1.03
0.08

1960
1961
1992
1963
1964

 1965
Source:- Extracted from

Looking very critically on the two tables, one would 
instantly notice- that despite the laudable programmes of 
Chief Awolowo, agricultural productivity in the area of food 
items was decreasing. It should be added again that studies 
carried out by the food research institute in Stanford 
University, 1975, confirmed that food decreased in favour of 
the great emphasis placed on cash crop such as cocoa. But 
unfortunately, the revenue from cocoa production which 
came mainly from the Western Region was not allowed to 
be exclusively utilized by the Nigerian commodity board.

Had the money been exclusively reserved for the Western 
Region, this part of the country should have been more 
developed than the present situation.

On the free education initiated by Chief Awolowo in 
1955, many who enjoyed it, continue to praise him for 
this laudable programme, and the beneficiaries in the old 
Western region today have occupied and still occupy stra­
tegic positions in both the Private and the Public sectors.

2.02
2.03
2.01
1.20
0.90
0.70
“production of Major food

- crops (thousand tonnes) for all Regions of the 
Nigeria” as supplied by the Federal Office of 
Statistics, Lagos.

TABLE II: Production of Major Food Crops (Thousand 
Tonnes) in Western Region (1960 — 1965)
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TABLE 3 I
States No. Yes

Question: Did you enjoy free education of Obafemi Awolowo in 1955?

0
2
1
3
10

16(3.2%)

Ondo
Ogun 
Oyo 
Lagos 
Bendel
TOTAL

100%
98%
99%
97%
90%

484(96.8%)

The interviews conducted in Ondo, Ogun, Oyo, Bendel and 
Lagos which formed the former Western Region confirm 
the true position of this assertion. In each state, 100 people 
across various professional establishments were interviewed 
to inquire where they benefitted from Awolowo’s free edu­
cation scheme. The table below justifies our claims. In table

3 among me 500 interviewed, only 16 people said that they 
did not enjoy free education. This figure is certainly minimal 
and represents only 3.2% of those interviewed whereas, 
about 484 agreed that they benefitted from Awolowo’s 
free education and this represents 96.8% of the totality 
of those interviewed. In the UPN-controlled states, one of 
the programmes initiated by Chief Obafemi Awolowo was 
Free Education at all levels. The UPN sought to work for 
the establishment of a literate state. Though, this programme 
was laudable our survey as revealed by table 4 confirmed that 
more than half of those interviewed believed that the UPN’s
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TABLE 4

235 (47%)265 (53%)TOTAL

States 
Ondo 
Ogun 
Oyo 
Lagos
Bendel

educational programme was not successful, with the excep­
tion of those in Lagos State. Majority of those interviewed in 
the rest of the states declared the programme unsuccessful. 
About 53% declared it wholly unsuccessful while about 
57% declared it successful (see table 4). It was also revealed 
that the performance of those who took the ordinary level 
G.C.E. examination under free education was woeful. This 
can be confirmed by the statistics below in Table 5.
Looking closely at the table, it would be seen that in the 
1978/79 set before UPN’s free education, out of 479,124 
students that took ordinary level G.C.E. Examinations. 
58,970 of them passed with five credits and above 
which represents 12.3% whereas in the first set of free 
education products of 1984/85 with about 542,116 students 
only 47,989 passed with five credits which represent 8.9%. 
The implication of this is that, students in earlier years did 
better than those who enjoyed free education. In his strate­
gies, coming into his economic philosophy having consi­
dered that of education, no doubt about this, Chief Awolowo 
could be acredited for his foresight. In the first instance, his

Yes
50
32
30
85
38

No.
50
68
70
15
62

Question: Was the free education by the UPN a success between (1979- 
1983)?
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TABLE 5

States

38\65231,200 37,402Lagos 2.4o() 28,740 1,250

28565Ogun 3,185 29,0432s ,380 3,10032,143
Oyo 148,785 16.21 1 161,509132574 178,652 14,143

SOURCE: VVAEC OFFICE, LAGOS.

Ondo
Bendel

132,432 13,642
138,142 23,472

least 5 
credits 
above.

118,790 143,231 11,241
114,670 152,438 18,255

of 1984 
/1985,

494,127
(91.1%)

131,990
134,183

No of 
Failures

Students No of
Passes

TOTAL 479,124 58,970
(12.3%) (87.7%)

Students No of 
for O/L passes 
G. C. E. with at 
before 
1984 
(1978- 
79)

420,154 545,116 47,989
(8.9%)

RESULTS OF SECONDARY SCHOOLS FOR THE FIRST 
SET OF THOSE WHO ENJOYED FREE EDUCATION IN 

THE UPN-CONTROLLED STATES (1979 - 83)
No of 
failures
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fiscal policy during his tenure in Public Offices yeilded many 
things for the people of Nigeria. For example, he established 
the television at Ibadan which is the first of its type in 
Africa, the liberty stadium at Ibadan and finally the Indus­
trial Estate in Ikeja now in Lagos State. Again, Awolowo 
economic strategies also featured during the period of the 
civil war. He blocked all roots through which food was 
entering the then Biafra as formerly claimed. In addition, 
as a Federal Minister of finance under the then Gowori's 
administration, Chief Awolowo made it possible that no 
single kobo was obtained as loan from any quarter to admi­
nister the war. The implication of his prognostication about 
Nigerian economy during Shagari’s administration also deser­
ves our attention. He then warned the administration of the 
pending economic doom. Even though the then Federal Go­
vernment denied the pending doom but the implication of his 
prognosticating strategies became manifested through the 
huge debt incurred by Nigeria. (Bamisaye 1985). That at the 
end of March 1981, Nigeria’s 19 states and Federal govern­
ments had recorded external debts totalling N=4,428.8 
million; that the Government of the United States of Ame­
rica granted the Federal Government under Shagari in 1980 
credit totalling ISO million American dollars to combat 
the effect of drought in certain parts of the country, and that 
by Wednesday, July 13, 1982, the Federal Government of 
Nigeria signed a N=1.4 billion loan agreement in London with 
a consortium of 25 European, American and Middle-East 
banks. Having considered the implications of his planning 
strategies, it is necessary to outline and discuss what is really, 
responsible for the relative successes! Take for granted 
his programmes of Free Education, Free Health services, Full 
Employment and Integrated Rural Development during the 
second Republic, one would notice that some of these 
programmes failed to achieve their set objectives. All the 
activities, pronouncements and expenditures of the party’s 
elected candidates (Barnisaye 1984) Were later to revolve 
around these cardinal programmes. Declaring “democratic
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, socialism" as its goal, the UPN then sought to work for the 
establishment of a welfare state with tools, regulations and 
institutions which are capitalist in nature. It was obvious to 
critical obseiveis light from the begininning that the UPN’s 
goals would face three-major problems. First, can a party, 
which is by no means dominant in the political 
process operate a system which is opposed to those of the 
dominant party? Second, irrespective of the good inten­
tions of the party’s leadership can the public count on the 
commitment of other members of the party?. Finally, to 
what extent is the party prepared to confront other forces 
which are likely (even certain) to opposse its programmes? 
The UPN also had policies aimed at encouraging local capi­
talist and even foreign investors. According to its manifesto:

This aspect of the UPN manifesto clearly contradicts its 
goal at building a socialist state. The programme does not 
provide the strategies and tactics for mobilising Nigerian 
workers and peasants against imperialist domination and 
exploitation. The elimination of capitalist relations of pro­
duction and exchange and the institution of a popular 
workers’ state. This means that at best, the UPN was a 
reformist political party, with extended liberial capitalist 
interests. However, it must be pointed out that of the six 
political parties which contested elections in Nigeria’s second 
Republic, the UPN had the clearest and most committed 
programme against which it could be judged. Intra-party

We whole heartedly support the objectives of the indi- 
genization of the national economy We shall evolve 
policies that will aid Nigerian entrepreneurs to feel more 
confident about investing their resources and energies in 
the area of industrialization. But we will also actively 
encourage foreign capital investment in those areas of 
industrialization which immediately require the more 
sophisticated production processes, and managerial and 
technical skills.
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competition, inefficiency and corruption to some of the 
UPN states, as well as opposition from the dominant ruling 
UPN government at the Centre threw the four cardinal 
programmes of the party into serious Jeopardy, except 
perhaps in Lagos State.

More importantly, the Awolowo’s strategies were bound 
to face crisis and they actually faced crisis not minding the 
good intention of the Nationalist. The nature of Nigerian 
state is what could be mentioned here. There is a tendency 
in the study of the crisis of Nigerian poor performance of 
policy initiation to focus on super-structural and peripheral 
issues. There has been a complete neglect of the linkage(s) 
between the nature of the peripheral state and the bour­
geoisie with the underdevelopment and crisis of the economic 
sector. In addition, the extent to which structural distortions, 
class contraditions and struggles have initiated against effec­
tive policy initiative and implementation have been over­
looked. As claimed (Bamisaye 1984) it is impossible to 
divorce the nature, contradictions and crisis of the agrarian 
sector. In addition, the extent to which structural distortions, 
in any society from the specificity of the social formation, 
the pattern of capital accumulation, the nature and role 
of the state and the direction of class struggles. Any strategy 
from anybody which does not put these into consideration 
cannot capture, expose and explain the contradictions bet­
ween rural social forces and the state as well as its agents 
and' allies. The historical process of divorcing the producer 
from the means of production (particularly land) for exam­
ple, that is to say the process of dipeasantisation and prole­
tarianisation, cannot be conceptualised in isolation of 
the dynamics and contradictions within and between sectors 
(rural/urban), classes and the state. The transformation of 
particular•'formations from say feudal to capitalist, the 
socialist to communist mode of production involves the 
internal articulation of the specific mode as well as the acti­
vities of the state which, through the hegemony, control 
our national resources and the means of coercion, influen- ■
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ces and direct such as transformation..
The manner in which capital accumulation takes place, 

which involves an interventionist role by the state, either 
through expropriation, is equally reflective of the historical 
specificities of the formation. Thus, the accumulative base of 
dominant class has direct implications for the policies initiated 
towards the economic sector. These and all others crises should 
be removed before any.planning strategy can work in a country 
such as Nigeria. Even Awolowo tried to dismantle some of 
these social ills during his life time but his efforts did not yield 
the expected 'fruits as a result of the existing problems of a 
typical peripheral society such as Nigeria. The literature on the 
nature of the state in peripheral societies has tended to empha­
sise its “post-colonial” nature at the expense of its capitalist 
nature (Paul Bray 1981 Michela Freyhod 1978). The emphasis 
on its overdevelopment, over-extension and interventionist 
character, specifies the peripheral state of Nigeria as a crisis- 
ridden, unstable and pre-hegemonic state. Nigeria has been ope­
rating and still operating the new-colonial capitalist-system 
which actually contradicts Awolowo’s planning strategies. In 
fact, this system is the most unproductive and crisis ridden in 
peripheral societies. The Nigerian situation is made worse 
given the fact that the accumulative base of the bourgeoisie 
is in commerce, real estate and transportations. The co­
existence of more than one “mode of production” in the 
social formation peasant and capitalist, also generates con- 
traditions and conflicts (Julius Ihonvbere 1983). That is why 
strategies to develop must take cognizance of this problem. 
Hence, Chief Awolowo’s planning strategies suffered a 
great deal because of this unique situation of Nigeria. Future 
planning strategies should endeavour to examine the extent 
of the damages done by the nature of our society and what 
can be done to remove the problems. Ozay Mehmet planning 
policies or guidelines can be put forward.
(a) Production and consumption of good services must be 

for the “common good” and satisfy both efficiency 
and equity criteria;
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A.G. ADEBAYO

INTRODUCTION

Awolowo and Revenue Allocation in 
Nigeria

Chief Obafemi Awolowo occupied a central position in the 
development of Nigerian federalism, his role in the evolu­
tion and development of federal finance cannot be overempha­
sized. As one of the ‘Big Three’ of the 1950’s, on him devol­
ved the task of presenting and defending the Western 
position vis-a-vis the contending position of the other two 
Regions. In this task, Chief Awolowo performed so well 
that he earned for himself several appellations from his 
political friends and opponents.

This paper attempts to evaluate Chief Awolowo’s contri­
bution to the debate and controversy over revenue allocation 
in the period. On the surface, this is a very simple task. 
However, there are certain questions, the most difficult 
of which are the questions of methodology and procedure. 
Firstly, the body of information available is limited bv the 
time of writing: the paper could not benefit from invaluable 
information that could have been collected through an oral 
interview with Chief Awolowo himself. We have, therefore, 
used entirely extant written materials gleaned from his 
publications, certain private papers, Western Regional 
Government publications, Reports of commissions and 
constitutional conferences, proceedings of crucial meetings 
and newspapers especially the Daily Service.
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Secondly, some of the sources available to us exist as 
Egbe Omo Oduduwa or Action Group party documents. 
It is an onerous task to determine which of them was 'penned 
by Chief Awolowo, and which -others were written by other 
party stalwarts and opinion makers. Studies of Nigeria 
political parties have revealed that the Action Group adopted 
strictly democratic procedures in meetings and in deciding on 
major party policies', and thaf Chief Awolowo at no time 
attempted to be more than the primus inter pares. However, 
there is no doubt that Awolowo was the ‘master builder of 
the Action Group,’ and his views were generally dominant. 
Thus, without discounting the contribution of other party 
members (especially those who occupied the office from 
which some of the documents were said to have originated), 
we have taken the methodological licence to regard the 
writings of the Action Group, especially key submissions at 
key constitutional conferences attended by Chief Awolowo. 
as his views.

Thirdly, we have limited our discussion in this paper to 
1950-1960, the decade when major political and economic 
decisions were taken about the future of Nigeria, and when 
Chief Awolowo was in power in the Western Region. This 
is due partly to the limitation of the data and information 
available, and partly to the need for depth rather than 
breadth in the study of such a personality as Awolowo, and 
such a phenomenon as revenue allocation.

The paper has five sections. The first deals with the origins 
of the debate on revenue allocation in 1950. The second 
section describes the battle of Chief Awolowo for the adop­
tion of the principle of derivation. The third evaluates the 
factors responsible for the success of Chief Awotowo in this 
battle. The fourth and fifth sections analyse the gains by the 
people and government of Western Nigeria from Chief 
Awolowo’s battle and the resultant improvement in the 
Region’s revenue position.
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Throughout the 195o’s the debate on revenue allocation 
revolved around the search for the most acceptable princi­
ples and formulas. It is noteworthy that the debate took on a 
regional character. This is not surprising, as the regional 
elites conceived revenue allocation appropriately as an inte­
gral aspect of the whole question of the distribution and 
balance of political and economic power. In this condition 
of regional competition and antagonism, each of the regions 
advocated the adoption of principles and formulas most 
favourable to it. At every opportunity, usually during the 
constitutional conferences and budget sessions of the Central 
legislature, the elites harped on these principles and sought to 
coerce the colonial administration to adopt their own regio­
nal viewpoint.

Concretely, the Northern Region advocated the principle 
of population. It had bfcen demostrated by the various,ad-hoc 
censuses that, in population and land size, the North was as 
large as the West and East combined. Thus, an allocation of 
the general, non-declared1 revenue of Nigeria on the basis of 
population would return more money to the Northern 
Region than any other. Moreover, the Northern elites, in 
their desire to catch up with the rest of the country, dis­
covered that the North needed more money than any other 
region, and that only a per capita system of revenue alloca­
tion could bring the desired revenue-.

The Western regional elites were in favour of the principle 
of derivation. By this principle, each of the three Regions 
would receive an allocation of revenue which would be rela­
ted to the amount which that Region contributed to the 
revenue of Nigeria as a whole. Needless to say, the objective 
realities of the regional economies in the 1950’s indicated^ 
that the Western Region was the biggest contributor to the 
Nigerian economy. What with the export crops of the’ 
Region, and the consumption of imported, luxury, heavily

REGIONAL COMPETITION AND THE PRINCIPLES OF REVENUE ALLO­
CATION, 1950.
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taxed goods by the bourgeoning class! It then became impe­
rative that the Western regional elites, confronted by similar, 
selfish claims from other Regions, should decide on alloca­
tion by derivation. For, this'was the only way of taking 
from the general, non-declared revenue of Nigeria an enor­
mous amount directly related to the proportion of the regio­
nal contribution to those revenues.

The Eastern Region in the 1950’s was poorer than the 
other Regions. It was least served by derivation, and only 
partially served by population. The elites settled for an allo­
cation based on the principle of needs and national interest. 
This principle postulated that there were certain services, 
such as the maintenance of law and order, and education, 
the cost of which should be borne by the Central Govern­
ment. Thus, allocation should be made in accordance with 
the existing social services performed by each Region. By 
this, the Eastern Region hoped to benefit greatly because 
of the fastly expanding level of government-funded schools 
in Eastern Nigeria.2

The best demonstration of the conflicting claims of the 
Regional elites was in 1950 at the Ibadan General Conference 
on the Nigerian Constitution.

The general course of the debate at this General Conferen­
ce is very interesting to follow. For one thing, it shows the 
deep seated contradiction among the political elites who 
couched their selfish and regionalist interests in nationalist 
slogans. As it was becoming clear that real power would be 
granted at the Regional level, the members of the political 
elite broke ranks and would stop at nothing in their search 
for the domination of their respective Regions. One good 
way of doing this, they realised, was by cornering as much 
of Central, Nigerian revenue as was possible within their 
Regions. Thus, none of the positions taken in the debate 
on revenue allocation at the General Conference was objec­
tive and in the national interest.

There were three major regional and antagonistic sides at 
the Conference: the Northern, the Western and the Eastern
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Now, Balewa continued, the North was aware of the injus­
tices done to it; and rejected the allocation of central reve­
nue on the principle of derivation. According to him,

sides. The debate was actually opened by the Northern 
delegation; and the Northern viewpoint was ably presented 
by Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa.3 He gave, as reasons for the 
Northern demand for a per capita method of allocating 
centrally collected revenues, the urgent need to redress 
the injustices done to that Region by the past systems of 
revenue allocation. Sir Abubakar traced the history of gover­
nment finance in Nigeria and concluded that the North had 
consistently since 1914 been made to sacrifice for the rest 
of the country. The Central Government had been able to 
do this because, Balewa reasoned, the Northern people were 
not given the opportunity to express themselves:

We have come to a point when we realise that we must 
move fast, and faster than any Region in the country.... 
We have suggested that allocation of revenue should be 
on a per capita basis.5

Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa then went further to dismiss 
the general belief .and fear in the South that a per capita 
principle of revenue allocation was likely to work against 
the two other Regions and starve their schools, hospitals and 
other services of the necessary funds for maintenance and 
expansion works. In Balewa’s view, the South already had 
too much, and it was only right that available revenue should 
be spent on areas that had very little. In addition, 
even by derivation, the North would have more funds than 
either the West or the East. But, in Balewa’s opinion, this was 
not ‘fair’ enough to the North. This is because the Richards

The Northern peoples were unaware of the political system 
at the time. We were being told that Nigeria had a Legis­
lative Council which legislated only for the south and 
Northerners were out of it.4
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Now, if you take the per capita basis which we think is 
is a right formula we are ready to join you. Now, if you 
take the volume of trade (derivation) which is not a work­
able formula, I think it is another question.7

- Phillipson approach did not take into account what each 
Region paid (per person) in direct tax: 3s lOd in the North, 
2s.8d. in the West, and 2s. 3d. in the East.6 Balewa then 
closed his submission on the Northern demand by a thread

Many other Northern elites spoke to corroborate this 
argument and demand. Mallam Ribadu especially asserted 
that the other Regions in the country had been developed 
at the expense of, and with funds derived from, the North. 
He claimed that the expenditure of funds from indirect taxa­
tion was a mystery to the Northerners. Apart from personal 
emoluments of Government employees serving in the North 
(a large percentage of which were Southerners) which the 
Central Government paid, all other services and works 
were financed by the Native Administrations (NAA) from 
their own funds. This, Ribadu insisted, shows that most of 
the revenue derived from the North was spent in other 
Regions. This misnomer had been going on for years, and 
only a per capita principle could give some fairness to the 
North.8

From the speeches by the Northern elites,9 it is clear that 
the demhnd for a per capita principle of revenue allocation 
was made not because the Region was being cheated by the 
existing system, but in order to ensure that a far larger share 
of these revenues was cornered in the Northern Region. The 
Region’s population strength was the only means that could 
effect such a desire.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the Western and Eastern 
(in short, ‘Southern’) delegations, in spite of the disagree­
ments between them, collectively opposed this Northern 
demand. The members of the delegations agreed with their 
Northern counterparts that a revision was necessary in the
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revenue allocation system. However, they disagreed with the 
Northern suggestion that the allocation henceforth be based 
on population. This would, in their own view, give the North 
too much and would advance the much dreaded scenario of 
‘'Northern domination.’ In addition, a diminution in the 
shares of the Western and Eastern Regions would occur, and 
this would have the major impact on the maintenance and 
expansion of amenities in these two Regions. According 
to Mr. S. Oluwole Awokoya, ‘many of the hospitals and 
schools in the West and East would be closed down and 
there would be retrenchment in clerical services, public 
works departments and Nigerian Railway......... ” 0

Advancing this ‘Southern’ position further, Mr. E. A. Prest 
conceded to the North the need for development at a faster 
rate than the South: ‘No member of the West would grudge 
a member of the North in any budget session if he asked for 
a block allocation for the North in order to carry out a deve­
lopment scheme for the progress of his people.’11 But a 
per capita allocation of revenue was opposed as it would 
make the North have ‘the whole’ of the revenue available 
for distribution.

While the Western and Eastern delegations shared this 
common ground in opposition to the demand of the North­
ern delegation, the members of the two delegations diverged 
on the method of revenue allocation which each of them 
preferred. The Western delegation was of the view that it 
was their region, and not the North, which was being unjustly 
treated by the existing revenue allocation system. Accor­
ding to Bode Thomas, the Western Region which Sir 
Sydney Phillipson had calculated as contributing31 percent 
to the Central revenues was receiving only 25 per cent of 
central allocations. If the North was looking for additional 
revenue, Bode Thomas offered, it should begin to contri­
bute more to Central Government funds rather than ‘oppress’ 
other Regions with its huge population. As far as the West 
was concerned, derivation snould be applied as strictly- as
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possible.
The view of the Eastern delegation was different. To them, 

the ‘needs’ of each Region, not the ‘volume of trade’ (deriva­
tion) or population, should form the basis of allocation of 
central funds. The delegation argued that it was not thee 
deliberate policy of the Nigerian governments, or an act of 
the Eastern regional peoples, that the North should be less 
developed than the south. Rather, it was the conservative 
nature of Northern rulers who believed that modernisation 
meant Christianisation and preferred to close their eyes to 
western ways. Thus, when the South was spending its revenue 
on modern amenities, the North was investing its .accumu­
lating surpluses abroad. In the words of E. N. Egbuna, ‘in 
the coffers of the Northern Provinces they have funds which 
they are unable to use, and it is known that in the East we 
have no funds and we have plenty to do with them.’12 
Therefore, only the principle of needs would do justice to 
the people of the Eastern Region.

On the whole, the debate was fierce and the positions 
were not compromised. However, the energy and passion 
dissipated on the debate produced no immediate solution. 
Rather, the matter of revenue sharing was referred to an 
expert commission, the Hicks-Phillipson Commission, to 
study, and advise the Parties involved.

What we have endeavoured to do in this section is to 
establish the background to whatever Chief Awolowo’s 
views on revenue allocation were in the period. The impor­
tant thing that comes out of the foregoing discussion is the 
existence of regional competition throughout the 1950’s. 
The origins of this phenomenon have been treated in existing 
studies of Nigerian politics and economy in the last days of 
colonial rule. We only need to add here that Chief Awolowo’s 
position was in congruence with the Western Regional 
position, and was in defence of the latter against virulent 
claims from other Regions.



AWOLOWO AND REVENUE ALLOCATION 399

CHIEF AWOLOWO AND THE BATTLE FOR DERIVATION, 1950 -54

Although Chief Awolowo was not a member of the West­
ern Regional delegation to the 1950 General Conterence 
where the regional delegation battled each other to a stand­
still over revenue allocation, he took a keen interest in the 
proceedings of the Conference; and, immediately the Con­
ference closed, Chief Awolowo, under the banner of the 
Egbe Omo Oduduwa, began to amplify the views of the 
regional delegation on revenue sharing.

On behalf of the Egbe, Chief Awolowo drafted and presen­
ted an eleven-page memorandum13 to the Hicks-Philhpson 
Commission. In it, Chief Awolowo argued that the Western 
Region was the richest and the largest contributor of revenue 
to the Central coffers. As a result, he would want the alloca­
tion of revenue to be governed by the principle of derivation 
and not ‘even progress’, population or national interest. He 
further claimed that the West was being cheated by the exist­
ing system of revenue sharing. In accepting the memoran­
dum, the Secretary to the Hicks-Phillipson Commission, 
Mr. V. G. McMullan, was quoted to have said that ‘the 
views and facts most ably put forward in it will be given 
the fullest consideration.’14

Chief AwolOwo followed up the memorandum by leading 
a delegation of the Egbe to an interview with the Acting 
Governor of Nigeria on 27 October, 1950?5 At the inter­
view, he ‘reiterated and amplified’ the demands earlier made 
in the memorandum. He argued that ‘the allocation by deri­
vation was justifiable under financial grounds and by the 
dictates of practical politics,’ and maintained that deriva­
tion was the only principle acceptable to the people of the 
Western Region?6

It is clear that Chief Awolowo drew his inspiration regar­
ding revenue allocation from the proceedings of the Ibadan 
Conference. There were two main kernels of Chief Awolowo’s 
position on revenue sharing in 1950. Firstly, he believed that 
the Richards-Phillipson revenue sharing system which



0BAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA!400

started to be applied in 1948 was unfair to the Western 
Region. The unfairness was not by relying on derivation as 
the sole principle; rather, it owed to the data on which the 
allocation was based in practice. Although it is possible to 
see Chief Awolowo’s claim that the West was being cheated 
as a replica of the allegation made by the Northern Regional 
elites at the Ibadan Conference, it is noteworthy that he was 
proved right by the Hicks-Phillipson Commission report.”

The second kernel of Chief Awolowo's position on revenue 
allocation in 1950 was to employ the issue to score a political 
point against the Eastern Regional elites. This he did by 
demonstrating vividly how the West had been assisting the 
Eastern Regional Government since the introduction of the 
Richards Constitution, and how much of the development in 
the East in health and educational facilities could in fact be 
traced to the Western finances.

Firstly, Chief Awolowo claimed that the ‘ideal percenta­
ges’ of regional derivation of Nigerian revenue as calculated 
by Sir Sydney Phillipson in 1946 were not strictly applied 
in the allocation of revejiue between. 1948 and 1952. These 
ideal percentages were North 43.5, West 29, and East 27.5IC. 
However, the actual percentages used throughout the period, 
with very little variation, were North 37.1, West 26.9 and 
East 36. By comparing these figures, Chief Awolowo conclu­
ded that the North and the West had both been cheated while 
the East was made to benefit at their expense. Chief Awolowo 
blamed the Central Government for allowing such a thing 
to happen. He agreed that at the inauguration of the Richards 
Constitution it was desirable that an enforced, rapid reduc­
tion in the scale of expenditure in a particular region should 
be avoided. However, he querried the Government for 
continuing the allocation of available revenue with reference 
not to derivation but to the existing scale of expenditure in 
the regions. For, according to him the practice made the 
realisation of a sense of financial responsibility very difficult 
to achieve in the shortest possible time.

Secondly, Chief Awolowo claimed that even the ‘idea!
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The political effects of the Richasds-Phillipson system 
of revenue allocation was also evaluated by Chief Awolowo. 
According to him development in the East had surpassed 
that of the West, so much so that

Whatever hopes Chief Awolowo had in the Hicks-Philhp- 
son Commission were dashed when the Commission did not 
seem to have listened to the Western regional position on

For some years .before the introduction of the Richards’ 
Constitution, the fiscal policy of the Nigerian Government 
had been particularly biased in favour of the East and 
against the West. This policy was, as we have shown, 
continued under the Richards Constitution. A long period 
of financial discrimination in favour of the East has led to 
startling results in the fields of educational and health 
development.20

percentages’ were wrong, having been based on poor data. 
Phis claim was again conoborated by the findings of the 
Hicks-Phillipson Commission. According to Chief Awolowo^ 
rather than the 43.5, 29 and 27.5 percent respectively for 
the North, West and East, the distribution should have been 
36, 33 and 31 per cent respectively if certain issues had 
been taken into consideration. Thus, both the North and 
the East had gained at the expense of the West, as the actual 
allocation had been 37.1, 26.9 and 36 per cent for the 
Northern, Western and Eastern Regions.19

In his characteristic style, Chief Awolowo summed up his 
critique of the Ricnards-Phillipson system thus:

some misguided educated Easterners have begun to look 
down on the Westerners with contempt and as inferiors. 
What is more ... the fiscal policy of the past has induced a 
sense, of financial irresponsibility in many of the Eastern 
political leaders. As for the North, they have been made 
by the financial report to develop a sense of grievous 
wrong. They felt that they had been unfairly treated far 
too much in the past, and they tend to look upon the 
other Regions as shameless parasites... ?1
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revenue sharing. Firstly, the Commission mis-interpreted it 
terms of reference. The second item of the terms of referenc 
read: ‘if investigation by the expert Commission proves tha 
one Region has been unfairly treated in the past years, tha 
Region should be allowed a block .grant so as to make upfo 
part of what it has lost.’ The Commission entirely misfire 
by assuming right from the outset that when the Ibadai 
General Conference recommended that a block grant shouh 
be given to the Region which was found to be unfairlj 
treated they were referring to the North and the Nortl 
alone. Although Professor Hicks did a thorough investiga 
tion, and although he arrived at the conclusion on the deri 
vation test that the West had been unfairly treated in tin 
past years, he went ahead to recommend a block grant t( 
the North (and not the West) based on the ‘under-equipment 
test.22

The Report, when it came out in 1951, surprised Chiel 
Awolowo as well as other elites in the Western Region. Th 
Daily Service, in its editorial, dismissed the Report as gross!) 
unfair to the West. It went further that

. . ,we endorse the Commission’s finding that the North 
deserves a special grant under the principle of needs. 
But by apparently acting wholly and solely on the assum­
ption that the North is the only aggrieved party, the Com­
mission committed a major blunder ... We are anxious 
that no Region should be cheated in the bargain for unity 
. . . the West is being made the Cindarella of Nigerian 
unity.23

The elites in the Western Region, although they disagreed 
with Professor Hicks for not recommending that a block 
grant be given to the West, went ahead to play a political 
game which backfired. Hicks and Phillipson had recommen­
ded the payment of a block grant of £2 million to the Nor­
thern Region on account of its relatively low level of deve­
lopment vis-a-vis the other Regions. At the Committee of 
Sixteen24 which was to discuss these recommendations, 
the leaders representing the Western Region proposed an
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amendment, seeking to give the North a once-for-all grant 
of £3 million. In this way, they hoped that another amen­
dment being sought by the Western Region (which would 
extend the application of the principle of derivation) would 
receive the blessing of the Northern leaders. These amen­
dments were approved by the Committee; but the colonial 
administration rejected them and stuck to the £2 million 
under-equipment grant earlier recommended by the Hicks- 
Phillipson Commission.

Chief Awolowo later referred to this incident and poured 
acid on the Eastern Regional elites for opposing the amend­
ments. According to him, the Western leaders sought the 
amendments not because they believed that the North 
had been unfairly treated in the past years, ‘but because 
they wanted to give a greater opportunity to the North 
for accelerated development and progress.’2 5

The Hicks report also drew the criticism of the Western 
Regional elites, especially Chief Obafemi Awolowo, on the 
system of revenue allocation recommended and accepted 
by the Government. The Commission recommended four 
principles: Independent Revenue, Derivation, Needs, and 
National Interest. By independent revenue, the Commi­
ssion referred to revenue source which would be entirely 
controlled by the Regional Governments. These included 
direct tax, motor and liquor licences, land and mining rents 
and petrol tax. By the calculation of the Commission, each 
Regional Government would be able to make up to 25 per 
cent of its revenue needs from the independent Revenue.26

The other three principles were recommended for alloca­
ting non-declared revenues. Derivation was to be applied in 
the sharing of petrol tax, and 50 per cent of the tax on 
tobacco and cigarettes.2 7 Needs, which the Commission 
interpreted as allocation on the basis of population: ‘for, 
in the absence of other information, the needs of different 
people may be assumed to be equal,’28 was to apply in the 
form of a capitation grant which the Central Government 
would pay on each adult male taxpayer in each Region.
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J

If we accepted the proposition of Professor Hicks, then 
the needs of a lawyer, doctor or a successful merchant 
would be equal to those of a farm labourer, or a peasant 
in any of the three Regions. But the facts are well known 
to all of us that what may be regarded as unattainable 
luxuries by the farm labourer or peasant (in the East 
and North) may be necessaries to the lawyer or doctor 
or even average trader in the West.30

This was to the favour of the Northern Region, just as deri­
vation favoured the West. The third principle, National 
Interest, had been called for by the . Eastern Region. In 
application, an educational grant-in-aid, the whole cost 
of expenditure on the police by Regional Governments, 
and 50 per cent of the cost of N. A. Police, would be paid 
by the Central Government to the Regions.2 9

The first problem which the Western Regional elites had 
with the Hicks-Phillipson report was in the half-hearted 
application of the principle of derivation. They found it 
unpalatable that derivation was only one of three other 
principles, and that only 50 per cent of the proceeds from 
tobacco taxes would go to the Regions. Of course, their 
attempt to ensure that the whole proceed went to the 
Regions ‘was thwarted by the Eastern leaders and the Finan­
cial Secretary.’

Chief Awolowo was especially critical of the Commission's 
application of the principle of Needs and National Interest. 
He stated that Professor Hicks ‘wandered from the domain 
of economics into that of political idealism’ in the treatment 
of the principle of Needs. Chief Awolowo disagreed with 
Hicks’ view that ‘the needs of different people may be assu­
med to be equal,’ on three different grounds — social, politi­
cal and psychological.

On social grounds, Chief Awolowo argued that the needs 
of the various occupational groups were different. Accor­
ding to him, ‘the needs of the average citizens in the West 
are certainly higher than those of the average citizens in the 
East and North.’
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On psychological grounds, Chief Awolowo claimed that 
the people of the West who consumed imported tobacco, 
alcoholic beverages and petrol should be considered specially 
by the principle of needs. He further expatiated that:

An ordinary man in the street in the North may not care 
whether or not his Government provides certain ameni­
ties for him. But (his counterpart) in the West cares very 
much, and he will rush to the press or to a mass meeting 
to condemn the Government if his demands are not 
met. . ,.31

It is natural that the bodies which consume these commo­
dities will crave for certain amenities which will have the 
effect of neutralising any injurous effects which might 
be created, and will certainly like to feel that they are deri­
ving some benefits from their fashionable habits which 
some Christians and Moslems are only too prone to con­
demn.32

Essentially, Chief Awolowo’s argument was to establish 
that the needs of different human beings were not equal; 
and that, instead of a flat-rate capitation grant, a discrimina­
tory rate should be applied where the Western Regional share 
would be highest, followed by the East, and finally the 
North in order of existing social amenities.

Awolowo’s criticisms were not taken into account, and 
the revenue allocation formula as recommended by the Hicks 
— Phillipson Commission was adopted by the colonial admin­
istration. The cumulative effect of this was that the Western 
Region continued to lose money, as it were, to the North 
arrd the East. Indeed, the Commission itself stated clearly 
in its report that ‘the Capitation Grant is that part of our

On political grounds, Chief Awolowo argued that it was 
arbitrary to treat all individuals as equal. ‘The more poli­
tically conscious a group of people are, the greater the 
demands they make on their government for the provi­
sion of modem amenities’. Chief Awolowo continued that:
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scheme which . . . tends to prevent the West from getting 
too far ahead, relatively to the other parts of the country.’3 3 
Chief Awolowo saw in this recommendation the ruthless 
and remorseless arrest of the progress of a virile and ambitious 
community.

The Western leaders' disagreements with the allocation sys­
tem made them demand the revision of the constitutional 
framework at every available opportunity. That chance of 
a revision came in 1953, and it was the year of triumph for 
Chief Awolowo in his battle for derivation. That year, the 
London Conference on the Revision of the Constitution 
accepted Chief Awolowo’s proposals of a Federal Govern­
ment for Nigeria, and the allocation of revenues according 
to the principle of derivation alone. The acceptance of the 
latter proposal was brought out clearly in the terms of 
reference given to Sir Louis Chick, the sole commissioner 
to review the existing system of revenue allocation. Item 
number two of the terms of reference expressly asked Sir 
Louis Ch’ck, in the light of the conclusions of the London 
Conference,

to enquire how revenues available, or to be made available 
to the Regions and to the Centre can best be collected 
and distributed, having regard on the one hand to the 
need to provide to the Regions and the Centre an adequate 
measure of fiscal autonomy within their own sphere of 
government and, on the other hand, to the importance of 
ensuring that the total revenues available to Nigeria are 
allocated in such a way that the principle of derivation is 
followed to the fullest degree compatible with meeting 
the reasonable needs of the Centre and each of the Regions 
(emphasis ours).34

Faced with this term of reference, Sir Louis Chick was able 
to complete his investigation and recommendations within a 
very short time. Moreover, he was faced only with the task 
of finding what suitable financial arrangement could be made 
for a Region unable to balance its budget. Much more rele­
vant to the present study, Sir Louis Chick made pronounce­
ments about the sources of Nigerian revenue which pleased 
Chief Awolowo very much. He revealed, as far as the data
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could support him, that the Western Region was contributing 
40 per cent to the Central (Federal) Government revenue, 
while the North and East contributed 30 per cent each. 
In other words, the 30-40-30 ratio for the North, West 
and East should be used in allocating funds from the Federal 
Government?5 This is the root of the financial prosperity of 
the Western Region in the last six years of colonial rule; and 
this was the source of the wealth which the Action Group 
Government of Chief Obafemi Awolowo utilised in the 
various programme which we will soon discuss.

Perhaps we should state here that Chief Awolowo and the 
Action Group were not entirely satisfied with the arrange­
ment recommended by Sir Louis Chick. As far as they were 
concerned, Chick had not followed very closely the terms 
of reference given to him. That is, the Commissioner had not 
given derivation his entire attention. This critique of the 
Report which emanated from the ‘Office of the Secretary- 
General of the Action Group’ sounded very much like Chief 
Awolowo’s writing; and it should be understood within 
the context of Regional competition and struggle for power.

Chief Awolowo and the Action Group had ten points of 
criticism against the Chick Report. Five of them will be 
treated here as examples of the politics of revenue allocation. 
Firstly, Chief Awolowo criticised Sir Louis Chick in his 
awarding certain funds to the Eastern Regional Government 
from the uncommitted reserves of the Central Government. 
Chick had recommended the award of £500,000 in the first 
year of operating the Federal Constitution (i.e. 1954/55), 
and another £250,000 the following year to ‘give the Eastern 
Region a breathing space in which to raise more revenue from 
the various sources within its own legislative competence.’3 6 
Chief Awolowo’s disagreement with this ‘discretionary 
grant’ was based on five major points. He accused the elites 
of the Region for having lived most ungratefully’ in the-past 
‘on the resources of other people.’ He argued that the grant 
was unnecessary, and that it was a complete negation of the 
principles enunciated by Louis Chick himself. Furthermore,
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he maintained that the Eastern Regional Government did not 
need a breathing space to raise revenues desired for its activi­
ties. Chief Awolowo very pungently condemned the govern­
ing class in the East as living a ‘parasitic’ life even though the 
people of the Region were ‘virile, alert aid highly ambitious.’ 
He ended this critique of the discretionary grartt by advising 
the Eastern Regional Government to reject the grant:

Secondly, Chief Awolowo criticised Sir Louis Chicks 
method of allocating the £7 million which was the uncommi­
tted reserves of the Central Government. Sir Louis Chick 
had given the North, West and East £3 million, £2 million 
and £2 million respectively. Chief Awolowo felt that Sir 
Louis Chick should have used the derivation principle, and 
not that arbitrary formula. He then urged the Colonial 
administration to disregard Chick’s sharing procedure, and 
adopt derivation which would have given the North, West 
and East £2.1 million, £2.8 million and £2.1 million respec­
tively/8 Needless to say, the Colonial Government did not 
accept the plea, and the uncommitted reserve of £7 million 
was shared as recommended by Chick.

Thirdly, Sir Louis Chick was attacked on his allocation 
of revenue from duties on beer. The Fiscal Commissioner 
had recommended that proceeds from excise duties on beer 
should be allocated as follows: 50 per cent to the Federal 
Government,.50 per cent to the Regions according to deriva­
tion. Chief Awolowo wanted 100 per cent of the proceeds 
to go to the Regions. According to him, ‘the drinking of beer 
and other alcoholic beverages is condemned and tabooed 
by the North on religious grounds. Many self-righteous 
elements from the East often talk glibly of the extravagance 
of the Westerners (in beer drinking).’ Thus,

if the Eastern Region Government is worth its salt, it must 
refuse to submit to economic spoon-feeding such as is 
proposed by Sir Louis. If it does not do so, it will stand 
condemned in the eyes of all responsible and self-respecting 
people here in Nigeria and abroad.3?
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Fourthly, Chief Awolowo was not satisfied with the treat­
ment of the revenue from hides and skins. Sir Louis had 
recommended that 50 per cent of the revenue should be 
kept by the Federal Government while the other half should 
be paid fully to the Northern Region. The Fiscal Commis­
sioner had argued that the hides and skins exported from the 
South were obtained from the North, Chief Awolowo, 
however, disagreed with this view. According to him,

What, we might ask, was so important about the proceeds 
from export duty on hides and skins to warrant such a 
controversy? The figures readily available on the export of 
hides and skins in 1951 show that the revenue from this 
head was £440,000 41 Of this, 77 per cent (or £338,000) 
was attributable to the North, 19 per cent (or £83,000) to 
the West, and 4 per cent (or £17,600) to the East. Sir Louis 
Chick had recommended that 50 per cent of this be kept 
by the Federal Government meaning that the Northern 
Regional Government would receive £220,000. However, 
if derivation had been used in allocating the remaining 
50 per cent, by Chief Awolowo’s calculation, the North, 
West and East would have received £169,000; £41,500; 
and £8,800. From the look of it, the revenue was very 
small. But Chief Awolowo believed it was not insignificant.

It is true that the humped cattle which are slaughtered 
for meat in the South are obtained from the North. But 
each of the cattle was bought and paid for as a whole — 
that is, meat, skin and all. As soon as the cattle are paid 
for and brought to the South they have become the exclu­
sive property of the South. . . The Southern butchers 
could have sold the skins for meat if they Eked. If they 
chose instead to export them, it is palpably unfair to 
deprive Regions, in which the ‘owners’ of these commodi­
ties live, of the revenue which is derived therefrom.40

those who on religious and ethical grounds object to the 
consumption of alcoholic beverages have no right to share 
in the revenue derivable therefrom except such as can be 
strictly attributed to theii Regions.39
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The second ground on which Chief Awolowo disagreed 
with the award of the proceeds from mining to the North 
was on what mining royalties and rents could cause in the 
future. He took the position that mineral wealth was not the 
same as agricultural wealth. While the latter was deliberately 
created by the people of a particular Region, the former

According to him, ‘the share to the West would erect two 
secondary school buildings or one hospital annually, and 
that to the East would supply -at least four primary school 
buildings of eight classes, or six of six classes annually.’42

Fifthly, Chief Awolowo took Sir Louis Chick up on the 
allocation of revenue from mining royalties, rents and export. 
And here, he made comments that were indicative of his 
effort to differentiate mineral from agricultural products 
in the application of the principle of derivation. Sir Louis 
had recommended that the proceeds from mining royalties 
should all go to the Northern Region since that was where 
all the mining works were located (i.e., tin mining). Chief 
Awolowo’s disagreement with this recommendation stem­
mend from two major considerations. Firstly, he argued 
succinctly that the mines were developed by ‘Nigerian’ 
money and the proceeds therefrom should accrue to all 
parts of the country. It will be more appropriate to allow 
Chief Awolowo to speak here:

Up till a few years ago, 50 per cent of all mining royalties 
used to accrue to the UAC Ltd who were the successors 
of the Royal Niger Company. But after a long and relentless 
agitation by Southern politicians the share tp the UAC was 
bought over by the Nigerian Government with Nigerian 
money amounting to £1 million. Also, not long ago a good 
deal of money was spent by the Nigerian Government in 
rehabilitating the mines in the North. If the UAC had not 
been paid off, half of the (mdney) now allocated to the 
North would have gone to them; and if the mines had not 
been rehabilitated they would not perhaps have been yield­
ing so much royalty. Why then . . . should the North bene­
fit from resources redeemed and sustained by Nigerian 
money, to the exclusion of other Regions.?4 3
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FACTORS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE SUCCESS OF CHIEF AWOLOWO IN

THE BATTLE FOR DERIVATION

We have identified five major factors as accounting for the 
success of Chief Awolowo and the Action Group in the battle 
for derivation. The first was the singular skill and persistence . 
of Chief Awolowo in advancing the Western Regional view­
point. He and the others in the Action Group employed 
every opportunity to press the point that the Western Region 
was being cheated, and that only the adoption of derivation 
was acceptable to the people of the West. Moreover, he em­
ployed facts and figures to back up his claim; and, Chief 
Awolowo’s skill and obsession with facts and figures was- 
second to none.

Secondly, Chief Awolowo was arguing from a position of 
strength: he had the full weight of the Region’s economic

was an accidental and natural benefit to which the people 
of that Region contributed nothing. Thus, the allocation 
of mineral wealth should be 50 per cent to the Federal 
Government through which other Regions would benefit, 
and the rest to the Region where the mineral was extracted. 
This was more so when there were clear optimism and 
indication that petroleum was available in the East. ’This 
might yield substantial revenue in the future’, and the East­
ern Regional Government would be at an advantage in this 
‘lucrative source of revenue.’44

None of Chief Awolowo’s suggestions was taken by the 
Colonial Administration in the inauguration of the Federal 
Constitution and in implementing the revenue allocation 
system as recommended by Sir Louis Chick. But the adop­
tion of derivation as the sole principle of revenue allocation 
worked to the advantage of the Western Region. Table I 
vividly demonstrates the extent to which the Region benefi­
ted; and shows the result, in financial terms, of Chief Awo­
lowo’s long battle for derivation.
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and financial prosperity behind him. He could, and did, 
boast of the vitality of the peopld of the Western Region in 
business and agriculture, in literacy and political awareness. 
It was easy for him to juxtapose the progress of the West 
against the relative backwardness of the North, for instance. 
Unlike Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, Chief Awolowo was not begging 
for the allocation of revenue that did not properly belong to 
his Region. Rather, all he was demanding was the return to 
the West of money belonging to, or derived from it; and there 
was nothing shameful about it.

While still talking about ‘strength’ perhaps we should 
add a third factor, which is the political clout which Chief 
Awolowo and the Action Group acquired in 1953 through 
the self-government motion’. One should be careful in stretch­
ing this controversial point. But it is clear that the Action 
Group endeared itself to many freedom-loving Nigerians, 
even members of parties opposed to the Action Group. 
Indeed, the infamous, short-lived Action Group — NCNC 
working accord was hinged on this new position of the 
Action Group as the champion of the agitation for Nigerian 
independence. Thus, many members of the delegations 
at the London Constitutional Conferences of 1953 who 
were not immediately aware of the split in the Action Group 
- NCNC accord supported Chief Awolowo’s argument for 
derivation. The split eventually came into the open over the 
question of the status of Lagos as federal capital.46 But, by 
this time, the issue of revenue allocation and derivation 
principle had been concluded.

Fourthly, the controversy was in the spirit of Regional 
politics, and Chief Awolowo was about the greatest political 
philosopher of ‘Regionalism’ Nigeria has produced. Much 
earlier than his rivals, he had decoded the workings of the 
British mind and strategy about the transfer of power to 
Nigerians; and much earlier than anyone, he had loudly 
called for the adoption of federalism in Nigeria. He under­
stood perfectly what federalism and regionalism meant in 
practice in Nigeria; and, with this understanding, he was
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placed in a better position to expound the theory at the 
London Conference in 1953 that only derivation was compa­
tible with federalism — the Nigerian style. Political scientists 
have come to share this thinking. For instance, Dennis 
Worral has pointed out that the decision to adopt ‘derivation’ 
and abandon ‘needs’ and ‘national interest’ was clearly in 
line with federalism of the new Constitution.47

Finally, Chief Awolowo’s rivals were persuaded to accept 
derivation because of the prospects of fiscal self-sufficiency 
which rising commodity prices offered in the preceding 
three years. The Korean War, 1950-53, had increased the 
demand for agricultural goods from Africa, and Nigeria 
received quite a good share of the demand. Perhaps we 
should state that this point (originally suggested by B. J. 
Dudley to explain the adoption of Federal Government in 
Nigeria48) could be stretched further. The North was not 
really ‘opposed’ to derivation, but would prefer‘population’; 
and both the Northern and Eastern delegations were hopeful 
that their Regional finances would be improved if the trend 
of increased demand for primary products continued at the 
end of the Korean War.

UTILISING ALLOCATED REVENUE: ‘LIFE MORE ABUNDANT’ IN WEST­
ERN NIGERIA

As we have shown in Table I, the revenue allocation system 
adopted was favourable to the Western Region and this had 
the result of improving the financial and economic position 
of the Region considerably. The impact which this new 
financial situation had on the government and people of the 
Region fell into two categories. This first was the benefit 
to the members of the ruling class, and this is discussed in 
the next section. The second was contained in the Action 
Group party’s programme of ‘Life more abundant’ which 
was inaugurated at the inception of the Federal constitution 
in 1954, and advanced at the attainment of regional autono­
my in 1957. This is discussed here.

The controversial ‘life more abundant’ programme was
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embodied in the Western Regional Government’s Five Ye< 
Development Plan, 1955—60. The overall objective of th 
plan was ‘to increase production in the Region, both agricu 
tural an industrial, so as to bring about a steady rise i 
income and standard of living.’49 Four principles wet 
articulated by the Plan. The first was that the Region woul 
need certain social services and a network of communict 
tion ‘without which private entrepreneurship could no 
flourish. The second principle expressed the belief that th 
productive capacity of the economy should bring substantia 
increase in per head income and subsequently in Governmen 
revenue. The areas to be emphasised, therefore were agricu 
ture, forestry, industry and cooperatives. Thirdly, the nev 
level of recurrent expenditure must be such as could bi 
accommodated within recurrent revenue. And finally, increa 
sed use of community development spirit should be encoun 
ged as a means of fostering economic development.50

Under the Plan, various projects were introduced. Th; 
most daring, and equally controversial, of these was the free 
Universal Primary Education scheme. According to an apprai 
sal of the programme published in 1961,51 the educational 
programme was successfully executed. Primary Schoo' 
population exceeded 1 million in 1960, and over 16 per 
cent of the primary school leavers had been placed in second­
ary modern and Grammar Schools. In addition, about 1,188 
post-secondary scholarships were awarded during the period, 
tenable in Nigeria and overseas? 2 By 1960, there were 159 
secondary schools, and 8 commercial secondary schools in 
the Region, financed by Government.

Tables II and III show the amount expended on various 
aspects of the Plan. As could be seen, recurrent expenditure 
on the Plan was almost double the capital expenditure. A 
total of £97.231 million had. been spent by 1960. out of 
which £30,023 million went into the educational aspects. 
The revenue for financing, the Plan was derived mainly from 
the improved financial condition which the Region enjoyed 
as a result of the adoption of the Chick revenue allocation
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‘MILKING’ ALLOCATED REVENUE: PROPERTY ACCUMULATION AMONG 
WESTERN REGIONAL ELITES

Elsewhere, 1 have identified the connection between revenue 
allocation and the accumulation of property and wealth 
among members of the ruling class in Nigeria.54 In this 
section, therefore, I will only briefly outline some of the 
benefits that accrued to the leaders in the Western Region 
as a result of the Region’s increased revenue base. In other 
words, the ways in which the elites milked the Regional 
Government in the 1950’s will be examined.

Perhaps it should be pointed out that not all the means 
to property accumulation among the bourgeoning class 
were illegal. Indeed, the first way by which the elites bene­
fited from the Government’s financial and economic boom 
was in their remuneration. In another paper, I have discussed 
the fantastic nature of the salaries and allowances of Regional

system. In addition, the regionalisation of the Marketing 
Boards assisted the region’s financial position and provided 
loans for some of the programmes. There were also levies, 
especially the controversial education levy. In 1955, the 
formulators of the Development Plan estimated that the 
Region’s total recurrent revenue would be £74 million 
throughout the plan period. The revenue allocation 
system provided increased revenue and, accordingly, 
actual Regional recurrent revenue rose to £81.86 million. 
Even though this exceeded the projected figure by up to 
£6 million, and though the projected expenditure on the 
Plan fell by about £6 million, this actual revenue could 
not cover the actual expenditure of £97.231 million. 
The balance was met through loans which the Government 
negotiated not only with the Marketing Board but also with 
many other financial institutions. The Region’s public debt 
was £1 million in April 1955. By 1960 it had risen to 
£11 million.5 3
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and Federal Government officials, legislators and party 
leaders.55 In 1953, for instance, the Western Region was 
paying its legislators in the Regional House £420 per annum 
(p. a.)?6 At this time, many workers in the country did not 
earn £20 p.a. Members of the House of Representatives 
(formerly Legislative Council) in the same period earned a 
£400 p.a. allowance in addition to their basic allowances 
as members of the Regional House. Those among them who 
made it up to the ministerial level in Lagos were earning 
£2,920 p. a. made up of £2,500 minimum salary for ministers 
and the £420 allowance payable to legislators from the 
Western Region.

In 1955, when the full impact of the new Constitution 
and the new revenue allocation system began to be felt, the 
Western Regional House of Assembly increased the allowance 
of members from £420 to £600 p.a. retrospective from 1 
April 1954. In addition, the Regional Government thence­
forth assumed complete financial responsibility for the quart­
ers, electricity use, water supply, maintenance of garden, 
salaries of drivers and domestic servants of all Regional 
ministers. Furthermore, the salaries of ministers were hiked 
from £2,000 to £2,450 p.a. also retrospective from 1 April 
1954. This meant that each minister would receive £450 
arrears. We have no information on the Premier’s earnings. 
But we know that his entertainment allowance alone was 
£750 p.a.

In addition to these allowances, there was another legiti­
mate means by which Regional elites milked the allocated 
revenue. This was government loans.57 In 1949, Regional 
loans Boards were created out of the defunct Nigeria Local 
Development Board (NLDB). Between 1949 and 1954 when 
these boards were allowed to operate, the Western Regional 
Development Board(WRDB) made a total of 161 loans cost­
ing £610,483.5 5 The Board started off some ousinessmen, 
politicians and professionals in their ventures. It is necessary 
to point out that most of the beneficiaries were either 
Action Group party members or their close relations and
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CONCLUSION

The buoyant economic condition of Western Nigeria in the 
1950’s owed a lot to the market conditions of the Region’s 
principal primary products. But the conducive financial 
condition of the Regional Government owed much to the 
relentless effort of Chief Awolowo and other members of 
the political elite group in the Region who engaged in fierce, 
truculent battle with their rivals over the method of allocat­
ing centrally collected revenue.

There is no doubt that the government and people of the 
Region benefited from the economic and financial boom 
indirectly or directly through the various programmes em-

business friends. The Corporations, which replaced the Boards 
continued the work of extending government finance to key 
supporters of the Action Group party.

In order to enrich themselves further, members of the 
ruling class in the Western Region tried their hands on cor­
rupt means too. Cases of embezzlement, abuse of office, 
peoulation and other forms of corrupt practices were a 
general and widespreau occurrence in the period. The West­
ern Region hau its own share of this. The most sensationalis­
ed of the cases in the Region was that investigated by the 
Coker Commission which alleged in its conclusions that 
Chief Awolowo used his position and the Marketing Board 
funds to create an empire for himself. Although the Com­
mission failed to trace any funds to Chief Awolowo directly, 
they felt that he knew about the diversion of funds by the 
four principal actors.59 Fortunately, Chief Awolowo had 
commented on these charges before his death. For our pur­
pose here, we affirm that corrupt practices represented one 
of the key methods by which the Regional elites milked the 
Regional revenue. We seek to add also, that the issue of 
official corruption and graft was not peculiar to the Western 
Region.
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J.C. ANYAWU

Awolowo’-s Economic Thooght and 
tDne Emtnre off Nigeria

INTRODUCTION

Chief Obafemi Awolowo (1909 - 1987), fondly called Awo 
by his numerous admirers, can be regarded as a compendium 
of many disciplines since he was a politician, economist, 
jurist, administrator, philosopher, mystic, author and what 
have you. The circumstances of his birth, life, utterances, 
beliefs, teachings, fortunes, predicaments and aspirations had 
a lot in common with many past great men, viz: Karl Marx, 
Frederick Engels, Friedrich Hegel, V.I, Lenin, Rene Descart­
es, Mahatma Ghandi, Francis Bacon, John Locke, Plato, and 
Aristotle, just to mention a few.

Awo’s economic thought has been as far-reaching as his 
political thought. This economic thought is seen as a body 
of economic knowledge and ideas as expounded and advoca­
ted by Chief Obafemi Awolowo. It involves a set of proposi­
tions systematically related, one to the other - a set of state­
ments in ferences, assumptions and judgements with respect 
to key prevailing circumstances. Its structure includes the 
need purposes, motives, objects instruments, and results. A 
dialectical interconnection of Awo’s economic theory and 
practice is a crucial principle of “Awonomics” as it is of 
Marxism - Leninism (Anyanwu, 1987a).

We can examine the economic thought of any given writer 
in a variety of ways. We can concern ourselves with the sort 

, of assumptions he made, or with the judgements he made, or
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CHIEF OBAFEMI AWOLOWO • A BIOGRAPHIC NOTE

relate his assumptions and judgements to the prevailing 
circumstances of his time and thereafter, or both. Whichever 
approach we take we cannot fully appreciate the thought of 
any economic thinker unless we sketch a biographic perspec­
tive And it is with this perspective that we will begin in 
examining, the economic thought of Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
and Nigeria’s economic future.

Chief Obafemi Awolowo was bom on March 6, 1909 in 
Ikenne, Ijebu Remo, in the former Western State of Nigeria 
(now Ogun State) As an entirely self-made man, after his 
education at Wesley College, Ibadan, he had a brief spell 
as a teacher (1928 - 1929); stenographer (1930 - 34); report­
er-in-training, with the Daily Times, 1934; transporter and 
produce buyer (1936 - 44).

In 1943, he bagged the Bachelor of Commerce (Hons.) 
degree of the University of London as an external candidate. 
In the same year, he became a founding member of the Trade 
Union Congress (TUC), and edited The Nigerian Worker’s and 

’Journal (Development Outlook, 1987). On November 18, 
1946, he was called to the Bar, Inner Temple, London, 
having bagged the LL.B Degree of the University of London 
that year.

Having returned to-Nigeria in 1947 as a legal practitioner, 
he founded in 1949, the Nigerian Tribune Newspapers in 
Ibadan. In the same year (1949) he became the co-founder 
and General Secretary, of Egbe Omo Oduduwa. (1949 - 66) 
On April 28, 1951, his political party, the Action Group of 
Nigeria, was inaugurated and he was elected its first President

He became member, Western House of Assembly, Ibadan 
(1951 - 59); Leader of Government Business, Western Niger­
ia, Minister of Local Government and Finance, (1951 - 54); 
Premier of the Western Region (1954 - 59); and later, memb­
er, Federal House of Representatives and Leader of the 
opposition (1960 - 62). In 1962, he founded he University of 
Ife which has been renamed after him posthumously as
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Obafemi Awolowo University (OAU).
In 1962, with courage and defiance, Chiet Awolowo went 

into a spell of political wilderness from where he was released 
in 1966 by Yakubu Gowon and appointed the Federal 
Commissioner for Finance and vice chairman, Federal 
Executive Council. In 1971, he resigned the appointment 
and returned to private legal practice. Within this period he 
was appointed the first Chancellor of the then University 
of Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo University), and Chancellor 
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria (1975 -78).

With the lifting of the ban on politics, Chief Awolowo 
founded the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) in 1978 and led 
it until 1983 when all political parties were banned. The 
four cardinal principles of the party then were free education 
at all levels, free medical services, integrated rural develop­
ment and free employment for all. His party controlled 
Bendel, Oyo, Ogun and Lagos States in 1979, adding Kwara 
State but losing Bendel to the defunct National Party of 
Nigeria in 1983. Though he lost the 1979 and 1983 Presi­
dential Elections his views often prevailed in the end with 
regard to national and international issues.

As a brilliant scholar, his academic awards include ai 
honourary LL.D of the University of Nigeria, Nsukka £1961), 
honourary D.sc. of the Obafemi Awolowo University (1967), 
honourary LL.D, of the University of Cape Coast, Ghana 
(1967), honourary D.Litt. of the University of Lagos (1968), 
and honourary LL.D, of the University of Ibadan.

His Chieftancy titles includes, the Ashiwaju of Ijebu- 
Remo, Losi of Ikenne, Lisa of Ijeun and Odole of Ife. The 
Chiefs published works include 17 books, viz: Path to Niger­
ian Freedom. (Faber and Faber, 1947); Awo: The autobiog­
raphy of Chief Obafemi Awolowo (Cambridge University 
Press, 1960); Thoughts on Nigerian Constitution (Oxford 
University Press, 1966); My Early Life (John West, 1968); 
The Strategy and Tactics of the People’s Republic of Nigeria 
(Macmillan, 1970); Financing of the Nigerian Civil War (Paci­
fic Printers, 1970): The Problem of Africa: The need for



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA?424

Ideological Reappraisal (Macmillan., 1977); A wo on the Nige­
rian Civil War (John West, 1981); Path to Nigerian Greatness 
(Fourth Dimension, 1981); Voice of Reason: Selected 
speeches of Chief Obafemi Awolowo (Olaiya Fagbamigbe, 
1981); Voice of Courage: Selected speeches of Chief Oba­
femi Awolowo (Olaiya Fagbamigbe, 1981); Glimpses into 
Nigerian History (Macmillan, 1985); Travails of Democracy 
and the Rule of Law (1987). The eighteenth text, For the 
Good of the people, though uncompleted before the exit 
of the Chief, is forthcoming.

It is also worthy of note that in 1971 Awo was honoured 
with the Senior Advocate of Nigeria (SAN) reserved only 
for distinguished legal practitioners in the country. In 
1983, he was awarded the Grand Commander of the Federal 
Republic (GCFR), the highest national award in the country.

On March 6, 1987, the sage clocked 78 years and celebrat­
ed what he himself described as the “imminence of my 
transition of eternal life”. May 9, 1987 saw Awo commenc­
ing the “life-after-dfeath”. On June 6, 1987 he was finally 
laid to rest in a glass tomb at his home town, Ikenne, as 
a national hero following burial celebrations vet to be paralle­
led in the nation’s history.
AWOLOWO’S ECONOMIC THOUGHT - WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO
NIGERIA

On Economic Problems Of Nigeria
Awolowo (1981) opined that Nigeria’s economic problems 
can be summed up as inefficiency and inadequacy- On a 
more specific note such problems include, economic under­
development, with all its myriad ramifications and the multi­
farious frictional impacts to which they are susceptible - 
infant and inchoate stages of secondary and tertiary indust­
ries, inefficient and inadequate social amenities, and commu­
nications, conspicous consumption, primitive and neglected 
agriculture, widespread endemic diseases, economic exploita­
tion and “under-developed subjective phase of the mind” 
- lack of individual freedom and sovereignty, debt problems. • 
inter-ethnic fears and tension, and the problem of unity.
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These are aggravated by internally and externally generated 
inflation; unemployment and under-employment; malnutri­
tion and misdirection of resources; and the inter-play of 
ideological conflicts. This is not only characteristic of Nigeria 
but also the whole of the African Continent (Awolowo, 
1977). Another major problem is economic maladjustment 
of supply of goods to demand, of supply of money to availa­
ble good, and of savings and investment.

On The Objectives Of His Economic Thought
Like every other economic thinker, Chief Awolowo had clear 
vision of his socio-economic objectives. The economic object­
ives include, full employment; payment of unemployment 
relief allowances; introduction of national minimum wage; 
elimination of discrimination in employment; raising of 
retiring age to between 65 and 75 years. Others are moderni­
zation of agriculture; economic freedom; modernization 
of transport systems; rationalization of remuneration; integ­
ration and assimilation of salaries; rationalization of enter­
prises; Nigerianization of productive activities; and progressi­
ves and rapid socialization of primary, manufacturing and 
transport, banking and insurance occupations. The social 
objectives are free education at all levels; free and com­
pulsory primary education; free and compulsory adult 
education; free preventive and curative health services- 
for all; comprehensive and compulsory social insurance 
scheme for all; schemes for the care and rehabilitation of 
the infirm, orphans, the mentally deranged, and the disabled; 
and the encouragement of art and culture, and of sports, and 
athletics.

For the achievement of the afore-mentioned socio­
economic objectives, there must be communes; local govern­
ments; state governments; and a Federal Government. There 
must also exist and Electoral Commission; Public Service 
Commission; Judicial Service Commission; Armed Forces 
Service Commission; Police Service Commission; Prisons
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Service Commission; National Planning Commission; Fiscal 
and Monetary Commission; Allocation of Revenue Commi­
ssion; Nigerianization Commission; National Education 
Commission; Institute of National Guidance, State Planning 
Boards; National Development Council; Departments of 
Statistics, Survey, and Geological Investigation (Awolowo, 
1985).

General Principles Of Awolowo’s Economic Thought

To Chief Awolowo, “man is the prime mover in every 
economy” and “the central problem of man is economic, 
all other problems whatsoever, are ancillary”. His panacea to 
this is the central principle, philosophy and ideology; democ­
ratic socialism - as opposed to revolutionary socialism or 
communism.

The basic concepts on which the ideological synthesis ■ 
democratic socialism-hinges on include the oneness of man, 
public ownership of land and of the means of production, 
and from each according to his deed. Other concepts are 
economic freedom, rationalization, socialization, Nigerianiza­
tion, planning, social discipline, democracy, federalism and 
egalitarianism.

Conceptually, democratic socialism can be regarded as a 
brand of socialism which applies democratic principles to 
economic and other areas of human relations (Azikiy/e, 
1979). It stands m sharp contradiction both to capitalist 
planning and to every form of totalitarian planning; these 
exclude public control of production and a fair distribution 
of its results (Lowenthal, 1951). The conflict between demo­
cratic socialism and communism no longer appears as a 
disagreement about the means to a common end, but as a 
conflict of fundamental ends between the adherents of a 
democratically controlled economy and the defenders of 
the despotism of a managerial bureaucracy. As in Germany, 
democratic socialism abhores adhoc measurers hence its 
party is a “programme party” which attaches the greatest
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importance to basing its policy on a solid system of princip­
les laid down in a fixed programme rather than merely on the 
urgent issues of the moment - any political or economic 
action that is intended to influence and transform society 
must be based on an analysis of that society (Allemann, 
1960). In general terms, the essence of democratic socialism 
is to strive to attain greater happiness justice and dignity and 
the fullest possible chance of self-expression for the human 
being. In so doing, it avoids totalitarian forms of government 
and methods of mass coercion.

To Ebenstein (1964) democratic socialism's aims include, 
to create more opportunity for the under-priviledged class; to 
end inequality based on birth rather than service; to open the 
horizons of education to all the people; to eliminate discrimi­
natory practices based on sex, religion, race or social class; 
to regulate and reorganize the economy for the benefit of 
the whole community; to maintain full employment, to 
provide adequate social security for the sick, unemployed, 
and aged; to replan the layout of towns and cities; to tear 
down the slums and build new houses; to provide medical 
facilities for everybody irrespective of the size of his purse; 
and to rebuild society on the foundation of co-operation 
in lieu of competition, incentive, and profit.

Thus, eight days before Nigeria’s independence the Action 
Group Bureau (1960) published a manifesto to which it 
advocated democratic socialism for an independent Nigeria. 
It stated inter alia:

‘We wish to build a democratic socialist society founded on 
the three principles of national greatness, the well-being 
of the individual, and international brotherhood. To 
achieve this socialist society, we must release the latent 
creative energy of our entire people. We must get rid of 
the dead-weight feudalism, aristocracy and privilege. We 
must overcome the wastefulness and distraction of tribalism 
and social injustice. We must remove the crippling effect 
of a backward and over-dependent economy. We must 
go forward into the mainstream of modern civilization and 
world knowledge’
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The old ruling class will not give up its power peacefully or 
voluntarily, especially when it knows that it will have no 
privileged status in the new society. If change is to be signi­
ficant, then bloodshed will be the rule rather than the exce­
ption.

Every real revoulution is a social one, in that it brings a new 
class to power and allows it to remodel society in its own 
image.

“Force is the midwife of every old society pregnant with 
a new one”. Only by civil war will the proletariat be able 
to wrest control over the instruments from the bourgeoisie’.

However, Chief Awolowo did not see these characteristics, 
as portrayed by Marx and Engels, as insepc -able concomitt­
ants of socialism. To him, for the time being, Black Africa, 
unlike USSR, Eastern Europe and China, has no emperors, no 
absolute monarchs, no opulent aristocrats, no big land­
owners, no war lords and no capitalists with vast financial 
empires, whose positions, wealth and excessive acts can 
provoke extremeties of violent reaction from the masses of 
the people and who will fight to the last ditch to defend 
those positions and wealth. Awo also added that the likeli­
hood of such men emerging in the near future does not exist. 
He went futher to refer to Bacon’s statement that rebellions 
are caused by two things: much poverty, much discontent; 
rebellion of the belly is the worst. But, to Awo, though the

Since politics is a clash oi economic interest, the party went 
on to say, that a scientific formulation of party political 
programme must start with a careful examination of the 
economic interests of the various classes and groups that 
make up the society. In this direction, socialism can be 
achieved only through democracy and democracy can be 
fully realized only through socialism.
Summing up Marx and Engels, Hacker (1961 p.550) aptly 
put revolutionary socialism as follows-
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conditions of the masses in Nigeria are bad the ideals of 
socialism can be realized by waging a battle of words and 
wits rather than by engaging in a clash of steel and an exch­
ange of bullets.

While socialism per se emphasizes the oneness of man, 
public, ownership of factors of production and the payment 
of each according to his need, capitalism, on the other hand, 
emphasises private property, freedom of choice (a hollow 
concept), equality (an utterly false concept), and egoistic 
altruism. It is no wonder, therefore, that Awo saw capitalism 
as anarchic, Satanic, iniquitous, evil and cannibalistic apart 
from breeding “tribalism, naked self-interest, unabashed 
group loyalty and destructive antagonism under the cloak of 
business competition” (Awolowo 1966).

Though Chief Awolowo supported the Hegelian dialectics 
as well as Marx’s and Engels’ condemmation of capitalism, he 
parts ways with them regarding his advocacy of affluence. To 
Awo, socialism does not advocate poverty or wretchedness 
for its aim is to raise the people’s status. (Enahoro, 1981).

The only means to achieve social justice - socialism’s aim - 
is th: nationalization, public ownership, or socialization of 
the means of production, exchange and distribution. Rationa- 
lizatiun and nationalization should go side by side with socia­
lize.'on for there is no antithesis of any kind among them; 
they are even also mutually complementary, in our quest for 
economic freedom or self-reliance.

To Awo, all the evils of capitalism and of unbridled mono­
poly and oligopoly - waste, misutilization and unoer-utiliza- 
tion of resources, misdirected output, artificial scarcity, 
incessant economic crises, and the paradox of starvation in 
the midst of plenty - can be prevented by means of central 
planning, central control, and central co-ordination of 
economic activities. The sage’s socialist orientation also 
emphasized patriotism, altruism, love, discipline (social 
regeneration and justice), hardwork and self-confidence.

To him, a full and happy life can be attained by every 
Nigerian if we embrace and work for federalism, democracy
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from breeding “tribalism, naked self-interest, unabashed 
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business competition” (Awolowo 1966).
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parts ways with them regarding his advocacy of affluence. To 
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and socialism; and if we have at the same time, a leadership 
that possesses mental magnitude (Awolowo, 1968).

The socialist alternative he advocated is concerned with 
establishing the standards for economic behaviour and 
social objectives. With natural resources belonging to all 
members of the community equally, and the products of 
land and labour appropriated to labour and all gradations 
and skills through the media of good wages, abolition of 
unemployment, free provision of social amenities such as 
education, health and others, a respectable standards of living 
will be attained.

To Awo, there should be the abolition of rent, profit, 
interest and inheritance. There should be the legal eliminat­
ion of the rentier class (the absentee investors), and the 
recognition that a'l able-bodied citizens of the state are 
skilled and unskilled workers entitled to remuneration. In this 
regard, consumption must be regulated by legislative acts while 
restitution, restoration and prohibition should be enjoined 
by legislative acts on all those who already own the means 
of production or are about to-own them. From time to 
time, swift and positive steps should be taken by the state to 
forbid and stamp out any venture or undertaking which is 
motivated by greed, and is capable of generating hatred, 
bitterness, and undue and widespread dissatisfaction.

ON INDUSTRIALIZATION

To Chief Awo there should be the nationalization, public 
ownership, or socialization of the means of production, 
exchange, and distribution. In fact, there should be immedia­
te' rationalization of certain categories of industrial and 
commercial undertakings in order to eliminate wastes arising 
from unnecessary duplication or multiplication of efforts, 
selfish and cut-throat competition, and. lack of co-ordination 
on the part of the productive agents in given industries ar 
enterprises. Thus, the two antecedent stages to complete 
socialization are rationalization and Nigerianization. Rationa
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ON AGRICULTURE

In view of the immense contributions of agriculture to the 
nation’s economic development, there is the urgent need to 
modernize that sector as well as the storage, transportation, 
and marketing of farm products. Farmers must be educated

•lization involves study and identification of efficient, 
less efficient, inefficient and sub-marginal firms in each 
industry or enterprise and determine the higher optimum 
size requisite for a firm in each industry enterprise to enable 
it to enjoy all the advantages of economies of scale such that 
the less efficient, the inefficient and the sub-marginal firms 
will have to be shut down and their interests transferred to 
and combined with those of the most efficient ones. Fair 
compensation must be paid by the government to firms 
compelled to wind operations while displaced workers will be 
absorbed in the newly reconstructed and reconstituted 
industries enterprises in the hands of the private sector until 
such industries are fully socialized.

Nigerianization connotes economic self-reliance, self- 
sufficiency or voluntary interdependence not only in the 
supply of material goods but also in the provision of qualifi­
ed, competent, and disciplined manpower at all levels and in 
all spheres of human endeavour. To achieve this, there should 
be immediate introduction of training schemes designed to 
ensure the total Nigerianization of the management and 
control of all productive activities in Nigeria. In doing this, 
‘undoubted competence’, ‘thoroughness,’ and ‘moral discipli­
ne’ must be our watch-words. Thus, Chief Awolowo advocat­
ed the early socialization of mining and manufacturing, 
transport, communications, banking, insurance, and other- 
financial and quasi-financial institutions in Nigeria. In distri­
butive occupations, the government should first compel the 
immediate Nigerianization of giant stores, second, progressi­
vely and in every way possible, assist associations of co­
operative suppliers and consumers to take them over.
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on modern farming techniques while higher yielding grains 
and seeds; more effective control of pests, insects, and plant 
disease, and the use of fertilizers where necessary; intensifica­
tion of extension work; and the attraction of educated 
persons to farming occupation, are imperative. This will be 
unrealistic under the present primitive system of cultivation.

The surplus labour force released from agricultural moder­
nization must be absorbed in the expanded five other occupat­

ions, viz: manufacturing, transport, distributive, banking and 
infrastructural occupations.

Assitance to farmers under a modernized system should 
include, technical aid; education in the techniques and 
management of farming, storage and marketing; monetary 
advances on crops, and subsidy. Thus conscientious co­
operative farmers need no longer be burdened with loans 
either from government institutions or from money lenders 
and hence existing abuses in loan scheme would be things of 
the past.
ON FULL EMPLOYMENT

To avoid the frustration, demoralization, and humiliation 
emanating from unemployment, five course of action must 
be undertaken. These include making a comprehensive 
survey of the unemployed and underemployed; conducting 
a inquiry with a view to determining and declaring a minim­
um standard of living which must be guranteed to every 
citizen in a state of full employment; the Government must 
see to it that enough investment is created to maintain full 
employment, at national minimum wage (by exploiting to 
the fullest both the fiscal (not borrowing) and monetary 
sources compatible with sound economic and financial 
management, intelligent and purposive planning); the approp­
riate location of industries, and planned direction and the 
mobility of certain classes of labour. In addition, unemploy­
ment relief should be paid, a national minimum wage establi­
shed, discrimination in employment abolished while retiring 
age should be raised.
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ON REVENUE ALLOCATION

In simple terms, Chief Awolowo’s recipe for revenue 
allocation in Nigeria to each state should be equal to full 
"derivation” minus “national interest” minus “even progress” 
minus “need”. Unearned income, like premium, rent, and 
royalty on mines and minerals, should be discounted in 
calculating the full revenue derived from each state. Thus, 
residual allocation to each state should be made on the basis 
of derivation after adequate financial resources have been 
provided, to the Federal Government to discharge its respon­
sibilities taking cognizance of national interest, even progress, 
and need.
AWO'S ECONOMIC PARADIGM

There have been recent attempts by some writers (Akpaka, 
A., Ibeji, I. and Ayoola, A., 1987) to pigeon-hole Chief 
Awolowo into a universally accepted economic school of 
thought - Keynesian Economics - named after its originator, 
John Maynard Keynes, a famous "British economist of the 
1930s; it is a branch of Western macro-economic theory 
focusing on the determination of aggregate income and 
employment in an advanced capitalist, market economy. But 
this appears a curious and spurious classification for, as Awo 
himself pointed out, Keynes in the messiah of full employm­
ent is a capitalist economy where employment can only 
increase pari passu with an increase in investment. Here 
investment is dependent on the prevailing rate of interest 
and marginal efficiency of capital. But Chief Awolowo 
advocated the abolition of interest and the legal elimination 
of the rentier class. He also believed that the objectives of 
full employment and social justice are attainable only under a 
system in which the public sector expands rapidly, and does 
so inversely with the private sector, until the latter is comple­
tely extinguished in all but certain limited spheres. One can 
see why Chief Awolowo cannot be pigeon-holed into ‘Keyne­
sianism’. He was a democratic socialist, short and simple.
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AWOLOWO'S ECONOMIC THOUGHT AND NIGERIA’S ECONOMIC FUTURE 

Given Nigeria’s problems of employment (unemployment 
and underemployment), inflation, foreign and domestic debt, 
balance of payments, foreign exchange, dwindling internal 
revenue, inefficiency, acute shortage of raw materials and 
spare parts, population explosion, falling per capita income 
and national income, continuous depreciation of the naira, 
and so on (Anyanwu, 1987b), it is imperative that our leaders 
make skillful use of the basic principles, and elements of 
Chief Awolowo’s economic thought and apply them in 
diverse and purposeful theoretical and practical activity.

We know from personal experience and from what obtains 
in other parts of the capitalist world, how citizens live in 
want in the midst of plenty. We are also familiar with the 
evils of revolutionary socialism with its concomittant regime­
ntation, totalitarianism, and bureaucratic inefficiency as well 
as its fissiparous tendencies.

Democratic socialism (a synthesis) - a pragmatic and eclec­
tic principle, philosophy and ideology - fits Nigeria given our 
peculiar circumstances and problems. It is even consistent

Other writers have also dubbed Chief Awolowo a Fiscalist 
on the grounds of his Nigerian Civil War measures to increase 
government revenue without borrowing. Fiscalists are those 
who take an eclectic non-monetarist view hence to them 
money and monetary. policies do not matter. However, 
Chief Awolowo, methinks, does not fall within this strait­
jacket for as the sage himself wrote, we need to forge and 
wield our fiscal and monetary weapons as to provide and 
stimulate investments at home to the level of full employ­
ment, and of a decent steadily and rapidly growing standard 
of living for our people. It was against this background that 
he recommended the establishment of a fiscal and monetary 
Commission. One can see that Chief Awolowo, like most 
modern economists, .advocates an appropriate mix of fiscal 
and monetary policies
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with our traditional/cultural values and orientations. The 
Mass Mobilization Campaign for Economic Recovery. Self- 
Reliance and Social Justice (MAMSER) embarked upon by 
the Babangida administration could well be a good starting 
point for the adoption of this ideological synthesis come 
1992 - not by “imposition” but by the people’s choice.

Industrialization and collectivisation along the lines 
advocated by Chief Awolowo appear the true route to the 
socio-economic transformation of the Nigerian nation. 
However, the current deregulation and privatization progra­
mmes (part of the components of the Structural Adjustment 
(SAP)) appear rather antithetical to the complete sociali­
zation of all resources and industries/enterprises necessary 
for attaining a true socialist democratic nation. A rethinking 
might be necessary here given the equity and ideological 
issues involved. Given the data problems involved and lack 
of adequate expert studies, Rationalization, Nigerianizatior 
and Socialization are definitely better alternatives. Acting 
otherwise will create worse distortions in the economy than 
those that the measures were designed to correct in the first 
place (Usman, 1987).' In addition, the privatization issue 
attempts to overlook the fact that there are basic social 
amenities (public goods) which cannot be left-to the private 
sector and the Experience of even the capitalist nations of 
Europe and .America who are imposing these draconian 
measures on us is instructive since they have all these amenit­
ies provided either on a free basis or aS part of their social 
security schemes.

An expert study of the Nigerian Society is seriously advo­
cated such that we, once and for-all, do away with adhoc 
policy measures.

For the maintenance of our federation, democracy and 
socialism, we need an enlightened and dedicated leadership 
with the will to execute popularly enunciated policies. Such 
a leadership with mental magnitude must emerge through the 
ballot box (democracy) after full education of the masses 
such that everyone knows his/rights and responsibilities.
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To eradicate poverty, we must eradicate ignorance, banish 
obscurantism, train and discipline the ‘have-nots’ and trans­
form them into useful and hard digits of a modem industrial 
community. The youths of Nigeria do not want to be equal 
thoroughout life but to have equal opportunities so that 
those whose ability and whose application are better than the 
average can become more equal than others.

The National Directorate of Employment launched on 
30th January, 1987 (Central Bank of Nigeria, 1987) has 
“the Agricultural Sector Employment Programme” as one 
of its five cardinal programmes. One must emphasize that 
without modernization of Agriculture it will be “idle and 
unrealistic in the extreme to expect educated persons to 
embark on a farming career”. Moreover, without further 
expansion of the productive sectors to absorb surplus labour 
to be released Irom the land we shall be exacerbating the 
already chronic unemployment problem in the country. 
Here, we also need to check population explosion, rural- 
urban migration, alien influx, premature retirements/retren- 
chments, and effective implementation of the 6-3-3-4 educat­
ion system (Anyanwu, 1985).

It is also hoped that the issue of social security benefits 
already set in motion will yield positive dividends in line with 
Awo’s thinking. No effort should be spared in reducing the 
misery of the Nigerian populace and this is attainable given 
proper resource mobilization, planning and management. 
There is also no-gain-saying the fact that the abolition of 
rent and inheritance will go a long way in encouraging 
enterprise and channelling resources and energies to real 
productive activities.

Nigeria needs to embark on a road to reorganization, using 
greater openness and democracy. There is no doubt that we. 
shall feel such a great support which has been unknown for 
decades. Presently, the Nigerian society faces the need for 
qualitative changes in everything: in the development of 
productive forces and production relations, in the radical 
democratisation of the socio-economic cum political and
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TSie Political Thought of Awolowo

KUNLE AMUWO

Ina 1985 piece,C.B. Okolowrites, somewhat authoritatively, 
that “there are no more debates on whether or not there is 
such a thing as African philosophy”.1 But this has not always 
been so. In fact, were this essay written some twenty years 
ago, or even less, one would have been hard put to it, to 
claim that an African philosophy, properly so-called, exists. 
As already well-known, for two major reasons - “the popular 
Western and European conception of Africa” and the form 
and character of Western philosophy as “an academic and 
dehumanized philosophy”2 - African philosophy, was declar­
ed non-existent. At best, there is philosophy in and on Africa, 
not African philosophy.3

As late as 1974, E.A. Ruch has argued that there is no such 
thing liKe African philosophy in the same way one can speak 
of European or Western philosophy. This is because, for him, 
while the European or Western mind is ‘rational and pliiloso- 
phic’, the African is ‘anthropologic’, if not outrightly ‘mythi­
cal’.4 Of course, this is absurd to the extent that the art 
pf philosophizing, as Innocent Onyewueyi reminds us, is 
a universal experience.5 It is also a “rational activity, a 
systematic and ordered inquiry concerning the nature of 
the Universe and man’s place in it”.6

Thus, any where there is a reasoned thought about the 
environment and man’s place in it , anywhere there are
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to establish or get hold of the truth of the African and his 
world, to rescue the African (and his world) from all sorts 
of distortion and falsehood which, for instance, followed 
in the wake of colonialism and slavery.8

From this perspective, it can well be argued that since Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo rationally, coherently and consistently 
explored the full development of Man, the Nigerian man 
within a socialist state and a Federal political set up, his is in 
the mainstream of African political philosophy. It is around 
these two major strands of thought as well as the mythology 
of Awolowo’s philosophy that I write what follows.

What this paper therefore sets out to do is to discuss the 
main themes of Awolowo’s political thought and thereafter 
attempt a critical appraisal. In so doing, we veer away from 
sheer sloganeering and hagiographic Awoism. Rather, we 
propose a critical and scholarly treatment of Awolowo’s 
political thought and its inherent application to contempora­
ry Nigerian and African political society.

BACKGROUND TO CHIEF OBAFEMI AWOLOWO’S POLITIC AL PHILOSOPHY

It is often asserted by knowledgeable writers on Atrican 
politics that Chief Awolowo was a product of his day, his 
age and of his circumstances, extant during and after his 
birth. Not only his tough and painstaking, albeit short­
lived, upbringing particularly, on education, but also his 
father’s, grandfather’s positive influence and, a fortiori, his 
wrestling prowess made him at once tough, fearless and 
defiant. From his own account of his early life, one gleans 
the beginnings of his legendary audacity and stubborness.9

ideas or thoughts about man’s reality and his understanding 
or otherwise of that reality which is systematically and 
coherently probed or researched into, we can reasonably 
talk of philosophy. Conceived this way, African philosophy 
does exist. While “it places emphasis on the African, his 
world, history, values and on the significance these have 
for him”,7 it is ultimately meant
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Again, the strict discipline he underwent at the Presbyterian 
Wesley College - for which he had initial disdain - was later 
to be given his imprimatur for all those who “aspire to a 
position of leadership in any sphere of life”.1 0

His well-known spartan self-discipline, his regime of mental 
magnitude theory and his Christianity-as-Philosophy, - all 
these are derivatives of his early life, training and multifacet­
ed experiences. Undoubtedly, such circumstances helped in 
fashioning his political philosophy. Also of utmost significan 
ce is the bastardizing colonial experience of his time. His 
intermittent adulation of colonial government notwithstand­
ing - he, for instance, regarded it as being, in some respects, 
“efficient and orderly”12 - he was a consistent defender of 
the rights of the colonial peoples to assert their own political 
and economic independence as well as their inalienable and 
God-given right to rule themselves.

Since he lived under the abjectly exploitative colonial 
system and thereby saw the evils and inequities of imperial­
ism, he appreciated the need to fight for political freedom 
and the betterment of life for the common man. It can be 
argued that the seeds of his political credo - the disentangling 
of man from the shackles of ignorance, poverty ana Bntish 
rule were sown under the latter. His obsession for Man's 
Liberty or Freedom was well encapsulated in his Action 
Group’s aims and objectives. “Freedorp for All, Life More 
Abundant, Freedom from British Rule, Freedom from Igno­
rance, Freedom from disease and Freedom from want”?3 
Nor were the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN)’s four cardinal 
programmes of free Education, Free Health services, Integra­
ted Rural Development and Full employment, a departure 
from this tradition. It is this apparent concern for the welfare 
of the masses practically demonstrated during his Premiership 
of the defunci Western Region and by the intermediary of 
some of his five state governors during the Second Republic 
(Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, Bendel and Oyo states) that is at the 
core of his ‘democratic’ or ‘pragmatic’ socialism.14
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Awolowo’s “Etatist” Socialist Thought
Awolowo believed that the major stumbling blocks to­

wards the achievement of a socialist state are mainly the evils 
of imperialism in all its ramifications. He identified, following 
Jean-Jacque Rousseau, the “chains” with which man is 
bound': the imperialism of ignorance, disease and wants; the 
imperialism of local Ceasars or indigenous elites or what he 
also called “native tyranny”;1-5 the imperialism of capitalism 
and the imperialism of what Kant called “the tyranny of the 
flesh”. He saw the latter as the worst form of tyrannies known 
to man. His taSK, as he conceived it, was to build the state 
free from all these variants of imperialism.

In hir Path to Nigerian Freedom, he talked about the liqui­
dation of the first identified form of imperialism. For him, 
the rule of one nation by another “cannot be justified by 
any standard of morality”.16 In this respect, the legal termi­
nation of colonial rule does not amount to freedom par 
excellence without an accompanying economic freedom. A 
better and qualitatively superior state is one in which the 
citizens are massively educated, enjoy adequate medical care 
and are 'therefore less susceptible to “dictatorship, oligarchy 
and feudal autocracy”.

His abhorrence for/Capitalism is anchored on the premise 
that capitalism is a system which not only permits a few to 
flourish at the expense of the many, but more significantly, 
“legalizes stealing and thieving It is a system which puts 
a premium on the worst vices of man and discriminates 
against the best virtues”.17 Since his Platonian philosopher- 
king already has good health and education - “essential 
.preconditions of mental magnitude”18 - such factors ought 
to be made available to the masses in order to facilitate 
‘efficient production and higher productivity’.

Now. in proposing socialism as a better welfarist strategy 
vis-a-vis capitalism. Awolowo argued that it is in the “best 
interests of Nigerians themselves that a permanently mixed
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the educated minority in each ethnical group are the people 
who are qualified by natural rights to lead their fellow 
nationals into higher political development.20

socialist - capitalist economy for Nigeria should be resolutely 
avoided”.19 Yet, enmeshed within his conception of ‘democ­
ratic’ or ‘pragmatic’ socialism is the notion of philosopher-kijig 
which does not quite tally with the former. Witness:

We may well infer that this principle,'technocratically bene­
volent, holds at fjost-independence.

There are, for him, three basic ways of achieving his ideal 
socialist state or what he was wont to refer to as ‘social 
justice and equality’. These are (a) Regulation of consumpt­
ion by legislative acts with a view to separating basic needs 
from luxurious wants; (b) Control of means of production 
by the State with legislative acts enjoining private owners of 
such means to restitute or restore; (c) Periodic state-inspired 
“swift and positive steps” to forestall capitalist as against 
socialist' and welfarist practices and such actions as are 
“capable of generating hatred, bitterness and undue and 
widespread dissatisfaction”.21

But these modalities can come to fruition only when state 
goals or objectives are clearly and unambiguously enunciated 
and the technique and methodology carefully worked out. 
Again, his socialism-by-legislation finds full expression in 
his idea on the Nigerian example. Consequently, if the 
Nigerian state aims at “the attainment of economic freedom 
and prosperity for all its citizens, at a comparatively early 
date”, it has only one choice: “it must forthwith adopt 
the socialist approach to all its social problems”.2 2

What the foregoing boils down to is that Awolowo did not 
subscribe to the theory of inevitability of violent revolution. 
In fact, Awolowo laboured much in his writings to distance 
himself from at once communist theory of state and Marxist 
Socialism. For instance, while agreeing like Marx, Lenin ct.al, 
that socialism would inevitably establish both social and
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economic democracy, he rejected Marxist stateless'commu­
nity. For him,

He also held that since Africa’s past is different from the 
easily class-structured European society, Africa’s socialism 
could be attained via-non-violent means. Thus, his submission:

For Africa .... socialism ban be introduced by democratic 
processes and the excesses of the budding African capita­
lists as well as the social control of the means of production 
can respectively be checked and brought about by laws 
enacted by the people’s elected Parliaments.24

his democratic or legalistic route to socialism is operative 
only within the context of a multiparty state. The latter, 
he argued, is the only one which,is consistent with .democra­
cy. Put differently, his socialist state is anchored in the ideals 
of participatory or liberal democracy, where the doctrine 
of separation of powers is religiously observed; where funda­
mental human rights of the citizens are diligently maintained 
and where provisions are made for the establishment and 
preservation of representative bodies whose members are not 
only accountable to the people, but also seek to further the 
interests of the latter.

Awolowo also underlined the indispensability of good 
leadership in maintaining- arid running his ideal socialist 
state. As he puts it "Nigerian political leaders (must) possess 
and hold, respectively, certain attributes and attitudes of 
mind; guide and lead the entire masses of their people to cul­
tivate or at least to strive perseveringly to cultivate them”.2 5 
Lacking good leadership that can deliver the goods, all atte­
mpts at establishing and consolidating a Socialist state predica­
ted ,on egalitarianism -- as against elitism - would be fruitless 
and would be in vain.

In Summary, Awolowo’s socialism is paternalistic, ever if

.....the state is ar. absolute necessity in human evolution 
it is only within the state that man can enjoy personal 
freedom and live a full and happy life...23
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technocratic: Plato s Guardians’, naturally selected, would 
lead the masses, the led, those who are merely fit to vote but 
not voted for, to the Promised Land, namely, ‘Life More 
Abundant’ and the ‘Good Things of Life’.2 6

THE UNIVERSAL MIND AND FUNDAMENTAL LAW

We have already argued that Awolowo’s political philosophy 
is non-abstract. It is largely empirical much in the image of 
his contributions, as a professional politician, to the uplift- 
ment of man. Even his treatise on the Universal Mind or 
Spirit is essentially utilitarian, predicated, as already adver­
ted, on man, variously seen as-“the sole creative and purpo­
sive dynamic in nature”; “the prime mover in every eco­
nomy”.27

To say this, however, is not to gloss over the fact that 
Awolowo’s political philosophy is equally abstract and, 
perforce, unfathomable. Perhaps nowhere are these traits 
best manifested than in his thoughts on the Universal Mind 
and Fundamental Law of Nature. The latter show clearly 
more than in other segments df his philosophy , the pervasive 
influence of pietist Christian faith and cosmic science - 
which he came to embrace after a short-lived excursion into 
the realm of agnosticism.

Awolowo’s Universal Mind is God; the Almighty who 
“permeates and pervades all things”.2 8 Whereas the'Universal 
Mind permits all that is good and beautiful in Man, its law is 
against evil, such that, via its ultimate intervention, “a greedy, 
corrupt and evil regime will wither away”.2 9 In the same 
vein, the Immutable Law can do only good; it does not brook 
any evil thought or action. As he puts it “The Immutable 
Law, under the agency of man, will do every good and desi­
rable thing we want provided always that our technique is 
correct”. Consequently,

Whatever thought we hold dear, entertain and cherish will 
manifest itself in concrete forms whether we like it or not. 
The Fundamental Law is that thought, is the cause and the
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material world is only an effect. If we persistently think and 
chensh good thoughts, good will result, if evil, evil will 
result.

Relatedly, the theist in Awolowo finds expression, too 
naturally and expectedly, in rigidity. The Law of Nature and 
the most enduring principles of the great religions not only 
find their vehicle of conveyance in Awolowo, they are also 
proffered as principles of state organization - a Socialist 
state. Thus, for him,

anything which is selfish; hateful and evil will produce 
selfish, hateful and evil results. Similarly, anything which 
is other regarding, altruistic, loving and good will produce 
other-regarding, altruistic, loving, and good results:31

In a very profound sense, Awolowo’s philosophy is spiced 
with heavy religious juices. Man, he reasoned in his 1977 
Kwame Nkrumah Memorial Lectures, is “dual in nature: 
part animal, part God; part conscious, part subconsious, part 
body, part mind...”32 It is therefore difficult to separate the 
attainment of a Socialist state from the ubiquitous Universal 
Mind. In fact, the latter is destinated, in Awolowo’s thought, 
to bring to fruition the Socialist State. For, once the objec­
tives and methods of approach are “good, constructive and 
beneficial to all”, leaders and experts with “unflagging 
socialist orientation”3 3 need not bother themselves. The 
Universal Mind, he contended, will surely aid in the accom­
plishment of stated goals. In intervening, the Universal Mind 
determines modes of accomplishment “which may or may 
not necessarily bring about the use of force or violence”34

Again -while Awolowo did not cite a. single state which 
has achieved socialism by democratic and legal means, he 
believed that “... the Universal Mind which is omnipotent, 
omniscient and omni-present is not bound by precedents”. 
He continues,

whatever good and beneficial ideas are held in the minds 
of men, especially in the minds of the vast majority of the
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THOUGHTS ON POLITICAL ORGANIZATION: HIS FEDERALIST VIEWS

The renowned ‘grand theorist’ on Federalism or Federal Poli­
tical arrangement, Kenneth C. Wheare, opines that federalist 
is highly incompatible with autocracy or totalitarian role

people and cherished by them will materialize sooner or 
later, provided the people concerned remain constant and 
faithful in cherising the ideals and in devising constructive 
means for their achievement.3 5

Hegelian to the core, he sees God, the Idea, the Ideal, the 
Human Mind as important an$ indispensable agencies of Man 
to transform his wishes or thoughts into concreteness. But 
such reality as occurs is as simplistic as it is reductionist: a 
religious adherence to the Christian ‘Golden Rule’, the La» 
and the prophets coupled with a sustained and painstaking 
cultivation of the regime of mental magnitude will equate to 
good, to proper and correct virtues. And once the Mind car, 
sustain itself in its goodness, evil will automatically be forced 
out of man’s inner recesses. Or as AwolowO put it,

....and as good and evil cannot coexist in the same mind, 
our existing maladies will, ipso facto, disappear.36

Now, Awolowo disposed that it is only those who have 
acquired mental magnitude through a vigorous and rig! 
application of the Inner Man; those who are free fromKanfi 
monumental “tyranny of the flesh” in form of the negative 
emotions of anger, hate, fear, envy, selfishness; those whj 
have overcome not only indulgence in the wrong types of 
food and drink, but also m ostentatious consumption; those 
who are not given to excessive or immoral craving for sex- 
these are the only ones who can lead their fellow men.k 
short, it is only those who are “properly and eminently equi­
pped with a considerable measure of intellectual compreher? 
sion and cognition, insight and spiritual illumination”3’, who 
are qualified to champion the cause of the down-trodden and 
deliver them from the shackles of poverty, disease, ignorance 
and want..It is the Universal Mind that, undeniably, permit 
the realization of this admittedly lofty vision.

want..It
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since it, inter alia, sets limits on the central government.3 8 
Thus, in an essentially multi-ethnic or multi-lingual/multi- 
national political corpus, federalism is the best antidote to, 
perennial bickering and antagonism amongst differing ethnic 
and/or ethnic-linguistic groups. It is this principle of political 
organization which L. Adele Jinadu views as “a form of govern­
mental arid institutional structure, deliberately designed 
by political “architects” to cope with the twin but difficult 
task of maintaining unity while also preserving diversity.”3 9

While Awolowo conceded that multi-ethnicity and multi­
nationality inherited from colonialism is a useful heritage, he 
vigorously contested the view that such states could be kept 
politically stable by the same or similar constitutional struc­
tures and devices - basically Unitarian - put in place by the 
departing imperial colonialists.40 It can, in fact be said, 
without excess of language, that federalism constitutes more 
than a recurring theme in Awolowo’s political philosophy: it 
is a creeping: obsession, one to which he constantly-returned 
in virtually all his essays. If, as he stated, “with me, federa­
lism and the creation of more states is an article of faith”,41 
there is an impelling logic for this in the specific Nigerian 
situation. It also constitutes, for him, a bold political blue 
print or recipe for political stability, a value of which Africa’s 
foremost country is much bereft.

. Consequently, in his 1966’s Thoughts on Nigerian Consti­
tution, Awolowo proffered the country’s immense diversity 
in area, population, multiethnicity and lingualism, differing 
cultural patterns, religiou: jnlerences and so on as a compe­
lling rationale for a federalist arrangement; for, in short, 
union rather than unity.42 Such diversities cannot be wished 
away for they are

natural and automatic generators of centrifugal forces and 
tendencies. They tend to. induce in the ethnic groups 
concerned a strong and burning desire for separate exis­
tence from one another.43

Thus, federalism is proposed as a bulwark against political 
instability .and national disharmony and dislocation. It
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becomes a national desideratum. To leave this undone, is to 
invite disaster, for a unitary arrangement beset with divergen­
ces of language and nationality, “is always a source of bitter­
ness and hostility on the part of linguistic or national mino­
rity groups”.44 So fundamental is federalism as a national 
objective that in his scale of preference or hierarchy of 
national wants, democracy, good leadership and socialism are 
ranked, in that order, after federalism.4 5

Awolpwo also asserted that his federalist thoughts, Indian- 
inspired, which made him a convinced federalist at twenty- 
four and compelled the adoption, in 1951, of the slogan 
“Unify through Federalism” by Action Group, the party he 
founded and led, could be adequately addressed by appropri­
ate constitutional engineering. The latter is anchored on four 
main principles. These principles w'hich Awolo wo also referred 
to as “laws” of constitution-making were arrived at, he clai­
med, after a careful perusal of all Constitutions in the world. 
In so doing, Awolowo argued that since language is the most 
basic identific characteristic of a nation, the Constitution of a 
state whose people speak different languages must be federal 
while constituent units ought to be organized on a linguistic 
basis. This, for him, is crucial to the Nigerian situation.46

Consequently, on the basis of the foregoing, Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo proposed four “laws” of Constitution-making.

(i) If a country is uni-lingual and uni-national, the Consti­
tution must be unitary. Examples are France, Italy, Portugal, 
and others.

(ii) If a country is uni-lingual or bilingual or multi-lingual, 
and also consists of communities which, though belonging to 
the same nation or linguistic group, have over a period of 
years, developed some important cultural divergences as well 
as autonomous geographical separateness, the Constitution 
must be federal and the constituent states must be organized 
on the dual basis of language and geographical separateness. 
Examples are USA, Argentina, Brazil, Australia, Austria, and 
others.

(iii) If a country is bi-lingual or multi-lingual, the Consti-
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oition must be federal, and the constituent states must be 
organized on a linguistic basis. Examples are Canada, Mexico, 
China, USSR, and others which belong to the group.

(iv) Any experiment with a Unitary Constitution in a bi­
lingual or multi-lingual country must fail in the long run. 
Examples are: the United Kingdom or Great Britain and 
Ireland, Belgium, Cyprus all of which have for sometime been 
experiencing incessant turmoil and violence, because, though 
they are either bi-lingual or multi-lingual, they stubbornly 
insist on operating a Unitary Constitution.4 7

His frame of reference for a federal arrangement in Nigeria 
is the Constitution, of ethnic groups into “a separate Province 
or a number of provinces”.48 The guiding idea is the revision 
of provincial boundaries along linguistic lines. In fact, he 
argued that Nigeria ought to have as many provinces, zones, 
regions or states as there are linguistic or ethnic groups. He 
also believed that each region should have a Legislature and 
government of its own. There would be a Central Parliament 
and government in which the various linguistic groupings in 
the country would be represented. The utility of this approach 
is immense. Hear him:

. . .the division of the country into regions along ethnic lines 
would enable each ethnic group not only to develop its own 
peculiar culture and institutions but to move forward at its 
own pace, without being unnecessarily pushed or annoyingly 
slowed by the.others.49

To do ciherwise, that is, to unscientifically and stubbornly 
subscribe to a unitary Constitution with only one central 
government is to, perhaps unwittingly, invite frustration into 
the rank and file of the more pushful and more dynamic 
ethnic groups. But the regional dismemberment of the coun­
try should not be arbitrarily effected; it ought to be subject 
to certain specific rational criteria. His suggested criteria are 
carried over from the Nigerian Youth Movement (NYM’s) 
Federalist blue print, to wit (a) ethnic classification; (b) cul­
tural affinity; (c) common problems and, perhaps, (d)
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ATTEMPT OF A CRITIQUE

What we have done in the foregoing sections is to present 
the main themes in Chief Awolowo’s political thought, namely 
“Etatist” Socialism, Universal Mind and Fundamental Law 
and Federalism. In doing this, however, one is not unaware of 
a school of thought led by Professor Billy J. Dudley which 
hardly sees anything good or thoughtful in Awolowo’s thou­
ght. “Much of It”, writes Dudley in 1969, “is non-thought" 
This is because found in Awolowo’s writings “is the growing 
rigidity and dogmatism of thought” such that “most of his 
suggestions have taken on a more definitive form, a finality 
which brooks no challenges”.5 3 A careful reading of Awolo­
wo’s philosophy, particularly of the ubiquitous Universal Mind 
and Fundamental Law and their pervasive influence on much 
of Awolowo’s thought, unmistakably shows B.J. Dudley’s 
observation as unmisplaced.

administrative convenience.50 It is only in a Federation 
where linguistic and ethnic differences are adequately protec­
ted and preserved that linguistic and ethnic groups can 
advance their culture as they wish. It is also within this 
constitutional, if not sociological, framework that the “soli 
darity and devotion exhibited within the ranks of ethnic 
groups” can be sublimated to the cause of the nation-state 
thereby ensuring the federal unity of Nigeria in diversity.51

Awolowo’s federalist thought may not have stemmed solely 
from the now proverbial Indian influence; it appears to have 
also been a reaction, if only circumstantial and contextual, to 
the views of Northern Nigerian politicians and Emirs of the 
colonial and immediate post-colonial era. These “leaders of 
thought” seemed to have seen religion — Islamism - as the 
most appropriate paradigm for state organization. Witness 
the Emir’s comment to a West African Students’ Union 
(WASU)’s letter in 1942, after the Conference of the Northern 
chiefs: “Holding this country together is not possible except 
by means of the religion of the Prophet. ... if they want 
political unity, let them follow our religion.”5 2
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Focusing his criticism on his 1968 publication, The People’s 
Republic, Dudley takes Awolowo to task on his idea of fun­
damental law which, as already adverted, states, in part”...if 
we persistently think and cherish good thoughts, good will 
result, if evil, evil will result” (cf. supra). This, for Dudley, is 
at once -absurd and simplistic. Flowing from this is the logic 
that if a peasant has the “thought” that he will become and is 
a millionaire, then he will be one. Again the mere fact that 
some Nigerians “consciously or unconsciously” put up the 
notion of a Nigerian nation, then, by the fundamental law, 
this must surely exist. At a ridiculous extent, Dudley is 
arguing, one can opine that Awolowo himself had been 
cherishing bad thought since a Nigerian nation was never 
a reality for him.54

To say the foregoing is not to say that Awolowo’s ideas do 
not form a “thought” or that they do not internally cohere. 
What perhaps Dudley inadvertently left out in his critique is 
that Awolowo’s ideas, especially on his Socialist state, leaves 
much, in its realization, to the Universal mind. This is the 
metaphysical or cosmic segment of his thinking which does 
not and can scarcely be intelligible to critical minds. One 
knows fully well that nowhere in the world has any group of 
people achieved a self-reliant economy, political stability 
and an enduring, viable political culture by merely chattering 
away, folding their arms and wishing same to happen. 
Awolowo’s thinking here is a victim of a prioristic assump­
tion, namely that once your “objectives”, “approach”, and 
“strategies” are “good”, constructive” and “beneficial” to 
all, then you are assured of a successful concretization. Not 
even the most utopian of contemporary socialists would 
believe that the socialist state can be brought about by mere 
wishful thinking. To be sure, if wishes were horses, beggars 
would ride.

One may even like to challenge what, in certain respects, 
amounts to socialist pretensions in Awolowo’s writings. To 
begin with, his reading of Nigeria’s endemic and inherent 
economic and socio-political problems appears excessively
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and simplistically superstructure!. Writing specifically on the 
First Republic, he asserted that

. . .the underlying causes of the maladies which afflicted 
Nigeria under the First Republic are, indulgence in sex and 
alcoholic beverage, addiction to greed and subjection to 
fear.55

Nor can his Socialism be said to be far-reaching enough. 
Even though he started embracing socialism after the 1962 
Action Group crisis and consistently thereafter reiterated 
that a socialist state should evolve gradually, his thoughts 
and pronouncements tendj in diverse places, to put a veneer 
of doubt on the sincerity of his Socialism. There is, for insta­
nce, a muddleness of thought which points in one breath, to 
“a planned (national) economy in which foreign interests 
would play a decreasingly important part”, a position congru­
ent with AG’s ‘mixed socialist economy’ and which, in 
another, cautions against a dubious amalgam of socialism 
and capitalism (cf. supra).

Again, his socialist thought seems to “ignore the relation­
ship between extensive accumulation and meaningful social 
change” 56 This explains why he persistently called fora 
mere reordering, as against a revolutionizing, of the country s 
neo-colonial socio-economic formation. In this respect, there 
is a school of thought that tenaciously holds that both the 
AG and the UPN Awolowo led, respectively during the 
First and Second Republics, were little more than purver- 
yors of ‘defensive radicalism’, as seen in form of what Falola 
and Ihonvbere call “radical sloganeering, productive capita­
lism, discipline and efficiency”5 7 Perhaps, an admixture of 
British Constitutional Law, capitalist economics and Chris­
tian ethics could scarcely have produced a different result.58

Had it won the Presidency either in 1979 or 1983, the 
UPN would have, in all probability, fulfilled its 1978 electo­
ral promise to actively encourage foreign capital investment 
which ultimate result might be a humane, even if dependent, 
economic and social order. I, however, hasten to add that
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UPN and, by the play of logic, Awolowo’s presidency would 
have been a more efficient, productive and effective Socialist 
capitalism or “democratic welfarism” in Nigeria. The country 
would have, again, in all probability, pushed millions of 
Nigerians above the poverty datum line via its welfarist 
socialism. Admittedly, the foregoing is little more than 
what the learned chief would himself have called a counter- 
factual hypothesis.

Following Akin Omoboriowo’s hagiographic work Awoism: 
Select Themes on the Complex Ideology of Chief 0. 
Awolowos9 and his litany of Awolowo’s rejects; Marxism, 
class struggle, violence, bloodshed, dialectical materialism 
and what have you, Awolowo’s socialist views appear to be 
more pro-capitalist than “of the Left, even of the most 
confused”.6 0 At any rate, even if Awolowo can be said to be 
a socialist at the political level, as seen in his advocacy of 
transference of political power to the people he is hardly 
one at the economic level since there is scarcely anything in 
his work indicating the necessity of seizure of economic 
power from the ruling class and the nouveaux-riches.

Moreover, the AG’s mixed socialist economic paradigm is, 
to say the least confusing. To be severe and critical, it is as 
selfish as it is naive. For how can a mixed economy be at the 
same time socialist in content, orientation and direction? The 
only concession one can give the AG here is that this view 
was expressed in the wake of the country’s nominal or legal 
independence. Perhaps the mood of that time influenced 
their thinking. Yet over time, neither Awolowo noi his 
political parties, AG and UPN, could substantially and signi­
ficantly depart from this dubious amalgam. It may well be 
due to the fact that Awolowo was more of a ‘calculating 
realist’ than an ‘idealistic universalist’.61

On his thought on federalism, Awolowo’s linguistic and 
ethnic principle would appear to have been arbitrarily chosen. 
What criterion or criteria did he apply? Why language? Why 
not religion, for instance? At least that is what obtains, 
inter alia, in Mouamar Ghaddafi’s Libya, in Syad Bane’s
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Somalia, in Saudi Arabia and in Iran of the Ayatollahs. 
Again, ethnographers say Nigeria has 250 languages: should 
she then have 250 states, following Awolowo’s linguistic 
logic?

Even his other critical variables or factors in the division of 
the federal political corpus into states regions appear confu­
sing and ambiguous. What, for instance, is meant by “common 
problems”? Can it not be said, without any fear of contradi- 
tion, that the problems of colonialism, economic backward­
ness, wretchedness of the -mass of our people and so on, are 
common to the Yoruba, Ibo, Efik, Ijaw, Igala much in the 
same way they are to the Hausa, Fulani, Edo, Idoma and Tiy? 
Or perhaps Awolowo is talking about centrifugal forces within 
a given cultural area which constitute problems only within 
that ethnic land-area.

Again, his criterion of “administrative convenience” can 
easily be misunderstood. Does this refer to convenience for 
the local/regional/state or federal government. Moreover, if 

his “scientific principle” of constitutional-engineering based 
of course, on language, is anything to go by, one can direct 
the Chiefs attention to Belgium where there are two langua­
ges and Switzerland where four languages are spoken and yet 
these states fall in the category of politically stable polities. 
They are anything but unstable. In other words, the mere 
fact that many languages are spoken in a country does not 
necessarily mean that there are no other basis for political 
union.

The least one can say about his scientific principle is that 
there would be too many small or miniscule states which 
would be neither economically viable nor administratively 
well-organized. There is already too much administrative 
opacity in the 21-state structure to give room for comfort. 
Neither would such small states be able to achieve, without 
great difficulty, Awolowo’s dream of “sublimating the soli­
darity and devotion exhibited within their ranks to the cause 
of the nation and federal unity of Nigeria”. At any rate, there 
is hardly any iota of demonstration on how this sublimation
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exercise could be realized. In Dudleyean language, it is diffi­
cult, given the country’s ethnic political arithmetic, for a 
'second-order political allegiance’ to supercede or override 
‘more primary, first-order attachments’.62

Furthermore, if Nigeria’s chequered political history is 
anything to go by, the creation of more states rather than 
fostering national or federal unity, makes for more loyalty 
and devotion being concentrated to the cause of states at the 
expense of the Centre. What is increasingly manifestable is 
analogous to Canning’s famous expression “everyone for 
himself, God for us all ’. Nigerians tend, as it were, to think 
more of their respective states than the country as a whole. 
The prediction is that the more states we have, the more the 
tendency to see what divides us, rather than what the factors 
for unity are; a negation of Chief Awolowo’s political vision.

A final word: it is pertinent to say that however one looks at 
Awolowo’s political philosophy, his is undeniably, an invalua­
ble contribution not only to the growth of an African politi­
cal philosophy, but also to the question of political organi­
zation and philosophy of governance. It can, in fact, be said 
that more than any of his contemporaries who, for decades, 
moved like a bestriding collosus on the country’s political 
landscape, Chief Obafemi Awolowo was as thorough in nor­
mative politics as he was competent in the art of governance.

In a country, even continent, where sheer mediocrity 
materialism and brazen opportunism have been perfected 
into an art in form of piecemeal or adhoc and ever-shifting 
political thinking, Awolowo stands out poles ahead of the 
writings of several of his peers whose writings, hardly a body 
of thought, pass for 'African political thought’. It can there­
fore be surmised, following Omoregbe Nwanwene, that since 
the ‘Leader of the Yoruba’ gave much food for thought to 
students of Nigerian and African politics, his works deserve 
“our serious consideration, attention and study”.6 3
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I. ONI

INTRODUCTION

Understanding Awolowo’s Socio­
political Thoughts and Ideological 
Themes in the Light of the Sociology 
of Knowledge

THE SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE

Although various sociologists such as Durkheim (1954).
Veblen (1919, 1934), Mead (1934), Sorokin (1943) and

There are diverse possible approaches to critically appraising 
a theory, a body of ideological themes, or some socio­
political philosophy. One of such possible approaches is to 
examine the relationship or elective affinity between social 
and historical situations in which the author is located and 
the nature and content of the intellectual products; and this 
takes us to the field of the sociology of knowledge. Sociology 
of knowledge is the field of the sociological enterprise that 
seeks to establish logical connections between theories, phi­
losophies and ideas in general, and the concrete social struct­
ures in which they emerge; hence, this branch of sociology 
is concerned with the social and existential conditioning of 
knowledge and ideas. One opines that the adoption of this 
approach in appraising the socio-poli tical thoughts and ideas 
of Obafemi Awolowo would greatly enhance an illumination 
and understanding of their strong points and relevance, as 
well as their weaknesses and limitations in the context of 
political and economic development in Africa.
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Znaniecki (1968) have in their general works certain themes 
that are relevant to, and that make suggestive leads to the 
sociology of knowledge, it is the works-of Marx (1962, 
1964) and Mannheim (1936, 1952) that have made monu­
mental contributions to the evolvement of the sociology of 
knowledge as a distinct branch of study in sociology.

Coser (1977) observes that in an attempt to dissociate 
himself from the panlogical system of his former master, 
Hegel, as well as from the philosophy of his ertswhile Young 
Hegelian friends, Karl Marx undertook in spme of his early 
writings to establish a connection between philosophies and 
ideas, and the social structures in which they emerged. This 
programmatic orientation once established, Marx proceeded 
to analyse the ways in which systems of ideas appeared to 
depend on the social positions, particularly the class positions 
of their proponents. In opposing the dominant ideas of his 
time. Marx was led to a resolute relativisation of those ideas. 
According to Marx, the eternal verities of dominant thought 
appeared upon inspection to be only the direct or indirect 
expression of the class interests of their exponents. We must 
go astray, he believed, “if we detach the ideas of the ruling 
class from the ruling class itself and attribute to them an 
independent existence; ....without paying attention to the 
conditions of production, and the producers of these ideas, 
and if we thus ignore the individuals and the world condi­
tions which are the source of these ideas” (1964:79—80).

In Marx’s analysis, it is with revolutionary ideas as it is with 
conservative ideas. According to him, the existence of revolu­
tionary ideas in a particular age presupposes the existence 
of a revolutionary class. “The ruling ideas of each age have 
never been the ideas of the ruling class. When people speak 
of ideas that revolutionise society, they do but express the 
fact that within the old society, the elements of a new one 
have been created, and that the dissolution of the old ideas 
keeps even pace with the dissolution of the old conditions of 
existence” (1962:52). Marx was willing to concede, how- 

reluctantly, that the ideologists and the political repre-
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sentatives of a class need not share in all the material charac­
teristics of that class, but that they share and express the 
overall cast of mind. Moreover, Marx granted that particular 
individuals might not always think in terms of class interests, 
but that categories of people, as distinct from individuals, 
are so influenced. (1964: 202).

Despite some apparent inconsistencies in his work, Karl 
Mannheim easily stands out as the doyen of modern socio­
logy of knowledge. And although Karl Mannheim’s searching 
mind made contributions to many areas of sociological in­
quiry, it seems to be generally accepted that his sociology of 
knowledge is the most valuable and enduring part of his 
work. Mannheim transformed what to Marx had been mainly 
a tool of polemical attack against his bourgeois adversaries 
into a general instrument of analysis that could be used 
effectively for the study of Marxism as for any other system 
of thought. In the Marxian analysis, attention was called 
to the functions of ideas for the defence of class privileges, 
and to the distortion and falsification of ideas that derived 
from the privileged positions of bourgeois thinkers. In cont­
rast to this interpretation of bourgeois ideology, Marx’s 
own ideas were accepted by the Marxists to be true and 
unbiased by virtue of their being an expression of a class, 
the proletariat, that had no privileged interests to defend.

Mannheim would not concede to such distinction between 
various systems of ideas. Rather, he allows for the probability 
that all ideas, even “truths” were related to, and hence in­
fluenced by the social and historical situations from which 
they emerged. The very fact that each thinker is affiliated 
with particular groups in society, that he occupies a certain 
status and enacts certain social roles, affect his intellectual 
outlook. Men “do not confront the objects of the world 
from the abstract levels of contemplating mind as such, nor 
do they do so exclusively as solitary beings. On the contrary, 
they act with and against one another in diversely organised 
groups, and while doing so, they think with and against each 
other”. (Mannheim, 1936:3). To him all knowledge and all
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ideas are bound to a location, though to different degrees, 
within the social structure and historical process, so that 
thoughts and ideas are inevitably perspectivistic. Thus, the 
process of thinking and knowing does not actually develop 
intrinsically in accordance with ‘imminent laws’, that it does 
not follow only from the ‘nature of things’ or from ‘pure 
logical possibilities’, but that it is influenced decisively by 
extra-theoretical, existential factos.

Mannheim’s theoretical contribution to the sociology of 
knowledge falls into 2 parts; First substantive contributions 
involving empirical investigation, description and structural 
analysis of the ways in which social relationships appear to 
influence thought; and second, epistemological inquirying 
concerned with the bearing of this inter-relationship upon 
the problem of validity (Mannheim, 1934:239). As Coser 
(1977) has observed, it would seem that he was considerably 
more successful in the first endeavour than he was in the 
second. On epistemological questions regarding the truth 
value or validity of propositions and theories, Mannheim’s 
positions were frequently muddled up, and thus made him­
self an easy target of criticism in this respect. Critics soon 
point out that to hold the position that all thought necessari­
ly has an ideological character draws one close to universal 
epistemological relativism and nihilism.

Various attempts made by Mannheim to respond to this 
line of criticism did not appear successful. At times, he argu­
ed that the validity of a proposition depended on its adapta­
bility to the requirements of particular historical situation. 
It is however clear that the judgement as to what ideas are 
adaptable to the requirements of particular historical situa­
tion is bound to be subjective, normative and ex post facto. 
When the criterion of adaptability of a theory to historical 
situation came under attack, Mannheim came up with the 
idea that, at least, the ‘socially unattached intelligentsia’ 
were capable of undistorted and valid thought. This, he 
said, was because intellectuals have cut themselves loose 
from their original roots and, moreover, that they engage in
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THEMES IN AWOLOWO'S SOCIO-POLITICAL THOUGHTS.

The selected themes in Awolowo’s socio-political thoughts 
that we wish to examine here fall under the following cate­
gories:
(a) His theory of social' evolution, social stratification and 

class relations in society.
(b) His critique of capitalism and his democratic socialism.

other, there by sloughing off traces of their original biases. 
Here it may suffice to note that, going by historical realities, 
intellectuals are by no means immune from the prejudices 
and slanting perspectives of their timd". Although individual 
intellectuals are by no means immune from the prejudices 
and slanting perspectives of their time. Although individual 
intellectuals may indeed at times manage to attain critical 
detachment intellectuals as a category are not so immune.

Thus the weakness of Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge 
lies in the fact that if stretched too far it forecloses the possi­
bility of the attainment of valid, sincere and relevant theories 
and ideas. Secondly, it ignores the possibility that other forces 
such as personal research and other idiosyncratic factors may 
also influence thoughts and ideas. Hence, scepticism, driven 
to extremes defeats itself by becoming self-refuting. But 
moderate and guarded scepticism, when it leads to inquiry 
on the possible sources of prejudice, bias, and distortion, can 
be a thoroughly liberating endeavour, contributing positively 
to the perennial quest of man to know himself and his social 
environment better. In applying the above discourse to the 
appraisal of Awolowo’s ideological themes, we propose to 
examine to what extent Awolowo’s thoughts are socially, 
historically and existentially conditioned, to what extent 
this affects the validity, relevance and internal consistency 
of his body of ideas and what other factors probably did 
affect his socio-political thoughts, autonomously from his 
social and existential conditions.
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(c) His dialectics, and dynamics of social change and deve­
lopment.

These are briefly treated in turn:
(a) Awolowo's theory of social Evolution, Social Stratifica­

tion and class Relations;
Going through the works of. Awolowo, one hardly finds 

a precise definition of society. Awolowo however propounds 
some doctrines of society which are of sociological signific­
ance. Like Comte, Awolowo sees the society as the union or 
aggregation of families. Thus, the family rather than the indi­
vidual, is considered as the minimum irreducible unit of 
society. For Awolowo, the origin and source of society 
derive from two principles; the natural principle, and the 
utilitarian principle. Man form society, first, because he is 
naturally a social animal; and second, because of historical 
and economic necessity. According to him, “there is abund­
ant and incontrovertible empirical evidence to the effect that 
families live in community not for the love of one another, 
but because of a clear realisation by them of the economic, 
social and political advantages as well as the collective securi­
ty which such living together can impart on the constituent 
families’’ (1981 a:55). In this sense, Awolowo fails to make a 
distinction between the evolution of the state and that of the 
society; both are virtually treated as one in this respect.

Awolowo’s society is hierarchical in nature and based 
on the principle of innate differentials. Individuals, he says, 
differentiate among themselves according to inborn powers 
and abilities. While some are more intelligent, others are more 
suited and adapted to do certain jobs efficiently; some are 
naturally endowed with leadership qualities over others. 
There are also those who use their given talents and skills, 
and who are consequently very successful in life, while others 
are lazy and indolent and remain poor. Thus, his theory of 
social stratification is similar to the functionalist theory 
of social stratification propounded by Davies and Moore.
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In Awblowo’s scheme, just as one can rank individual intelli­
gence and skill by using certain criteria, so too did he believe 
that natural groups differ in characteristics, achievement 
and development, with the result that one could claim 
that some peoples and races have attained a “higher level” 
of culture and civilisation than others (1947:49). According 
to him, the greatest harm any government can perpetuate 
against any society is to imagine that individuals in a group 
have the same capacities and are equal in achievement rates, 
or to embark on a policy of even development which might 
have retarding effects on the more ambitious and progressive 
elements and groups in the society. For this reason, Awolowo 
was bitter and cried against the British unwillingness in grant­
ing s^lf-ruie to the peoples of southern Nigeria in the 1940s 
when they asked for it (1947:49-51). Awolowo however 
refuses to acknowledge that such a position can be employed 
as a basis or justification for racial and ethnic domination, 
and for colonial subjugation. According to him, “the con­
quest of one nation by another in an unprovoked act of ag­
gression cannot be justified by any standard of morality” 
(1947:24), nor can the domination of one ethnic group over 
the others in a multiethnic state.

The terminologies employed by Awolowo in describing 
social classes are very fluid. They did change according to 
the vagaries in the social, historical, and politico-economic 
development of Nigeria. In 1947, he wrote that three classes 
could be identified distinctly in Nigeria. “First, the educated 
classes of the professional men and women, teachers and 
clerks; second, the enlightened classes consisting mainly of 
traders and artisans; and third, the ignorant masses” (1947: 
31); In 1966, however, Awolowo could see just two socio-, 
economic classes, which were antagonistic against each other; 
these were the' ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ or the privileged and 
the down-trodden. The politicians and public servants consti­
tuted the former while the latter was constituted by the 
fanners, self-employed artisans and the. unestablished govern­
ment employees. It should be clear that Awolowo’s categori-
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sation in his class analysis is quite arbitrary and open to criti­
cisms, which, one would not want to confront here.

Awolowo submits that in all societies in general, and in the 
Nigerian society in particular, the rich men are few and in the 
minority while the vast majority constitute the poonmasses. 
Awolowo recognises that the poor majority are exploited, 
oppressed and enslaved by the greedy rich class, such that 
the poor are not even allowed to enjoy the simple tilings of 
life. Naturally, this is resented after a while and, occasionally, 
too, the dominant class wants to continue to maintain their 
selfish objectives by seeking to preserve the status-quo. “In 
the midst of these counter-vailing and counter-acting objec­
tives on the part of the dominant and suppressed group, 
the seeds of class struggle and class hatred were sown’’ 
(1976:12).

Awolowo however does not, like Marx, believe that 
human history is that of class struggles, or that class relations 
as described above result in revolutionary conflicts that even­
tually brings in the socialist order. He acknowledges that 
social unrests exist here and there, but that they are rather 
irregular and limited that they could hot result in revolution 
as Marx envisaged. He also opines that class struggles in 
Africa could not eventuate in revolutions first because the 
capitalist system of production is still underdeveloped in 
the African states and also because Africans do not have 
the misfortune of having uncontrolable rich landed private 
property members who would so mistreat their poor and 
misfortunate citizens as in our Russia, and therefore that 
there is no need for class warfare as such within the African 
States.

Besides, Awolowo is against Marx on the dynamic of social 
change and development in society. According to Awolowo, 
it is not violence or conflicts that produce social develop­
ment. War and violence, says Awolowo, consume and neutra­
lise human efforts; they breed more hatred in man and dehu­
manise him. Peace and good relations on the other hand 
foster progress in the community. Awolowo also observes
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(b) Capitalism and Democratic — Socialism in Awolowo’s 
Thought;

Awolowo traces the evolvement of capitalism from the 
feudal system in the west and its link with the industrial 
revolution. However, capitalism, to Awolowo, is not just a 
mode of productive organisation; it is basically an attitude 
of mind which ‘had its origin and genesis in that epoch in 
the dim past when man developed the vices of greed and self­
interest” (1968 :ix-xii). Awolowo submits that colonialism 
and imperialism are essentially a mere overseas extention 
of Western capitalism. For in order to ensure for themselves 
the availability of raw materials like cotton, palm kernels 
for their factories as well as stable market for their pro­
ducts, capitalist Western countires decided to enslave com­
pletely other lands and peoples through colonialism. Capital­
ism was thus imported to Africa in its underdeveloped form, 
with the cooperation and collaborations of veritable agent of 
capitalism in the underdeveloped countries.

Awolowo points to the failure of capitalism, the political 
and economic instability, and the exploitation and oppres­
sion which it breeds nationally and internationally. Accord­
ing- to him, the failure of the capitalist system is not to be 
attributed to the lack of knowledge and understanding of 
the economic forces on the part of man. It is rather to be 
imputed to the will; “our deliberate refusal to do what is 
scientifically manifest, socially equitable and morally fair

that, to prevent violence and revolutionary conflict, the 
dominant class has developed mechanisms for manipulating 
and subjugating the poor classes, and thereby preserve the 
status quo. These include, among others, festivals, carnivals, 
sport competitions, military parades which are supposed to 
boost national pride and patriotism among citizens. These 
programmes, says Awolowo, are deliberately funded by the 
dominant class to divert the attention of the poor from the 
serious economic and political issues in the country while 
they continue to loot and enjoy their wealth.
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and just” (1968: 117). He argues that capitalism negates 
and offends, in its essence and intrinsicity, against the princi­
ples of dialetics, moral goodness and love. Because of this, 
Awolowo posits, like Marx, that it will surely perish by 
itself. “Since greed, selfishness or naked self-interest is the 
predominant motivation of capitalism, the system is bound to 
generate secular social disequilibrium in the society in which 
it is operative, and to diminish and degenerate through time 
until it suffers total extinction” (1968: 189). According to 
him, another system which approximates the idea of love will 
sooner or later take the place of capitalism. This other system 
s democratic socialism.

Awolowo avers that there are various brands of socialism. 
In his opinion, it is not that these brands differ in goal, which 
is the search for a just society where everyone is catered for 
without distinction or discrimination by reason of birth, 
status, race or sex, a society where everyone is fulfilled, 
realised and happy. Where they diverge is in the proffered 
means and method of achieving this goal. In Awolowo’s 
view, there are two socialist schools: revolutionary socialism 
and democratic socialism. The aims of revolutionary social­
ism are said to be the same as those of democratic socialism. 
But the orientation of the communist is different from that 
of the democratic socialist. This difference in orientation 
consists in the divergent methods of approach to the realisa­
tion of socialist ideals. According to Awolowo, the essential 
attributes of revolutionary or marxist socialism are, among 
others ; the inevitability of the use of force in the extermination 
of the bourgeoisie and in the establishment of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat; the abolition of the state; and the intro­
duction of materialistic atheism. For his rejection of these 
propositions on which marxism is based, he disclaimed and 
disassociated himself from Marxism as he submitted, “I am 
not a Marxist myself’(1981b: 187).

As Ogunmodede (1986) observes, Awolowo’s rejection of 
the marxist method stems from his objection to any form
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(2) to ensure that each of the agents of production is given 
equal opportunity to give of the best that it is capable

(1) to harmonise the activities and interests of the produ­
cers and consumers, and establish an absolute and 
permanent complementariness among them,

of dictatorship, force and violence. The use of force or vio­
lence as a means of achieving justice and welfare, says 
Awolowo, is not only negative and immoral, but also coun­
ter-productive. Also, he believes that the proletariat, by 
exterminating the bourgeoisie and instituting its own dicta­
torship, have shown that they in turn are discriminative and 
represent only a class interest and have negated, ipso facto, 
the whole purpose and end of socialism, namely the common 
good and welfare of'all in the state.

As a professed Christian and a spiritualist, Awolowo dis­
owns marxist socialism which ignores the principles of love 
and rejects the being and sovereignty of God and the practice 
of religion by man in society. Awolowo’s socialism and man- 
ism are, as it were, antithetical to each other at critical 
points. For Awolowo, socialism accommodates the compati­
bility, co-existence and cooperation between socialism and 
religion. For, as he says, socialism does not only have the 
same objectives as all the great religions such as Christianity 
and Islam, but that socialism derives its roots in the teachings 
of religion through the ages.

Also, Awolowo believes that, contrary to the postulation 
of orthodox Marxism, the state cannot wither away or be 
done away with within the modem society. As far as he was 
concerned, anyone seeking the welfare of the masses cannot 
but reckon with, and use the organs of, the state. He there­
fore submitted that, “we believe that it is only within the 
state that man can enjoy personal freedom and live a full 
and happy life”. (1968:192).

The objectives of Awolowo’s democratic socialism are ana­
lytically outlined as follows:-
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(3) to replace the blind forces of supply and demand with 
a conscious and scientific referee who, among other 
things, will see to it that there is premium on abund" 
ance rather than on scarcity, and,

of, and that it is rewarded in accordance with its contri­
bution to the aggregate national product.

(4) to cater to the needs of those members of society who 
for reasons of age or infirmity or unemployment, are 
unable to partipate in the acts of production, and 
are therefore unable to fend for themselves. (Awolowo, 
1970a).

The principles on which Awotowo’s socialism are based 
are also outlined in the Manifesto of the Action Group of 
the First Republic: “It is the resolution of our party to build 
a democratic socialist society founded on the three principles 
of national greatness;- the well-being of the individual, and 
international brotherhood” For four cardinal programmes 
of the socialist party include free education, free medical 
care, integrated rural development through the concept 
of “optimum communities” (OPTICOMS), and full employ 
ment. Certain processes are also outlined for the achieve­
ment of these objectives. These include; Scientific Planning 
and Rationalism (Awolowo, 1981b:75), Nigerianisation or 
Indigenisation of the economy (1970b:34) and Nationalisa­
tion or Socialisation (1968:327; 1981b:56).

Ogunmodede (1-986) observes however that at some point 
in the 1970s, new developments have occurred in Awolowo’s 
ideological themes. There has been a shift in emphasis from 
Nationalisation to Liberalisation and Privatisation. It is this 
shift in emphasis that characterised Awolpwo’s approach 
to socialism in his later years. This shift started around 
the period just before the campaign for election in pre­
paration for return to civil rule in 1979 started. Awolowo 
adduced this change to the fact that Nigeria’s experience 
with the nationalisation programmes of the government
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(c) Awolowo's Dialectics and Dynamics of Social Change;
While generally accepting the dialectical method of ex­

plaining social dynamics and. social development in Marxism, 
Awolowo rejects the Hegelian and Marxian versions of dia­
lects Hegelian dialectic is an ingenious analysis of the logical 
thought process and life of the Absolute Spirit or Idea. 
Hegel maintained that the life of the Absolute Spirit is that 
ot inner contradictions and conflicts which resolve them­
selves at higher stages. What results from the contradictions, 
conflicts and their resolution at higher levels is movement

in the 1970s had been negative. That, in an attempt to 
protect the growth of its own companies, the government 
began to interfere with and inhibited flourishing trade 
and commerce, and that the result was bureaucratism, 
inefficiency, dwindling productivity and corruption in 
government-owned companies. The solution to such 
trend, in Awolwo’s scheme, lies in the allowance of private- 
owned industries, and especially of small scale industries 
(1981: 81).

In his new programme, taxation, rather-than nationalisa­
tion, will be the instrument through which his socialist 
programme will be executed. According to Awolowo, Nige­
rians and foreigners should be encouraged by the government 
to establish business in the country, but that each one will 
have to be taxed annually on the dividends and incomes 
realised. Through the money realised from taxation, i.wo- 
lowo believes that the government could carry out its welfare 
programmes in Education, Health, Agriculture and Full 
Employment. That is, Awolowo’s democratic socialism, 
the economic commonwealth in which the needs of all, 
regardless of birth and station in life, as opposed to and dis­
tinct from the profit-making desires of some, will be 
satisfied and were the actualisation and development of the 
physical, mental and spiritual capacities and potentials of 
each individual will be enhanced.
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and change from lower to higher forms, from part to whole, 
from the indeterminate to the determinate.

Although Marx also admits dialectics as the law of nature, 
dialetics with him takes a new turn. The conflict and nega­
tion element remain, while its interpretation and application 
changed in form and outlook. In his critique of Hegel’s 
dialectic, Marx castigated his idealist position which proffer­
ed that the real is the Absolute Spirit or Idea, and that the 
material world is its external form and manifestation. In 
HegeLiap scheme, the ideational essence is seen as the subs­
tructure rather than the material essence, as it is in the Marx­
ian dialectics. Besides, through its mystification and intellec­
tual abstraction, Hegelian dialectics, according to Marx, 
neglect the real issues of life, namely, the problem of 
socio-economic class and stratification between rich and 
poor, the problem of injustice, inequality, perennial yearn­
ings for change, development and the improvement of the 
life conditions of the individuals in society. It is to these 
issues that Marx directed his dialectic, as the process where­
by society and history are set in motion, that by it we 
understand that before the triumph of socialism all the 
proceeding modes of production contain the internal contra­
dictions that eventuate in their destructions and successive 
negation. Hence the three main principles of Marxian dia­
lectics are the unity of opposites, the transformation of 
quantity to quality, and the negation of the negation.

Awolowo differs radically with both Hegel and Marx on 
the issue of what constitutes the motor and force of develop­
ment, evolution and dialectics. For Hegel and Marx, the law 
and principles of dialectics are contraditions, conflicts, nega­
tions and change. For Awolowo, the ‘true’ dialectic is the 
dialectic devoid of hatred, conflicts and violence, but which 
is full of goodness and love, and which promotes the well­
being of the whole man, individually and collectively. His 
is the dialectic of love and ethical behaviourism. It is this, 
according to Awolowo, that ensures the destruction of evil 
(including an evil system such as capitalism) and brings the
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SOME CRITICAL APPRAISAL

In critically appraising the socio-political philosophy and 
thoughts of Awolowo as presented above, we discuss what

476

good such as socialism. For “whilst the good seed, in S] 
of the stiffest obstruction and opposition prolifera 
flourishes, and transcends itself in quality, through ae< 
of time, the bad seed, in spite of the most generous encoui 
ment, tends through time, though sometimes imperceptit 
to diminish in quantity and degenerate in quality ui 
suddenly it suffers total extinction Good shall sure 
though often sometimes slowly and imperceptibly wane 
strength and finally perish” (1968:188).

In that spirit he condemned the weapons of violence 
destructive and negating; and non-cooperation and politji 
boycott as also a counsel for destruction and despair. A« 
lowo’s socialism is to be achieved by the peaceful democra 
process through the existing constitutional set-up. By dem 
cratic process, he refers to the choice of socialism as a way 
life by the people, a choice that will be voluntarily ai 
explicitly expressed through the electoral process whi 
will result gallant in victory for the political party th 
champions the social objectives of socialism. When an oppi 
ssive. capitalist government is in power, he recommends as 
means of expressing political dissent and of achieving soci 
political change the weapon of constructive and constiti 
tional agitation. He later added the weapons of inflexibilit 
and non-compromise with the oppressor; logical, incisive ar 
pungent articulation of one’s position in words and writin; 
the application of concentrated and deep thought to th 
end that good, morality and justice shall prevail over immon 
lity, corruption and evil; and the weapon of prayer (I960 
298; 1983:20-22). This, then, is the way in which Awolowi 
expects his dialectics to supplant capitalism and bring in th 
people’s socialist democratic republic.
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we consider as the strong points relevance and logicality, 
as well as the perceived weaknesses, loopholes zmd internal 
inconsistencies within the context of our theoretical orienta­
tion of the sociology of knowledge

First, it is significant that Awoiowo stands out among 
the few African thinkers and leaders who have attempted 
to advance a body of socio-political ideas which are meant 
to inform and direct social relations and political and econo­
mic development. It is apparent that one of the banes of 
African states and their leaders is their lack of clear objectives 
and positive ideological direction. In this respect Awolowo 
made painstaking attempts to present his positions and theo­
ries on various aspects of- social, economic and political 
life.

One also has the impression, after perusing Awolowo’s 
works, that his central motif is a concern for the total well­
being, realisation and happiness of man in the society. This 
goal led him into the critical analysis of the perennial African 
problems of underdevelopment, dependency, exploitation, 
oppression, poverty and political instability. His socialist 
model of development constitutes his panacea for these 
chronic problems. This is of epistemological importance; 
Awolowo seemed to be reacting intellectually to the condi­
tions in his social environment - the imperialism, colonialism 
and neo-colonialism, underdevelopment and class oppression.

It is also of sociological importance that Awolowo deve­
loped his own. model of democratic socialism in an attempt 
to develop a body of ideological themes that is not just bor- 
rowed-of imported in-to-to. The issue of social and historical 
relevance of ideologies and theories have lately started to 
agitate the minds of African scholars. It is argued that ideolo­
gies and theories develop from the more or less unique socio­
cultural and liistorical conditions of the particular society, and 
that they are attempts to cope with such conditions. 
(Akiwowo, 1985; Alatas; 1974; Mazrui, 1978). It is thus 
argued that a theory or ideology may need some modifica­
tion or adaptation if it is to be relevant and useful in a diffe-
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rent socio-cultural and historical context. This again is of 
epistemological significance. It would seem that while Auo- 
lowo recognised the need for some definite transformation 
in the Nigerian economic and political formation, he is wan 
of exercising the thoughts of violence, revolution, totalita­
rianism and particularly of materialistic atheism in the deeply 
religious and sometimes superstitious Nigerian society, asol 
other African societies. Awolowo probably felt that th: 
conditions that led to such propositions and taxonomiei 
are not exactly reproduced in Africa. He might also han 
doubted the possibility that such ideas would gain acceptance 
rather than resistance among the populace. Hence, this ability 
to be situationally, culturally and historically relevant is signi 
ficant in Awolowo’s socio-political thought.

Finally, at the level of personality and idiosyncrasy (a leve 
at which the sociology of knowledge may have very little It 
proffer), the sincerity, moral excellence and organisation­
acumen of Awolowo is easily acknowledged even amor, 
many of his critics. For instance, Falola and Ihonvberede« 
cribe Awolowo as a man who “could be very painstaking! 
his analysis, thorough in his presentation and honest ink 
articulation” (Falola and Ihonvbere, 1985:60). This fe 
point, coupled with his concern for the poor and his welfarir 
programmes and goals, explains why he won the hearts c 
many Nigerians, particularly among people in the wester 
region, whom he had led and governed. All the above factor 
also explain why many people feel that if he had bee: 
opportuned to lead the country, he could possibly have pul 
led the nation out of the lurch and set it on the path ci 
development, glory and general welfare

In our assessment, however, Awolowo’s socio-politica 
philosophy and ideological themes are fraught with man; 
lapses, inherent contradictions and sometimes of sublime 
mystification. This, we believe, is due to factors such ! 
oversight, irreconciliability of the antagonistic social, exists: 
tial and idiosyncratic forces with which he was beset, an: 
the complex requirements of political diplomacy in an beta
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ogenous polity such as Nigeria.
By social science standard, Awolowo did not employ a 

clear, consistent and empirically relevant methodology in 
his social analyses. Also many of his concepts, such as 
society, state, socialism, and welfarism are not lucidly and 
distinctly defined." His ideological themes are somewhat loose 
and inchoate, such that one gets wary to assert that Awolowo 
has an ideology or theory which could direct political action 
on a comprehensive and sustained basis. It appears that it is 
critics and commentators that have attempted to put his 
scattered ideas in a neat piece.

Awolowo consistently referred to himself as a socialist, 
and one would not deny this, since one can call any set of 
ideas by any tag or concept that one chooses. Besides, 
socialism predates Marxism, which Awolowo disclaimed 
and from which he dissociated himself. Awolowo’s socialism 
compared with the utopian socialism of Henri Saint-Simon, 
Charles Fourier and Robert Owens, who, having criticised the 
politico-economic system of their times as unjust and oppres­
sive, believed that a new and just order would arrive gradually 
and peacefully as a matter of course. For instance, St-Simon’s 
socialism was to be a system in which poverty and oppression 
would be abolished, and in which universal harmony and 
mutual understanding would prevail. This sytem was to be 
attained by convicing every person of the advantages of the 
new order, which would benefit the .rich as well as the poor, 
and then it would come of its own accord. Awolowo’s 
democratic socialism is akin to such utopian socialism.

There are clear contradictions and inconsitencies in 
Awolowo’s class analysis and the proposed dynamics of 
change and transformation into his new socialist order. 
Awolowo acknowledges the fact of class cleavages, class 
contradictions and conflicts, and the determination of the 
dominant class to want to resist the supplanting of the status 
quo. At the same time he holds that the new order would 
come gradually and democratically through his ‘dialectics 
of love and harmony’. This sounds clearly illogical and
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implicitly contradictory. Orthodox marxism logically postu­
lates the virtual inevitability of revolutionary conflict before 
the establishment of socialism because the dominant bour­
geois class would resist - change and desperately seek to pre­
serve the status quo for the protection of their vested inter­
ests. Such a condition precludes a peaceful and harmonious 
transition to a new order if that new order is to be radically 
different from the decadent old order. Awolowo’s- thought 
appears to be muddled up in this respect; at one point 
he denies the possiblity of a revolution as though he knew 
that the objective historical conditions in African societies 
would preclude this from happening. At another time, he 
attacks revolutionary struggle at a subjective and normative 
level because it is evil, destructive and undesirable.

In respect of his dialectics, one wonders what remains 
of a dialectic that disclaims contradictions, negations, conflicts 
and qualitative transformation. One also wonders what is 
dialectical about love and harmony. One expects that Awo- 
lowo would have framed another concept for the idea that 
he had in mind. Because he underplayed the primacy of 
material conditions, power and interest in social relations 
in modem societies, he asserts that love, moral preachment 
and brotherhood can form the basis for social relationsand 
socio-economic development. Morality takes a precise mean­
ing within Awolowo’s socio-political philosophy. It is his 
means of development, change, social justice and general 
welfare in society. He proposes what he calls the regime 
of mental magnitude. This is the state of moral perfection 
in which we are properly and eminently equipped with a 
considerable measure of intellectual comprehension and 
cognition, insight and spiritual illumination (Omoboriowo, 
1982). And he sought to apply his moral doctrine not just 
to leadership in the political • scene, but to leadership and 
social relations at every level of society. This line of thought 
is provocative in many respects. It ignores or refuses to ack­
nowledge the fact that what determines the nature and pro­
cess of social relations, particularly in the political and
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economic sense, have not been love and brotherhood, but 
interest, power and competition. Thus a given social order 
is often maintained through some form of coercion, autho­
rity and law since we cannot blankly trust that people 
would know and do what is fair and just to all. Awolowo 
himself should have realised this when he posited that, unlike 
the family, society did not emerge because men love one 
another but because they were forced into the union by cir­
cumstances beyond their control. According to him, “..there 
is abundant and incontrovertible evidence to the effect that 
families live in community for the love of one another, but 
because of a clear realisation of the economic, social and 
political advantages as well as the collective security which 
such living together can impart on the consistuent families” 
(1981a: 155). This profound submission is not pursued to 
its logical conclusion in Awolowo’s thought, otherwise he 
should have seen its inconsistency with his ‘dialectic of love’.

It is also clear than Awolowo, with his political philosophy 
and ideology, did not plan or promise to usher in a radically 
new socio-economic and political order. At best, the goal 
was an improvement in general welfare and not egalitarian­
ism; it was reformism and not a radical transformation in 
the mode and relations of production. And one must concede 
that, as a sincere politician and articulate plariner, he could 
probably have made life better for the common man, and 
that was it. In fact, whatever was left of his socialism suffered 
atrophy when he recanted his earlier professed belief in 
socialisation and nationalisation, in favour of free enter­
prise and privatisation.

According to Seleznev and Fetisov (1985), the causes of 
the continued existence of the capitalist system are diverse. 
First of all, that the polarisation of social classes and political 
forces is not simple or straight-forward. Within the classes 
and' social groups which objectively oppose the monopolies 
thete are divisions due to their socially heterogenous make 
up, divergent economic interests, differences in ideological 
and political views, and traditional loyalty to various political
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parties. And with the help of reformist policies and idoelogi- 
cal manipulations, the monopoly bourgeoisie creates its own 
system of social alliances, which provide the basis for 
domination. Lenin, in a resolute stand against right-wing 
reformism, emphasised the qualitative distinction, the anti­
thesis between reform and revolution; “Reforms are conces­
sions obtained from a ruling class that retains its rule. 
Revolution is the overthrow of the ruling class” (Lenin, 
1977: 515). Seleznov and Fetisov however note that the 
record of the working people’s struggle shows that reforms 
can have a dual effect: they can either slow down or accele­
rate the transition to revolutionary transformations. The 
depth and social consequences of the reforms depend on 
whether it is the ruling class that carries them out in order 
to preserve the existing system, or whether these reforms are 
carried out under pressure from the working classes. In the 
first instance, the ruling class uses the reforms to fight the 
working class movement. In the second instance, the reforms 
are democratic, being the result of a upsurge in the working 
class movement, or “pressure from below” in spite of open 
resistance by the ruling classes.

One is led to view Awolowo’s proposed reformism as 
falling under the first category. This realisation led Falolaand 
Ihonvbere to the rather sharp and devastating criticism of 
the ‘radical’ parties of the Second Republic which were 
committed to social democratic reformism which was based 
on the belief that the existing legal and constitutional sys­
tems could be used to effect radical changes and, if possible, 
re-organise the structure of power. They argue that the faith 
of such a party was misplaced “since it underrated the 
power of the established bourgeoisie and ignored the fact 
that it is difficult to liberate a people from oppression, 
feudalism and imperialism by a gradual, constitutional, 
peaceful process” (Falola and Ihonvbere, 1985:65) Com­
menting specifically on the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) 
which was led by Awolowo in the Second Republic, they, 
submit that, “it was impossible for the UPN tc plan any
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revolution or take immediate steps towards socialism because 
its membership was dominated by a bourgeoisie with a firm 
base in industry and commerce. Its bourgeoisie was, however, 
more enlightened and more efficient than that of the NPN. 
In addition, unlike the others, it understood the need for 
defensive radicalism, especially' radical sloganearing, produc­
tive capitalism, discipline and efficiency. But these strong 
points made it a much more dangerous party than the others, 
since it was deeply entrenched in capitalist production but 
more efficient and adroit in the defence of capitalism (like 
the others Falola and Ihonvbere, 1985:57-58).

Finally, in the context of the theoretical base of our 
discussion, it is necessary to briefly examine some of the 
social, existential and personality forces which possibly 
conditioned and influenced the thoughts and ideas of Awo- 
lowo. The somewhat positive aspects of his work; his desi­
re for reform and his concern for the downtrodden and 
oppressed masses are possibly influenced by his own lowly 
background, his experience of, and detest for, the oppression 
that characterise imperalism, colonialism and neo-coloniali- 
sm, but also by other forces th't have to do with his persona­
lity inclination, his charisma and perhaps by other spiritual 
and religious influences.

Given the constellation of political forces and the dynam­
ics of politics in Nigeria, he probably recognised that the 
ability to be balanced and temperate in his political views 
would be of advantage to his quesUfor power. Hence, he 
adopted a relatively progressive and reformist stance which 
appeared to be mass oriented, while at the same time rejec­
ting the idea of confrontation, violence and strife which 
would have foreclosed the possibility of his gaining power 
through partisan politics.

His religious and mystical life clearly reflected in his 
ideological themes and political philosophy. It was no secret 
that he was a professed Christian as well as a higly placed 
member of the Roscicrucian Order. This Order is said to 
be composed of men and women devoted to investigation,



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA!484

I

study and practical application of the higher principles 
of life, generally referred to as cosmic principles for the 
attainment of health, happiness and peace.* It is apparent 
that it was from here that Awolowo derived his “regime 
of mental magnitude” which he integrated into his socio­
political philosophy.

Although Awolowo died a professed Christian and in 
fact rejected atheistic materialism on the basis of his faith, 
Ogunmodede (1986) avers that Awolowo experienced 
religious crisis in his life which was closely related with 
the crisis in his economic and material conditions. In the 
1930s Awolowo was said to have had incessant economic 
misfortunes which climaxed in the auctioning of his property 
in 1939 to pay for his debts. AsOmoleye reports, “the chief 
refused to be on speaking terms with God, contending that 
the God whose line he was trying to toe should not have 
opened wide his eyes and allowed his whole property disa­
ppear in Auction sales while he felt unconcerned”. (Omoleye, 
1982:25). This phase of Awolowo’s life was said to have 
befen characterised by a rationalistic criticism of religious 
faith and dogma. It is apparent that when God turned back 
to Awolowo and improved his economic and material condi­
tions, Awolowo also turned back to God. This again appears 
to be another pointer to the relationship between ideas and 
existential conditions, and of the primacy of material condi­
tions in determining philosophy and thought.

In the 1970s Awolowo recanted hrs earlier belief in nation- 
lisation and socialisation of the means of production, in 
favour of liberalisation and privatisation. This revisionism 
appeared to be logically functional for his political ambition. 
As he prepared for his return into politics for the Second 
Republic, he was sure to lose the support of the power­
ful men except he promised the liberalisation of commerce 
and production rather than socialisation. But more im­
portantly in this respect it is unlikely that this multi­
millionaire would have continued to support nationalisation. 
As the African Guardian observed, “the size of the Awolowo
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CONCLUSION

Within the context 01 the sociology of knowledge, our analy­
sis of Awolowo’s socio-political thought and ideological 
themes gives one the inescapable impressiori that the social, 
historical, cultural and existential conditions of Awolwo’s 
society influenced his thoughts and ideas in many “respects. 
While such influences are positive in some respects, enhancing 
responsiveness, adaptability and situational relevance of 
theory and ideology to social conditions, they appear to have 
had great deleterious influences on Awolowo’s thought in 
some other dimensions. Such influences appear to have 
warped his perspective, introducing inconsistencies, contra­

family business, empire transacends ample quantitative 
analysis. But the identity of the founding father and guiding 
spirit cannot be debated.. It was Chief Obafemi Awolowo. 
The family business revolves round four core companies: 
Dideolu Estates Limited, Industrial Promotions and Consul­
tancy Limited, Sopolu Investment and Services Limited and, 
most recently, Liberty Press Limited. These companies have 
a combined annual turnover running into several millions of 
naira. In fact, in 1983, Government demanded taxes to the 
tune of N 1,847,498.0Ik from the operations of this large 
business chain”.* Since it did not appear that the Chief was 
ready to commit class suicide, one is bound to agree with 
Falola and Ihonvbere that it was impossible for the UPN 
(led by Awolowu) to plan any revolution or take immediate 
steps towards socialism because its membership was dominat­
ed by a bourgeoisie with a firm in industry and commerce.

Awolowo was also unsuccessful in his attempt to reconcile 
the contradiction in his submission that some people are 
naturally born to rule, and his apparent belief in racial 
ranking on the one hand, and his attack of imperialism, 
racism and ethnic dominance on the other. This is another 
instance in which the opposing forces of his existential 
condition appears to have introduced some inconsistencies 
and contradictions to his thought.
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A. AYENI-AKEKE

INTRODUCTION

Awolowo saw himself and his supporters as locked in i 
zero-sum battle with his adversaries. The battle was for him 
between the protagonists of democracy, freedom, equality 
and progress and those of conservation, priviledge, domina­
tion and oppression. Some of the most violent political 
conflicts Nigeria has witnessed in the last four decades art 
direct concomitants of this struggle. These include suet 
upsurges as the 1953 independence motion which led to the 
Kano riots, the intra-Action Group wranglings which culmi­
nated in the wet e violence and ultimately the civil war, and 
even the post 1983 election violence in some states. In a!

In the allocution he delivered before he was convicted for 
treasonable felony in 1963, Chief Awolowo declared firmly 
that he had

with others, fought British imperialism with all my might 
...I am the most unyielding advocate of a federal constitu­
tion for Nigeria ...I have fought with special and relentless 
vigour for the eradication of federal oligarchy in the North.. 
In short, I have always fought for what I believe, without 
relent and regardless of consequences to myself.... Natura­
lly in the course of my long political activities, I have 
attracted to myself a sizeable crop of detractors and adver­
saries .

Gmfiict and Democracy in the 
Thought of Awoiowo
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if Chief Awolowo can not have what he wants, whether 
or not he is entitled to it, he will do his utmost to des­
troy it. 2

Twenty years later another political opponent, accused 
Awolowo of being the only Nigerian who had done so much 
to wreck and destroy the country.3 Awo denied these 
allegations. As a. democrat, he consistently argued, that he was 
fundamentally opposed to “political violence or any form of 
violence” 4 Yet in many of his writings and pronouncements, 
he not only made statements which some people have inter­
preted as incendiary, he often portrayed himself as a fighter.5 
These tend to reinforce his adversaries allegations against him 
than support his professed democratic beliefs. On the general 
misunderstanding of Awo’s views on conflict, President 
Shagari once commented to him that “If it is not quite 
true that you incite people, people nevertheless give other 
meanings to certain statements you make ”6 Awo’s 
views on democracy and conflict remain one of the most 
controversial issues in his politics. This derives largely from 
the fact that there is none of his works in which he analyses 
the relationship between both at a theoretical level. The 
objective of this paper is to systematise his sparse and seem­
ingly variegated comments on this subject, with a view to 
elucidating the assumptions and principles from which his 
ideas were derived. In order to do this there is need to put 
these ideas in the proper historical perspective.

these conflicts, Awolowo’s name featured prominently. 
These are aside from the acrimonious controversies, like the 
dispute which ultimately wrecked the Nigerian Youth Move­
ment, the treasonable felony trials, Coker Commission of 
inquiry and the census, which polarised political discussion 
between pro and anti Awo elements for about four decades.

Given these conflicts and incessant controversies, it is not 
surprising that his political adversaries came to regard 
Awolowo as a self-seeking malevolent, trouble-maker. As a 
renegade who decamped from his party put it in 1962.
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Awo also recounts other lessons which he learnt from his 
father, which were to shape his future attitude. According to 
him, he was taught to be honest, respectful and resolute. 
However, his fathers tutelage did not last. His father died 
while Awo was still too young to fend for himself. He was 
thrown into destitution by relatives who shared and appro­
priated his fathers estate. His father’s death not only termi­
nated the close relationship between them, but much more 
important it terminated his ambition of entering secondary 
school. Awo now had to scrounge around for a living and 
education. He tells of his long and often traumatic 3tr&ggle

SOURCES AND MEANING OF CONFLICT IN AWO’S THOUGHT

There are three discernible influences to which Awo’s views 
on democracy and conflict can be attributed. These are his 
childhood and adolescent formative experiences, his training 
as a lawyer and the colonial environment in which he had to 
operate as a young political activist.

By his own admission his earliest attitude toward conflict 
was highly influenced by his father and the still traditional 
Ikenne environment in which physical prowess was the mark 
of masculinity among children. Despite his utmost devotion 
and care for the well being of his children, Awolowo's 
father encouraged a fighting spirit in his son. As Awo reco- 
u: 'is in his memoir:

As a boy I loved wrestling, which was a very popular sport 
in Ikenne. Father encouraged me in it, and always com­
plimented me most warmly anytime I had worsted other 
contenders
Father always warned me against entering into any quarell; 
but once in it with any of my age group... I was expected 
to fight until 1 had either worsted the other fellow, or had 
been so worsted myself that I could no longer stir a limb 
in my own defense As a result of father’s and granny’s 
encouragement, I became very tough, fearless and defiant 
as a boy. I always stood my ground against anyone even.if 
he was older than I.7
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The conquest of one nation by another in an unprovoked 
act of aggression cannot be justified by any standard of 
morality

Thus he was naturally attracted to the nascent nationalist 
movement which was agitating for Freedom. But he became 
dissatisfied with the lackaidasical methods and opportuni­
stic orientation of his contemporaries’ agitation which was 
characterised by sporadic and intermittent, vitriolic denunci­
ation of colonialism. In his opinion it was thoughtless

“For them to dtink that colonialism could be terminated 
by bitter denunciation of imperialism, or sweeping genera­
lisations about oppression, exploitation and the like."/

to equip himself for life. He served as a houseboy under 
four different masters, worked as a porter, wood-seller, 
letter-writer, shorthand-typist, journalists, trade unionist, 
journalist, transporter and other odd jobs to pay for his 
education. During these struggles he learnt the lesson of per­
severance, self-reliance and fortitude.

Awo went to Britain to train as a lawyer in the late forties. 
From his legal training he acquired a certain attitude toward 
the problem of the inevitable differences which crop up in 
any social setting. According to him it was from his legal 
training that he learnt to “engage, without bitterness or 
animosity in the fiercest contention; to cultivate the habit 
of always examining both sides of a problem and to present 
the side you espouse with forensic forcefulness and assured­
ness  to take part in fostering the cause of justice and 
equity in their total impartiality..... ”8

These early influences, which obviously built on one ano­
ther were complemented by his experiences in the colonial 
environment of Nigeria and that of post-war Britain to which 
he went to study. Like many of his educated contemporaries 
growing up in colonial Nigeria. Awolowo could not counte­
nance, the anomalous colonial arrangement which was 
characterised by the political domination and exploitation of 
an unwilling people by another group. For him
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Throughout the period ot our political subjection we have 
wisely and quite rightly eschewed violence as a suitable 
weapon for the redemption of our lost freedom.....We of
the Action Group have pledged ourselves, as a matter of 
fundamental principle, to employ the weapon alone, in 
our fight for political liberation. This is the weapon of

Awo saw resort to sudden bursts of anger and use of violent 
language instead.of careful planning and organisation toward 
terminating British rule as evidence of lack of constructive 
and sustained thinking.

Awo wrote the book in which he recorded these obser­
vations in 1945, a year after he arrived in Britain, from 
Nigeria, as a student. The influences on the book should be 
seen as partly Nigerian and partly British. As Dudley has 
argued, the post-war Britain to which Awo went not only 
had a Labour Government, but had a government, more 
specifically with a social conscience and committed to an 
egalitarian ethic “which was opposed to the domination and 
exploitation of one nation by another”.1 0
Thus, the dominant political ethic in Britain then provided a 
receptive milieu for anti-colonial nationalist agitation. But it 
was an ethic having its fountain in Labour Party’s liberal 
democratic commitment.

Liberal politics is based on the belief that politics is not 
civil war conducted by other means. It, therefore, completely 
rejects-violent confrontation in favour of peaceful and non- 
disruptive application of pressure. It posits that conflict 
is better managed and resolved through accomodation, 
reasoning, and bargaining on the basis of accepted procedures 
by parties to issue.11 Awo was greatly influenced by this 
reasoning. The extent to which his views on conflict tallies 
with the foregoing is exemplified by a speech he delivered to 
his party which is worth quoting at some length. In the 
speech, he decried fellow nationalists who were advocating 
violence and non-cooperation and declared that:
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ON THE MUTUAL EXCLUSIVITY OF DEMOCRACY AND CONFLICT

It is clear from this quote that Awo understood conflict 
to mean any struggle, be it competition, agitation, rivalry 
legally sanctioned or backed by institutionalised norms 
which specify what rivals or opponents can do to each other 
in the course of striving to achieve their respective goals. 
Extra-legal measures which intentionally cause injury to 
opponents or prevent stable interaction among citizens, 
Awo would regard, as violence.

Awo described his political ideology as democratic socialism. 
By this he meant that he was democratic by nature and a 
socialist by conviction. “For him, socialism was the end 
and democracy the means. Awo substantially agreed with 
the premise and goals of Marxian socialism, but he comple­
tely rejected its advocacy of revolution as the means of 
attaining these goals. He believed that the ends of socialism 
can be attained by democratic means.”13 Democracy 
for him embraces the establishment of certain institutions, 
and even pursuance of certain ends. In or ier to fully appre­
ciate what he means by democracy there is need to analyse 
his views about man and the state.

At the core of his philosophy is man who he described as 
the sole creative and purposive dynamic in nature. Primeval 
man, for him, was very much like Hobbes man in the state 
of nature, except that he was not solitary. Society in which 
he lived was, therefore, characterised by internecine violence, 
fear and chaos. This condition was engendered by the'fact

spoken and written words ih the service of a just and 
noble cause  It is a weapon which requires considerable 
thought, planning, organisation and careful timing. But its 
advantages are tremendous. You achieve the same political 
objectives of political liberation whilst you maintain at 
home orderly progress and increased prosperity.....  It is,
above all a weapon of peace, a weapon of love...  12
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In the universal struggle for survival and domination, man

that man is by nature aggressive, and also, the fact that the 
quest for power is a universal and fundamental drive in mah. 
Man’s aggressiveness derives from his natural desire for survi­
val which compels him to fight, and if need be, eliminate 
whatever impediment that might stand between him and his 
goal. The strongest desire in man is the desire for power, and

OF ALL THE CATEGORIES OF POWER, THE DESIRE 
FOR POWER OVER ONES FELLOWMEN IS THE 
STRONGEST.

trampled upon his fellowmen with undisguised, unasha­
med and unmitigated savagery for the promotion of his 
self-interest and greed. 16

The general insecurity of life and property which ensued 
was the reason for the establishment of the state. The state is, 
therefore, neither natural nor due to an act of love for one 
another by embattled individuals and families in the state of 
nature. It was created by them due to the realisation of the 
economic and socio-political advantages which living together 
in peace can impart on the constituent units of the collecti­
vity.

The actual mode by which the state came into exitence is 
not clear. Awo attributes it, in his writing, to two dissimilar 
initiatives. In the first he explains that the state was created 
due to the antagonistic relationship between a wealthy, asce­
ndant minority and the dominated majority. In the ruthless 
and savage struggle for power and resources which charac­
terised the state of nature, some people were more successful 
than others in appropriating resources, but their personal 
safety and freedom to enjoy their wealth was not sure. Hence 
this minority devised the state, and instituted an ideology 
rationalising their dominance.17 In the second, Awo takes a 
contractualist view of the origin of the state of collectivity 
whose members have come together voluntarily or otherwise. 
As he explain it,
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which ever way they have come together there is always 
an implied social contract among the families, not only 
between/among the aggregating families but between the 
population of the state and its government 18

Between the two origins of the state, the latter appeared to 
have been favoured by Awo for two reasons. The first is that, 
in his view, it is more able to contain conflict by transfering 
its legitimate use into political activity or sublimating violent 
conflict into civilised rivalry. Secondly it conforms with the 
socio-political equality of individuals and voluntaristic nature 
of political obligation assumed by representative liberal 
democracy which Awo extols- as the best form of govern­
ment, in contradistinction to others like oligarchy and autoc- 
cracy. He holds, as a matter of taith, that democracy is the 
only menas of promoting “civilised, dynamic, free and stable 
society.”19
Apart from allowing full participation of the entire populace 
in the affairs of their government without the latter loosing 
in functional despatch and effectiveness, he argues that it 
minimises potential for violent conflict. It is in this light 
that he disagrees with Plato and Aristotle’s criticism that 
democracy would engender mob rule, lawlessness, violence 
and degradation of civilised standards. It is also on this basis 
that he debunks Marx’s revolutionary socialism as a negation 
of democratic ideals.2 0

Awo’s understanding of democracy is very broad. It 
involves an institutional arrangement for allowing people to 
participate in the articulation and implementation of policies 
and election of representatives who will carry out their will. 
The fact that they choose their representatives logically implies 
that they retain (and should exercise) the right to remove 
or re-elect them.21 Between a representative and the citi­
zenry, Awo explains, there is a kind of “social contract. In 
my view the terms must be precise. There should be no ambi­
guity, and no deliberate deception'22 It is the right ot the
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electorate to remove or re-elect a representative depending on 
their judgement on his performance. Awo was particularly 
concerned with adherence to democratic procedure and 
legality. In fact his trenchant denunciation of his political 
inquisition which he details in The Travails of Democracy 
and Rule of Law, is based on this. The bedrock of demo­
cracy, he argues, is adherence to legal procedures, rigid obser­
vance of rule of law, independence of the judiciary from all 
forms of interference in order for it to dispense justice on the 
basis of equality of all and fairness. Even> though he did not 
believe in the natural equality of all citizens, Awo was a restless 
advocate of their socio-political equality. In his various 
works, he never missed an opportunity to defend the funda­
mental, inalienable rights of citizens in a democracy to 
liberty, speech, association opinion and particularly, choice.

Freedom of opinion arid choice compel allowance of many 
associations and parties as neccessary adjuncts of democracy. 
To the extent that every society is made up of unique indivi­
duals with peculiar needs and interests, opportunity must 
exist for these diverse interests and needs to be expressed 
within the law. Several views must be permitted to contend. 
Not to tolerate rivalry, even unhealthy one’s is a sure way of 
facilitating violent conflict in society. Rivalry he asserts, is 
the “soul of development and progress. And you cannot sup­
press. unhealthy rivalry without suppressing the instinct of 
contest which is inborn, and ingrained in every one of us. 
In this connexion, we would like to warn that a repressed 
instinct is sure, sooner or later, to burst the dam which holds 
back its natural outlet, and normal expression. When it does, 
it will cause devastating havoc to all those who block its 
passage. It is safer and wiser to cure unhealthy rivalry than to 
suppress it”.23

Democracy, in Awo’s view is a means of weakening the 
aggressive propensities of human beings. The raison d’etre 
of the state and politics is to sublimate the savage and 
bestial instincts of man into civilised competition according 
to mutually accepted rules and procedures. Democracy, he
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also asserts forcefully, posits a pluralist social system that can 
accomodate a multiplicity of projects and. viewpoints both 
at individual and group levels. In this connection opportunity 
should not only be created for political parties, pressure 
groups, association and other centres of power to prolife- 
jrate, the .state structure must also be made to reflect the 
social structure. It is largely on this basis that he posits his 
ethnolinguistic principle as a categorical democratic impera­
tive which must be taken into cognizance if acrimony or ran­
corous hostility is to be mitigated in a democratic state. 
As lie explains it, it is imperative that a multi-ethnic or multi- 
linguistic state adopts a federal constitution, while a homoge­
neous one must have a unitary constitution. Through such 
constitution “engineering” Awo believed that factors making 
for conflict can be devitalised and democratic ideals promo­
ted.24

POLITICAL CONFLICT IN NIGERIA

Even though Awo was a widely read and eclectic intellectual, 
his encyclopaedic writings were informed by the Nigerian 
experience. As one writer has appropriately observed,

whatever universal arguements Awo might have debated, 
one proposition is never in doubt: the locus of his inte­
llectualism was Nigeria, indeed his anthropocentric MAN 
was and is a Nigerian.25

Awo saw Nigeria as providing an ideal setting for the establis­
hment of a liberal democratic order. The large, dynamic and 
highly heterogeneous population according to him, constitute 
the natural and formidable factors in favour of democracy.
It is in the quest of how to facilitate democracy in Nigeria 
that he arrived at his ethno-linguistic principle. Federalism 
and democracy, he contends are the only factors that can 
save Nigeria from political violence, and instability. In his 
view, the Nigerian political system has been violently unsta­
ble due to the prevalence of anti-democratic attitude, parti­
cularly within the ranks of the leadership. These include; 
the non-fulfilment of the terms of the social contract bet­
ween the people and the government by the leadership, lack



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA!498

CONCLUSION

of properly articulated and Justiciable socio-economic objec­
tives, denial of fundamental human rights, promotion of 
ethno-hegemonic interests, violation of the principles of 
rule of law, deliberate and vigorously sustained persecution 
of political opponents and above all the manipulation of the 
judicial process for partisan political interests.2 7

These factors to which he attributes political violence and 
instability in Nigeria were informed by his reminiscence on 
the politics of the first republic. His Thoughts on Nigerian 
Constitution was written with a view to contributing to the 
search for how these anti-democratic tendencies could be 
mitigated. He succeeded in part; to the extent that a subs­
tantial number of institutions and processes prescribed by 
the second republican constitution tallied with those he 
recommended in his book. But as in the first republic these 
did not abate political and judicial jobbery, intolerance and 
violation of the principles of rule of law and other similar 
practices which engendered violent conflicts. Yet Awo 
continued to maintain that there could be no satisfactory 
alternative to democracy. However, he warned that it may 
never flourish here unless an enlightened community, led by 
a group of people who have imbibed the values of human 
equality and dignity, tolerance and socio-economic justice, 
is created.

There are so many aspects of Awo’s views on democracy and 
conflict which can be critically taken up. Such issues include 
his perception of the relationship between politics and con­
flict; practicability of his classical liberal democratic politics 
in a heterogeneous and poverty ridden dependent state like 
Nigeria, the conflict between Awo the theorist and the poli­
tician and so on. But as we explained in the introduction, 
criticism is not part of the objective of this paper. Our aim 
has been to systematically elucidate an important aspect of 
his philosophy which will continue to be relevant, at least 
ip the forseable future.

It is therefore clear, for Awo, democracy and conflict are 
not compatible. In fa"ct he would contend that they are not 
only in bad terms, they are mutually exclusive. One thrives 
where the other is absent.
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OLUFEMl A. AKINOLA

INTRODUCTION

A commentary on the defunct Action Group (AG), written 
by Richard Sklar, runs thus:

The Action Group of Nigeria (AG) .... is the best organised, 
best financed, and most effectively run political party in 
Nigeria. With respect to effective central direction, (it) 
ranks with such well organised and highly disciplined 
parties as the Convention People’s Party of Ghana, the 
Democratic Party of Guinea and the Malian Party of 
African Federation. It differs from the latter parties in its 
relative de-emphasis • of personalised leadership, and it 
adheres rigorously to rules of democratic procedure.1

In a prefatory remark to my unpublished “Dynamics of 
Organisational Conflict 1 also commented thus on the 
defunct Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN):

Of all political parties which existed during Nigeria’s 
second democratic experiment, the Unity Party of Nigeria 
(UPN) is widely acknowledged as an epitome of internal 
cohesion and discipline .... Its leader*, Chief Obafemi Awo- 
lowo, enjoyed very wide personal respect ... among its 
members and sympathisers alike .... Throughout its first 
year of existence, when the original Nigerian People’s

Awolowo and the Paradox of 
Politicking and Institution Building
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CONCEPTUAL ISSUES: POLITICAL POWER AND INSTITUTION-BUILDING 

For the purposes of this paper, politicking refers to practical

Party had broken into two — th_e Nigerian Peoples Party 
(NPP) and the-Great Nigerian Peoples Party (GNPP) — over 
the sharing of party and elective posts, and when other 
parties had experienced significant threats to their (then 
emerging) corporate existence for not too dissimilar rea­
sons, the UPN maintained an outlook of a relatively well 
organised, coherent and unified organisation.

With the benefit of hindsight, one may now disagree with 
certain parts of the foregoing commentaries, especially as the 
AG, then the UPN, became victims of the same forces that 
had sapped the energies of their respective counterparts. 
Nonetheless, late Obafemi Awolowo “differed from the 
average (man) in his great energy and efficacy as a party 
organiser...”3 Indeed, he was “a consummate organiser and 
planner” who clearly recognised “the value and priority 
of organisation in whatever (he did)”4 and consistently 
recommended same to whoever came across him.

The personal basis5 of Awolowo’s politics is therefore 
clear enough to the inquiring mind. In Abraham Maslow’s 
terms, his was rhe search for self-esteem and self-actualisa­
tion at the gladiatorial level6 of the hierarchy of political 
participation. Accordingly, real politik, for him, was “a series 
of exciting and interesting adventures (whose) ultimate 
aim... (was) the attainment of power.”7 He thus sought 
power and high political office by fashioning appropriate 
policy and organisational platforms.

Yet, as argued hereunder, the simultaneous performance, 
by a single individual of both roles of party builder and 
politician could be germane to contradictions. Indeed, ii) 
the case under review, the environment was such that the 
two roles were mutually antagonistic but also co-existent. 
However, we must first attempt a conceptualisation of the 
central problem of the paper.
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politics and encompasses such activities as are classified 
‘gladiatorial’ by Lester Milbrath. These include “attending a 
caucus or strategy meeting, being a candidate for office, 
and holding public and party office(s).”8 These roles are the 
most inclusive, most involving and most costly, and are 
therefore typically those of the professional politician 
who has the required resources and is willing to invest them 
for profits (or losses) measurable in terms of the attainment 
(or loss) of political power. While the mode of attaining 
power differs between societies, or between different epochs 
in the same society, it often involves one form or another 
of institutional mechanisms.

Institutions, like organisations, are persistent or recurring 
modes of behaviour based on a clearly defined structure of 
formal roles (or authority relationships) and ‘standard operat­
ing procedures’. As such, they impose impersonal rights (or 
‘enablements’), duties and responsibilities (or ‘constraints’), 
and hence, assume the status of objective social facts. In 
other words, an institution can exist independently of its 
members, role actors or functionaries, and of their personal 
interests. As Geoffrey Vickers remarks, an institution “repre­
sents the claims of all, as against the claim of the individual, 
.... of tomorrow as against today.”9 Institutionalised life 
revolves around shared perceptions, attitudes and symbols, 
or reciprocal behavioural expectations, on the part of.all 
members. Examples are the judiciary, the civil service, 
the University system and political parties.

Institution-building, or institutionalisation, therefore refers 
to the processes of inducing members of a relevant group 
or social system to imbibe an “organisational culture.’ In 
Pfeffer’s words, this translates to

the tendency for ways of doing things in the organisation, 
patterns of luthority, and standard operating procedures 
to... become defined... and accepted by participants in the 
organisation as a natural part of their membership in that 
particular social system.10
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0

ii)

iii)

iv)

The foregoing implies, among other things that

particular institutions correspond to particular values and 
interests;
institution-building involves the superordination of certain 
values and interests over others;
at the level of social aggregates, institutionalisation involves 
the processes of assimilation and alienation;
ultimately, successful institutionalisation imposes, oil 
certain categories of the systemic membership, a shift of 
perceptions.and allegiances, and a modification of ideals 
and of methods.11

The initiatives for new institutions might be those of an 
invading army or agents of an external body, an established 
traditional oligarchy, a modernising elite, revolutionary 
classes or a combinafion of some of these groups. They 
might even spring from the collective wisdom of a society 
under the threats of invasion from outside, or internal 
challenge to the status quo. Whichever is the case, the role 
of leadership cannot be over-emphasised.

The institution-builder, or institution-proponent is in a 
particularly powerful position. His authority might derive 
from customary rules and practices, his personal ‘gift of 
grace’ or from rational-legal sources. Whichever it is, he has 
legitimate authority to define social objectives, set goals, 
determine the nature of regulative and constitutive rules, 
assign authority and corresponding responsibility, and moni­
tor the process to ensure that individual efforts are well 
co-ordinated and geared towards attaining set goals. In short, 
he symbolises and protects the ‘institutional culture’ and as 
such, defends ‘public interests’.12

However, the institution-builder is equally an individual, 
and as such might easily employ institutional resources to 
advance or consolidate personal interests. For example, he 
occupies a political position and cannot but face opposition 
from competing elite groups or individuals from within or 
without the organisation or social system over
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These queries are normal accompaniments of organisatio­
nal life, for they call attention to the inadequacies or weak­
nesses of existing practices and as such, make continuous 
adjustment and. adaptation imperative, and institutional 
stability possible. The institution-builder is therefore suppo­
sed to encourage such queries. However, they equally ques­
tion his legitimacy and incumbency and therefore threaten 
his personal interests. If he takes steps to defend or protect 
these interests, he- inevitably weakens the institution(s) 
he’s supposed to protect. A conflict of interest situation thus 
emerges in his relationship to the institution.

This is precisely the paradox which confronts the politi­
cian who has additional responsibility for creating appro­
priate conditions for the sustenance and growth of institu­
tional mechanisms or.practices. On the one hand, his desire 
for political power cannot be fulfilled, without the facility 
of appropriate institutions. He thus promotes and protects 
their cause. On the other hand, he must limit his immediate 
goals to enable the institution(s) survive. Moreover, success­
ful institutionalisation circumscribes the influence he can 
exert on the environment as an individual.14 In the circum­
stance, the pertinent question is, whose claims, the institu­
tional or the personal, take precedence over the other?

This paper addresses this question in relation to late 
Obafemi Awolowo’s experience as National President and 
Presidential candidate of the defunct UPN from 1978 to 
1983.
THE ENVIRONMENT OF AWOLOWO’S POLITICS

By environment is meant the totality of forces, internal and 
external, whose influence on the behaviour of a particular 
subject of analysis can be shown, even if only in analytic

the way rights, powers and duties are distributed between 
different posts.... jbout.who holds these posts, especially 
the top one... how they are appointed... (and) the wisdom 
and humanity of the orders given.13

These queries



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERAT506

terms. Accordingly, this section identifies certain elements 
of Awolowo’s micro.(e.g. Yoruba) and macro (e.g. Nigerian) 
environments which informed his perception and articulation 
of politics up to the end of the First Republic.

By. way of background, it is important to note that Oba- 
femi Awolowo was bom a few years after Britain assumed 
formal political control over the disparate social formations 
that became Nigeria in 1914. By the time he started to lay 
his “political foundation”15 that is, to identify with the 
symbols of, and create an image of his political self within, 
the macro political system, his society had recovered enough 
from the trauma of an externally induced, violent change 
to respond to the demands of the new colonial order.16

One such demand concerned general conceptions of 
authority and legitimacy. Traditional, customary patterns 
of attaining, retaining and losing power had become obsolete 
with the advent of colonialism; yet the rational-legal form 
most desired by the new overlords could hardly be establi­
shed by the force of arms alone.17 This vacuum was to be 
filled by elements of a new assimilado, for whom indirect 
rule had meant effective alienation from the perquisites of 
colonial politics. In the pursuit of the latter, this group of 
elite “collaborators”18 opted for continous reform of alien 
rule through the expansion of civil liberties for the colonised 
by legal opposition rather than the ‘rabid nationalism’ and 
armed confrontation of the first generation of patriots 19

Accordingly, the elective principle was introduced for 
Lagos and Calabar by the Clifford’s Constitution. In 1923, 
Herbert Macaulay’s Nigerian National Democratic Party 
(NNDP) emerged as Nigeria’s first political organisation to 
take up the gauntlet, but it had logistic and operational 
difficulties. The Lagos Youth Movement metamorphosed 
into the Nigerian Youth Movement (NYM) in 1938, and thus 
became the first nationalist organisation with membership 
drawn from all parts of the country. However, it soon fell 
victim to intra-elite squabbles over its leadership. The conse­
quent break up of the Nigerian Youth Movement is widely
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believed to be responsible for the emergence and nature of 
Azikiwe’s National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons 
(NCNC) and also for the advent of ethnicity in Nigerian 
politics.2 0

The Richard’s Constitution of 1946, and Macpherson’s 
of 1951 subsequently elevated ethnicity to the level of praxis 
by respectively formalising and consolidating a correspon­
dence of sorts between ethno-geographical and politico- 
administrative boundaries.21 The latter also expanded 
the franchise, thus making available increased opportunities 
for political participation by the new elite. Its effective par­
ticipation however, presupposed the existence of political 
organisations through which the masses could be mobilised 
and their opinions channeled to electoral ends desired by the 
elite.

By contrast, the institutional landscape comprised of some 
nationalist groupings rather than party organisations. For 
example, the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons 
was a holding company made up of cultural organisations 
whose primary objectives revolved around the amelioration 
of alienation and the prevention of anomie in colonial 
centres, and the provision of educational and social services 
to members.22 The same is true of the Egbe Omo Oduduwa. 
In turn, the NNDP was a Lagos affair, and as such, could 
not have been expected to awaken the interests of the newly 
enfrachised citizen in the countryside.

It is against this background of relative institutionTessness 
that the Action Group emerged in 1951 as a Party organisa­
tion intent on capturing political power in Western Region. 
The initiatives were unquestionably Awolowo’s.23 Having 
watched the activities of other nationalist groups, especially 
the NCNC, and of Zik’s group of newspapers,24 he got the 
caucus of the new party to decide, in terms not unlike those 
eniployed in Lenin’s vanguard theory, that it (the party) 
would be founded on a well-defined programme of action, 
“discipline, and consensus of minds on fundamental princi­
ples” and methods, and secrecy, especially among founding
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AWOLOWO AND THE STRUCTURE OF THE UNITY PARTY OF NIGERIA25 

The birth of the UPN was announced barely twenty-four 
hours after the ban on partisan politics was lifted by the military 
in September, 1978. Again, the person of Awolowo loomed 
large on its showing, and critics are wont to assert that it 
was Awolowo writ large. At any rate it stormed the political 
scene fully prepared for the rigour of electioneering. How­
ever, it had to contend not only with the problems of cultu-

members and leaders.2 5
Accordingly, the structure of the party gave the leadership 

extensive power and influence on lower-level organs and 
functionaries.2 6 Initial differences of opinion over goals 
and methods were easily resolved through informal meetings 
and also through the mediation of the Egbe Onio Oduduwa. 
These measures eventually became inadequate for contai­
ning conflict within the Party.

Its commitment to the objectives of democratisation, a 
welfare system and a truly federal constituion, and the conse­
quent desire of the party leadership to expand its (party’s) 
‘strategic orientation’ by re-defining its ‘value orientation’21 
were to pitch it against traditional elites and conservative 
socio-economic groups within and without Western Region. 
Two antagonistic camps formed around Obafemi Awolowo, 
Federal President of the Party and Opposition Leader in the 
House of Representatives, and S.L. Akintola, Deputy Leader 
of the Party and Western Region Premier. The issues dela­
ted in, and the course of the conflict are well documentated 
and need not to be repeated here. Suffice it to say that the 
democratic dispensation which the Action Group preached 
and symbolised was sacrificed by both leaders in their respec­
tive bids for more or less personal power.28 In addition, 
Nigeria knew no peace until the military took over the 
political system on 15th January, 1966. When, twelve years 
later, partisan politics was again allowed, the Action Group 
literally ‘resurrected’, but it had to take a new name.



awolowo and the paradox of politicking 509

i)

ii)

iii)

Three organs shared the burden of party administration at 
state level’. These were: the State Conference, the State 
Executive Council and the State Assembly Council. The 
State Conference was established by Article 14 (1) of the 
Party Constitution. It consisted of:

The Unity Party of Nigeria was administered at local, 
state and federal levels, with authority and responsibility 
increasing in that order. The most basic unit was the Ward, to 
which every member belonged (Article 6(3) and (6)). A num­
ber of Ward Units constituted a constituency or Local 
Government branch. At each of these levels, meetings were 
to be held regularly to discuss party matters, select dele­
gates to higher-level Party meetings and nominate candidates 
for general and bye-elections (Articles 19 and 20). The exer­
cise of the functions of each organ between its meetings 
devolved on art Executive Committee appointed by it (Article 
21).

Accordingly, the UPN pledged itself to the promotion 
of the unity of Nigeria, the implementation of its cardinal 
programmes and other policies, and the maintenance and 
fostering of representative democracy and the observance of 
the rule of law in'Nigeria (Article 4(3)).31 Membership was 
open to all Nigerians of 18 years or more,of age (Article 5).

ral engineering in a i ’ ' 
constitutional provisions3 
implied that:

an effective, and better still, centralised

its name, emblem and activities must trascend etho- 
or reflect the federal character ofgeographical boundaries, 

the Nigerian society;
its functionaries must be periodically and democratically 
elected, and 
it must have 
leadership.

plural society, but also with elaborate 
’ions30 which, among other things,
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(a)

(b)

(e)

(c)
(d)

Five representatives from each state constituency selected 
from amongst its members - themselves representatives of 
different Ward units;
All Party members who were members of the respective 
State House of Assembly;
All state officers of the Party;
All Party members who were serving as Commissioners 
in the State Government, and
Not more than five other members appointed by the 
National President of the Party (Article 14(2).

The State Conference made policies for the state brand 
of the Party and also examined “the policies pursued by the 
State Government to ensure that they were “in accorc 
with the principles, policies, programmes, aims and objec 
tives of the Party”. In a state which the Party did not con 
trol, conference examined govemmeht policies and, albnr 
with reports from constituencies, took positions and mea 
sures to protect the interests of the party. Conference alsc 
had responsibility for ensuring the electoral success of ths 
party’s flagbearers, provided that its Chairman was al$c 
gubernatorial candidate. All powers of Conference were to 
be exercised “within the guidelines provided by congress” ar: 
subject to its (congress) overriding authority (Article 15).

The State Executive Council was established by Articl: 
16 and comprised of ten (10) officers32 and fifteen (15) 
other members, all of whom were to be elected by the State 
conference (Articles 16(2) and 17(1). It exercised all power- 
delegated to it by the latter, ‘subject to Congress approval 
(Article 16(2)). It was also responsible for the day-to-day 
administration of the Party and for implementing the direc 
tives of Congress, the National President and the Stat 
Conference. Its meetings were presided over by the Chairman 
of (the) State Conference (Article 26(4)).

The State Assembly Council was a local equivalent of tL 
National Parliamentary Council and was established by Arc 
cle 3 of the Second Schedule to the Party Constitute 
It comprised of all Party members Of the State Assembi
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and all Commissioners in the State Government. The latter 
participated as ex-officio. It was set up primarily to reconcile 
differences of opinion and thus facilitate consensus on 
public and party matters among Legislators and members 
of the executive arm of government. (Article 5 of the Second 
Schedule).

The national party organisation consisted of the National 
Congress and the National Executive Council (NEC). Con­
gress was the most supreme authority of the Party, and as 
such, had plenary powers (Article 11). Its membership 
included the National President, all members of the Party 
in the National Assembly, Governors and their Deputies 
and one representative from each State Constituency selec­
ted from among its members (Article 10 (1 - 8.) Its power's 
and functions were similar to those of a State Conference, 
but they extended over all state and federal organs of the 
party (see Article 11(2) (i-x).

The size of Congress made it unsuitable for the conduct of 
any business other than to lay down broad guidelines for 
policy. Accordingly, the National Executive Council formula­
ted and implemented pt\rty policies and. programmes in their 
specifics. A smaller group, known as the National Working 
Committee (NWC), and appointed by it, discharged the 
functions of Council between its meetings. The full Council 
consisted of at least ten (10) national officers, all State 
Conference Chairmen and forty-five (45) other members, 
all of whom were elected by Congress (Article 12).

In theory therefore, the government of the Party was 
democratic, since power was formally vested in its represen­
tative organs. In addition, the Third Schedule to the Consti­
tution of the Party contains elaborate rules of procedure 
designed to govern the conduct of all party meetings. In real 
terms however, two principles which seem to have informed 
the structural grid made the Party highly centralised and 
hierarchical, and eroded its claim of being democratic.

The first is an abiding concern for the supremacy of the 
Party in all matters between it and its members and/or
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elected or appointed officers in government. According to 
Article 7 of the Second Schedule to the Constitution of the 
Party,

The President of the Party, the Chairman of the State 
Conference, and the Parliamentary and Assembly Leaders 
of the Party in the National Assembly and the State Assem­
bly respectively shall be responsible to the National Execu­
tive Council and the Congress of the Party in the implemen­
tation at Federal and State levels of the policies and pro­
grammes which may from time to time be laid down by 
the Party.

In more specific terms, Article 11 (iv) empowered Congress 
to “examine the policies pursued by (a) State Government 
(controlled by the Unity Party of Nigeria).,, in order to 
determine that (they were) in accord... with the principles, 
policies, programmes, aims and objects of the Party.” In 
addition, Articles 15 and 16 imposed an obligation on a 
State Conference and its (State) Executive Council to exer­
cise their respective powers “within the guidelines provided 
by Congress” and “subject to Congress approval”.

However, Congress was a large body and was therefore 
grossly unsuitable for discussing . crucial matters of policy. 
It also met once in a year under normal circumstances. 
In between its meetings, its powers devolved on the National 
Executive Council (Article 12(5)(11) where Governors and 
representatives of their states constituted a minority (Article 
(12)<1)). In turn, the National Working Committee exercised 
the powers and functions of the National Executive Council, 
but it comprised only national officers of the Party “and 
such other members of the Federal (i.e. National) Executive 
Council as may be- appointed by the National President" 
(Article 12 (5)(ii)). In a nutshell, the National President was 
de facto repository of tne powers of Congress and other 
federal agencies of the Party.
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The matter did not end here. The appointive power of the 
National President extended very well beyond the National 
Executive Council to Congress (Article 10(9), State Confe­
rences (Article 14(2)(v)) and-delegates thereof (Article 17 
(2)(4). In addition, he must be privy to any decision of a 
State Conference to create new offices and staff them (Arti­
cle 17(2)). These were complemented by his right to “give 
directives to all officers and Agencies whether Federal 
or State” (Article 26(1)). He prescribed the venue and time 
of the National Executive Council through the National Secre­
tary of the Party (Article 12(2)). Furthermore, he had 
interventionist powers, and as such, could “apoint ad hoc 
Committees of the Party on any subject” (Article 26(1)) 
as well as co-opt any member or members into any Party 
meeting (Article 24(1). Finally, he presided over all meetings 
of the three federal organs of the Party, and could do the 
same with regard to State Conferences and Executive Coun­
cils. (Article 26(4)).

The second principle derives from the first and relates 
to the allocation of dual roles to certain functionaries of the 
Party. In other words, the 'Constitution of the Party created 
a network of ‘interlocking directorates’ by allowing certain 
individual officers to perform two or more strategic roles 
simultaneously. In this regard, State Conference Chairmen 
doubled as gubernatorial candidates (or Governors, as the 
case might be) and so took full charge of party and govern­
ment matters at state level. At the national level, the Presi­
dent of the Party was also Presidential candidate (Article 
H(2)(vi)).

These arrangements were designed to ensure automatic 
government backing for all party decisions wherever the 
party was in power, and therefore, to facilitate effective 
co-ordination of party and government by the leadership. 
They also sought to avoid a recurrence- of the Action Group 
experience by assuring a formal role for Awolowo in the 
Party, irrespective of his electoral fortunes. However, party
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adopted

supremacy, especially of the order which the Unity Parry 
of Nigeria structure implied, -is an anachronism in a presiden­
tial system. The duality of roles also made the incumbents 
too powerful for effective checks by other Party organs, and 
as such, • created oligarchic tendencies. Accordingly, they 
generated so much in-fighting between Governors, and 
Deputy Governors (who doubled as State Chairmen and Vice 
Chairmen of the Party respectively, and between the execu­
tive and the legislative arms of government.3 3

At the national level, the conflict of interests was not so 
much between the President and the Vice Presidents, but 
between the demands of the two roles which the former 
occupied. As the next two sections show, the incumbent 
experienced the contradictions inherent in simultaneously 
symbolising a democratic organisation and also fostering 
personal political interests.

AWOLOWO AND THE NOMINATION OF UNITY PARTY OF NIGERIA 

CANDIDATES

'The mode of nominating candidates for elective offices had 
up to 1979, remained characteristically peculiar to individual 
political parties in Nigeria. This can be explained by the 
relatively underdeveloped state of Nigeria’s democratic dis­
pensation, the consequent absence of a sophisticated electo­
rate, elite manipulation of the instruments of propaganda 
and the party system that was in vogue during the First 
Republic. The Action Group, for example, craftily returned 
urban-based educated elites to their respective villages or 
communities, got the latter to award them honorary titles 
and thereafter adopted them as electoral candidates.34 
Although the party recorded tremendous electoral succes­
ses therefrom, the process was such that powerful individuals 
within and without the party could (and did) impose their 
favourites on the electorate, and by so doing, undermine 
the growth of popular democracy in the country.35

Although the American presidential system was 
for the Second Republic, the accompanying feature of direct
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The resultant teams looked coherent and promising 
throughout the period of electioneering. A short while after 
October 1979, they broke up into antagonistic camps over 
the distribution of power and other spoils of office. It then 
became clear that some of the teams comprised strange 
bed-fellows and that the primary consideration for selection 
was loyalty to the leadership of the Party. There was a 
seemingly unofficial policy of the Party to award exalted 
party and public offices to old party faithfuls whom Awo- 
lowo could trust and work with. Among other things, this 
implied that most candidates were imposed on their respec­
tive constituencies. In the case of Governorship candidates 
and their associates, it also implied that such considerations 
as compatibility and consensus adidem were not part of the 
calculus.

For example, in Ondo State, M.A. Ajasin won the race for

the Committee of Friends led by Papa Obafemi Awolowo 
had prepared itself ready for the return to normal democra­
tic rule... Candidates for various elective positions in the 
Country had also been assembled...37

primary elections did not immediately become part of 
Nigeria’s adaptation of that model. Existent caucus tenden- 
cis within parties of the First Republic, especially the Action 
Group were ironically, strengthened by the ban on overt 
political activities and the intermittent undertakings by 
different military administrations, between 1966 and 1975, 
to return power to elected civilians. Moreover, nothing in 
either the Electoral Act of 1977 (as amended in 1982) or 
the 1979 Constitution3 6 prescribed a particular mode of 
candidate nomination. As such, the Constitution of the 
Unity Party of Nigeria simply gave the leadership of the 
Party wide discretionary powers in respect of candidate 
selection. Accordingly, before the ban partisan politics was 
lifted,
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the party flag in 1978 because he had been a standing Awo 
faithful, and so deserved some compensation. To ease his way 
to power, Ayo Fasanmi, then the most visible contender 
for the party flag, had to b.e neutralised. An opportunity 
came in Akin Omoboriowo who, under Awolowo’s prodding, 
accepted to participate in the race as Ajasin’s associate. 
Omoboriowo is from the same (old) Ekiti Division as Fa­
sanmi, and it was reckoned, quite correctly, that he would 
reduce the level of support that was available for Fasanmi. 
On the day appointed for the selection proper, Omobori- 
owo’s nomination as candidate for Deputy Governor was 
announced before voting started, and before hi\ principal 
was ‘known’38 In Oyo State, it is widely believed that 
Awolowo preferred another old reliable, Archdeacon E.A. 
Alayande as flagbearer, and that Bola Ige won only because 
he kept Awolowo in the dark about his strategies. Awolowo 
did not even accept Ige’s candidature until he had won the 
contest for the second time. But for Awolowo, Josiah Olawo- 
yin and Lateef Jakande would have probably lost the race. 
It is doubtful if former Bendel State Governor, Professor 
Ambrose Alli, ever saw eye to eye with his Deputy, Demas 
Akpore, for one month after 1st October, 1979. In at least 
three of the five states39 which the UPN controlled from 
1979 to 1983, Deputy Governors became champions of 
direct primaries.

Primary elections enable party members to participate 
directly in the choice of its candidates and as such consti­
tute a pre-election gauge of the acceptability of candidates 
to the electorate. They also- generate voter attachment and 
seek to “make the instruments of mass democracy, the 
political parties, themselves democratically controlled.’40 
However, they also generate and facilitate factionalism and 
internal schisms and enable ‘anti-organisation’ or reform 
candidates to win nomination at the expense of favourites 
of the party establishment.4 1

In spite of claims by the Deputy Governors that they 
represented a sizeable portion of the party’s membership
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in their respective states, and that they had individual politi­
cal clout independently of their principals, the party leader­
ship stoutly defended the caucus system. In its bid to main­
tain the status quo, it tried to blackmail, suppress and finally, 
neutralise the major proponents of direct primaries.

First, they were blackmailed and painted as agents of 
instability who sought to divert the attention of the party 
and its functionaries from implementing its programmes. 
For example, in his Presidential addre'ss to the fourth annual 
Congress of the Party, Awolowo paid tribute to “the entire 
members of the UPN.... in the National Assembly who, on 
the whole, have distinguished themselves as patriots and 
incorruptible public men”. The Party, he went on, also owed 
its Governors “an enormous debt of gratitude... because 
(they) have discharged their onerous and historic assignments 
with distinction, dedication and unblemished loyalty.”42 
Only ‘ambitious’ party members who cared less about party 
cohesion and the need for the party to consolidate its gains 
and improve on them would dare seek to oust such ‘ambassa­
dors’ from their offices.

Second, attempts were made to supress them. Awolowo 
caused a Special Congress meeting to be held in Lagos from 
25th to 27th October, 1982 to reconcile the Deputy Gover­
nors and their sympatliisers to automatic renomination. 
When he made a plea that the proposal be approved, he was 
rebuffed with a special Yoruba song which runs thus:

Awolowo a o fe
No automatic

This literally translates to
Awolowo, we do not accept 
automatic renomination

The Party leadership had no choice but to give in to 
pressures in favour of primary elections. However, it took 
certain measures which neutralised some of the proponents 
of the exercise. For example, the National Executive Council 
directed all Deputy Governors who sought nomination as 
gubernatorial candidates to resign their jobs by 3rd Novem-
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AWOLOWO AND THE FREE EDUCATION PROGRAMME

Awolowo had, since the days of Action Group, been an 
unrelenting advocate of free education. As Premier of Wes­
tern Region, he implemented the programme at primary 
school level and its spectacular successes earned him and the 
Action Group enormous political capital. However, the bill 
was huge: it rose from £2.2 million in 1954 to a whopping 
£5.4 million in 1955. By 1960, it cost the regional govern­
ment 41% of its revenue.46 Earlier on, in 1953, government 
had tried to improve its finances by imposing a special levy 
of N1.50(then 15s.) per tax payer, but had got violent pro­
tests and a poor electoral showing for it.4 7 The lesson is 
clear enough: political expediency and economic feasibility 
do not always go together. However, Awolowo and free 
education had come to mean the same thing.

Hence in 1978, free education was one of the most crucial 
platforms on which the UPN based its campaigns for the 
1979 elections. The Party, it was reckoned, would control 
the federal government, and the latter would fund the 
implementation of the programme adequately. However,

ber 1982. They complied, and were therefore denied the 
advantages which incumbency confers. In contrast, M.A. 
Ajasin made two donations of N 10,000.00 each to Ifaki and 
Igogo communities (Ero constituencies III and V respecti­
vely) as government’s contribution to their hospital projects 
which were being funded communally. The gesture was 
highly suspect, especially as it came a few days to the begin­
ning of the preliminaries.

The exercise itself was badly organised. In Ondo State 
for instance, there were allegations of illegal printing of party 
cards, of abrupt shift of venues, of disenfranchisement and 
figure joggling.43 At the end of it all, all incumbents were 
renominated,44 but the UPN did havoc to its claim of pro­
moting democracy. In addition, its leadership failed to ob­
tain the political pay-offs it so badly wanted.4 5
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the party lost the presidential election and the question 
became whether or not the party should implement the 
programme in the states under its control. The ensuing 
debate created two non-mutually exclusive groups within 
the Party.

The ‘Statists’ wanted the Party to drop the programme. 
They foresaw the NPN sabotaging the programme either 
by. starving UPN states of funds, or by simply being unsympa­
thetic to their cause. Even if statutory allocations from the 
Federation Account were forthcoming, and the machinery 
for collecting internal revenue was invigorated, the sums 
derivable from both sources cannot, in some states, amount 
to anythirig vis-a-vis what would be required. The quality 
of the programme, and it's products would be drastically 
affected, as would the party’s future electoral fortunes. In 
the end, the electorate might feel betrayed by the Party and 
opt for another.

The ‘Federalists’ saw wisdom in implementing the pro­
gramme irrespective of the level of resource availability. By 
so doing, UPN states can be set up as models and the party 
can then look up to greener electoral pastures. The target 
states included Kwara, Imo, Anambra and other eastern 
states.

Once again, Awblowo won the debate, and free educa­
tion was pursued by UPN states. Admittedly, there was a 
large increase in the number of schools and in student/pupil 
enrolment. In Lagos State alone, primary and secondary 
schools which numbered 604 and 79 in 1979, went up to 
954 and 180 in 1980 - an increase of 58% and 128% respecti­
vely. Student enrolment in Secondary Schools also recorded 
a modest 20% rise, from 89,854 in 1979 to 107,835 in 1980. 
By 1983, this number had more than doubled (231, "365, 
157% increase).4 8 These were, by all standards, impressive 
figures, and the fact that free education became a programme 
on the list of all parties during campaigns for 1983 lends 
credence to its desirability.

However, the result was a mixed bag of spectacular success
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OBAFEMI AWOLOWO, END OF AN ERA?

When societies first come to birth, 
it is the leaders that produce the republic 
Later, it is the institution that produce 
the leader4 9

In the preceeding pages, an attempt has been made to exa­
mine the relationship between political power and institution 
building. We also tried to show how, in the case of Awolowo, 
conceptions of power and of political institutions, and the 
relationship between the two, were influenced by a variety 
of environmental factors. In all known cases of organised 
life, the personal or group interests of the powerful are easily 
juxtaposed with those of the collectivity.

However, in highly institutionalised settings, the short­
term interests of particular leaders can hardly steer institu­
tions away from their accepted aims and objectives which 
would, most probably, have evolved over the years. As such, 
the institutions are so autonomous and so complex that their 
corporate interests will, ultimately, prevail in situations of 
conflict with their functionaries’. The resilience of demo- 
cracry in the United States in spite of Watergate is a case in 
point here.

By contrast, in African countries such as Nigeria, certain 
existent or desirable institutions, like political parties, are

and utter failure. Lagos State funded the programme easily, 
while Ogun and Oyo had slight difficulties. Ondo State piled 
up arreas of salary payments due to Teachers and Civil ser­
vants, while school children in Bendel State had. to cany 
furniture to their schools on a daily basis. The financial 
strains were such that Very little or no attention was given 
to other areas of state responsibility. The products of the 
programme had to graduate into unemployment. As was the 
case with primary elections, the party establishment had its 
way, but the UPN as an institution suffered a loss of reputa­
tion, and it can be imagined how the party will have fared 
had there been no coup d’etat on 31 December, 1983.
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creations. In a number, of cases too, their creators 
^neration of leaders still preside over them, either 

otherwise. In situations of conflict between
Teator and his object, the odds are, not unusually, 
/our of the former.

The story of Awolowo, especially as told here, is the 
story of a charismatic personality who clearly conceptualised 
his interests and designed appropriate measures to facilitate 
their advancement. Therefore, it' is also the story of a highly 
efficient organiser of men. Since a clear formulation of his 
interests proceeded their organisation, the latter became 
relevant only within the context of the tormer. However,- 
the boundaries of his organisations naturally transcended 
his personal interests, and conflict ensured between the 
demands of the two non-mutually exclusive situations. In 
deed, Awolowo was a master of his environment who refused 
to be mastered, and therefore, evoked extremes of passion 
and hostility.

Nigeria may never again produce men who are endowed 
v/ith such personal characteristics and organisational capabili­
ties as will enable them infect society with ideas and proces­
ses motivated by personal desires, at least in the first in­
stance. To this extent, Awolowo’s transition heralds the end 
of an era.

However, Awolowo, in my view left for Nigeria at least 
two important legacies, yiz:

Problems are never solved by consciously avoiding them; 
rather, an unsuccessful bid at confronting or resolving them 
must animate fresh moves towards attaining the same 
ends; and
Desired objectives can be attained only through pei sistent 
attempts, with a resolve informed by a willingness to learn 
from previous mistakes.

The Action Group and the Unity Party of Nigeria, seve­
rally and jointly, represent Awolowo’s concrete attempts 
at grappling with the problems of his society as he perceived 
them. To -the extent that these experiences inform and enrich
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Awolowo and Nigerian Federalism

EGHOSA E. OSAGHAE

INTRODUCTION

Although the most prominent characteristic of the political 
thought of African statesmen and ‘thinkers’ is that it is fluid 
and intermittent,1 Obafemi Awolowo clearly belonged to the 
class of the few consistent ‘thinkers’ who steadfastly held 
on to their ideas and beliefs as sacrosanct. In all of his writ­
ings, this was arguably truest of his views on federalism, 
specifically his conviction that the federal constitution 
is the best suited for Nigeria because of the country’s enor­
mous multilingual and multinational nature. This conviction 
was borne out of certain universal principles of constitution­
making which he said, held that the best and the most stable 
constitution for any multilingual country is the federal one. 
In essence, this was the kernel of Awolowo’s federal thought 
and the basis on which he analysed the process and organisa­
tion of federal government. This essay is a critical examina­
tion of these thoughts on federalism in general, and the Nige­
rian federalism in particular, though it would be found that 
most of these thoughts have a Nigerian specificity. This is 
understandable, considering that Nigeria was the primary 
problem which he sought to deal with, and consequently, 
that most of his more general views on federalism were meant 
to validate and justify his prescriptions for solving the Nige­
rian problem.
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CONCEPTUAL LIGHTS: LEADERSHIP AND FEDERALISM

A convenient startpoint- for our analysis is to examine the 
place of leadership in federalism because, of all systems of 
government, the federal one probably needs'committed leaders 
most. This is largely because, as federalism is a golden mean 
between the desire to be seperate and to be united on the part 
of the constituent units, it requires a will and commitment to 
federalism on the part of the leaders to make the unity of 
opposites workable. Indeed, from their study of factors 
making for the success of federal systems, Thomas Frank 
et al have stressed the importance of “a self-sufficient 
political-ideological commitment” to the primary value of 
federation itself by the leaders. Where this is absent, they 
argue, federal success is improbable if not impossible”2 
A similar point has been made by many federalist students 
notably K.C. Wheare, Ronald Watts, Geoffrey Sawer, and 
Amitai Etzioni though, for the most past, they emphasize 
the role of leadership when the federation is to come into 
being and during its fledging period.3 In particular, Etzioni 
distinguishes between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ leadership 
in union formation.4 This distinction is highly relevant in 
considering federations like Nigeria which emerged from 
colonial situations in which the colonizing authorities and 
the indigenous itationalist elite combined in the bargains 
that produced the eventual federal unions. Here, it is impor­
tant that both the internal and external leaders are commit­
ted to federalism for the Union to come into being; after this 
time, the success of the union comes to rest squarely on the 
internal leaders.

The importance of leadership in the emergence and survi­
val of federal systems then, need not be over-emphasized. 
Empirical evidences lend ample support for this contention. 
It took the federalist commitment of John Jay, James 
Madison, Alexander Hamilton (these three combined to 
write The Federalist Papers)5, Benjamin Franklin, James 
Wilson and the charisma of George Washington to bring 
American federation to fruition and to weather the initial
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turbulence, including a civil war.6 Similarly, the fatherly 
figure of Gandhi, Nehru, and Patel as well as the popularity 
of the Congress Party, contributed immensely to the emti- 
gence and survival of the Indian federal union, notwithsla> 
ding the ‘Pakistanization’ problem the Union had to content 
with at the independence.7

In the case of Nigeria which is my Primary concern, tte 
federation owed its origin to the belief by virtually all th 
leaders that it was the most viable arrangement. It 
especially attractive to them because, at the tune, conside­
ring the uneven rates of development among the regionsei 
the country which they led, it guaranteed that every region 
could progress at its own pace. As early as 1943, Nnamd 
Azikiwe, had proposed a ‘commonwealth, of Nigeria, a kini 
of federal arrangement with eight constituent units whit 
he called protectorates.8 Furthermore, Awolowo hasdcsen 
bed him as “a believer in federalism who, at the 19531c 
don Constitutional Conference argued that “Federalist 
is imperative in Nigeria”.9 Ahmadu Bello also support 
federation on the grounds that “this is the only guarani: 
that the country will progress evenly all over, for we a 
spend the money we receive, the money we raise, inti 
direction best suited to us.”10 Similarly, Tafawa Bales 
argued in 1948: “Nigeria’s political future may only liein 
federation because, so far as the rate of regional progress 
concerned, some of the other regions appear to be me 
developed than others, and I think that no region should! 
denied self-government because others are not prepared f 
it”.11 Finally, Dennis Osadebey affirmed that “for ar 
Nigerian Constitution to succeed, it must have to be fedei 
or confederal so that, while the diverse peoples were ke 
together in one country, each group would have as mu 
autonomy as possible”.12

Of all the Nigerian leaders however, Awolowo was arg 
bly the most avowed and systematic. His advocacy of I 
federal solution to the pecularities of the Nigerian situati 
was a logical consequence of his personal beliefs and com
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Awolowo's views on federalism were certainly the most 
profound and copious of all made by Nigerian leaders, and 
came closest to an approximate “theory” of federalism. 
From his first book Path to Nigerian Freedom, to his Stra­
tegy and Tactics of the Peoples Republic, all of which dealt 
extensively with the best system of government for Nigeria, 
he was unwavering in his federalist stance. In what, follows 
in this essay, I examine the different strands of his federal 
thought.

AWOLOWO’S FEDERAL THEORY

In the study of federalism, there is no universal theory to 
which students agree. What exists are ‘partial’ theories which 
are actually approaches to and perspectives of, federalism.15 
What we find in Awolowo however, is an attempt to formu­
late a “scientific theory” of federalism based on certain 
law-like generalisations and principles which in a typical 
lawyer’s fashion, “define more or less by fiat (typically to 
make it easier to prove a case) and expects that definition 
to be authoritative because it is enforced by the weight 
of law or force.16 But in the end, as we shall find out

tions and certain “scientific”, historical and universal eviden­
ces and principle to the effect that a federal constitution is 
the best suited for any multinational country:

Experts can propound learned thesis as to why pedple 
having different languages and cultural backgrounds are 
unable to live together under a democratic unitary consti­
tution. But the empirical facts of history are enough guide 
to us. It has been shown beyond all doubt that the best 
constitution for such diverse peoples is a federal consti­
tution.13

Accordingly, he argued,
The constitution of Nigeria must be federal .... any other 
consitution will be unsuitable and will generate ever­
recurring instability which may eventually lead to the 
complete disappearance of the Nigeria state.14
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Awolowo’s “theory” amounts to no more than what are 
self-evident prescriptions based on what Dudley has called 
“ad hoc generalisations used to explain and justify Awo­
lowo’s own political prejudices’'.*7 Extreme as Dudley’s 
assessment may appear, the point remains that Awolowo’s 
collection of principles are too partial and reductionist to 
qualify to be called a grand theory of federalism. It never­
theless remains an important theoretical perspective, espe­
cially in the study of Nigerian federalism. We accept it as 
such.

Essentially, Awolowo’s conception of federalism belongs 
to the formalistic legal-constitutional perspective cham­
pioned by K.C. Wheare.18 Like Wheare, he regards certain 
inviolable federal principles as the essence of federalism. 
In other words, he assesses the federal nature of a country 
by the principles which are embodied in the constitution 
and, strictly on this basis classifies a country as truly 
federal, quasi-federal or non federal. For him, to qualify 
to be called federal, a constitution must be written, and must 
provide, inter alia that (1) there-must be a division of power 
between a central government and regional or state govern­
ments which must be coordinate and independent of one 
another in the exercise of their respective powers; (2) the 
regional or state governments must have jurisdiction over 
residual matters i.e subjects not defined as belonging to the 
executive legislative list of the central government or the 
concurrent list of both the central and state governments; (3) 
no one or two constituent units should be large enough to 
dominate the federation; (4) the central government should 
not have powers to suspend state powers and functions; (5) 
there must be a separation of powers between the executive, 
legislature and judiciary and the judiciary must be indepen­
dent; and (6) every state government must be viable, i.e. 
every state must have the financial and administrative where 
withal to discharge the functions allocated to it.* *

The major problem with this kind of formalistic emphasis 
is that it almost totally ignores the operation of the consti-
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tutional form and hence, the nature of the society which it 
serves because, as William Livingston has argued:

The nature of the political society can be examined only by 
observing how the institution works in the context of the 
society. It is the operation, not the form that is important, 
and it is the forces that determine the operation that are 
more important still.20

The point in this argument is that a federal constitution 
could be operated in a unitary manner and vice-versa. To this 
extent, it cannot be true, as Awolowo would have us believe, 
that unitary and federal systems are mutually exclusive.21 
Today, many federal systems have become so centralized 
that constitutional federalists like Awolowo would scarcely 
call them federal. Even with regards to constitutional forms 
per se, Ivo Duckacek points out that Crossbreed Constitu­
tions which combine unitary and federal arrangements are 
not a rarity as is often assumed.22 The way out of this con­
ceptual problem is to agree that although the essence of 
federalism is that there is an irrevocable division of power 
between a central and state governments, there is a wide 
variety in the forms which it takes. These range from the 
fully centralized to fully non-centralised which could yet 
approximate unitary and confederal/systems respectively 
but remain nevertheless federal because of the irrevocable 
division of power.23

What Awolowo loses in his formalistic conception he 
compensates for by insisting that, to be properly under­
stood, the federal system must be related to the nature of 
the society it is expected to serve. Specifically, he believes 
that federalism is only suited to certain kinds of societies 
because, as he himself argued, “suitability is.... of the essence 
of a constitution.’'24 In this regard, his federal theory 
approximates the sociological approach championed by 
Livingston.2 5 The basis of Awolowo’s sociological insight 
is that:
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1)

2)

3)

4)

It is possible to discern political principles or laws of uni­
versal application which must determine the type of consti­
tution best suited to a given country. It is also possible, 
in the face of such general principles, to declare and predict 
that any wide departure from them in identical cases and 
circumstances is bound to come to grief sooner or later... 
It is incumbent upon us therefore, in making a choice 
between a unitary and federal constitution, to endeavour to 
discover, from the empirical facts which political history 
supplies, and from the conclusions which Political Scientists 
and analysts have reached, whether there are any patent 
and well-established political principles by which our action 
can be guided.26

Accordingly, on the basis of his consideration of all federal 
systems and conditions making for them, he arrives at four 
universal principles or “laws” of Constitution-making:27

If a country is unilingual and uninational, the Consti­
tution must be unitary.
If it is unilingual or bilingual or multilingual but has 
over the years developed divergent nationalities, 
the constitution must be federal and the constituent 
units must be organised on the basis of language and 
nationality.
If it is bilingual or multilingual, the Constitution must 
be federal, and the constituent units must be organi­
sed on the basis of the linguistic group.
If it is bilingual or multilingual, but adopts a unitary 
constitution, the constitution must fail in the long 
run.

Awolowo believes that any deviation from these “immuta­
ble” principles will result in political instability. Rather 
obviously however, they do not seem to recognise that not 
all multilingual and multinational countries are federal 
plausibly because as I pointed out earlier, Awolowo. took 
federal and unitary systems to be mutually exclusive. But, 
as we discovered, hybrid constitutions are not rare, and this 
explains why a unitarist state like the United Kingdom has
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In point of emphasis, this is similar to Isaac George’s asser­
tion that language is the most crucial element which seperates 
groups because it “is a magnetic force, binding a speech 
community together, since it provides a means of identifying 
its members as belonging to a specific group.”39 Even though 
one agrees that language is a crucial determinant of group 
seperation and, in fact, is the major criterion for distingui-

of all the cultural equipment of a people, language 
is the most formidable, the most irrepressible, and the most 
resistant to diffusion, not to talk of fusion. It lies at the 
base of all human divisions and divergencies. And historical 
evidences of an irrefutable nature have shown that you can 
unite but never succeed in unifying peoples whom Lan­
guage has set distinctly apart from one another.33 (empha­
sis original).

“federal trappings”. In fact, an official British publication has 
it that the relationship and powers of Northern Ireland 
compared with that in London, “arc in many ways similar to 
those existing between a state capital and the federal govern­
ment in the United States.”29 To this extent, the principles 
enunciated by Awolowo should be seen as practical guides 
rather than immutable principles. Be this as it may, he takes 
federalism to be a solution to the problems of governing a 
multinational state, a point to which many authors seem to 
agree.30

To the extent that a federation in Awolowo’s view is 
necessarily multilingual and multinational, the dilineation 
of the constituent units must be based on the linguistic 
principle so that, as much as possible, the federation is a 
perfect lingo-territorial one in which the units are cotermi­
nous with the linguistic diversities.31 Three important 
considerations underlie this principle. First he believes 
that “In the main, language lay at the root of racial diffe­
rences, be they differences in cultures and custom, in philo­
sophy of life and political institutions, in national characteris­
tics and social concepts and practices”.32 Indeed, he argues,



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA!534

the point must

Under a true federal constitution.... each group however 
small, is entitled to the same treatment as any other group, 
however large. Opportunity must be afforded to each to 
evolve its own peculiar political institution. Each group 
must be autonomous in regard to its internal affairs.39

Only a strict adherence to the linguistic principle can ensure 
that this is so. Awolowo believed firmly in the right of all 
groups to self determination, arguing that the constitution 
of every group is its “domestic affairs” into which other 
groups should not poke-nose.40 If this is what federation 
entails, then it must be what Dudley has called a “primitive 
international system” in which ‘separate’ states exist.41 But,

shing between ethnic groups in Africa,3 5 
nevertheless be made that an undue emphasis on it alone is 
over-stressed and could be misleading. Is the ethnic group 
coterminous with the linguistic group? Awolowo does not 
believe so, and indeed attempts to distinguish between 
the ethnic group as an all-inclusive group which could com­
prise more than one language, and a linguistic group, as a 
more restricted group.36 This distinction amounts to a mere 
semantic differentiation because we are unlikely to find an 
ethnic group separate from its corresponding language and 
furthermore, the dilineation of constituent units on linguistic 
basis would probably result in an unwieldly number of units 
than would the ethnic criterion, if we are to accept Awo­
lowo s distinction. Happily however, he appears to recognise 
these difficulties and so, uses the linguistic group and the 
ethnic group as synonymous.3 7 This is more realistic, consi­
dering Nnoli’s assertion that, in Africa, language is clearly 
the most important attribute of the ethnic group.3 8

The second consideration which underlies Awolowo’s 
linguistic principle is that federalism, as a system of opportu 
nity which affords every group autonomy and progress at 
its own pace, should treat all groups equally:



AWOLOWO AND NIGERIAN FEDERALISM 535

this is not the gist of federalism, even though orthodox and 
classical definitions tend to suggest that federalism entails 
a dualism in which the two levels of government are “inde­
pendent”.42 Rather than a dualism, federalism involves 
cooperation, and coordination between the two levels of 
government, as well as among the constituent states because 
at least, both levels of government act directly upon the 
citizens and the policies of any state government often have 
implications for other states in the federation.43 States in 
the federation then, cannot be as separate and independent as 
Awolowo asserts though federal practices instruct that 
they should have some measure of autonomy. Be this as it 
may, the essence of Awolowo’s insistence on group rights 
and autonomy lies in the fact that he sees federalism as an 
enabling system for healthy competition among the consti­
tuent units in the push for development.44 This is espe­
cially so because the constituent units usually have uneven 
rates of, and capacity for, development. Federalism pro­
vides the framework for competitive development which is 
to the collective advantage of all the units because as he 
proffers, “Rivalry is the soul of development and progress. 
And you cannot suppress healthy rivalry without repressing 
the instinct of contest which is inborn”.45 Federalism 
guarantees that this instinct will not be suppressed and, the 
more so, if the constituent units are coterminous, with 
the major diversities.

The third, and perhaps the most important consideration 
of all, is that Awolowo believed that a federation should 
be built upon a consolidation of the existing diversities 
rather than their elimination. In other words, he did not 
believe in a transfer of allegiances from one’s primary group 
(nationality) to an “artificial” entity which a federation 
most often is.4 6 To this extent, Awolowo was clearly a Bur­
kean nationalist as he subscribed to the hierarchy of loyal­
ties philosophy. As Edmund Burke put it:

Not all human loyalties were to be absorbed into a supreme 
loyalty to the democratic national state. On the contrary,...
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(There is) a hierarchy of loyalties, each supreme in its own 
sphere  a man is, and should be loyal to his family 

(and) to his locality or region; regionalism is traditional 
and hence natural, and the nation should respect and foster 
it as a necessary preliminary to love of an extreme country 
or nationality.47

This viewpoint however raises the question of whether 
federalism is an end in itself, or a means to an end. This 
question is highly relevant in the case of federations like 
Nigeria and India where sub-national loyalties have been 
recognised to be a potent source of political instability. 
Should a federation (or any system of government for that 
matter), consolidate these divisive loyalties or eliminate them? 
While Awolowo’s views would tend to support the former,” 
the latter is obviously more desirable. One understands 
that Awolowo’s point is to strengthen his group autonomy 
which is in conformity with his dualistic conception of 
federalism. But we have argued that cooperative rather 
than dual federalism is the reality and, to the extent that 
cooperation requires some ‘we’ feeling, the unity of a federa­
tion can only be strengthened by underplaying the centrifu­
gal forces. The question of ‘unity for who, and for whaf 
therefore becomes irrelevant if we agree that rather than be 

an end in itself, federalism is a means to an end which is time 
and again, the greater unity of the constituent units.

On the grounds of the foregoing considerations, Awolowo 
argues that the constituent units of a federation must be 
organized according to the linguistic principle. Where this is 
not the case, he says, there is bound to be political instabi­
lity.4 9 Even so, he recognised that it is impossible to have a 
perfect lingo-territorial federation at least because not 
every linguistic group would constitute a viable state and the 
distribution of linguistic groups often assumes a marble-cake 
pattern?0 To this extent, in dilineating minorities states 
which, expectedly would be composed of numerous mino­
rity groups, Awolowo advocated the criteria of viability,
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possession

As such, it is clear that Awolowo does not deviate entirely 
from his linguistic principle. What he proposes is that every 
group, no matter how small, is potentially a viable state; 
what is required is a period of “apprenticeship” under a 
viable unit until the unviable one becomes viable. It is how­
ever difficult to divest viability of such indices like size and 
population which would still render adminstratively viable 
states unviable. Awolowo’s definition of viability as only 
administrative competence therefore is too simplistic.

To bring our considerations in this section to a close, 
a summary of Awolo'vo’s federal theory is necessary. He is 
primarily a formalistic federalist for whom the constitutional 
form, perhaps more than the practice, is the essence of 
federalism. More than this however, he conceives of federa­
lism as a sociological imperative which is best suited only 
for those countries which present federal qualities, namely, 
multilingualism and multinationality. In other words, it is a 
solution to the problems of accommodating and governing 
the diversities in a heterogeneous state. This being so, the 
organisation of the federation must reflect these diversities 
by dilineating the constituent units as much as possible,

competence, 
out some sort of existence'’,5 2 
says,

Viability is construed to mean administrative viability, 
the possession of technico-administrative capability 
adequate to the purposes of running the affairs of the unit. 
Should there be a unit not viable in these terms, then rules 
could be introduced to permit the unviable unit to subordi­
nate itself to a viable unit for administrative purposes, 
at least for as long as is required to enable the unviable 
unit develop the requisite skills? 3

administrative efficiency and convenience? 1 Viability for 
Awolowo however, “is essentially a question of administra­
tive relativity and not as popular notion has it, primarily 
a financial or population problem ... Granting administrative 

any constituent state will manage to eke 
Interpreted thus, Dudley
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Our stand on this matter is well known. We belong to the 
federalist school”54

In 1951 when the controversy on the form of Nigeria’s 
constitution began, I had already been, for more than 
eighteen years, a convinced federalist,5 5

When we turn to consider Awolowo’s views on Nigerian 
federation, we find that his “theory” which we analysed 
above is actually a framework to justify his views on, and 
prescriptions for, the Nigerian case. What I shall do in this 
section then, is to situate as it were, his theory in the 
Nigerian context along the lines of the major themes which 
I present below.

THE CASE FOR FEDERALISM IN NIGERIA

In all of his writings, Awolowo insisted that, because Nigeria 
is multilingual and multinational, its constitution must be 
federal. In addition, he argued that “the sheer territorial 
size of Nigeria necessitated the adoption of a federal form of 
constitution and hence the division of the country into 
regions, even if the inhabitants... were linguistically or ethni­
cally homogenous”.5 6 The factors which, for him, made 
federalism imperative in Nigeria can however be classified

in accordance with the principle of linguistic affinities 
This principle serves the important purposes of guaranteeing 
every group, internal autonomy and equality with others, 
as well as enabling these groups to engage in healthy competi­
tion by which the federation as a whole can progress. In 
essence, his federal theory is a conjunction of the legal 
constitutional and sociological approaches.

In the remaining parts of this paper, I will concentrate 
on the Nigerian context of Awolowo’s views because, as we 
pointed out in the introductory parts of this essay, Nigeria 
was his primary concern. The more specific subjects of his 
federalist thought will be examined accordingly.
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into the sociological and the historical-administrative which I 
shall examine accordingly.

It was they ....• who created Nigeria out of a welter of 
independent and warring villages, towns and communities, 
and imbued the various Nigerian national groups with an 
overriding desire for the unity of the entire-federation. 
In other words, it was our erstwhile British overlords 
who so organised and administered our affairs that while 
the ethnic groups still yearn passionately for independence 
in certain matters, they nonetheless realize the tremendous

Social Imperatives

In Thoughts on Nigerian Constitution, Awolowo lists five 
sociological imperatives for Nigerian federation:57 (1) Large 
size (Nigeria is the ninth largest country in the world) contai­
ning enormous diversities; (2) Ethnic diversity, with about 
250 groups (though he sees ten of these as major), which 
differ in language, cultural, political, social and customary 
practices; (3) geographical diversities; (4) religious diversities; 
the maior one being the cleavage between a dominantly 
muslim north and a dominantly Christian south; and (5) 
before 1946, Nigerians developed particularistic tendencies 
under tne Native Authority System which were later enlarged 
and consolidated by regionalism.

“All these factors”, Awolowo argued, “are natural and 
automative generators of centrifugal forces and tendencies. 
They tend to induce in the ethnic groups concerned,a strong 
nd burning desire for seperate existence...”58 He however 
■ecognized that these latent antecedents could not, on their 
own, engender federalism, -except they are articulated and 
mobilized to serve as bases for unity and seperateness.5 9 
In this regard, he says the f- vOrs would have led to the 
emergence of several independent sovereign states “if they 
had not been restrained and skillfully canalized by the 
British”. The British were therefore responsible for the 
federal impetus:
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This would seem to suggest that the British were solely 
responsible for the emergence of the Nigerian federation 
because, as he points out, by 1940, Nigerian leaders were 
complacent about the desirable constitutional form, and were 
satisfied with, and desired to fit into, whatever framework 
the British introduced.61 But this is only partially correct 
because the actual adoption of a federal constitution in 1954 
was virtually a Nigerian affair, as Nigerian leaders had since 
1950 been unanimous in their preference for a federal sys­
tem. Awolowo however recognises this, and actually blamed 
the British for attempting to impose a unitary system. The 
point he is making, which is a valid one, is that the British, 
laid the requisite infrastructure for the emergence of federa­
lism which made it almost impossible for Nigerian leaders 
to demand anything but a federal system.

Of all the sociological antecedents, the most crucial in 
Awolowo’s view, is the fact that Nigeria is multilingual 
and multinational. The implication of this is that a common 
Nigerian nationality is at best “a complete misnomer" 
because it is an amalgam of nations rather than a nation 
itself. As he argues in Path to Nigerian Freedom, “Nigeria 
is not a nation. It is a mere geographical expression. There are 
no ‘Nigerians’ in the same sense as there are ‘English’, ‘Welsh' 
or ‘French’. The word ‘Nigerian’ is merely a distinctive 
appellation to distinguish those who live within the bounda­
ries of Nigeria from those who do not”5 2 The differences 
among the Nigerian nationalities he says, are as great as those 
between Germans, English, Russians and Turks. This being 
so, following his hierarchy of loyalties thesis, the only 
appropriate constitution is a federal one which operates on a 
recognition and consolidation of existing loyalties, rather 
than their elimination. As he says, the incompatibilities 
between the nationalities are “real, not imaginary obstacles. 
Those who place these groups under the same constitution

and priceless advantages of remaining together as one 
nation.60
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Historical-Administrative Imperatives.

Here, Awolowo says four factors are important.65 First, 
between 1900 and 1951. Nigeria was administered as a uni­
tary state only for five-and-half years (1946-51) when, for 
the first time, under the Richards constitution, the entire 
country had only one “supreme” legislative authority. 
Before now, even with amalgamation of the formerly sepe- 
rate Northern and Southern protectorates in 1914, the 
North continued to be ruled by the proclamations of the 
Governor while the South had a legislative council. Further­
more, although the Richards constitution was essentially 
“unitarist”, it gave at least a “paper recognition” to Nigeria’s 
federal character by creating three regions and regional 
assemblies. From this beginning, the federal movement 
started, with the Macpherson (1951) constitution being “a 
wretched compromise” between unitarism and federalism 
and finally resulted in the federal consitution of 1954 which 
gave the regions enormous autonomy.

ignore them at their peril.... It has been shown beyond all 
doubt that the best constitution for such diverse peoples is a 
federal constitution.”63 Apart from the objective fact of 
multinationality, federalism was also imperative because the 
various nationalities had different levels of development; as 
such, only federalism could guarantee that the more progres­
sive groups would not be slowed down bv the limitations of 
the others.64

there were differing standards of civilisation as well as 
uneven stages in the adoption of Western education and the 
emulation of Western civilisation. A unitary constitution 
with only one central government would only result in 
frustration to the more powerful and more dynamic ethnic 
groups, whereas the division of the country into regions 
along ethnic lines would enable each linguistic group not 
only to develop its own peculiar culture and institutions 
but to move forward at its own pace without being unnece­
ssarily pushed down or annoyingly slowed down by the 
others64
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Thirdly, the British realized that, for administrative 
efficiency and, considering the dearth of administrators, all 
powers should not be concentrated in Lagos, hence they 
disaggregated the country into more or less autonomous 
regions. Fourthly, when Nigerians were offered the opportu­
nity to choose which system of government they preferred 
during the consultations at various levels for the Macpherson 
constitution, they unanimously favoured a federal system. 

One of the questions asked at the various conferences was:

Secondly, between 1900 and 1951, the British who ruled 
die country never conceived of it as “one organic entity". 
Indeed, “they left no one in any doubt that, to them, Nigeria 
was at best an aggregation of different distinct organic 
units which were striving. ... for permanent political uni­
on”.66 This is vividly reflected in official British policy 
(at least up till 1946) which as stated by Governor Hugh 
Clifford, is clearly informed by the Burkean philosophy:

Do we wish to see a fully centralized system with all 
legislative and executive power concentrated at the centre, 
or do we wish to develop a federal system under which each 
different region of the country would exercise a measure 
of internal autonomy?6 B

The unequivocal opinion was for a federal system. In addi­
tion to this, the fact must be remembered that the major 
Nigerian leaders at the time strongly advocated a federal 
system.

It is the consistent policy of the government of Nigeria 
to maintain and to support the Local tribal institutions 
and the indigenous forms of government....which are to be 
regarded as the natural expressions of (African) political 
genius. I am entirely convinced of the right, for example, 
of the people of Egbaland (or) of any of the great 
Emirates of the North to maintain that each one of them 
is, in a very real sense, a nation It is the task of the 
government of Nigeria to fortify these national institu­
tions.67
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The conjunction of the foregoing sociological, historical 
and administrative factors, in Awolowo’s view, made federal­
ism imperative in Nigeria. This means that federalism was not 
imposed, either by the British colonialists or by the Nigerian 
leaders; it was a self evident and logical imperative of Niger- 
ria’s peculiar circumstance.

Determination of Constituent Units
Following the principles which Awolowo enunciated and 
which we examined under his theory, he consistently argued 
that Nigeria’s constituent units should be dilineated on the 
basis of ethno-linguistic affinities. For this reason, he critici­
sed the regions created by the Richards constitution and 
which remained, in essence, till 1966 (the creation of the 
Mid-West region in 1963 was the only change). He argued 
that these regions were artificial, based largely on administra­
tive convenience and argued that, for the Nigerian federation 
to be truly so, they needed to be realigned along ethnic 
lines.70 This definitely entailed the creation of many more 
states. In making a case for the linguistic principle, he reject­
ed other criteria for creating states like differences in origin, 
ethnicity, political institutions, religion, and geographical, 
features on five grounds;71 1) they never formed the basis 
for demands for states; 2) most differences between commu­
nities in linguistic groups have been eliminated through the

FEDERAL STRUCTURE

Having established the forces which made federalism inevita­
ble in Nigeria, and that it is the only suitable system for 
Nigeria, Awolowo proceeded to analyse the organisation of 
the federal system placing emphasis on the determination 
of the constituent units and the criteria for doing so, as well 
as the effects of these in the areas of minorities problems 
and uneveness of the constituent units. These matters, which 
students of federalism refer to as the core of federal struc­
ture69 are what I examine under the headings below.
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unifying efforts of the elites; 3) there are no precedents foi 
these factors; 4) they all exacerbate and complicate the 
problem; and 5) Fulanis cannot be seperated from Hausas 
and they do not have contiguous territory. But, in arguing 
for a strict application of the linguistic principle, Awolowo 
realized that this will not solve all the problems; “I hasten 
to add, however, that we advocate ethnical grouping only a; 
the ultimate objective. We realise that if this basis is strictly 
adhered to, some states would emerge which would be totally 
incapable of finding money to run their own affairs. In 
such cases as we found out earlier on, the unviable unit 
would have to be constituted into a sort of trustee territory 
under a larger state until such a time when it would become 
sufficiently viable. But we have also pointed out that even 
where a unit is viable in such term, it may still be too small 
in size and population to be viable. To this extent, Awolowo 
himself recognises, as we shall find out shortly, that minori­
ties would have to be amalgamated to form states.

What emerges from the analysis so far is that because of 
its enormous linguistic diversities, Nigeria requires a large 
number of states, a variant of the sufficient federating units 
thesis propounded by McWhinney, Watts, and Sawer.73 Awo­
lowo was probably the greatest advocate of the creation of 
more states, in Nigeria because, as we have seen, he was vehe­
mently opposed to the three-regional structure. He opined that 
as many as 30-40 states in Nigeria should not be considered 
alarming because Switzerland which is about one-sixth of 
Nigeria's size, and Canada, about half of the size have 22 
cantons and 9 provinces respectively.74 At another point 
however, he considered a proposal for 17 states in Nigeria 
unrealistic, saying it would make nonsense of federalism 
because the states would be so weak that they would merely 
be “glorified local governments”.7 5 ‘This inconsistency could 
be explained by the fact that the 17-state proposal was made 
by a rival political party and the fact that, at the. time, the 
demands for states were not up to 17. Be this as it may, he 
strongly advocated the creation of more states.
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In 1947, he proposed the creation of 10-12 states and, in 
his later writings, increased the number to 17 and 18.76 In 
the latter case, 10 (and 11) of the states were to be oh the 
basis of strict linguistic affinities, representing the 10 major 
ethno-linguistic groups which constituted 90 per cent of the 
total Nigerian population. The remaining 7 (8) states were 
to be amalgams of minorities which could not individually 
constitute states, and were delineated on the criteria of via­
bility and administrative convenience and efficiency. (See 
appendix). To ameliorate the problems in the mihorities 
states, he recommended five guiding factors;77 1) no minor 
linguistic group should be in the same state with any major 
group; 2) no one or two linguistic groups should be in a posi­
tion to dominate the state; 3) every linguistic group should 
be, as much as possible undivided into two or more states; 
4) the states must be territorially contiguous; and 5) the 
states must be large enough to effectively discharge the func­
tions allocated to them. In addition, he proposed three 
constitutional safeguards;78 1) every linguistic group, no 
matter how small, should have a minimum number of seats 
in the state legislature in addition to the normal representa­
tion based on population; 2) each linguistic group should 
have a local government area; and 3) every linguistic group 
should be able to have its own state in future. Finally he 
believed that although the creation of minorities stateswould 
create new minorities, the latter would at least be “consent­
ing minorities”, who would be given a choice of what state 
to belong.'9

Awolowo’s proposals indicate that his application of the 
linguistic principle is not as strict as he would want us to 
believe. If, as we have been told, there are about 250 distinct 
linguistic groups in Nigeria,80 then a strict application of the 
principle would give a lot more than 17 or 18 states. From 
the ethno-linguistic composition of the states he proposes, 
Awolowo is really enunciating the more all-inclusive ethnic 
criterion rather than a simply linguistic one. This has to be 
the case because groups like the Edo, Yoruba, Ibo, even
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The Mill’s “Law” of Federal Instability.
The final aspect of Awolowo’s views on the federal struc­

ture in Nigeria was his belief in the J.S. Mill’s “law” of fede­
ral instability which states that:

procedure which made the creation of any new state un­
likely.93 He nevertheless remained a foremost advocate 
of minorities states after independence though,, in 1963, 
when the Mid-West region was to be created from Jus West­
ern region, he was opposed to the injustice involved.

The creation of 12 states in'1967, particularly of minori­
ties states, seemingly responded to the views of federalists 
like Awolowo. The 1976 exercise which increased tne num­
ber to 19 further reinforced this response though, in this 
case, the ethno-linguistic principle was rejected on the groups 
that there could be no greater disruptive force, than adheren­
ce to this principle.94 The Irikefe panel which recommended 
the 19-state structure also rejected the viability principle.’5 
The major consequence of the 1976 exercise was the reduc­
tion of the minority factor in the creation of states such that 
today, although minorities continue to exist, states are no 
longer demanded simply on the strength of the minority 
argument but, amongst others, on the need to bring govern­
ment nearer to the people, even and balanced development, 
and grassroots democracy.96 An examination of the as 
many as 51 demands made for new states in the Second 
Republic (1979-83) indicates this change in emphasis, 
even while it is clear that ethno-linguistic incompatibilities, 
remain the crucial generators of seperatist feelings.97 It 
remains to be seen however, how, in the name of the emerg­
ent more “national’, criteria, the ethno-linguistic principle 
can be discounted. This is the challenge of Awolowo’s views.

There should not be any one state so much more powerful 
than the rest as to capable of vying in strength with many 
of them combined. If there- be such a one and only one. 
it will insist on being master of the joint deliberations.,.98



549AWOLOWO AND NIGERIAN FEDERALISM

In accordance with this law, Awolowo preferred, two “basic 
principles” for determining the constituent units of a federa­
tion;99 1) no one or two states shall be so large in size and- 
population as to ’ be able to overrule the other states and 
bend the will of the federal government to its own; and 2) 
no state shall be so small as to be unable to maintain its 
independence within the sphere of functions allotted to it.

On account of the foregoing, Awolowo like many others, 
recognised the threat posed to the survival of the Nigerian 
federation by the abnormal imbalance in the three-regional 
structure, precisely, the preponderant size and population 
of the Northern region.100 The real danger here was that the' 
region was guaranteed, in a democratic setting, of perpetual 
domination if its ruling party was able to secure all the 
seats allocated to the region in Parliament. This danger was 
particularly real because the political parties which existed 
at the tune were regional and ethnic-based. In the extreme 
possibility, although “the heterogeneous character of Nigeria 
is, in itself, a potential Check on the emergence of a totalita­
rian form of government’’, Awolowo believed that “if a 
Northern leader were to emerge who had the whole of the 
Northern region under his heel, (Nigeria’s diverse nature) 
will not......be an effective enough deterrent to an attempt 
on his part to tyrannise over the remaining lesser half of the 
federation”.101 The only effective check, Awolowo believed, 
was a dismemberment of the region by, at least, splitting it , 
into two states. It was largely for this reason that he ardently 
supported the demand for a Middle-Belt state, and criticised, 
the Willink Commission report for not recommending any 
solution to the anomalous condition.102

Awolowo argues that one major reason for the collapse of 
the First Republic was “the open threat by a major political 
party that it was going to rule Nigeria for ever”.103 Many 
students of Nigerian government and politics agree on this 
ppint but, the question is, has the splitting of the erstwhile 
Northern region into as many as ten states today succeeded 
in allaying the fears of Northern domination? Empirical
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evidence would not seem to suggest so, as the idea of a 
North, vis-a-vis a south remains sacrosanct and, within this 
framework, the North continues to “dominate” power in 
the federation.104 In fact, at the close of the Second Repub­
lic, and immediately after, when it appeared that there was 
no stopping Northern domination, some Southern leaders 
called for a Confederation.1 05 What this suggests is that 
the panacea to the threat of Northern domination does not 
lie in states creation but in what, elsewhere, I have called 
federalism consociationalism.106 This involves non-statist 
measures which can be_ provided for in the constitution, like 
balancing principles for composing governments. Awolowo 
also recognised such non-statist measures. In Thoughts onNige- 
rain Constitution, he identified sectional parties as the struc­
tural basis for the fears of domination.1 07 To overcome these 
tears, he proposed that only parties which are national-in 
membership, character and operation-should be registered.108 
One way of ensuring that parties are actually national, he prof- 
ferred, is to insist that every party should field candidates for 
elections in at least three-quarters of all the constituencies 
in the country. Furthermore, to ensure that those who rule 
the country have national rather than sectional support, 
he recommended that the Head of government should be 
directly elected by all voters in the federation. Finally, 
he proposed that independent candidates should not be 
allowed to contest elections because they encourage sec­
tionalism, and that any Nigerian desiring to contest elec­
tions should be able to do so in any part of the country.

Most of these lofty proposals, especially those relating 
to national parties, were copiously embodied in the 1979 
constitution. But they proved inadequate to forestall the 
re-emergence of sectional parties and fears of domination. 
What this suggests is tnat Awolowo’s formalistic concern 
with constitutional provisions alone, with little or no cogni­
sance of the nature and dynamics of politics, is inadequate. 
To the extent that federalism is an essentially dynamic 
system of government for any perspective of it to be ade-
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DEMOCRACY, PARTY POLITICS AND FEDERALISM

quate, it must consider the dynamic aspects of the political 
society which alone can determine the required instrumenta­
lities at any point in time. This is the missing link in Awo.- 
lowo’s prescriptions for solving the problems of Nigeria’s 
anomalous federal structure.

Dictatorship with its one-party government and its denial 
of free election is incompatible with the working of the 
federal principle. Federalism demands forms of govern­
ment which have the characteristics usually associated 
with democracy or free government. There is a wide variety 
in the forms which such government may take, but the 
main essentials are free elections and a party system with 
its guarantee of a responsible opposition.112

Democracy has often been associated with’federalism.11 0 
As Duchacek proffers, “while democracy can prosper 
without federalism,, federalism cannot exist without demo­
cratic pluralism ”*11 Democracy in this regard requires 
the existence of more than one political party:

Although Awolowo did not formulate a direct relation­
ship between democracy and federalism, the fact that he 
was an “unrepentant democrat” had far-reaching implica­
tions for his federalism. As he said, “I fervently prefer 
the inconveniences of democracy to. the inarticulate and 
fearful material comfort of a dictatorship....”113 His institu­
tional requirements for democracy included the separation 
of power, independent judiejary, bicameral federal legisla­
ture and multipartism.114 But it is the last which imme­
diately concerns me here. In his practice of politics however, 
being one of the foremost party leaders Nigeria ever had, 
Awolowo seemed to contradict his democratic belief that 
“The Unity of Nigeria, as a democracy, will depend to a very
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Firm all that has been analysed so far, it is clear that 
Awolowo recognised the dangers of sectional parties. This 
much he does in explaining the collapse of the first Republic:

If a country-wide political party had been in charge at the 
centre instead of an alliance of regionally and tribally based 
parties, the government of the First Republic would have 
been much more confident. It is therefore one of the 
paramount duties of the constitution to encourage the 
emergence, and foster the growth, of nation-wide political 
parties.117

Why then did he lead sectional parties? First, in the period 
1951-66, the AG was basically a Yoruba-based western 
regional party and, in the Second Republic, tried as he did, 
his party, the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) ended up being 
a return of the AG written large as reflected by the party’s 
campaign strategies and its pattern of support. Why was there 
a gulf between his ‘theory’ and ‘practice’? First, it would 
seem that his party organisation was consistent with his 
belief in the hierachy of allegiances. As he argued, the Unity 
of the federation could only be assured through tne unity of 
its constituent units. It was for this reason'that he founded 
the Egbe Omo Oduduwa and the AG, since the other major 
ethnic groups and regions were uniting through “tribal" 
unions and parties. At the time, he says, the west lacked

One type of multiparty system represents a deadly threat to 
the federal formula. This is so when competing parties with 
highly centralised and autocratic internal structure are 
based on territorial, ethnic, iingual, religious, tribal and 
radical interests... Their demands for federal recognition 
are oftena first step toward the ultimate goal of secession.116

large extent on the emergence and continued existence 
and growth of a strong-wide party system”.115 In prac­
tice, Awolowo willy-nilly was a champion of sectional and 
ethnic-based parties, precisely a Western-Yoruba party. 
This brand of democratic practice, it has been pointed out, 
is dangerous for federal practice;
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concerted programmes and effective leadership. Therefore, 
he continues, “I thought it would be a tragedy if the Western 
region which, like other regions, was going to have its own 
parliament and ministerial system of government were td 
enter the dispensation in its.... unorganized and undisciplined 
state”118

The dispensation to which he refers was the provision' for 
regional elections in the Macpherson constitution, a deve­
lopment which suited his designs. The AG therefore, was 
supposed to be an organisation of the western peoples 

‘so that they may be able to play an influential and effective 
role in the affairs of Nigeria under the new constitution.”119 
■Its motto, “Unity through Federation’’ aptly reflected 
Awolowo’s beliefs. All this is not to suggest however that 
Awolowo or his party members never made attempts to make 
his parties national. In the case of the AG, after its forma­
tion, it was organized on a federal basis and, through its 
support for the minorities demands for seperate states, it 
was able to extend its frontiers beyond the Western region, 
Indeed, it has been pointed out that one of the reasons for 
the split in the AG leadership between Awolowo and Akin- 
tola, his lieutenant was Awolowo’s insistence that the AG 
should be national to which Akintola was opposed.126. 
In the case of the UPN, though it retained a solid Western 
base (in fact more solid than it was for the AG),121 the 
constitutional requirements that all recognised parties had 
to be national in addition to the effort of the party leaders 
gave it a national appearance. Probably then, it would be 
more correct to say that Awolowo believed in having a solid 
home base as a launching pad to the national ardna rather 
than that he believed strictly in ethno-regional parties. As far 
as he was concerned, one had to have control of one’s 
ethnical/regional homeland as a key credential to laying 
claim to national leadership. As he put it in an interview:

I pity the ignorance of those who believe that I can become 
a leader of Nigeira only if I renounce my leadership of the
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with all
group?122

The. second reason that could be proffered for the gulf 
between Awolowo’s theory and practice of party politics is 
to found in the nature of Nigerian politics, because his 
organisational approach had to be in consonance with the app­
roaches) prevalent in the country. As the political climate 
was in the country by 1950, for example, given the regional 
groupings of Easterners and Northerners, it would'have been 
unrealistic for Awolowo to have anything but a regional 
party,123 In the Second Republic, the political associa­
tions from which political parties later emerged retained 
this regional character. The National Movement from which 
the. National Party of Nigeria (NPN) hatched was Northern 
based, and Club 400 which was the core of the later Nigerian 
Peoples- Party (NPP) was initally a minorities front.124 
In forming his Committee of friends, the core of the UPN 
therefore, Awolowo could not be oblivious of these develop­
ments,125 In addition to this, his strict political tactics 
did not find favour with the Northern oligarchy and his 
civil war activities as federal Commissioner for’ finance, 
enstranged him from the Ibos. Hamstrung on many fronts, 
it would have been surprising, if Awolowo was ever able to 
organise a truly national party.

Awolowo then, it should be said, cherished democracy 
for as long as it allowed the constituent groups to streng­
then their unities. It was only after this was done that a 
“national” party system could be attained. But, if every 
group so consolidated, would it be possible to have national 
politics? The fact that Awolowo himself found rt difficult 
to organise a truly national party must mean that the answer 
is no

Yorubas  I could not become a leader of the country 
if I were rejected by those among whom 1 was born. What- 
would be my credentials for ruling the whole country 

its ethnic diversities -if I failed, with a small
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APPENDIX

THE LINGUISTIC PRIN-

1966/691947

STATESTATE

Hausa 
Ibo 
Yoruba 
Fulani 
Kanuri
Ibibio 
Mun shin 
Edo 
Nupe 
Ijaw

ETHNO—LINGUISTIC
GROUP

Hausa
Ibo
Yoruba 
Fulani. 
Kanuri 
Ibibio
Munshin
Edo 
Nupe 
Ijaw

Northern State 
Western 
Eastern 
Southern 
North-Eastern 
Mid-Northern 
Lagos* 
Delta.
Upper Delta 
Niger 
Mid-Western 
Benue 
Central 
Lower Niger 
Upper Niger 
Mid-Southern 
South Eastern 
North Central

ETHNO—LINGUISTIC
GROUP

Hausa 
Yoruba 
Ibo 
Calabar (Efik)
Kanuri
Tiv
Yoruba
Ijaw
Urhdbo
Nupe 
Edo 
Minorities 
Minorities

AWOLOWO’S PROPOSED STATES BASED ON 
CIPLE.

*/» bis 1969 proposal, Awoloiuo joined Lagos state to the 
Western state.
**Tbe 'States’ as presented here, are actually the 'major1 
ethnic groups in the country.
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O. IKELEGBE

INTRODUCTION

Awolowo: The Legacy of Party 
Organisation

Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s enduring political stewardship 
to Nigeria was not just his formal political and administra­
tive services as premier or federal commissioner, both of 
which had geographic and temporal limitations, but his 
consistent and enduring contributions to political develop­
ment through his role in party formation, organization 
and activities. It is my firm belief that Awo’s place and 
future in Nigeria is not in the temporal formal duties but his 
considerable contribution to Nigeria’s political develop­
ment. It is also my view that a substantial portion of this

■ contribution was through bis activities as a party man, 
either in the Action Group or the Unity Party of Nigeria. 
This paper owes it’s place to the importance of political 
parties in our national political development. Awo’s contri­
bution to the development of political parties in Nigeria is 
quite considerable. That is why a thorough assessment of 
that contribution is necessary.

A political party is generally conceptualised as formal 
associations whose primary purpose is to gain and main­
tain control over the machinery and policy of government 
either singly or in coalition.1 Political parties have made 
significant contributions to Nigeria’s political development.
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1

They have been significant platforms for the unification o! 
the differing sectional, religious, geographic and other social 
cleavages through their mobilisation for common political 
purposes and goals. Infact the party is a significant platform 
for mobilisation towards critical national goals in a diverse, 
heterogenous society as ours. The party programmes or 
manifestoes ha''e been a major source of societal articula­
tion and aggregations of demands, policy formation, presen­
tation of viable policy choices and alternative to existing 
policy, and attempts at solutions to Critical problems. The 
party in any polity, is a major mobilizational force towards 
national policies and alternatives. Nigerian political parties 
have also contributed to the creation of political awareness, 
interest, and knowledge through their campaigns, rallies, 
meetings and other groupings. They have provided enorm­
ous opportunities for political participation and meaningful 
input in the political process and have provided the linkage 
between the political leadership and the people. Finally 
they have been the major agency of political recruitment.

Party organization itself is significant for party and poli­
tical development, governmental and systemic capacity 
and performance. Parties are established for particular 
goals the major being public mobilization-towards electoral 
victory and support for government when in control. Party 
organization for goal attainment is therefore important to 
us because of their consequences for political development, 
govermental performance and systemic stability.
Party organization is usually conceptualised in terms 

of origin and internal structure. In party theory, two 
possible origins of political parties have been postulated. 
These are the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary.1 
The first derive their source and base from represen­
tative bodies and as such the base is wide. The later 
derive their base in a strong centre outside representa­
tive bodies, from where it is decentralised. The internal 
structure involve the hierachical structure of authority, 
the allocation of duties and responsibilities, the structure
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of decision making, general pattern of mobilisation for 
party goals, the system of rewards and punishment et 
cetera.

The internal structure or organization of a party is 
determined among others by party goals.3 Since the major 
goal is electoral victory, the structural organisation tend 
to reflect or revolves around the different centres of power 
such as local, state and central governments. Thus, the part­
ies horizontal, geographic structure tend to revolve around 
the administrative of local, state and central divisions of the 
government.

The origin and structure of parties tend to be related. 
The origin tend to inform the structure in terms of centrali­
sation, or hierachical flow of authority, discipline and cont­
rol. Duverger, for example, has postulated that parties of 
extra-parliamentary origin tend to be characterised by more 
centralisation, discipline, control, ideological orientation 
and an extra parliamentary source of control.4 This is 
because its establishment structure is based on a centralised 
group from where the units derive their formation and 
form. There is therefore more control from the centre and 
more discipline.

The question of party strength is also related to organi­
zation. Strength is determined to large extent by effective­
ness of the organisational structures and process. Again 
Duverger postulated three measures of party strength, 
membership, voters and legislative seats.5 To this list 
can be added geographic spread, especially in Federal 
systems where representation in unit areas may become 
important. The measure of membership is not a potent one 
because of the fluidity in definitions of membership by 
political parties.

From the foregoing certain issues stand out in the 
consideration of Awo’s legacy in party organization. These 
are the origin, the internal structure or organisation such



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE FND OF AW ERA!566

Chief Awolowo’s debut in the nationalist movement was 
in the 1930’s through the Nigerian Youth Movement. Asa 
result of his businesses and trade union participation, Awo 
was already not just a prominent Ijebu Yoruba by the late 
1930’s but also a leading member of the new apd rising 
class ton whom the onus of nationalism and leadership 
rested. Thus Awo was a strong member of NYM, its Ibadan 
Secretary and Western Provincial secretary in the late 1930s.6 
Awo’s nationalism however at this time embraced the mobili­
sation of the different ethnic nationalities which he saw as 
the basis for regional demarcation and administration. In.line 
with this belief, Awo and others founded the Egbe Omo 
Oduduwa first in London in 1945 and later in Nigeria in 
1948. It is doubtful however whether the Egbe at this time 
was formed for the purpose of giving birth to an ethnic and 
regional party when the need arose. Certain facts however 
stood out.

Awo as an advocate of ethnic nationalities as the basis 
for units in a federal system, was also a leading advocate 
for Yoruba unity.

There was a compelling force towards pan Yoruba elite 
unity and organisation not only for the future political 
roles in the Nigerian nation, but also because of Pan-Ibo 
organizations and Nnamdi Azikiwe’s meteoric rise to national 
influence7. Chief Awo as a prominent member of the new 
Yoruba elite became a pivot for such Pan-Ethnic unity.

Chief Awolowo was therefore the brain behind the Egbe 
Omo Oduduwa. His political and mobilizational acumen 
became first evident through the Egbe which became the

as the level of centralisation, control, cohesion and disci­
pline, the level of mobilisation for party goals, and party 
strength in terms of voters,, legislative seats and geogra­
phic spread. Chief Obafemi Awolowo established, along 
with his lientenants, the Action Group in the first Republic 
and the UPN in the Second Republic.

ORIGIN OF THE ACTION GROUP AND THE UNITY PARTY OF NIGERIA.
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listing of prominent Yoruba elites and traditional rulership 
who acted as patrons. The Egbe’s leadership became the 
powerful political and economic elites who performed 
mediational and other functions among the Yorubas.

The catalyst for the metamorphosis of the A.G. out of 
the Egbc was the constitutional advance following the 
Ibadan General Conference of 1950, which introduced 
party government. Thus the inaugural meeting of the AG 
was in Awo’s residence, and it was said to be the political 
adjunct or wing of the Egbe whose main objective was to 
win electoral control of the Western Region.8 Chief Awo- 
lowo was therefore the pivot of both the Egbe and the 
AG. The two worked in close cooperation, with a considera­
ble coincidence in membership and support. Thus the found­
ing of the AG was extra parliamentary. In fact its foundation 
was a Pan Cultural organisation.

The establishment of the Unity Party of Nigeria was also 
extra-parliamentary. Again the Chief was the pivot. Infact the. 
formation of the UPN devolved more solely on him. The 
UPN had its origin in the Committee of Friends, which was a 
meeting of Awo’s lieutenants in various groups during the 
years of military rule. These lieutenants consisting of former 
AG leaders, remained cohesive because of their persecution 
complex in the later years of the first Republic. The release 
of the Chief from prison, his eminence as leader of the 
Yorubas, and member of the Federal Executive Council, and 
the hope, after 1970, of a return democratic politics served 
as the impetus for their organisation in various centres to 
discuss various issues and to plan ahead. These centres inclu­
ded Lagos led by Chief Jakande, Ibadan led by Bola Ige, 
Ondo State led by Akin Omoboriowo, D.O. Oke, A. Fasanmi 
and M.A. Ajasin and others, Bendel by Alfred Rewane and 
Eddy Osifo, and Gongola by G. Gilama.9

The meetings and cohesiveness of the Committee groups 
gathered more momentum with the political programme of 
October 1975. The Constitution Drafting Committee and its 
consequent debates provided the impetus for the first nation-
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PARTY ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE

The organizational structure of the AG and the UPN reveal 
high centralisation. In both parties, Chief Awo was the main 
personality and builder. As a result, he was the centre, with 
no doubts nor questions over his leadership. He was the 
pinnacle of the leadership hierachy. Hardly was his position 
of leadership, subjected to elections. Thus party power and 
authority were first and foremost centred around him.

al meeting of the various groups in Ibadan in 1975, with 
Awo as chairman.10 Thereafter the committee, witnessed 
more activity in terms of discussions, the wooing of other 
politicians and plans towards its transformation to a national 
political party. As a result of the level of organisation and 
discussions, the UPN structure, programme, and strategics 
were so ready that the party was launched within 24 hours 
of the lift on the ban of party politics in 1978.

The UPN therefore like the AG was not just extra parlia­
mentary, but owed its formation, and existence to Chief 
Awo. In fact the UPN owed its emergence to a single person­
ality.1 1 It was formed around him. In this sense, the UPN 
owed more to Awo than the AG. Thus Awo, established a 
political party in each of the two Republics. It is pertinent 
to note here the Chiefs acumen in the formation of political 
parties. The AG which was largely in planning throughout 
1950 had by 1951 galvanised so much support among the 
rising and traditional elites, and among the Egbe. 
Within a year, the party had become the dominant party 
of the elites in the region, and was in control of the Western 
regional government. In the case of the UPN, this acumen 
was even more demonstrated. The party which was solely 
organised around him scored so many firsts in terms of 
inauguration, manifesto, officers and national convention. 
Within two weeks of the lift on the ban on political parties, 
the parties national convention was held in Lagos, with three 
delegates representing each of the nations 449 federal cons­
tituencies.1 2
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The Central Executive Committee (AG) and National 
Executive Committee (UPN) exercised primary authori­
ty over party policy and affairs. The executive consisted 
mainly of principal officers of the party and representa­
tives of the regions/states. At the regions or states, there 
was also a chairman and state executive. There were party 
executives and chairman at the senatorial, local government, 
constituency and ward levels. Each of these levels had their 
own party secretariat or offices and staff. The national 
congress and state/regional conferences held once annually 
were the highest decision making organs in both the AG and 
UPN. Representatives were selected from lower hierachies 
of the party. However, they merely promulgated policies 
rather than made them. The party chairman or leaders were 
also the premier, or shadow premier or leader of opposition as 
the case may be in the AG. In the UPN, the party president 
or chairman also became presidential or gubernatorial candi­
dates or subsequently governors.

Apart from this organizational frame which largely coincid­
ed with administrative divisions were the parliamentary/ 
legislative councils. In the case of the AG the councils 
existed in every legislature where the party had members. 
The councils consisted of the ministers and shadow minis­
ters and the party leader either at national or regional levels. 
In the UPN, there- were legislative councils at both state 
and federal levels.13 The purpose of the councils in both 
the AG and UPN was to- ensure that members adopted 
agreed lines of action in legislative matters and followed 
them. The leadership of the councils were responsible to the 
UPN’s N.E.C. and the party congress.

The organizational approach adopted by the two parties 
was the grass root approach. This was because of the party’s 
goal of mass followership and support. The grass root appro­
ach was complemented by the parties masses oriented public 
policies. In the case of the AG the approach was necessary 
given the party competition and electoral situation in the 
region and the need to accelerate the decolonization process,
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In the UPN, the approach was necessary because of the lack 
of political heavy weights, compared to the other parties. 
The parties’ grassroot approach had greater consequences for 
the participation and awareness of the electorate. The AG 
and UPN more than most other parties of their times, paid 
more attention to party organization at the lower levels 
and mobilization of the electorate through the party organi­
zation. The goal of mass parties and followership envisaged 
and created by both parties was unique in the Nigerian 
system.

The organizational structure of the AG and UPN reveal 
several tendencies. There was a high level of centralisation of 
authority and a clear cut hierachy and control. There was a 
high level of concentration of powers in the national leader 
or president and state chairmen or leaders.1 4 The concentra­
tion was also reflected in the combinations of party and 
political posts.

There was also a clear cut hierachy and control. This 
flowed from the president or leader through the national 
party executive, the regional/state chairmen/leaders. and 
executive down to the lower levels of party organization. The 
two parties were also characterised by a system of tight 
controls. The control over finances, subordinate offices, 
party affairs, nominations, party policies and others were 
stringent. The level of discipline was therefore very high and 
the parties were perhaps the most cohesive, closely knit and 
monolithic among Nigerian parties. There was laid down 
policy or regulations in almost every aspect of party policy 
or activity. These strict rules and procedures were kept to 
the letter. Parliamentarians discipline and adherence to 
party lines for example were ensured through their councils. 
The parties national and regional secretariat exercised strict 
control over party affairs and ensured strict compliance to 
party regulations and-procedures.15

The organization structures of the parties were therefore 
such that the parties were characterised by a high level of 
efficiency, central direction, discipline, -control, cohesion



AWOLOWQ: THE LEGACY OF PARTY ORGANISATION 571

MOBILIZATION FOR PARTY GOALS:

The Action Group initial major goal was the control of the 
Western Regional government. Later this goal was extended 
to national expansion and control of the Federal Government.

and unity. They were not usually subjected-to the bickerings 
and divisions that characterised other parties. For example, 
whereas nominations and party posts rocked most parties 
in 1979, they were smooth exercises in the UPN. The 1983 
conflicts were mainly the results of disagreements by contest­
ants with party policy.

Sklar has infact noted that the AG was

The same could be said of the UPN
The efficient and disciplined orgnization of ithe parties 

could be largely attributed to Awo. The two parties owed 
much to him. Infact, the extra parliamentary centre of 
formation was Awo. He therefore had tremendons influence 
on the party organizational structure, its programmes, 
strategies its electoral and other performance. This perhaps 
accounts for the high concentration of powers. With his 
powers and influence, he was largely responsible for the 
strict control, discipline, diligence in planning and organiza­
tion of the party secretariats. The extra parliamentary 
origin and the chiefs penchant for discipline, organization, 
planning and performance could have created.the tendencies 
for strict control, discipline and cohesion among party 
leaders and the rank and file. In other words, Awo’s adminis­
trative acumen as reflected in his political, administrative and 
party stewardship gave Nigeria, the best organized, efficient 
and disciplined parties she had ever known.

the best organized, best financed and most efficiently run 
political party in Nigeria. Witn respect to effective central 
direction, tbe Action Group ranks with such well organised 
and highly disciplined parties as the Convention Peoples 
party of Ghana, the Democratic Party of Guinea ana the 
Malian Party of African Federation .
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In the case of the UPN, the goal was electoral victory and 
control of as many state governments and of the Federal 
Government.

There were several strategies for the realisation of these 
goals. Apart from party organization the others in both parties 
were: the courting and control of traditional rulers (more 
peculiar to Action Group); the courting of the masses through 
welfarist policies; the strategy of individual and mass mem­
bership; the wooing of minorities through state creation and 
alliances and the socialist and populist identity. The courting 
of traditional rulers started with the Egbe. At this time, the 
strategy was for traditional support as a means of mobilising 
the. people to support the leadership of the rising political 
elites.
As early as 1945 Awo saw chieftaincy support as

“the most effective means ready to hand for organizing the 
masses for rapid political advancement.”1 7

This strategy was persistent throughout the life of the AG. 
The machineries of control were varied but the ultimate 
was that of appointment and deposition of chiefs.18

The second strategy common to both parties was welfarist 
policies. The formal inaugural announcement of the AG 
stated inter-alia the belief of the party in opportunities of 
comfortable living, medical attention, and free education 
for all people in the West.19 Chief Awolowo a few days 
after the Western House convened for its first budget session 
stated that

“As far as possible, expenditure on services which tends to 
the welfare, health and education of the people should 
be increased at the expense of any other expenditure....20

By 1952, the free education and health policy to be imple- 
emented from 1955 were already spelt out. The medical 
programme included free medical care for children under 18 
years old. The other welfare policies implemented included 
the minimum wage policy, farm settlement scheme and
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extensive programme of loans to farmers.21
These mass policies did not yield initial dividends mainly 

because of the protests and politicisation of the education 
and health levy. Thus the performance of the AG was poor 
in the 1954 federal election. However with the implementa­
tion of the policies, the level of public support for the party 
and its programmes rose remarkably, not only offsetting 
the initial setback but overwhelmingly, as reflected in the 
performance in the regional elections of 1956. While it won 

only 42.86% of the seats in the 1954 elections, it won 60% in 
the 1956 elections and 64.75% in the 1960 regional elections. 
As Abernethy has noted concerning the'1956 elections

“No single issue was dominant in this electiort but public 
satisfaction with the Action Groups welfare policies was 
doubtless an important factor in that party’s victory.”22

The UPN came out with its cardinal programmes right 
from her inauguration. These were the provision of Free 
Education at all levels, free medical services, integrated 
rural development and full employment. These mass 
programmes similar to the AGs were also meant to mobilize 
the people and galvanize electoral support. The programmes 
were a major source of electoral support, for the party.23 
The free education programme was particualarly a major 
asset in the electoral fortunes of the party.24

The Action Group unlike the other parties of its time 
stressed individual membership from its origin. Individuals 
rather than groups were the emphasis in qualification for 
membership. The party’s goal, was that of a mass party with 
mass appeal and followership. The welfare policies were 
designed to win popular appeal and followership. In line 
with this strategy was that of a socialist and populist identity. 
In the Action Group there was actually a shift from conserva­
tism to more radical and socialist identity. Chief Awo again 
was largely responsible for fashioning the ideological tendenc­
ies in the Action Group in order to ensure a wider appeal. 
The Action Group was ideologically diffuse consisting of 
the conservative bourgeosie the dominant centrists cum
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radicals and the radical left. Though the ideological diffuse­
ness made clear ideological lines impolitic, the ideology flu­
ctuated between social welfare capitahsm and fabian socia­
lism.25 The ideological tendencies towards socialism in the 
Action. Group were mainly in the late 1950s and early 1960s, 
and was mainly party of the. national expansion, and federal 
opposition strategy.

The UPN had the advantage of a clear ideological inclinat­
ion towards socialism, aimed at mass support right from its 
formation. Right at the party’s inauguration, Chief Awolowo 
declared that the goal of the party was socialism.26 The 
party was thus associated or identified with socialism during 
the election campaigns.2 7

The parties socialist and progressive policies were in 
furtherances of a populist and mass identity. The two parties 
wanted to be identified with the problems and aspirations 
of the commoners, and wanted to mobilize them. As Sklar 
has noted

“No party in Nigeria has undertaken as systematic 
effort to organise the peasantry as the Action Group”28

The other strategy more peculiar to the Action Group was 
that of wooing the minorities through state creation, and 
the formation of party alliances. With political and constitu­
tional developments, the importance of the control of the 
centre became more glaring and thus the parties began to 
seek to expand beyond the regions and to evolve more 
national strategies towards electoral victory at the centre. 
Since the three major parties were based respectively on the 
dominant ethnic groups in each region, the major object of 
expansion of the Action Group was the minorities who 
were wooed by supporting their clamours for state creation. 
Thus the Action Groups supported the United Middle Belt 
Congress and the Calabar Ogoja Rivers State Movement. 
The Action Group formed an alliance with the UMBC, and 
absorbed as its Eastern wing, the COR State Movement and 
its political adjunct, the United National Independence
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These strategies combined with the high mobilizational 
capacity increased the strength of the parties. The two parties 
demonstrated a tremendous capacity to mobilize towards 
party goals based on the aforementioned strategies. The 
techniques of mobilization were varied. In the Action Group 
for example, no office holder was permitted to stand aloof 
from the chore work of the organisation.3 5 Party duties 
were considered to be very important. The Action Group

Party.29 The Action Group also absorbed the Nigerian 
Youth Movement as its Lagos branch in 1951.30 Between 
1952 and 1953 the Action Group attempted unsuccessfully 
to forge a working agreement with the Northern People 
Congress.31 In the case of the Action Group, these strategies 
were aimed at massive expansion outside the Western Region.

In the UPN, the strategy of alliances was also used for the 
purpose of electoral victory at the federal level. The first 
attempt at an alliance was in 1979 during the elections with 
the parties other than the NPN, with the purpose of securing 
electoral victory at the electoral college. This failed when the 
NPP and PRP failed to cooperate. The second attempt was 
through the Progressive Parties Alliance, and again this failed to 
produce a single slate or a concrete working agreement 
during the 1983 elections.32 While this strategy failed in 
relation to the UPN, it was very successful with the Action 
Group. The Action Group won a third of the Middle Belt 
seats in the 1959 elections. In the East, the Action Group 
won 3 of the 14 non Lbo seats in the 1954 federal elections, 
and 13 of the 30 in the 1957 Regional elections. In fact 39 
of the 74 Action Group seats in the 1959 election were won 
outside the Western Region.33 The Action Group became 
the opposition in the East and in the North through support 
for the minorities. According to Sklar

the Action Group in particular was transformed into a 
genuine national party... through the medium of its fight 
for the cause of the ethnic minorities in the Eastern and 
Northern regions... 34
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held party leaders and parliamentarians to be responsible 
for the growth and welfare-of the party in their areasand 
the party organising secretaries strictly ensured that they 
contributed to party’ growth through visits, tours and campai­
gns.36 The Action Group party leaders were mobilized to 
tour the Western region m the wake of anti-tax feelings 
between 1953 and 1955. In fact Action Group leaders spent 
most of 1953 and 1954 touring the region.37 In both the 
Action Group and the UPN the parliamentary councils and 
its leadership ensured that party lines were given unalloyed 
support. Legislators, party officers, and others were given 
the charge of selling the party programmes to the people. 
Every level of the parties’ organisations were therefore 
mobilised towards achieving party programmes.

This was particularly' true of electoral campaigns in the 
parties. The Action Group campaigned vigorously in the 
North in 1959, the first of such campaigns.38 Both the 
Action Group and UPN’s campaigns, particularly Awo’s 
campaigns have been known to have visited remote villages 
where no political leader had ever reached. Awo’s campaign 
helicopter in both the Action Group and Unity Party of 
Nigeria campaigns were ubiquitous. In 1979, Awo travelled 
more than 24,000 km in an extensive campaign tour.39 The 
two parties are known for the most vigorous and extensive 
campaigns of their times.

As a result of the considerable mobilization capacity, the 
party made a considerable success in its campaigns, its 
national expansion programme and its policy’ programmes. 
The Action Group witnessed considerable expansion in voters 
and legislative seats between 1951 and 1962.
Its percentage of seats in the Western region rose from 
42.86% in 1954 to 60% in 1960 regional elections the per­
centage was 64.75%. Thus from the shaky control of the 
Western region in 1954 and the Action Action Group grew 
and consolidated its electoral control. The goal of national 
expansion was even more achieved. In the Eastern region, 
the Action Group won only 4 seats (9.52%) in 1954 federal
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elections but by 1959 federal elections, the number increased 
to 14 (19.18%). In the regional elections of 1957, the party 
won 13 seats (15.48%). In the Northern region, the party 
won only one seat in the 1954 federal elections but by 
1959, through her alliance with UMBC, it had 25 seats 
(14.37%). In the 1956 regional elections, the party won 4 
seats (3.05%) and 9 seats (5.4%) in the 1961 regional elec­
tions. Thus by 1959, the Action Group was a tmely national 
party.

In the case of the UPN, the party’s programmes and the 
personality of Awo were key factors in the national electoral 
performance. The campaigns revolved around Awo. The 
party won 333 seats out of the 1,347 in the State House 
of Assembly, 111 seats of the house of representative 
(24.7%); 28 of the Senate seats <29.5%) and 29.2% of the 
votes in the presidential elections. It won the gubernatorial 
election in five of the 19 states. This performance was only 
surpassed by the NPN.

The parties’ mobilization capacity and the high capacity 
to attain party goals was also reflected in the implementation 
of their party programmes. In 1955, the Action Group i 
embarked upon the free education scheme which was the 
most administratively complex, demanding, financially 
burdensome, most widely publicised and most politically 
controversial task undertaken by governments in the first 
republic.40 The party made a considerable success of the 
party’s implementation as evidenced by the tremendous 
expansion of educational facilities and enrolment, and the 
high level of public reception and support. The policy was 
implemented alongside other programmes such as the Medical 
Programme, Farm Settlement Scheme, and Minimum Wage 
Policy. The Eastern Regions attempt at Free Education 
failed. In the case of the UPN, the cardinal programmes of 
free education at all levels was implemented from October 1, 
1979. Only a party as the UPN with high organizational 
and mobilizational capacity could have attempted such.
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Chief Awolowo was again the key factor in the fashioning 
of the parties strategies. He was the key advocate of the 
courting of traditional rulers, the national expansion of the 
Action Group through wooing of the minorities, the ideolo­
gical fashioning towards social welfarism and socialism and 
the formulation of the social welfare policies. Awo was also 
the major force in the high mobilizational capacities of the 
two parties towards their goals. His vigorous campaigns, his 
forceful and efficient implementation of the welfarist prog­
rammes as premier of the Western Region and his mobili­
zation of the party machineries and tremendous support for 
the UPN cardinal programmes were significant in the perfor­
mance of the Action Group and Unity Party of Nigeria. 
Infact the capacities of the Action Group and Unity Party 
of Nigeria either as organizations, in mobilization towards 
party goals, and the parties’ strength could be largely attri­
buted to Chief Awolowo.

Thus Chief Awolowo made tremendous contributions to 
the development of parties in each of Nigeria’s first and 
second republics. He was the key personality in each of 
the parties either in their formation, their organization, 
their programmes, ideologies, their strength in voters, mem­
bership and legislative seats, their performance or effective­
ness in achieving their goals and programmes, and in their 
governance. As a result of his tremendous influence, the 
parties reflected his administrative and organizational acumen, 
his penchant fm planning, efficiency, discipline and control, 
his desire for mass appeal, followership and mobilization of 
the masses, and his belief in social welfare policies.

Consequently, the parties were the best organised, most 
disciplined, most cohesive, most efficiently run and best 
financed in each of the two republics. The partieshad the best 
programmes and the best strategies. They were most concer­
ned with social welfare and the mobilization of the peasantry. 
They were most effective in the mobilization to attain party 
goals and as a result were most effective in achieving their 
programmes.
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DELEOLOWU

INTRODUCTION

I

Awolowo’s Contribution to Nigerian 
Politics and Administration

Since Chief Obafemi Awolowo spent the better part of his 
life in the arena of Nigerian politics, a full description and 
analysis of his contribution to Nigerian politics and adminis­
tration will require a full-scale over-view of the man’s life. 
That is not the objective of this paper.

Rather, what we want to focus are Cliicf Av.-olowo’s 
contributions to the fundamental ideas which undergird 
the structure of Nigerian politics and administration. I have 
argued elsewhere that three great political ideas constitute 
the essence of Nigerian present political and administrative 
structure. These are democracy, federalism and mixed 
economy. Chief Awolowo as one of Nigeria’s founding 
fathers made a tremendous contribution to articulating each 
of these ideals in his several books written when he was both 
within and outside the corridors of power. A study of his 
defence and articulation of each of these three political 
philosophies will require one to do a comprehensive review 
of his writings and speeches. For the purpose of our discussion 
however, we intend to focus on Chief Awolowo’s contribu­
tion to one of these three concepts federalism. There are 
three- reasons we picked on his contribution to federalism in 
contrast to the other two. First, Chief Awolowo’s defence 
of federalism and its promotion is poorly understood and
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THE CASE FOR FEDERALISM

Chief Awolowo’s argument for the suitability of federalism 
in Nigeria rested on three tripods. These can be styled as the 
linguistic, the historical and the management arguments. 
It was the linguistic argument that he extensively articulated 
and defended. Though the historical and management argu­
ment loomed large and suggested the need for a federal 
solution, it was the linguistic argument which provided him 
with essential intellectual tools derived from comparative 
constitutions for promoting the cause of federalism in Nigeria. 
In a chapter titled, ‘The Evolution of federalism in his own 
autobiography; this position is clearly articulated. We quote

recognised, even among the intelligentsia, a situation that has 
often led him to be dubbed a tribalist or an antinationalist. 
Second, the importance of federalism to Nigeria’s unity 
and development as a modem nation is also generally poorly 
appreciated. In particular, since the entry of the military 
into Nigerian politics, the case for federalism has become 
severely circumscribed. Finally, while there is a general 
consensus on Nigeria’s mixed economic system and popular 
democracy, no such consensus exists on the federal system. 
There are still qonfederalists and unitarists among us as well 
as diverse schools of federalism. Moreover, while occasionally 
a few administrative issues (such as revenue allocation; 
federal character) receive considerable attention in popular 
debate the relationship between Nigeria’s federal political 
system and the consequent administrative system is yet to be 
fully adumberated.

This paper proceeds with its task in three successive 
Steps. First, Chief Awolowo’s case for the suitability (and 
indeed necessity) of federalism in Nigeria is examined. 
Second, we attempt a critique of Chief Awolowo’s ideas 
on the Nigerian federal system. Finally, we examine the 
extent to which the Nigerian political and administrative 
system has been impacted by the late chiefs ideas.
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him in extenso to prove this point:

In 1951, when the controversy on the form of Nigeria’s 
Constitution began, I had already been for more than eight­
een years a convinced federalist. In the early thirties, 1 was 
a fanatical admirer of the Indian National Congress, and of 
three of its illustrious leaders — Mahatma Gandhi, Pandit 
Nehru, and Subha Bose. My acquaintance with the Con­
gress and its leaders was first made through the pages of the 
Lagos Daily News in 1928. Thisacquiantance was deepened 
through other media. By the time 1 returned to Wesley 
College aS its clerk ijiv knowledge of Indian politics had 
become fairly wide and my mental acquiantance with 
Gandhi, Nehru and Bose had grown into hero worship 
One of the pronouncements of the Indian leaders which 
struck the right cord in me was the one relating to the 
revision of provincial boundaries along linguistic lines, 
in the reframing of the Country’s Constitution.... 1 tried 
to apply this proposal of the Indian leaders to Nigeria and 
became convinced that our protectorate boundaries were 
arbitrarily drawn... Though I knew the answers to the 
questions which the Indian Congress proposal stirred up in 
my mind, yet I did not feel myself qualified enough 
tb say them aloud.
On the other hand, I was not sure if the application to 
Nigeria of the proposed Indian constitution was an 
urgent proposition. There was no communal strife in Nigeria 
as there was then in India... What the country needed, I 
thought, for the immediate present and for quite awhile to 
come was that Western education should spread widely 
enough to enable easier contact and understanding amon­
gst the entire peoples of Nigeria. The issue of what consti­
tution was best suited to the country would (then) be 
settled by Nigerians in their own good time. When the time 
arrived, I had no doubt on which side I would be — the 
federalist side (Awolowo 1960 160—161).

Even though these ideas were not well received even by the 
Chiefs own friends, he lost no time in articulating the case 
to all who would listen. He directed a lot of his energies to 
the realisation of this objective.
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He tried to use the platform of the Nigerian Youth Move­
ment to moot this federalist position without success, until 
that organisation demised in 1945. Yet, the unfolding of 
events in the country seemed to confirm the Chief in his con­
victions. Witness the deliberate efforts made by the British 
colonial administrators to ‘protect’ the North from more 
educated Southerners and the manner in which the enligh­
tened Northerner looked down on the ‘Southerns’ as Kalferis 
(unbelievers). Both the uneven stages of exposure to Western 
civilisation among the diverse ethnic groups as well as the 
attitudes of the ethnic groups to ode another seemed to 
dictate in Chief Awolowo’s view a federal rather than a 
unitary constitution.

A unitary constitution with only one central government 
would only result in frustration to the more pushful and 
more dynamic ethnic groups, whereas the division of the 
country into regions along ethnic lines would enable each 
linquistic group not. only to develop its own peculiar cul­
ture and institutions but to move forward at its own pace, 
without being unnecessarily pushed or annoyingly slowed 
down by the others. (Awolowo 1960: 164-165).

The emergence of ethnic Unions (notably the Ibo Federal 
Union and the Ibibio Union) made the formation of a Yoru­
ba Union imperative. After a series of subterranean moves 
between 1944 and 1945, Chief Awolowo formed Egbe Omo 
Oduduwa (EOO) in London as a counterpart of the Ibo Fede­
ral Union. In spite of initial discouragements, the Nigerian 
Chapter was established three years later (1948).

During the debate of the new Macpherson Constitution in 
1950, the Egbe Omo Oduduwa which Chief Awolowo 
represented submitted a memorandum to the Chief Secre­
tary. In that memorandum, the EOO argued:

We advocate the grouping of Nigeria with various auto­
nomous states or regions, purely on ethnic basis. Experi­
ence of other countries show that this basis is more natural, 
and invariably more satisfactory than any other basis. 
(Av/olowo 1960: 176)
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One:

Two:

Three:

Four:

By this time a consensus had developed among Nigerian 
political leaders concerning the wisdom of constituting 
Nigeria as- a federal state. The predominant view was however 
not in favour of ethnicity as a basis for the federal system. 
Rather they weighed heavily in favour of the other two 
arguments.

In Thoughts on Nigerian Constitution (1966) written in 
the prison, the Chief explicates more on the linguistic ethnic 
argument for federalism. After reviewing virtually the consti­
tution of every independent country in the world, Chief 
Awolowo concluded with four principles:

If a country is unilingual and uni-national, the constitu­
tion must be unitary.
If a country is unilingual or bilingual or multilingual, 
and also consists of communities which over a period of 
years, have developed divergent nationalities, the consti­
tution must be federal, and the constituent states must 
be organised on the dual basis of language and nationa­
lity.
If a country is bilingual or multilingual, the constitution 
must be federal, and the constituent states must be 
organised on a linguistic basis.
Any experiment with a unitary constitution in a bilin­
gual country must fail, in the long-run. (Awolowo 1966; 
pp 48-49)

On the basis of these important ‘discoveries’ only a federal 
constitution is, in his opinion suitable for Nigeria.

The other two arguments are not developed in great lengths 
compared to the linguistic principle.

The managerial argument is predicated on the size of 
Nigeria. The size-problem is not just one of physical struc­
ture (924,000km2) or population (approximately 100 
million, ninth largest country in the world and a fifth of 
African population) but also in terms of diverse cultures, 
ethnic groupings and religious beliefs. Each of these pose 
managerial problems for one single mind and dictate a federal 
solution:
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A unitary constitution would have the effect of repressing 
healthy rivalry among the different regions, yet ‘rivalry in 
Chief Awolowo’s view, is the soul of development and 
progress’ (1966: 57). A unitary constitution would thus 
undermine the very engine for development and locomo­
tion.

Chief Awolowo premised the historical argument on colo­
nial and pre-colonial development in Nigeria. Chief Awolowo’s 
notes the fact that there was no Nigeria before 1900. It was 
in .this sense he conceives Nigeria as a geographical entity in 
search Of nation-hood. The diverse peoples of Nigeria ruled 
themselves in diverse ways, during the pre-colonial period.

A unitary government is unreliable under these circums­
tances.-However, since 1900 when Nigeria was incorporated 
as a British colony protectorate, Chief Awolowo contends 
that Nigeria was ruled as a unitary state only for five-and-a 
half years (1946-1951) under the Richards Constitution. 
Neither did Nigeria’s colonial governors perceive her as one 
organic whole. He appeals also to the people’s preference for 
a federal constitution the only time the colonial government 
sought their opinion in 1950 though the regional national 
Conferences on the Constitution.

Chief Awolowo joins the historical and managerial argu­
ments at this point:

In spite of their undisputed power over the country, 
and of their traditional and surpassing skill in administra­
tion, the British ruler recorgnised the inescapable limit to 
the managerial or supervisory competence of any one 
man or any one group of men. In other words, they realised 
out of the abundance of their wealth of experience, that no

the work of government in Nigeria under a unitary consti­
tution is bound to become unduly complex, inextricably 
tangled, extremely unwieldy and wasteful, and productive 
of disharmony and discontent amongst the people. Unless 
you have a veritable superman at the helm of affairs, the 
administrative machinery would eventually disintegrate and 
break down under the crushing weight of bureaucratic centra­
lism. (Awolowo 1966: 10)
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one man or group of men operating from Lagos, or any one 
place in the country for that matter, could manage or con- 
duck the affairs of a country the size and heterogenous 
character of Nigeria with efficiency and reasonable sucess 
(Awolowo 1966' 10)

While even it may be thinkable to administer a country 
the size of Nigeria in a unitary fashion so long as adminis­
trators concentrated on the maintenance of law and order,, 
such was impossible when government was responsible for an 
increasing array of socio-economic goods and services.

A CRITIQUE OF CHIEF AWOLOWO’S IDEAS ON NIGERIAN FEDERALISM

This section will attempt a critique of Chief Awolowo’s 
ideas on Nigerian federalism briefly. The first point that 
needs be made is that Chief Awolowo’s articulation of the 
case for a federalist constitution is highly well-informed 
and perceptive. Even though, it is possible to read some 
elements of self-interest and self-justification to his political 
activities aimed at the realisation of this federalist objective, 
the pertinence of his arguments to the Nigerian millieu can 
hardly be contested. Most of the standard arguments in 
favour of federalism are also very carefully reviewed in Chief 
Awolowo’s writings.

Chief Awolowo believed genuinely in the contribution of 
federalism to Nigeria’s unity and development. He distanced 
himself from both the confederalist and dismemberment 
schools. On the other hand he contends with those with uni­
tary persuasions point by point especially in his Thoughts on 
the Nigerian Constitution (1966). Moreover, Chief Awolowo 
was not impressed with nominal federalism. He was all fora 
federal system in which the states were able to effectively 
discharge responsibilities allocated to them under the consti­
tution. From this viewpoint, he regarded the division of 
powers and responsibilities between the federal and state 
governments under the 1963 constitution generally as adequa­
te. Even though he was for linguistic-based states, no state 
should be created which was not able to ‘maintain Its inde-
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The implication of these position will be examined further 
in the next section. Suffice to point out here that Chief 
Awolowo’s concern for balance in the federal system is an 
important point which has ramifications for the politics and 
administration of the Nigerian Federal System today.

There is one final positive point which deserves to be 
underscored concerning Chief Awolowo’s position. This is 
his quarrel with the use of the word ‘tribe’ to describe 
ethnic solidarity in Africa when other more neutral concepts 
are used to define the same phenomenon elsewhere: nationa­
lism, ethnicity, and others.

Having said these in the Chiefs favour, it must be pointed 
out that there are problems with his formulation. There is 
some conceptual ambiguity with respect to the Chief’s 
linguistic/ethnicity principle. There is often a tendency to 
confuse ‘ethnic’ with ‘linguistic’ distinctions. Moreover, he 
himself concedes that the linguistic principle alone cannot 
adequately constitute the basis for constituting state units 
in Nigeria, hence there is a resort to a number of other 
factors. Chief Awolowo’s linguistic principle produces only 
eleven states, but there are seven other states which are cons­
tituted according to other principles because of the smallness 
of the state units that would have been produced by the 
linguistic/ethnic principle in those areas. In other words, the 
linguist!c/ethnic principle cannot produce the adequate

pendence within the sphere of functions allocated to it 
(1966: 97): Moreover, he was against giving powers of sus­
pension of state governments to the federal government and of 
local governments to the state government. According to him:

In all the instances to which one could point, when a 
regional government had been suspended, or a localgovern- 
ment council had been suspended oi dissolved, it will be 
seen that, on the whole far more mis-chief and inconveni­
ence had been brought on the people than would have been 
the case if the regional government or local council had 
been left severely alone till the next election. (Awolowo 
1966: 152)
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needs and

numbers of states to sustain the Nigerian federal system, 
even according to the Chiefs own calculations.

A second major flaw in Chief Awolowo’s conception of 
Nigerian federalism is its inadequate attention to what is 
referred to in the literature as the prerequisites to the success 
of the federalist arrangement. Three of these are regularly 
mentioned in the literature: mass education of the people, 
existence and general awareness of common 
absence of war. (Tocqueville 1935: 163—170).

Mass education is regarded as necessary for the success 
of federalism because of the abstract and complex nature of 
the federal arrangement. Even though Chief Awolowo was 
one of the greatest champions of free education in Nigeria, 
no direct and immediate connection was made between the 
cause of federalism and popular education.

A federal system is premised on contending centrifugal 
and centripetal forces. It is however necessary that these 
forces be at least equally balanced for the federalist experi­
ment to succeed. There is a general tendency in Chief 
Awolowo’s writings to emphasise the centrifugal forces. A 
civil war of the scale fought between 1967 and 1970 in 
Nigeria is not at all anticipated in Chief Awolowo’s system.

Finally, during a period of war the neat checks and balances 
imposed between the federal and state governments collapsed 
because of the need for dramatic action. Even K.C. Wheare, 
the leading jurist on federalism, concedes the point that the 
world wars compromised federal principles in favour of the 
central government in the countries which he regarded 
as operating classic federal systems (Wheare 1963 : 205). 
In the case of Nigerii, 'the civil war (1967-70) tilted the 
balance of the federal system steeply in favour of the federal 
government. But without a civil strife of this nature, the 
struggle for development is regarded in most developing 
countries as moral equivalent of war which requires the full 
mobilisation of resources by the national government. On 
this basis alone federalism has had a chequered expenence in 
most Third World co tries whether one thinks of India,
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IMPACT OF CHIEF AWOLOWO’S IDEAS ON NIGERIAN FEDERALISM

Chief Awolowo’s ideas have had both direct and indirect 
impact on the nation’s federal system. We shall not dwell

Mexico or Nigeria (Olowu 1985). The type of balance which 
Chief Awolowo’s federal system advocates seems therefore to 
he at variance with the reality of Third World conditions.

The above stated position is however contestable on all 
points and even though Chief Awolowo never drew the 
inference in his writings, it is one that he will most probably 
have contested point by point. First, it is contestable whether 
the desire for development should be equated with war. The 
analogy, while relevant in part, has its contradictions. Wars 
are dreaded by all citizens-and most countries will avoid 
them if they can. Wars are fought as a last resort when all 
other possibilities have been fore-closed. As a result, all of 
a nation’s resources are mobilised to ensure its survival. 
There is therefore always a prospect that it will be a short 
experience. On the other hand, development does not raise 
a problem of survival but rather of enhanced prosperity. The 
enemy (regarded in the literature vicariously as unemploy­
ment, disease, illiteracy and poverty) is not as real as combat­
enemy that a nation at war faces. The level of resource 
mobilisation is thus lower. Moreover, the development ‘war’ 
is not one which can be won. Every country (no matter how 
industrialised or developed) is striving for even a better 
development of its potential.

Secondly, it can also be countered that most of the deve­
lopment wars that have been fought thus far have produced 
immense opportunites for some few to take advantage of 
others, the very eventuality that the federal system seeks 
to obviate. Rather, as Chief Awolowo has argued elsewhere, 
rivalry amongst diverse groups constitute the engine for 
socio-economic development within a federal system.

In the final section we shall examine the extent of which 
Chief Awolowo’s ideas have informed the Nigerian federal 
system.
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at length on the indirect effects for instance of Chief 
Awolowo’s advocacy for popular, state-sponsored education 
for the federal system. Rather, we shall focus on the direct 
effects.

In this respect, it is striking that Chief Awolowo advocated 
an 18-state federal system in 1966 and today we have a 19- 
state structure. Table 1 contrasts Chief Awolowo’s proposals 
with the state structure as it exists today. It should be under­
scored -here that Chief Awolowo gave considerable support 
towards minority demands for self-governance within the 
Nigerian federal system. In that sense then he is one of the 
great achitects of the Nigerian federal system.

Chief Awolowo not only argued for the break-up of the 
three regional system but also had a clear perception of the 
conditions for harmonious and healthy relationships between 
component units. These conditions; are those of ethnic affini­
ty, parity among units and functional viability of each state 
unit. A close reading of the development that led to the 
evolution of Nigerian present 19-state structure as well as the 
1979 constitution shows that these issues have been paramo 
unt (Elaigwu and Olorunsola 1983, Olowu 1987).

It is also note-worthy that there has been a commitment to 
federalism in Nigeria by all of Nigeria’s governors since 
independence, Including the military. The only exception was 
in 1967 when General Aguiyi-Ironsi promulgated Decree 34 
which purportedly jettisoned the-federal system for a unitary 
system. The hostile reaction to these developments among 
Nigerian elites and the violence which followed underscore 
the veracity of the federalist position of Chief Awolowo, as 
the only means of sustaining Nigeria’s unity and development. 
The fact that all of the four constitutions adopted since the 
Macpherson constitution of 1951 have been federal is instruc­
tive. Equally instructive is that even though Nigeria’s military 
administrators have generally tended towards centralisation 
of the nation’s economic and social system, each of them 
has styled itself as a ‘federal military government’.
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Where there has been a divorce of practice from Chief 
iwolowo’s ideas has mainly been with respect to the balance 
between the centre and the regions. Chief Awolowo, as 
already argued above, believed that for the full benefits of 
the federal system to be realised, it must be adopted in its 
‘pure’ form. Resources and responsibilities between the 
centre and the states must be so alloted such that the two 
can be independent in their own spheres. He echoes classical 
political science thinking by arguing that if this is not done, 
the level of government which is poorly resourced (in terms of 
fiscal resources or responsibility) becomes a glorified local 
government and it is not able to attract the key resources- 
political and administrative leadership to make the system 
work. In his view therefore, but for a few minor changes that 
he rc-ommend' to the Republican constitution, it was consi­
dered adequate

Both the practice of government in Nigeria since 1966 as 
well as the adopted (1979) constitution have of course gone 
in the direction of making the central government super­
powerful (in terms of responsibilities and resources) vis-a-vis 
the states. The result is high level of dependency of both the 
state and local governments on the federal revenue sources 
to activate their responsibilities. In the circumstance, unitarism 
and all the arguments that have been raised against it in a 
country of Nigeria’s size have raised their heads. These inclu­
de : excessive competition for power and position at the federal 
level (both for political and administrative posts), the dema­
nd for more states and local governments as a way of sharing 
from the nation’s revenues, an undermining of state competi- 
veness, and a tendency for the state to encroach on local 
government resources (mostly passed out from the centre) to 
meet their own responsibilities.

It is unfortunate that the current review of the constitution 
failed to address these issues broadly. It made bold recomm­
endation for a redistribution of resources within the federat­
ion account, but it failed to raise fundamental question at
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references

the heart of the federal compact - the need for a balance of 
responsibilities and resources between the centre and consti­
tuent units.

With the exit of a man we have regarded here as the chief 
protagonist of Nigerian federalism, it is doubtful if there are 
leaders of similar calibre who are sufficiently informed, 
articulate and committed enough to fulfil that role.
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M. FASEKE

Awolowo and the Western Nigeria 
Civil Service, 1952-59

INTRODUCTION

Chief Obafemi Awolowo was certainly a man of many parts 
- a philosopher, a politician, a prolific writer, a businessman, 
a legal luminary and an administrator. This paper does not 
however look at Awolowo as an individual, rather it aims at 
highlighting the contributions of Awolowo to the evolution 
of the Western Civil Service. This is by no means an easy 
task for many reasons. Firstly, there is dearth of materials 
on the practices of civil servants mainly because scholars 
prefer to give attention to the problems of power and the 
wielders of power which provide an exciting story. Secondly, 
civil servants thejnselves, for unknown reasons, write less 
about their activities. Finally and most importantly, in a 
parliamentary democracy of the type adopted by Nigeria 
leadership is both in theory and no less than in practice, coll­
ective. These difficulties are not enough to deter us from 
examining some of Chief Awolowo's activities in respect of 
the civil service.

For the reason of space, it is not possible to examine all 
the aspects of the Civil Service. However, two very important 
aspects viz, structure and role will be examined.

There are three main sections in this paper. The first 
gives a definition of the term civil service. The second looks 
at the colonial setting as a background against which to
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measure Awolowo’s contributions to the service while the 
third part evaluates his contributions to the service.

DEFINITION OF TERM

The term ‘civil service’ has remained imprecise. This is not 
surprising because even in Britain from where the concept 
was introduced into Nigeria the term has not been comphe- 
hensively defined. 1'he imprecise nature of the term in the 
view of Peter Kellner and Lord Crowther Hunt, reflects the 
undefined and dynamic nature of the British Constitution 
itself. They concluded •

there is a special sense in which the civil service reflects 
the British Consitution. Neither is clearly defined in writ­
ing. Both evolved and changed with mood and circumstan­
ces .*

C. O. Lawson, Head of Service and Secretary to the Federal 
Military Government of Nigeria between 1966 and 1979, like 
S.L. Adu, the first head of service of independent Ghana, 
defines the civil service as follows:

the civil service comprises all servants of the state other 
than holders of political or judicial offices who are emplo­
yed in a civil capacity and whose remuneration is paid 
wholly and directly out of money voted by parliament .

This definition cannot be applied to the civil service in the 
heyday of colonialism for obvious reasons. Under the colo­
nial setting, there were no holders of political offices as such.

Institutions as is widely acclaimed are never static but 
change with changing circumstances. In the colonial period, 
the civil service meant a body of full time officials employed 
in the state with the exception of the armed forces. Indeed, in 
the official records, the terms ‘civil service’ and ‘public 
service were used as synonyms. The Governor was not a 
political appointee but a civil servant. For the purpose of 
this paper the civil service is used to cover all government 
employees other than the police, the judicial personnel 
and teachers.
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THE COLONIAL CIVIL SERVICE: AN OVERVIEW

The beginning of a modern public service in Nigeria started 
in Lagos m 1861. It was set up with the objective of promo­
ting trade — the main purpose for British presence in West 
Africa. It was within the'broad farmework of commerce that 
government departments were set up, viz: Governor's Office, 
Colonial Surgeon (later, Medical Department), Colonial 
Secretary, Customs, Harbour Masters Department (later, 
Marine) Surveyors General (later styled Public Works Dep­
artment), Treasury, Post Office, Goal Department (Prison),. 
Judicial Department, Liberated African Department, Govern­
ment Printers Office and Audit.3

Similar departments were set up in South Eastern Nigeria 
and Northern Nigeria. In 1906, tiie administrative units in 
Lagos and its hinterland were merged with the protectorate 
of Southern Nigeria. In 1914 the two protectorates of 
Northern and Southern Nigeria were amalgamated into a 
single administrative unit.4 In spite of the amalgamation, not 
all the departments common to the two provinces were 
merged. Thus, some departments such as Education and Pri­
son had to wait until the 1920s.

The civil service was structured in a way to reflect the 
status of the country. The Governor was himself a civil 
servant responsible to the Secretary of State in London who 
in turn was responsible to the British electorates. Unlike the 
practice in Whitehall, there were no ministries but depart­
ments headed not by administrators but by professionals. 
Thus, the head of the Medical Department was a Medical 
Doctor, the PWD, an Engineer, Education Department, an 
Educationist and so on. The heads of departments can not 
but initiate policies, participate in legislation and supervise 
the execution of enacted bills and approved policies?.

On the basis of organisation, it may be necessary to 
distinguish between a purely technical department such as 
the PWD, Agriculture and Forestry and an administrative 
department such as the Treasury, Audit Governor's Office,
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We hold our position overseas by being the dominant 
race and if we admit equality with the inferior races we 
shall lose the power which gives us our predominance ,6

By and large, this was the broad framework within which 
the civil service had to operate. The executive council in 
Lagos was responsible for the discipline of the higher civil 
servants. Yet, not only was the council predominantly white, 
its proceedings were strictly confidential. 1 he exclusion of 
Africans from responsible positions in the civil service in the 
heyday of colonialism has been adequately dealt with by 
scholars7 and needs to repetition here.8 The discrimination

and the rest of them; while the former required the services 
of professions such as surveyors, engineers as well as techni­
cians such as draughtsmen, foremen of works, the latter 
could make do with the services of generalist and ex-service­
men. While the heads of technical departments operated from 
the central secretariat in Lagos, their subordinates were in 
charge of field offices. So far as field administration was 
concerned, the key service was'the administrative service, 
made up of Residents and the activities of these officers 
were co-ordinated by the Colonial Secretary, (later styled 
Chief Secretary) who was next in rank to the Governor.

One feature of the civil service structure was that all 
officers were graded and authority was in a hierarchical 
order. At the bottom of the departmental structure were the 
clerical, messengerial and the labourers grades. At the apex 
of the departmental ladder were the heads. The civil service 
lacked a middle grade. In other words, there were no equiva­
lents of the modem day executive class.

The civil service was sharply classified along racial lines, 
viz; European and Native staff. The latter was a derogatory 
term used for staff of'African parentage. The higher echelon 
of the service was dominated by Europeans while the junior 
staff were predominantly African. This is not surprising 
given the status of the country. In a colonial setting, the 
colonised we be regarded as inferior. As A. E. M. Gibsonjiut 
it:
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against Africans had many results. First, it discouraged 
Africans from taking up those professions which would 
make them look up to the colonial administration for emplo­
yment. this was why the professions of law and medicine 
were pupular in Nigeria in the colonial era. This would 
partly explain why Awolowo had to study law.9 Because of 
the exclusion of Africans from responsible positions, African 
civil servants did not develop a sense of belonging to the service, 
it was regarded as British. J. J. Marinho, one time Chairman 
of the Public Service Commission of Western Region would 
appear to be expressing this feeling when he said that tlie 
civil service ‘‘was an organisation in which the indigenous 
participator regarded himself and perhaps correctly so in 
the scheme of things as then prevailed not as owners of. 
nor monthly cash payment as the only motivation to work 
and as the only connecting link, a very tenuous one between 
him and those he professed to serve. In many quarters then 
the approach to the civil service was characterised by the old 
saying that whether the business prospers or not, the labourer 
must be paid their wages in full. In short, there was not much 
feeling of belonging. This generally speaking has been the 
way in which the public service has been conceived ’.10

In short, although the civil service had been established in 
what later became known as Nigeria by 1861, a Nigerian 
civil service had not come into being. 1'his fact is mani­
fested in various ways. Within the upper stratum of the 
service the few Africans were the obedient servants’ of the 
British. It was therefore not surprising that the senior African 
civil servants both by training and by orientation did not see 
themselves as servants of the Nigerian peoples, majority 
of whom were illiterates. At the lower rungs of the ladder 
where Africans predominated, the attitude of the junior 
staff was at best nonchalance

This attitude is reflected in Annual Reports throughout 
the Colonial Administration. In his Annual Report, P. L. H. 
Archer, the Post Master General regretted ‘’the lack of 
efficiency shown by members of the native staff which
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impede the progress of the department ’.11 Reports such as 
this were fairly common. One could in fact argue that the 
lack of efficiency on the part of some members of the junior 
staff was a deliberate attempt at thwarting the efforts of the 
colonial administrators. This was, in the scheme of things, 
regarded as an act of patriotism^ This would partially explain 
the delay that characterised government business during this 
period. For, the junior staff supportive and important func­
tions within the system. Thus the docketing, filing and 
searching of files were carried out by this category of staff, 
lire speed with which a file got to the Chief Secretary was 
most times dictated by the junior staff. Inefficiency on their 
part had many impheations, the most important was that the 
senior staff had to do the job of the junior staff to avert too 
much delay. Under this situation, the top, though light, had a 
heavy work load.

The working of any institution is a function of its organi­
sation. The civil service is bureaucracy in which communi­
cation flows through the hierarchy. The delay in governmem 
business could not be avoided in a situation in which corres­
pondence had to pass through the retinue of officers within 
the hierarchy. In this setting, the role of the messenger 
becomes the more crucial. Yet, because of the discriminator) 
policy and the unwillingnes of the colonial masters to invest 
in the development of Nigerian human resources, the messen­
ger and the others in this category were given no training. In 
essense, the structure of the service was designed to suit a 
colonial situation.

The scope of the civil service was extremely limited, it 
was restricted to the maintenance of law and order and for 
building the infrastructure of roads and railways for the 
economic development of the metropolis. The Agricultural 
Department focused attention on cash crops, so also was the 
Co-operative Department. The exclusive attention to cash 
crops must have in part contributed to the shortage of food 
crops in the Western Provinces in 1950. It was not until 
1945 that a department was created to promote industrial!



601AWOLOWO AND THE WESTERN NIGERIA CIVIL SERVICE

AWOLOWO'S CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE EVOLUTION OF THE WESTERN

NIGERIAN CIVIL SERVICE

zation and research. Even so, the Department was beset with 
many problems such as the shortage of funds and personnel. 
There was no department of commerce until 1945, trade 
being ‘tree’ under the British Laisset faire policy, the point 
to stress is that the civil service was not geared towards the 
economic development of the Nigerian peoples, talk less of 
their welt are.

However, during the second world war, due to some 
well known factors, the British became somewhat concerned 
for the Nigerian peoples in particular and Africa in general. 
The end of the war therefore saw the beginning of the 
working out of various development programmes. The fore­
runner of Development plans was the Ter Year Development 
Plan. Although the programme had to be reviewed mid-way 
to make her more meaningful, development of certain projects 
such as the University College Hospital, the College of Arts 
and Science at Ibadan, Enugu and Zana were some of the 
products of the plan.

Because of the need for more hands, coupled with the fact 
that the British needed its manpower for developments in 
Britain, more Africans had to be admitted into higher echelons 
of the service. The policy of replacing British with Nigerians, 
popularly known as Nigerianization had to be pursued. Some 
Commissions were in due course set up to effect the scheme. 
Although more Africans were admitted into the service, the 
service was still essentially British.

Although this paper does not deal with the civil service in 
the context of existing statutory and legal prescriptionist, 
it is still pertinent to point out the significant role played 
by Chief Awolowo and some of his ministers12 to the 
constitution review between 1951 and 54*3 in respect of 
the civil service. Since they had had some grounding
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(by virtue of their education) in British Constitution, they 
heid this up as their model. It was therefore not surprising 
that they advocated changes' in the Nigerian civil service 
along British lines.14 They were in particular critical of the 
system of appointment and discipline in the civil service 
which at that time rested squarely on civil servants them­
selves. Awolowo and the others pressed for an independent 
body that would be saddled with such responsibility. They 
were thus instru nental to the establishment of a Public 
Service Commission under the Nigerian (Constitution) 
Order in Council 1954. That Constitution also made Nigeria 
a Federal State, thus, the unitary civil service in Nigeria was 
split into four; Federal, Eastern, Northern and Western 
Civil Services.

lhe Public Service Commission was a body whose sole 
purpose was to ensure that appointments to the service, 
promotions, and disciplinary control in respect of inefficiency 
or misconduct were dealt with on a continuing standard of 
detached impartiality and fairness uninfluenced by political 
changes or pressure15. The Western Region Public Service 
Commission consisted of a Chairman, L. G. Coke-Wallio, 
a retired official of the Inidan Civil Service, Mr. S. AdeOjo 
a veteran civil servant and later Speaker of the Western 
House of Assembly, and Professor Oladele A. Ajose of the 
University College (part time Commissioner), and steno­
graphic and clerical staff who supported them. The opera­
tion of the Commission was quite simple. Meetings were held 
twice a week, although matters could be discussed in between 
meetings.16 Relevant papers of cases pending were circulated 
to commissioners who in turn, would record their recommen­
dations in writing. If the views and recommendations of 
members were not unanimous, the matter would be put on 
the agenda for the next meeting.1 7 The point to emphasised 
that premium was placed on the unanimity of members on 
any issue.

On disciplinary matters, the initiative for action against an 
erring officer was left to the Heads of Departments. The
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latter were responsible for investigating and reporting cases of 
discipline to the Public Service Commission, indicating 
suggested actions against the officer concerned. The Commi­
ssion would therefore consider the facts of the cases submi­
tted to it and decide whether charges should be preferred and 
if so, whether action against the officers should proceed 
under the regulation which stipulated the procedure for 
offences punishable with penalties other than dismissal, or 
under the regulation for which the penalty was dismissal.1 8 
If under the first regulation the commission decided on the 
report of the Head of Department, it could order for full 
details if these were inadequate in the original submission. 
If under the latter regulation, then the Commissioner would 
set up a committee usually of three members to conduct 
full investigations and report to them through the Head of 
Department who had initiated the investigation. As in the 
first procedure, the Commission would then decide the 
capability or otherwise of the officers concerned.1 9

From the description of the working of the Commission 
in respect of disciplinary matter, it is clear that senior civil 
servants still had much hand in it. this, no doubt, might 
have been credited to the Commission. For obvious reasons, 
it has not been possible to look into the proceedings of the 
Commission to determine its performance. However, based 
on the Commission’s composition and operation with its 
emphasis on unanimity of members,20 it could be safely 
assumed that the Commission performed creditably well. 
As foreigners, the Chairman and secretary were less attached 
to Nigerians and theretore highly impartial.

Besides his contribution to the review of the Nigerian 
Constitution by which the Western Nigerian Public Service 
and the Regional Public Service Commission were born, 
Awolowo s eight years in office as leader of government 
business were the most remarkable in the annals of the 
civil service. On his assumption of duty in 1952, his first 
duty was to pass a budget which had been prepared by 
officials long before the Action Group, the ruling political
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party in the region, assumed office. Money, the sinew of 
administration. At least, three principles guided such con­
sideration. The first principle was made in case of those 
departments which catered for the educational, economic, 
health and social needs of the people that there should be 
no increase in establishment. The second principle was that, 
wherever practicable, increase in establishment should be 
governed by the policy of Nigerianization. The third princi­
ple was that as tar as possible expenditure on services which 
tended to the welfare, health and education of the people 
should be increased at the expense of any expenditure that 
did not answer to the same test.21 Accordingly, the largest 
items in the 1952 estimates were: Education with an estimate 
of £1,022,210; Medical services £675,290; Public Works 
£273.670 and Police £536,580 out of a total expenditure of 
of £4,671,070.22

In the interest of economy, he rejected those items of 
expenditure considered wasteful . In this connection, he 
freezed the inducement allowance attached to the basic 
salary of overseas officers. Every post in the civil service in 
the estimates had ‘expatriation pay' attached to it. If a 
Nigerian was appointed to the post he did not draw this pay, 
but it any overseas officer was appointed, he did. Awolowo 
treezed ‘expatriation pay in respect of new posts and all 
vacant posts. This policy, popularly called ‘frigidaire policy’ 
was no less important in its economic effect than its social 
implication. The government was able to realise an estimated 
surplus ot £28,UOO23 as a result of the policy. The policy 
enhanced the prestige of Chief Awolowo and his party. It 
has to be remembered that appointmentinto the civil service 
was not yet under the control of politicians and that the 
service was still unitary. By freezing ‘expatriation pay’ 
Awolowo was taking a bold step towards the Nigerianization 
of the civil service prior to which time, me service wjs dis­
criminatory against Nigerians. In 1952 there were 7,(100 
Nigerian officers in the Western Nigeria Civil Service out of 
which 28324 were in the upper echelons. The policy led to
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an annual increase in the number of Nigerians in the higher 
rungs of the service as shown by the table below.

Ihe frigidaire policy did not however provide all the 
answers to the acceleration of the Nigerianization process in 
Western Nigeria. At the Resumed Conference on the Cons­
titution held in Lagos in January 1954,25 the leaders of the 
Nigerian Delegation had agreed that on the attainment of 
Regional self government by any Region, it would be nece­
ssary for the Government of that Region to introduce and 
accept financial responsibility for a lump sum.26 There 
were those who felt that the lump sum would involve the 
country in heavy sum of money, so strong were their views 
that Chief Awolowo as Premier had to issue a press release 
justifying his stand on the matter. He argued that the deci­
sion was taken to follow the precedent and by other colonial 
territories. He cited the examples of India, Malay and Burma. 
He believed that although the amount was heavy, reaching 
a maximum of £9,UOO per officer, it was part of the price 
of self government which had to be paid.27

1'he significant point here was that the lump sum com­
pensation was available not only to officers whose career 
was compulsorily terminated but to any officers who chose 
to give the normal notice of retirement.2 8 The amount of 
compensation varied according to the length of service. The 
scheme would have led to a mass exodus of expatriate 
civil servants but for some measures which were quickly 
introuduced.2 9 Realising that a lump sum payment of the 
magnitude provided for in the lump sum was not something 
which the average civil servant could ignore. A consideration 
was however given to rr easures of countering the attractions 
of the scheme. Following the precedent of other countries, 
it was agreed that officers should be induced for three years 
by guaranteeing that, those of them whose compensation 
would normally decrease in amount during the period, would 
be granted an amount equal to the maximum compensation 
to which they might be entitled at any time during the period. 
The other inducement measure was that proposed by th£
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Secretary of State by which a special list of officers who 
would be regarded as servants of Her Majesty’s Government 
but seconded to a Nigerian Government was created.30 
lhe inducement schemes had limited effect. In essence there 
was an exodus of expatriate officers from the service which 
was most severe in the Admmistrative class.

The Western Nigerian lead in the Nigerianization scheme 
was not just because of the early contact of the peoples of 
the Region to Western education and colonial administration 
but also and most importantly because of the fngidaire 
policy and the lump sum scheme. As a staunch nationalist, 
Awolowo was determined to wrest power from the British. 
As an eye-witness of white domination of the civil service, he 
was bent on turning the tables in Nigerians' favour. It was 
not surprising therefore that he pursued the Nigerianization 
scheme with great vigour. It was to liberate Nigerians from 
British yoke and make the civil service an instrument of 
development that made him concentrate attention on the civil 
service structure.

In these and other regards, Awolowo had able lieutenants, 
the most important of whom was S. O. Adebo,3.1 the first 
Head of Service in the West.

With the exodus of expatriate officers, particularly in the 
administrative class, some efforts were made to fill the gaps 
ot the departing officers. One such effort was a crash training 
programme to produce Nigerian Permanent Secretaries. 
Under the programme, six trainees,32 specially selected for 
their brilliance, were appointed as Supernumerary Senior 
Assistant Secretaries and posted one to each of six rhinistries 
where they would have to learn administrative work of the 
ministry as much as they could there after understuding the 
substantive Assistant Secretary. 1 he Governor did not approve 
of the plan and vehemently opposed it but the Premier and 
his colleagues were not only for it, they were enthusiastic 
about it.33

After the inevitable tussle in the Executive Council between 
the Premier and the Governor, the scheme was approved. One
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modification that the Governor insisted upon was that the 
trainees must have had five years experience in the post of 
Assistant Secretary or its equivalent, outside the Adminis­
trative service. The posts were duly advertised in the press 
and the selection was made by the Public Service Commission. 
However, not all the appointees fulfilled the conditions of 
minimum previous service. One applicant from the Federal 
Ministry of Finance, Mr. H. A. Egieyitchie had only had three 
and a half years of the stipulated service experience. 1'he 
other, Dr. F.A. Ajayi, a distinguished lawyer, whose qualifi­
cations included a doctorate degree, had none at all.34 
The Nigerianization scneme, as pointed out earlier, was further 
most in the Western Region. The manpower situation trom 
the point of view of Nigerianization given above is important 
for it serves to highlight not only the constraints of the nas­
cent Regional Service but also the accomplishments of the 
Regional Government under Awolowo.

Awolowo and. his lieutenants’ contribution to the civil 
service structure was not limited to the substitution of blacks 
with whites, t hey were also concerned with the component 
units of the civil service. In view of the increased duties that 
would fall on the Federal and the Regional governments 
with the advancement towards self-government, Mr. L. 
M. Gorsuch was appointed by the Federal Government to 
advise on a possible revision of the structure of the civil 
service and the scale of remuneration that should be attached 
to the diff erent categories of those various appointments.

During his investigation, Gorsuch perceived some defects 
in the civil service structure. ‘The most negotiable defect, 
he wrote, was the lack of an educated middle part. ‘The 
normal organization of a civil service’, he argued, is pyramid- 
dal in structure; the pyramid of posts which make up the 
structure is also a pyramid of gradually increasing duties and 
responsibilities. We feel that in Nigeria the pattern of organi­
sation militates against too often instead of being 
pyramid of gradually increasing duties and responsibilities. 
We fell that in Nigeria, the pattern of organisation militates
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against this, l oo often, instead of being pyramidial, it is like 
an Hour-glass, broad at the bottom, narrow in the middle 
and broad again at the top.35 In effect, Gorsuch discovered 
that senior civil servants (mostly expatriates) were perform­
ing duties which from the view point of economy and effici­
ency should have been carried out by officers in the middle 
grade. It was in the light of this consideration that he reco­
mmended the introduction of the middle class with its 
equivalent, the technical grade.

Gorsuch’s Report was not swallowed hook, line and sinker 
without a thorough investigation. The Western Nigerian 
government under the Premiership of Awolowo set up a 
grading team to study and implement Gorsuch’s Report. 
In a Department by Department assessment of the need for 
executive posts, the Grading Team36 found room in the 
civil service structure for seven Senior Executive Officers, 
seventy-two Higher Executive Officers and twenty Executive 
Officers. The grading team was quick to recognise the diffi­
culties involved in introducing the structural innovation, 
the greatest of which was that the right calibre of officers 
would for some time not exist in sufficient number. While 
about one hundred of the new posts were filled by assimi­
lation, the rest were direct entry from candidates with 
Advanced Level Certificates.3 7 The introduction of the 
executive class remains one of the most important develop­
ments in the history of the Nigerian civil service.

By adopting and implementing Gorsuch’s proposlas, i 
formal base for an efficient civil service was being provided 
That the new arrangement made for greater efficiency ther 
can be no question. Executive officers took over the routin 
but responsible work in the areas of general administratior 
establishments, accounts and audits, allowing administrate 
officers to concentrate attention on policy matters. Execi 
tive officers performed communication functions, mediatio 
between policy-making officers in the higher echelons an 
subordinate officers who performed routing duties of day! 
day administration. As supervisors of junior staff, midd



AWOLOWO AND THE WESTERN NIGERIA CIVIL SERVICE 609

level officers played key roles in the diffusion of civil service 
norms by influencing the way the public was treated. In the 
context of development, these functions are of considerable 
importance.

One other development of equal magnitude which engaged 
the attention of the premier as well as Adebo was the inte­
gration of department into ministries. In this regard, a 
commission, the Doherty Commission, was set up by the 
Western Nigerian Government.38 The Commission was in 
addition, saddled with the responsibility of reviewing the 
General Orders (the main document guiding official business). 
The latter task did not pose any problem as it merely involved 
more or less the ejection of certain clauses rooted in colonial 
mentality from the General Orders. A glimpse of this is the 
obliteration of the sharp division of civil service along racial 
lines. The other task of the commission - that of integrating 
departments into ministries - resulted in complaints and 
protests from some sections of the civil service.

The reasons for the protests are not far fetched. Under the 
colonial civil service, government departments were fairly 
autonomous, each running its own affairs but responsible 
to the civil secretary in the Government secretariat, lhe 
civil secretary was responsible to the Governor for the 
coordination ot the policies and activities of the Administ­
ration. Under ’ new system of integrating departments 
into ministries related subjects were grouped together. For 
instance, the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources 
comprised: the office of the Minister with the Permanent 
Secretary as the executive head of the ministry, the Agri­
cultural Department, the Forestry Department, the Veteri­
nary Department and the Produce Inspection Department. 
The works Department was later substituted with ‘Division’.

With the new arrangement, the former Heads of Depart­
ments were placed in charge of the new ‘Division’. Inevitably 
the old heads of departments felt that they had been relega­
ted from their prominent position since they now had to 
submit their paper through the Permanent Secretary. The
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feeling of relegation by the professionals was accentuated 
by the depletion of very senior administrative officers in the 
civil service. The Nigerianization scheme and the attendant 
measures referred to earlier in the essay, compounded the 
situation. The heads of the new ‘divisions’, some of whom 
could boast of ten to fifteen years of service, were naturally 
unwilling to be subordinated to the hurriedly bred Permanent 
Secretaries.

The Doherty Commission having recommended the 
integration of departments into ministries along the lines 
of British system and in the light of the parliamentary 
system adopted in Nigeria, Adebo felt strongly, inspite of 
the protest, that there was no question of reverting to the 
old colonial arrangement. The only option to Adebo and the 
Public Service Commission was to make to be ‘professionals 
‘administrators’. While in Britain it would be regarded as 
most extraodinary for a purely professional officer from out­
side the administrative class to be appointed Permanent 
Secretaries, for one thing no distinguished professional 
officer would care to be considered for the post, but in 
Western Nigeria, this was not so. It was recommended that 
wherever a professional officer had shown a sufficient aptitude 
for administration and he was willing to be considered for 
transfer to the Administrative class with a view to appoint­
ment as Permenent Secretary, he should be so considered.3’ 
This proposal and others later mentioned were accepted by 
the Premier. The- task at hand was facilitated by the fact 
that there were professional divisions where work at 
senior level contained strong administrative element. Such 
professional divisions included Education and Land. Some of 
the Permanent Secretaries were heavily drawn from the 
Education Division. To Education was owed the accession 
to the ranks of Permanent Secretaries three stalwarts, namely, 
Chief 1. o. Dina, Chief 1. O. Ejiwunmi and Chief C. 0, 
Taiwo. John Longe was from Agriculture. The new arrange­
ment did not occasion much resentment from the members
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of the professional class since the new Permanent Secretaries 
not only had initial qualification which would have qualified 
them for entry into the Administrative class, they were 
also considered senior and outstanding by their colleagues 
in the professional class.

However, the fact that some of their members had been 
appointed Permanent Secretaries- did not completely erase 
the feeling on the part of the professional officer that they 
were being subordinated to administrative officer. Mention 
should be made of professional officers who did not care to 
transfer to the Administrative class and who remained in 
professional employment, but who insisted that while remai­
ning professional they should be given the status, salary and 
other privileges of the Permanent Secretary. Accepted by 
Adebo and the Public Service Commission,4" the proposal 
found favour with the premier. Consequently, certain top 
posts in certain professional Divisions, notably, Legal, Medi­
cal and Engineering in the Ministry of Justice, Public Health 
and Public Works respectively carried salary not less than 
that of the Permanent Secretary.

By preserving the morale of the professional officers 
whose loyalty and efficiency were essential for the task 
ahead, Awolowo encouraged a new corporate identity 
amongst civil servants. His solutions to the protests by the 
professional officers were commendable when considered 
against the background of the colonial civil service structure 
in which the professional wielded much authority and influ­
ence. The loss of power and influence naturally hurt the 
pride of the professional officers. Expressing a strong feeling 
of injustice on the issue, one professional officer wrote: 
‘‘when in 1943 I entered the civil service as an engineer, the 
Director of Public Works was a member of the Legislative 
Council. He participated in the policy making of govern­
ment; he stood up in the Council to explain and defend 
the policies of his department. We note here that in our 
administrative evolution, even in the colonial era, when the 
maintenance of peace and order was emphasised above the
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physical and economic development of the country, the 
professional officer held a higher status and had a better 
hearing than he does today, when the emphasis is on physi­
cal and economic development in which, quite obviously, the 
professional officers services were in greater demand.*1

The new structural arrangement in the civil service brought 
in its wake, many other problems-, principally, civil servants- 
politicians relationship. Although Permanent Secretaries were 
the executive heads of ministries, ministers were the political 
heads and therefore, the bosses of civil servants. In theory 
and no less than in practice, the minister wielded much 
power in matters relating to his ministry. He was responsible 
to the Cabinet and the Legislature for the performance of 
his ministry..He decided what recommendations should be 
put to Council on a subject within his portfolio, whatever 
advice to the contrary he might have received from his 
permanent secretary. Although recommendations had to be 
submitted to the Treasury for clearance, whatever went 
forward as Treasury Comment still had to be endorsed by 
the minister of finance, so that even at that level, the politic­
ian remained the final arbiter.

Once the Executive Council (Cabinet) made a decision, 
that decision had to be accepted and implemented by civil 
servants, lhere was however one area of work in which the 
Permanent Secretary had much authority in the ministry. He 
was the Ministry’s accounting officer, which meant that he 
was personally responsible to the Public Accounts Committee 
for the regularity of all expenditure by or on behalf of the 
Ministry. In this particular regard, he could not be overruled 
by his Minister. No minister would compel a Permanent 
Secretary to act contrary to the Financial Instructions. But 
the obvious line of demarcation of authority between the 
Permanent Secretary and the Politicians would appear not to 
have been clear to some ministers. This assumption is based 
on the several reported cases of conflict between Ministers 
dhd Permanent Secretaries over wnat would appear to be the 
erosion of the Permanent Secretary’s authority. One case
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will be cited to prove this.
It was a case in which cabinet had approved an experiment 

for a particular scheme. Disagreement between P.T. Odumosu, 
the Permanet Secretary, and his minister was over the numb­
er of units of equipment to be ordered through a local 
expatriate firm. Odumosu took the view from the scheme 
devised for him by professional experts in the Ministry that 
they would need only fifteen units.42 For undeclared reasons 
the Minister placed order for twenty-five. As if this was not 
enough, the Minister ordered Odumosu to pay the firm 
irrespective of whether or not the equipment had been recei­
ved, contrary to the Financial Instructions.44 Odumosu dec­
lined. The Minister stood his ground and so did Odumosu. In 
the meantime, the deadlock had led to friction between the 
two, so much so that the case was reported to the Premier. 
Chief Awolowo explained the legal objection to his colleag­
ue, no doubt to the latter's satisfaction since that was the 
last Adebo heard of the case.

Unhappy relations between civil servants and politicians 
manifest Itself in other ways. Attempts by politicians to 
interfere in matters pertaining purely to civil service admi­
nistration were always frowned upon by civil servants. While 
it was in the interest of efficiency for ministers to have 
concern for the welfare of civil servants in their ministries 
by asking who was appointed or promoted, it was an act of 
politicization if the minister insisted that a particular officer 
should be promoted or appointed. Chief Awolowo, according 
to Ad6bo, discouraged his colleagues from undue interference. 
Whenever complaints were made to him suggesting that 
particular officials had been unfairly treated, he would simp­
ly refer them to the appropriate responsible authority most 
commonly the Head of the Establishment, who would after 
thorough investigation report his finding and the action, if 
any, that need be taken.44

Complaints were sometimes lodged to Adebo by members 
of the Government, party alleging that a certain officer was 
‘doing politics' by which was meant that the officer in quest-
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ion was acting in a manner prejudicial to the complainan 
party and acting in favour of the other party. Such compL 
ints were often times carefully investigated by Chief Awolowi 
Complaints were, in fact, not limited to members of th 
ruling political party; the Opposition were equally active 
In this connection, Chief Awolowo was particularly helptii 
He dealt with every case according to its merit and woul- 
maintain that what his party wanted from the civil servic- 
was efficiency in the discharge of its legitimate duties an; 
that he could deal with the politics of the issues”.4 3

Given the experience of Nigerian politicians in parhamen. 
tary democracy, one could not but express surprise at Awe 
lowo’s perception of the role of the civil service in thai 
system, i.e. that of non politicization of the civil service.To 
Awolowo, civil servants should not get involved in politics, 
rather they should devote their time to their legitimate 
duties for which they earned their pay.

On the role of the civil service, Awolowo did not mince 
words on the commitment of his party to the social welfare 
of the people. Efforts were therefore made at making the 
civil service an instrument of development. Although the in­
put of civil servants in the formulation of policies touching 
on all aspects of human endeavour was marginal, the imple­
mentation of these policies rested more on the civil service 
than other government agencies. While in Britain, the practice 
was for ministers to seek and uphold civil service advice on 
major policy issues, in Western Nigeria this was not so. lite 
reasons for this are not far to seek. For one thing, the statisti­
cal data on which the civil service could base their advice was 
not always there.

The different attitudes of civil servants and politicians in 
policy matters is another factor. The former, by orientation 
and to some extent, by training tended to be more conserva­
tive and dogmatic than the hurried natured politicians who 
in a bid to catch votes, formulated attractive and unrealistic 
policies. Unlike the centre (Federal level) where ministers 
sought and upheld civil servants’ views, ministers in the West
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cast their policies in precise terms before turning to civil 
servants for advice, ‘to the embarrassment of the latter’,44

Chief Awolowo was proud of his team of ministers which 
he believed any government in the world would also be 
proud of. The formidable list of Ministers included among 
others: Chief, S.O. Awokoya, described by Awolowo as 
exceedingly competent and scholarly haughty’; Chief J.F. 
Odunjo. ‘a man with a .rigid school master’s mentality’; 
Chief C.D. Akran, Chief M.A. Akinloye and Chief Rotimi 
Williams. Chief S.O. Awokoya, the Minister in charge of edu­
cation, together with Chiefs Babalola and Odunjo were until 
their appointment in 1952, school masters, while the rest, 
with the exception of Oba C.D. Akran, were legal practi­
tioners. it is thus clear that the ministers not only had enough 
credentials for their task, they were not likely to regard 
civil servants as equals in policy matters. This must have 
contributed to the poor relations between the two.

As events later turned out, it would have been Jitter for 
the government if the ministers had allowed for more in-put 
from civil servants, most especially in respect of statistical 
data. For instance, the minister for Education had calculated 
in accordance with the census data compiled in 1953 that 
only 275,00U children would be eligible for enrolment. But 
in actual fact, about halt a million children enrolled. Althou­
gh the figures for primary, secondary modern schools and 
grammar schools were impressive with an increase from 452 
in 1952 in the case of primary schools to 6518“7 in 1959, 
the fact remains that the standard of education was intolerab­
ly low.48 This situation was due largely to the shortage of 
classrooms and teachers, a situation which could have been 
averted had the relevant statistical data been available before 
the policy was made. That said, it would be erroneous to 
conclude that the Free Universal Primary Education (U. 
P.E.) was a failure. Set against the numerous handicaps 
afforementioned, one cannot but conclude that its impleme­
ntation by the Ministry of Education achieved some success 
in the sense that there were phenomenal increases in the
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number of enrolment at all levels.
It will not be possible to outline the projects carried out 

by the different Ministers. It is enough to say that the minist­
ries concerned with the social welfare of the people, viz. 
Education, Health, Works and Transport, Information ant 
Social Welfare performed creditably well.

The Ministry of Health played a significant role in implem­
enting government’s policy of establishing at least one 
hospital in every administrative division in the Region. Nev 
hospitals were sited at Ikeja, Auchi, Kwale, Okitipupa, Epe, 
Iddo Ekiti and Haro. For the riverine areas, touring launches 
were provided by the Ministry. In pursuance of government’s 
policy to extend pipe-bome water supplies to as many 
towns and their adjoining areas as much as resources would 
permit, the Ministry of Public Works constructed eleven 
Urban Supplies, namely-Iwo, Gshogbo, Ede, Auchi, Ishan, 
Agbor, Shagamu, ijebu-Remo, Ibadan, Ilesha, Ikalc and Efor 
Alaye all of which were in full operation by 1959. Ruh 
water supplies with limited distribution network were provi 
ded at Erin Odo, Erin Oke and Erusu.49 Tube - wells will 
hand operated pumps were installed in 200 locations of the 
Delta Province.5 0 Apart from the construction of pumps, the 
Ministry also constructed roads with bituminous surface 
which increased in number annually. Although these facilitie 
were not adequate for the entire population they were mean 
to serve, nevertheless, a good beginning in the provision o 
modem amenities was set.

In public relations, the Ministry of Information, develops 
from the punny efforts of the public relations departmen 
which the government inherited in 1952, published a week! 
paper (Western News) and a monthly illustrated Magazin 
(Western Nigeria Ilustrated). By 1959 there were six cinem 
barges?1 Among its outstanding productions was the 8 
minute coloured film of the visit of Her Royal Highness, th 
Princess Royal.

From the list of some of the projects executed by civ 
servants as sketched above, and in the face of some preva
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SIYAN OYEWESO

INTRODUCTION

From Neutrality to Active Involve­
ment: Awolowo and The Nigerian 
Civil War

The civil war record of Chief Obafemi Awolowo deserves 
an academic study for a number of reasons. First, as the 
Vice-Chairman of the Federal Executive Council and Federal 
Commissioner for Finance in the Gowon’s war cabinet, 
Awolowo inescapably contributed a lot to the war efforts 
and, consequently, the continuance of Nigeria as a single 
economic and political entity. However, except in passing 
references or footnote, most of the accounts of the Nigerian 
Civil War have generally paid very limited attention to his 
contributions.1 Second, the role which Awolowo played or 
was believed to have played during the war years has often 
evoked controversy and passion not only in some sections 
of the country but also among scholars. In fact, it is the 
general impression in some quarters that without Awolowo’s 
covert or overt support for Ojukwu, the civil war could 
jossibly have been avoided. In other words, it has been imp­
lanted in the consciousness of some Nigerians that Awolowo 
goaded Ojukwu to secession but later backed out. Third, it is 
also believed by some people that Awolowo demonstrated 
great anti-Igbo feelings during the war years and that his 
hatred for the Igbo were at the background of the policies 
he pursued as the Finance Minister. For instance, Awolowo 
has often been .blamed for the mass deaths in Biafra because
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BACKGROUND TO AWOLOWO’S INVOLVEMENT IN THE NIGERIAN CIVIL 
•WAR

The effective beginning of Awolowo's controversial role in 
the civil war could be dated to August 3, 1966 when he was 
released from Calabar prison — where he was serving a 
ten-year term in jail for alleged treasonable felony on the 
order of Lt. Col. Yakubu Gowon, the new Head of State, 
brought to power by the July 29, 1966 military putsch.5 
However, in order to properly appreciate his involvement 
in the war, we need to locate him in the context of the 
socio-political situation prevailing in the country in 1966-67 
in particular and the sixties in general.

Even the most rabid supporter of British imperialism will 
agree that some of the problems that plagued Nigeria in the 
early sixties were a creation of the colonial era. By dividing

of his advocacy of starvation as a legitimate weapon of war.' 
Indeed he is held partly responsible for the collapse of Biafra. 
Some political analysts and commentators even suggested 
that he made some political moves towards the creation of 
an autonomous “Oduduwa Republic” for the Yoruba in the 
tumultous situation of 1966—70.3 And, finally, despite the 
fact that his actions and utterances during the war angered 
a section of the country, it is acknowledged by all and sundry 
that he managed the war economy prudently to the extent 
that the country was not indebted to any foreign power 
at the end of the war.4

It is against the above background that this paper is set. 
Precisely, it seeks to explode some of the myths already 
created in popular literature and consciousness about 
Awolowo’s civil war role. The paper will also examine the 
economic policies pursued by him to successfully prosecute 
the war without resorting to external borrowing. But the over­
all objective is to create a clear and comprehensive account of 
Awolowo’s involvement in the greatest Nigeria’s political 
crisis, a picture that has not always been completely clear 
from the existing plethora of literature.
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the country into three unequal regions and granting power 
to the foster elite on the basis of the three large and power­
ful regions, the Brtish sowed the seeds of future trouble. 
Apart from the fact that the huge size of the Northern Region 
was a negation of Prof. Wheare’s guideline of true federalism 
which engendered conflict among the factions contending 
for power, the transfer of power on the basis of the regions 
'also led to a degree of inter-ethnic and inter-regional rivalries.6 
For having acquired power first the regional level politi­
cians sought to consolidate their control over their res­
pective regions and in achieving this, frequent appeals 
were made to ethnic sensibilities. What, however, further 
complicated Nigeria’s political problems was the way in 
which politicians conceived and practised politics in Nigeria. 
In fact, since the partial transfer of power to indigenous 
elite began in 1951, the ruling class actors had made it clear 
that they were not ready to obey the rules of game. They 
were willing to perpetuate electo'ral fraud at the risk ol 
violence or threaten secession in order to acqiiire and retain 
power. Electoral defeat was a suicide pill to them and con­
sequently, they resorted to ethnicity, thuggery, coercion, 
census figures juggling in order to gain political, power and 
maintain it. As experts have argued, this was because they 
conceived politics a winner-take-all game; a game where the 
winners appropriated all the spoils of office. In this kind of 
game, there could be no compromise.7 Hence, the opposition 
party at the region or the centre was not seen as a partner 
in the administration of the state but as an enemy. Indeed 
this notion of politics embittered relations between the 
regional factions contending for power in the fifties but 
hegemonic and coercive nature of the colonial state did not 
allow the conflict to break into open. With the arbitrating 
power of the British to be removed in 1959, the competition 
for political offices became more tense, bitter and without 
compromise. Each faction of the ruling elite wanted to secure 
power at the centre or the region at all cost. This notion of 
politics has continued to determine the pattern of Nigerian
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politics even in the post-independence era and it was at the 
basis of the political crises;- the 1962 AG crisis, 1962-6S 
census debacle, the 1954 Federal Elections impasse and the 
massively rigged 1965 Western Region elections that bede­
villed the First Republic.

The first open manifestation of the irreconcilable diffe­
rences among the ruling factions was the Action Group 
Crisis of 1962 and scholars have rightly referred to the crisis 
as the “signpost to disaster”.8 Right from the open per­
sonality and ideological clash in the Action Group leader­
ship to the resort to lawlessness and arson in the Western 
House of Assembly, it was clear to all discerning political 
observers that the politicians had lost control of the affairs 
of the state. The apparent attempt by the ruling NPC - 
NCNC coalition government to use the crisis to destroy 
the opposition and the giaring manipulation of the judicial 
process during the treasonable felony trial of Chief Awolowo, 
and his subsequent imprisonment accentuated the political 
tension in the country. With the large scale manipulation of 
1962-63 census figures, the massively rigged 1964 Federal 

-Elections, the 1964 constitutional tussle between the Presi­
dent and the Prime-Minister and the resort to violence in 
the West sequel to the unpopular verdict of 196S Western 
Region elections, it became obvious that military inter­
vention in Nigerian politics was only a question of time. 
There is the need to stress that the breakdown of law and 
order in the West was the climax of the struggle for the 
control of the centre. The West was only the theatre of 
political combat. The coveted prize to'- be Won at the end 
of the day was Lagos and the control of the Federal Govern­
ment.

It is relevant to note that the political and physical incar­
ceration of Chief Awolowo proved to be a costly political 
move by the Federal Government. In spite of the coercive 
apparatus of state in support of the unpopular Akintola 
government, the West exploded into chaos, arson, brigandage 
and wanton murders of the opponents of Chief Awolowo.’
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Indeed the chaos was of such magnitude that the Balewa 
government authorized a large scale military operation 
to pacify the West.10 The constant use of the army to 
suppress politically motivated rebellions, however, had 
opened the eyes of some members of the armed forces to 
their potential significance in mediating conflicts among the 
ruling class factions contending for power and this lesson 
became actualized in the January 15, 1966 coup d’etat.1 1 
By this time, the civilian regime had made peaceful change 
impossible and a violent one inevitable. A fraction of the 
army was no longer ready to be used to secure forced obedi­
ence from the citizenry.

Inspite of the recent claims to the contrary by David 
Ejoor and Samuel Ogbemudia,12 the January 15 putsh was 
a justifiable one and was, indeed, largely welcome at the 
time. Major P.C.K. Nzeogwu and his collaborators became 
instant heroes but when the details of the operations and 
the casualties became fairly known, questions began to be 
asked as regards the professed sincerity of the objectives of 
the plotters. Both the North and the West lost the cream of 
their military and political leadership while the East was least 
touched. The plight of the North was particularly worse as it 
lost both the Sardauna and Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa. 
The ethnic origins of the plotters and the selective killings 
that accompanied the coup d’etat coupled with the emer­
gence of Aguiyi-Ironsi as the new Head of State made the 
North believe that the exercise was an lgbo nationalist 
conspiracy. The promulgation of the Unification Decree 
and the implementation of some pro-Igbo policies by the 
Ironsi administration tended to confirm the belief and 
sowed the seeds of the bloodletting of January 29, 1966.

It should also be noted that the main issue involved in 
ihe two coup d’etats was the control of the central govern­
ment. From 1951 to January 15, 1966, the Northern faction 
of the ruling elite had maintained an effective control of the 
centre and was, therefore, greatly threatened by the 
new political reality. Various Northern groups and
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individuals felt threatened as the new exercise of powe 
could deprive them of access to decision making. The; 
feared, perhaps genuinely, that nobody would champior 
or promote their interest under the new political order 
Northerners fear of perpetual political and economic domi­
nation seemed real with the promulgation of the Unifi­
cation Decree in May 1966. Precisely, it threatened the 
ability of all Northern groups including minorities to protect 
themselves against unfair competition in education, employ­
ment and commerce.

The aftermath of the unhealthy struggle for the centre 
as evidenced by the 1966 coup d’etats was the distruption of 
the deliberate political equilibrum existing among Nigeria’s 
diverse groups. The July 29 coup d’etat, in particular, was 
revengeful and compeletely destroyed the nationalistic image 
of the Nigerian army; a process that had earlier been set in 
motion by January 15. Concretely, a new consideration 
determined the political outlook of many Easterners - fear 
of their physical security. Apart from the massive hunt for 
Easterners particularly Igbo, the July putsh created a consti­
tutional impasse as it brought a relatively junior officer of 
Northern extraction, Lt. Col. Yakubu Gowon, to power. In 
July 1966, Brigadier Ogundipe was the most senior surviving 
army officer and army’s Organizational structure dictated 
that he should assume the mantle of authority. Besides 
Ogundipe, there were five other senior officers before Gowon 
- Col. R. A. Adebayo, Lt. Cols. Imo, Effiong, Njoku and 
Emeka Ojukwu.13 Although Ogundipe attempted to assert 
himself, a Northern Corporal reportedly told him that "I 
do not take orders from you until my captain comes'.1* 
Faced with the breakdown of institutional authority 
Ogundipe resigned from the army and, consequently, Gowon, 
an acceptable officer to the plotters, assumed the reins of 
power.

Despite the much canvassed view by some of the July 29 
plotters and scholars that Gowon was a mere helpless victim 
of circumstance who was brought in after the coup had
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taken place,15 the popular belief in the East is that he was-an 
accomplice.16 The role which Gowon played or was believed 
to have played in the planning and execution of the coup 
d’etat only served to excerbate the political tension and 
mutual distrust then prevailing in the country. In fact, the 
Governor of the East, Lt. Col. Emeka Ojukwu, refused to 
recognize Gowon’s authority on the grounds that such recog­
nition would amount to legitimizing rebellion in the army.17 
Apart from the question of seniority, Ojukwu felt militarily 
and intellectually, superior to Gowon. Militarily, he rose to 
the rank of Lt. Colonel some'six months before Gowon and, 
educationally, he attended Nigeria’s prestigeous school, 
King’s College, Lagos and later bagged M.A. degree in history 
from Oxford.1 8 In the turbulent atmosphere of 1966, how­
ever, the real issue was not military command and seniority 
ds such but the ability to assert one’s authority over the 
mutinous troops and restore discipline into the army. 
Ogundipe and others on the senior list could not assert 
themselves but Gowon appeared to be able to do this.

What further complicated the leadership problem was 
that Gowon was viewed with suspicion in the East. The 
Igbo, having gone through the harrowing experience of May 
and July 1966, saw Gowon as the embodiment of “Northern 
domination” which was considered dangerous to their 
survival. The West, too, which had been in political disarray 
and chaos since 1962 and the death of its governor, Lt. Col. 
Adekunle Fajuyi in the July 29 putsch. In effect, apart from 
the compelling need to resolve the constitutional imbroglio, 
Gowon’s regime had to seek credibility and acceptability. In 
order to achieve these set objectives, Gowon sought the 
support of the First Republic politicians and civil servants. It 
was in the attempt to restore peace to the country and to 
“review the issue of our national standing” that Gowon order­
ed the release of the Federal Opposition Leader, Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo, and other political prisoners on August 3, 1966.

In the pursuit of a lasting solution to the Nigerian politi­
cal crisis and a new constitutional framework within which
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(b)

(c)

(e) In each region was to be established an Area Command 
under an Area Commander.

The Head of the Military Government should cease 
being called the Supreme Military Commander but 
Commander-in-Chief.

Force should be renounced as a means of settling th 
Nigerian crisis.

(d) A military headquarters in whicn each region was to be 
represented to be set up under a Chief of Staff.

The Supreme Military Council should be the Supreme 
legislative organ of government and when it was impo­
ssible to hold a meeting, “the matter requiring deter­
mination must be referred to the military governors 
for their comments and concurrence”.

Nigeria could best be guaranteed, Gowon set up the Ad-ho- 
Constitutional Conference. Representatives were draw; 
from the four regions and Chief Awolowo headed the Wes 
tern Delegation. The Conference failed to resolve the crisL 
as a result of the mutually exclusive nature of the delegate 
proposals and the new waves of killings of Easterners residen: 
in the North and other parts of the country. Indeed, virtually 
all accounts on the civil war agree that the massacres were 
horriendous and did much havoc to national unity. They 
particularly convinced Easterners that their only option was 
to return to their region where they could be guaranteed 
security and safety. On November 17, 1966 the Ad-Hoc 
Constitutional Conference was adjourned indefinitely

After November 1966, two other major peace attempts;the 
Aburi Meeting of January 1967 and the National Conciliation 
Committee, were made to resolve the national crisis but all 
to no avail. At Aburi, Lt. Col. Ojukwu seemed to have out 
smarted the Federal delegation and manipulated them to 
agreeing to a very loose political structure. In particular, 
other members of the Supreme Military Council agreed with 
him that:

(a)
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(f) Military Governors, for the duration of the military 
government were to have control over Area Commands 
in their regions for purposes of internal security.

At Aburi, the military leaders also acquiesed in Ojukwu’s 
logic that “it is better we move slightly apart and survive, 
it is much worse we move together and perish in collision”.1 9 
However, on reaching Lagos the Federal Permanent Secreta­
ries and other interest groups pointed out' the far reaching 
implications of the Aburi Agreements to Gbwon. Consequen­
tly, Gowon reneged on Aburi and later issued Decree No. 8 
(Suspension and Modification Decree of March 17, 1967). 
With this • seemingly double faced attitude, it was clear 
that the the crisis was far from being over. In particular, 
sections 70 and 71 of the Decree were extraneous to the 
original version. Whereas the draft of the minutes of the 
meeting states that the exercise of legislative and executive 
functions of the Federal Government should be carried 
out with the concurrence of all military governors, the 
decree stipulated that this could be done with the consent 
of at least three of the regional governors. Section 71 also 
conferred on the SMC the power to declare a state of Emer­
gency in any region with or without the consent of the 
Regional Governor.20 The decree also empowered the 
SMC to take disciplinary action against any region which 
might attempt , to secede from the Federation. This decree 
also incorporated a change of the 1963 constitution. This 
clause states no region shall exercise its executive authority 
in such a manner as “to impede or prejudice the exercise 
of the executive authority of the Federation.’" The implica­
tion of this clause was that it conferred on the Federal 
Government the power to declare that a regional governor 
was abusing his power. When all these extraneous provisions > 
are taken together, it became clear that such a decree would 
never be acceptable to the Eastern Governor. In fact judging 
from the mood of the time. it.was easy to predict which 
region was likely to give cause for the declaration of a state 
of emergency.; It was against this background that Ojukwu
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FROM PRISON TO THE AD-HOC CONSTITUTIONAL CONFERENCE

Awolowo’s release from prison was an asture political move 
t»y Gowon. For the release was not only in line with public 
mood in the West, it was alsodesigned to obtain the support of 
the region which had been in political turmoil since 1962,11 
It indeed assured the region that the new regime was not 
against her. To crown this political manoeuvre, Gowon went 
to the airport to welcome the elder stateman and greeted

insisted that “On Aburi We Stand.” With the publication 
this decree and the vociferous claim of the Eastern regie 
the decree could not sufficiently guarantee its security with, 
the Nigerian polity and secession was only a question of tim

On March 31, instead of announcing the long expecte 
secession, Ojukwu took a number of measures includir 
the promulgation of Revenue Collection Edict II of 196. 
otherwise known as “survival edicts.” The edict states"^ 
revenue from any source whatsoever in Eastern Nigeria an. 
collected in Eastern Nigeria for or on behalf of or payable ti 
the Federal Government ...shall be paid to the Governmen 
of Eastern Nigeria.” With this edict, Ojukwu declared eco 
nomic independence from Nigeria while political indepen 
dence remained a contigency plan. The Legal Educatior 
Edict and the Court of Appeal Edict were also passed to give 
effect to the Eastern version of the Aburi Agreement. These 
two edicts, without doubt, converted the East into an auto­
nomous legal entity. Indeed from March 31, the relations 
between the East and the Federal Government deterio­
rated with the passing of each day and the meeting of the 
National Conciliation Committee (headed by Chief Awolowo) 
May 6-7, 1967 was therefore doomed to failure from the 
start. On 26th May 1967 Ojukwu gave the East three options:

(a) Accepting the terms proposed by Gowon and thereby 
submitting to Northern domination.

(b) Continuing the existing stalemate.
(c) Asserting the autonomy of “our people”.21 

On 30th May, 1967, the Republic of Biafra was bom.
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(a)
(b)
(c)
(d)

a federal system with a weak centre;
a federal system with a weak central government;
a confederal form of government;
a new form of political association yet to be found in 
any political dictionary in the world but peculiar to 
Nigeria.26

him with soothing words:
“The country needs the wealth of your experience.”2 3 

The first attempt at utilizing Awolowo’s “wealth of experi­
ence” came on the 10th of September 1966 when Gowon 
invited him, among other leaders, to the Ad-Hoc Constitu­
tional Conference.24 And at the meeting of the Western 
“Leaders of Thought” held on 11th of September 1966, 
Chief Awolowo was unanimously elected as the “Leader of 
the Yorubas.”25 It was in this way that Awolowo emerged 
and served as the Leader of the Western Delegation to the 
Ad-Hoc Conference.

The objective of this conference was to weld the country 
back together and to fashion out a new constitutional arran­
gement which would be satisfactory and satisfying to all the 
groups in the country. It was in this spirit that GoWon 
enjoined the delegates to the conference to rule out com­
plete break up of the country and unitary system of govern­
ment from their deliberations. Gowon went as far as propo­
sing:

A cursory look at the proposals of the .various delegates, 
at the initial stage, reveals that all the regions except the 
Mid-West asked for some sort of confederal arrangement 
which would confer greater autonomy on the regions than 
had hitherto been enjoyed before 1966. The Northern 
delegation, for instance, proposed a loose confederation on 
the ground that the people of this country were different 
and had only been brought together by accident of history. 
They argued that since each region had managed to preserve 
some order and unity within its jurisdiction each region 
should' be constituted into an autonomous state. The North’s
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proposal also stipulated the “right of self determination” and 
that right included the right to secede.27

The Eastern delegation proposals to the conference were 
also similar to the North’s. While agreeing that the region 
remained the basis of constitutional arrangements, the East, 
in addition, advocated that each region should “be free to 
secede from the Association.’’ It further proposed the right 
of each region to issue its own currency notes and that each 
region’s currency notes should be legal tender throughout 
the country. Quite unlike the North, East and West, the 
Mid-West delegation opted for federalism per se. In the words 
of the delegations’ leader, Chief Anthony Enahoro:

the answer to Nigeria’s problems lies in a federation 
notwithstanding the situation which has emerged or appears 
to be emerging at this conference. We believe in Federation, 
and do not think that because we cannot have a strong 
Federation, we cannot, therefore have any Federation at 
all.28

The position of the West at the Conference deserves a 
closer examination not only because the focus of this paper 
is partly on Awolowo’s perception of the Nigerian crisis 
and the nature of the panacea he proposed but also in view 
of the fact that some scholars have questioned his commit­
ment to Nigeria’s unity at this time.29 In his first published 
work, Path to Nigerian Freedom, Chief Awolowo strongly 
advocated the constitution of any bilingual or multi-lingual 
country should be federal while the constituents must also 
be organized on a linguistic basis.30 In the atmosphere of 
1966, Awolowo still advocated federalism for Nigeria since 
the country was an amalgam of nationalities and linguistic 
groups. He was, however quick to give certain conditions 
before that could be done — the immediate creation of more 
states based on linguistic and ethnic affinities, territorial 
contiguity and economic viability. The states were also to 
exercise control over the army and the police. To be precise,
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the West put its proposal thus:
We of the Western delegation .... believe very firmly that a 
true federalism will provide for a united country, a 
country united ahd stong in spite of the divergences of 
tribes and tongues and we set out the minimum conditions 
for the. creation of such a federal system of government.3 1

In the likelihood of the rejection of the proposal, Awolowo 
put forward another set of proposals. Precisely, he proposed 
that the federation of Nigeria should now become a “Common­
wealth of Nigeria” comprising the existing regions and such 
other regions as may be created with Lagos forming part of 
the present Western Nigeria. Awolowo anchored his later 
proposal on the grounds of strong federalism, as earlier advo­
cated, this could only thrive in an atmosphere of mutual trust 
and confidence — a condition which was definitely lacking in 
September 1966.

These various proposals, no doubt, show the genuineness 
of the delegations’ peace-making efforts. In fact, Dudley’s 
claim that the West call for federal and confederal forms of 
government was “feint” in an harsh criticism.32 By propos­
ing a temporary “commonwealth of Nigeria,” Chief Awolowo 
was only taking cognizance of the tension prevailing in the 
country. The realization of this tension and fear was borne 
out by the East’s demand for the loosest political structure 
possible. While the North and the West, for instance, were 
prepared to envisage — at least in principle - a future federa­
tion of Nigeria, with more states, the East was not in any 
mood of any constitutional set up which would detract from 
the sovereignty of its region. It is also misleading to claim, 
as Dudley had done, that the Mid-west presented a United 
front for federalism. For the Mid-West Igbo elite in Septem­
ber 1966 also favoured an independent state which could be 
merged with the East. In a nutshell, the West’s proposals as 
articulated by Chief Awolowo were realistic proposals when 
examined against the background of the political situation 
in the country in 1966 and in relation to other delegates 
proposals. In fact, when the North called for adjournment,
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Awolowo objected because he felt that:
We are being led into a blind alley and I have no doubt 
in my mind. I may be wrong, that this is an attempt to 
terminate the proceedings of this conference.33

After some manouevres, the conference adjourned until 
20th of September. On 20th September the conference 
reconvened but between that date and October 3rd, 1966, 
two significant incidents, which had a profound impact on 
the outcome of the Conference, occurred. The first was the 
reversal of the North’s original position while the second 
was the renewed attacks on Easterners in various parts of 
the country.

The new position of the Northern delegation on the 
constitutional future of the country stunned other delega­
tions. Sir Kashim Ibrahim, the leader of the Northern 
Delegation, who had earlier pressed for confederation now 
demanded “an effective central government to be recognized 
world-wide as the Government of Nigeria.” The secession 
clause in their constitution was also withdrawn while it 
also favoured the creation of more states in areas clamouring 
for them.34 The Lagos delegation was to follow suit by 
stating unambiguously that it stood for a “trulv federal form 
of government” and creation of states in areas agitating for 
them including the creation of Lagos State. With the improved 
political climate and in view of the fact that the North, 
which had often stood against states creation, was now for 
more states, Chief Awolowo also opted for federalism. This 
was, however, with the proviso that new states would be 
created along linguistic lines with Lagos forming part of the 
West, otherwise the West and Lagos reserved the right to opt 
out of the federation that might be created thereafter. Chief 
Awolowo, later in the Conference, further commented on the 
grievances of the West:

(a) they were victims of injustice — the dismemberment 
of Yoruba territory, the excision of Lagos, Ilorin and 
Kabba and Akoko-Edo from the Yoruba homeland:
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(b)

(C)

(d)

(e)

they were subordinate to other regions in govern­
mental matters;

they were the victims of the misuse and abuse of 
power in the first republic and property;

they were envied by other groups in the federa­
tion for their human and natural resources; and

“Gentlemen, I will tell you this; Cetainly there has been a 
great damage.”37

The Governor of the Northern Region, Hassan Katsina also 
admitted that “the peace of the region had been disturbed 
on a large scale.’’38 When the Ad-Hoc Constitutional Confe­
rence resumed sitting on October 23, 1966, the Eastern 
delegation did not Show up. Although some have argued 
this was a grand design by Qjukwu to complete his secessio­
nist plan, there is certainly no cause to doubt Professor Eni 
Njoku, the leader of the Eastern delegation, when he wrote 
thus:

During and since the first session of the conference, events 
have taken place which have heightened tension and inten-

other groups in the federation feared that the West 
and Lagos might come to dominate the federation 
in the future.3 5

Before the delegates could adjourn to meet on the 24th 
October, news reached them that a fresh wave of genocidal 
acts were being carried out against Easterners in the North 
and some other parts of the country. All accounts on the 
massacres agree that the riots started on September 29 in 
Makurdi and soon spread like fire to such northern towns 
as Gboko, Zaria, Gombe, Kaduna, Jos, Sokoto, among 
others. Madiebo’s and Cervenka’s accounts also agree that 
there was a general hunt for Easterners in their places of 
work and homes.36 The grave nature of the incident was 
even attested to by Gowan when he said:
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sified the fears of the people of Eastern Region about the 
safety of their delegates to Lagos. If you were able to visit 
the Eastern Region and see.things for yourself, I am sure 
that you would be convinced that these fears are real. The 
plain fact is that Eastern Nigerians do not feel secure^in 
any part of the country occupied by Northern troops...

The concensus of opinion among majority of people in 
Western Nigeria and Lagos is that northern troops in the 
two territories constitute an army of occupation, and that 
their non-removal has virtually reduced the said territories 
to the status of a “Protectorate.”41

In effects, the massacres were not a pretext for Ojukwu to 
discontinue sending representatives to the conference. They 
were more than a sufficient justification.

Chief Obafemi Awolowo also later withdrew from the 
Western delegation and one of the .reasons he gave for his 
action, in a letter he wrote to the West’s Governor, Col. 
R.A Adebayo, was the Federal Government’s failure to 
implement the earlier resolution that military personnel 
should be posted to military barracks within their ethnic 
base.40 Among issues, the Meeting of the Representatives 
of the Regional Governors, August 9,1966, had so resolved.40 
Although this agreement was carried.out in the East, there 
were uncertainties as regards its implementation in the West. 
The ostensible reason, according to Gowon, was that there 
were inadequate soldiers - of Western origin in the armed 
forces. But the real fact was that Gowon was not very sure of 
the position of the West on the crisis, not to talk of jt$ 
support. The situation was further worsened by the atti­
tude of both the Northern soldiers stationed in the West and 
of the Yoruba. In fact a meeting of the West’s “Leaders of 
Thought” in October 1966 adopted a resolution appealing to 
the Federal Government to remove Northern troops from the 
West. When this did not receive any response, Chief Awolowo 
had to lead a four-man delegation to Lt. Col. Gowon on 7th 
November. Stating the case of the West, Awolowo said:
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With the exit of the East and the West from the conference, 
Gowon was forced to adjourn its proceedings sine die on 
17th November.

From the foregoing discussion, it seems clear that the 
conference compelled the various Nigeria’s groups to examine 
their respective stakes in the country. Each delegation came 
to the conference to bargain for its region. At the conference, 
Chief Awolowo''was Only a tool of popular will; he asseverated 
what the West wanted. The mere fact that Awolowo was 
elected as the “leader of Yorubas,” wanted Northern troops 
to be removed from the West and proposed both federal 
and confederal forms of government cannot be interpreted 
to mean a disguised political move towards the creation of an 
“Oduduwa” state as B.J. Dudley has sugested.42 For instance, 
the continued presence of Northern troops in the West 
largely resented by the public and Chief Awolowo, conse­
quently, took a firm stand against it. In the same vein, 
Awolowo’s stance at the conference was pragmatic and flexi­
ble. At the time when no group was ready to make any 
sacrifice, Awo proposed “federal and confederal systems” 
but when the political outlook later changed, he also modi­
fied his position. There is, in fact, the need to comment on 
the Mid-West and North the positions which Dudley seems 
to have written approvingly of were borne out of self interests. 
The abrupt change from confederacy to strong central govern­
ment by .the Northern delegation was due to the persuasive 
argument of the British embassy officials and Northern intel­
ligentsia that an autonomous North would be landlocked. In 
fact, they canvassed the view that the North would not only 
have access to the coast in a federal set up, she would also share 
in the revenue from oil. Moreover, the Mid-Belt, well represent­
ed in the army, did not see any future for themselves in an 
autonomous Northern Republic given their experience with 
the North since 1929 tc date As regards the Mid-West, 
the reasons for its persistent demand for any form of federa­
lism has, in fact, been summarised thus by Chief Awolowo:
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therefore in constant fearc(a)

(b)

(c)

NOVEMBER 1966 - MAY 1967: AWO ON THE FENCE

Except for his participation at the Ad-hoc Constitution’ 
Conference, Chief Awolowo’s attitude to the Nigeria: 
crisis between November 1966 and May 17, 1967 can bi 
described as one of “fence sitting” or “wait and see”. Despit: 
the fact that he owed his release from prison to Gowon’i 
grace, Awolowo. did not even rush to his warm embrace, It 
fact from November 17, when the Ad-hoc Conference adjoin 
ned to May 1st 1967 when he made the popular “TH! 
FOUR IMPERATIVES” speech, Awolowo maintained hi 
silence and did not commit himself to any side of the conflict 
The period was indeed used for a calculating and penetrate; 
analysis of the Nigerian situation. Nonetheless, Chie 
Awolowo’s Address to the meeting of Leaders of Though 
on May 1 st, 1967 remains the most controversial statemen 
ever made by any Nigerian in the period immediately prect 
ding the outbreak of the civil war. In his address, Chic 
Awolowo rejected the use of force as a solution to th 
Nigerian crisis. He stressed that if there would be any war,i 
would be a war between the East and the North and tha 
there would not be any issue at stake except revenge by th 
East and the consolidation of the existing political dominate! 
by the North. In other words, the rest regions would no 
support any faction of the crisis. In the tense situation o

they lacked cohesion and were
disintegration;
they were open to assult by the East and therefore threatene- 
with subjugation; and,
they would be insolvent as an “independent” state and hern 
depended for their survival on the continuance of the federe 
tion.43

In fact, besides the October killings, the conference failed ti 
achieve the desired objectives because of self interest am 
because the participants did not leave room for compromise 
The delegates proposals were inflexible — one group' 
proposal could only prevail at the expense of the others
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1966, such statements were seen by the Eastern leaders as 
indicative of tacit support for them. However, the most 
controversial statement in the address was imperative number'' 
three:

If the Eastern Region is allowed by acts of omission or 
commission to secede or opt out of Niaeria. then the. 
Western Region and Lagos must also stay out of the Fede­
ration.44 (emphasis mine) In the latter part of'the address 
Awolowo further added: Before the Western delegates 
went to Lagos to attend to- the meetings of the Ad-Hoc 
Committee, they were given a clear mandate that if any 
region should opt out of the federation of Nigeria, then 
the federation must be considered to be at an end; and then 
the Western Region and Lagos should also opt out of it. It 
should then be open to Western Nigeria and Lagos as an 
independent sovereign-state to enter into association with 
any of the Nigerian units of its own choosing, and on terms 
mutually acceptable to them.

We have quoted the above address extensively because of the 
heat it has often generated among participants in both sides 
of the civil war and in general discussions on the war. The 
speech has, in fact, been quoted in many quarters as a direct 
encouragement for the East to secede. This, at least, is the 
position taken by Okion Ojigbo and Arthur Nwakwo.45 
Some commentators even omit the important phrase “acts 
of omission or commission” in order to justify the subsequent 
declaration of Biafra’s Republic. Even in a recent magazine 
interview, the distinguished Nigerian Novelist, Chinua Achebe, 
derisively opined:

. . .But somebody said: If A is allowed to get out of Nigeria
I would follow. Do you remember who said that?46

Although Awolowo had clearly stated that he never encoura­
ged Ojukwu “in. the slightest degree to go to war or to secede”, 
the statement could, as a matter of fact be given various 
interpretations. First, the statement was an ambivalent one 
lending weight among the Igbo to the ste l.typed nc.ion of 
Yoruba duplicity. The statement could also mean that the
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nlAY 6—MAY 30, 1967: FROM NATIONAL CONCILIATION COMMITTEE TO 

THE DECLARATION OF THE REPUBLIC OF BIAFRA

Federal Government must prevent the secession of the Ea= 
by all means or else. . . In fact, Awolowo, in the sam. 
address,did express the view that the “the Eastern Regioi 
must be encouraged to remain part of the Federation.' 
He also stressed that while some of Eastern region’s demand! 
were reasonable and designed for healthy association, other: 
were dangerous and inimical to nation building. In a nutshell 
when we note that Awolowo’s threat to pull the West out ol 
the federation includes the phrase “acts of omission or 
commission” and when this is interpreted in the context 
of the full speech, it becomes clear that the statement wasa 
conditional one and ought not to be taken as a carte blanche 
for Eastern secession. Besides, the “acts of omission or 
commission’ were to be determined by Awolowo. This 
issue has, in fact, been recently clarified by Bernard Odogwu, 
Biafra's Director of Military Intelligence. He categorically 
states that at no time did Awolowo ask the East to secede 
and that even without the much quoted May 1 st speech, the 
East would still have seceded.47

After the May 1st controversial speech, Chief Awolowo 
was to be involved in the last major peace move to prevent 
the slide to disaster — National Conciliation Committee. 
The peace move., was the brain-child of the Chief Justice of 
the Federation, Sir Adetokunbo Ademola. At its meeting 

. held on 5th May at the Nigerian Institute of International 
Affairs, Chief Awolowo was unanimously elected to lead 
a delegation to Enugu with the object of persuading Ojukwu 
to come to the conference table. Other members of the 
Delegation were Chief J.I.G. Onyla, Chief S.J. Mariere, 
ano Dr. Samuel Aluko.48 From May 6th to 7th 1967, the 
Delegation held consultations with the Governor of the 
East but the talks ended in a fiasco. There is no doubt 
that Ojukwu was greatly responsible for the failure of the
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In fact,

We will keep on trying to keep this way of making general 
peace open but it would be tragic if the south is caught 
as it was, unprepared. So our efforts should be on two 
fronts - the national level and the Southern level - so 
that if one fails, we can move into another without a 
very bad disruption.

Chief Awolowo and other members of the committee, 
however, maintained that any case for Southern dominion 
should be argued out at a roundtable conference: a view 
which was not pleasing to Ojukwu. Ojukwu believed that the 
East had a good case but he lacked the methodical approach, 
carrying Chief Awolowo, the most popular politician at the 
time, with him. Apart from the agreement among writers that 
he treated Awolowo cavalierly,51 the latter also claimed 
that, at a point during the meeting, Ojukwu made rude 
remarks against him.5 2 Under this circumstance, it is defini­
tely impossible for anybody to give Ojukwu a mandate to 
go to war. N. U. Akpan, the Chief Secretary to the Eastern 
Government, who was also present at the meeting, has how­
ever given us the benefit of his usual frankness:

Governor Ojukwu in fact made it clear to Chief Awolowo 
and others of the National Conciliation Committee . . .

peace move as he made it clear to the Delegates that he 
had no confidence in the body. Ojukwu went to the 
extent of referring to the mediation attempt as an “ill- 
conceived child” on the grounds that some members of 
the committee — Okoi Arikpo and Amachree — were not 
representatives of the Eastern cause and that the Chief 
Justice could not be a dispassionate arbiter.49
a close reading of Awo on the Civil War, reveals the recal­
citrant and obstinate posture of Ojukwu. Nonetheless a. 
perusal of the memoranda of the meeting between Ojukwu 
and the delegation reveals that Ojukwu wanted a Southern 
dominion against the North and Chief Awolowo, to some 
extent shared similar sentiments. At one point during the 
meeting, Ojukwu said:
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that the place of meeting between the people of the East 
and those of the North would be the battle field. I do 
not know whether the visiting team from Lagos grasped 
the full significance of that omnious statement.53

In effect, the claim that Awolowo goaded Ojukwu to seced 
amounts to inventing a “scape-goat” theory.

With Ojukwu’s refusal to come to the conference table 
it was clear that all political observers, that secession of th 
East was imminent. However, also very relevant to th 
East's ultimate decision to secede was the definite commil 
ment of “Northern Emirs and Leaders of Thought” to th 
issue of state creation. The meeting of this body had o: 
May 4, resolved that the North should continue to suppoi 
a strong federal government with effective centre as the on! 
form of political association suitable for Nigeria. The meetin 
also gave the mandate that more states should be createi 
in the North whether or not the same exercise would b 
carried out in other parts of the federation. It also urge< 
the Federal Government to set in motion, immediate); 
the. machinery for the creation of more states.54 Whil 
this decision may be regarded as revolutionary (taking inti 
consideration the traditional conservative posture of th' 
North on states creation), it only succeeded in alienating th 
East. This was because the East could no longer count o: 
the support of Chief Awolowo, a known supporter of state 
creation, the proposals were a solid backing to Gowdnti 
dismember the East and contend its claim to embodym 
“self-determination” for the Eastern minorities.

With these developments (the North's proposals an: 
failure of the meeting of the National Conciliation Comnii 
ttee), it appeared that force, the hand-maiden of authority 
would be used to resolve the impasse. In fact, Ojukwu, whi 
had earlier promised to re-examine the “Revenue and .Suni 
val edicts’-Uf the Federal Government should end itseconomi: 
sanctions against the East did not honour this pledge when 
the blockade was lifted on the 20th May. Rather than red? 
locate, the East, in the words of Cyprian Ekwensi, recent)
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THE AWO FACTOR IN THE OUTB REAK OF THE CIVIL WAR

In view of the fact that some critics have tended to persist 
in their belief that Awolowo goaded the East to secede, it 
is necessary to examine the place which the Awolowo factor 
occupies in the East’s ultimate decision to secede. From the 
testimonies of two high-ranking Biafran officials, N. U. 
Akpan and Bernard -Odogwu, it is misleading to argue that 
Awolowo pushed the East to War. A textual examihation 
of the May 1 st speech and the memoranda of the meeting 
of National Conciliation Committee has also revealed that 
the whole idea of “a str b in the back” by Awolowo has no' 
basis in reality. In fact, available literature reveals that the 
decision to secede was taken by Eastern leaders, after they 
had come to the conclusion that they were not fairing veil 
in the Nigerian federation. Indeed, there is no denynlg .the 
fact that the wanton destructibn of lives and properties of 
Easterners for the greater part of 1966 created a ripe atmd- 
sphere for secession. The massacres, no doubt, brought untold 
misery on the people and conditioned many to believe

the news of Federal revocations of sanctions with “contempt, 
levity and aparthy”.5 5 On the 27th May the Consultative 
Assembly mandated Ojukwu to declare “at a practicable 
date, Eastern Nigeria as a free sovereign and independent 
state by the name of Biafra”. In the apparent bid to forestall 
the actual declaration of secession, Gowon proclaimed a 
state of emergency throughout Nigeria and decreed, on the 
same day, the division of Nigeria into twelve states (six in 
the North, three in the East and one each in the West, Mid­
West and Lagos.56 This was a situation the East would not 
accept and Ojukwu, accepting the challenge, finally declared 
the Republic of Biafra on 30th May, 1967. This signified 
the beginning of the Nigerian civil war since Gowon had 
made it expressly clear that secession would be resisted by 
all available means. The first shots of the war were fired on 
July 6, 1967.
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If Ojukwu does not declare secession we will organize 
20,000 market women to lynch him.58

And, left to Gowon and Ojukwu alone, the civil war could, 
possibly have been avoided but the irrepressible forces 
around them would not allow them. On the Federal side, 
the “hawks” around Gowon forced him to renege on crucial 
provisions of the agreement. But the crux of the matter is 
that Aburi, in its undiluted form was unsatisfactory to 
Ojukwu’s hardline supporters. Akpan reports that on Ojukwu’s 
arrival from Aburi, the Governor’s arch-adviser’s (obviously 
Mojekwu) response was:

But wjrat you have has not brought us full independence or 
sovereignty.5 9

A further indication of the East preparedness for secession 
before May- 1st was the interception, at Hearthrow Airport,

that their future lay outside the federation. Indeed, there 
is considerable weight in the arguement of those writers 
who opined that the 1966 massacres made the civil war 
inevitable. However, while acknowledging the fact that public 
mood favoured secession it seems clear that the Eastern 
leadership did little to assuage the feelings of the people.

In fact, before the May 1st speech of Chief Awolowo, 
the Eastern leadership had already committed the region 
to secession. From Akpan’s evidence the irrevocable decision 
to secede had been taken as early as August 1966 and the 
position of the Eastern delegation at the Ad-Hoc Conference 
seems to confirm this. According to him, the Eastern 
delegation to the meeting was not given a free-hand to 
discuss but had been, before departure, issued with detailed 
and specific instructions — instructions which they were 
told not to compromise on any ground.5 7 It should also 
be recalled that the East adopted the most rigid and 
uncompromising stand on the issue of states creation. Besides, 
as early as December 1966, the distinguished African poet 
and playwright, Christopher Okigbo, declared:
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of an Eastern government official in March 1967 with some 
specimens of Biafran currency notes.60 Finally, if is signi­
ficant to note that Bernard Odogwu admits that by the 
end of March 1967, the Western Region no longer consi­
dered itself to be part of Nigeria.61

FROM FENCE-SITTING AND VACILATION TO OPEN SUPPORT FOR THE
FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

That Chief Awolowo later abandoned his initial ‘’wait and 
see” attitude and actively supported the federal cause is, of 
course, now history. But the issue is that controversy still 
rages on why he eventually supported the federal govern­
ment. To John de St. Jorre, the most fundamental factor 
in Awolowo’s decision to support the Federal Government 
was because he realised that fence sitting was no longer 
tenable. To B.J. Dudley, Awo was compelled to support 
the Federal side because other “political heavy weights” 
like Sir Kashim Ibrahim and Chief Mariere had declared 
their support for the Federal Government. While neutrality 
in any civil war could be suicidal (as David Ejoor soon 
realised), there were still other factors and considerations that 
eventually determined Awolowo’s choice.

First, it should be noted that Chief Awolowo owed his 
release from prison to Gowon’s amnesty. Besides, Gowon 
had crowned his masterful political skill by treating him 
courteously and recognizing his place in the pantheon of 

"Nigerian leaders. For this reason, Awolowo owed a debt of 
gratitude to him. In fact, Gowon’s relationship with Awo­
lowo was a sharp contrast with the cavalier treatment the 
latter received when he met Ojukwu in May 1967.

Second, by May 1967 Chief Awolowo had won over to 
his side some regional factions of the ruling elite. The Nor­
thern faction, for instance, was now in support of federalism 
and states creation. Chief Awolowo may have seen these 
as indication that his prescriptions were being put into 
practice.
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The above letter was later supplemented orally by Kam 
Salem, the Inspector General of Police and, after further 
discussions with Gowon, Chief Awolowo accepted to serve 
in the Federal Executive Council in the capacity of Vice- 
Chairman. Two days Tater, he became Federal Commit 
sioner for Finance as Gowon grve him the freehand to 
choose whatever portfolio he wanted before allocating the

Moreover, granted that Chief Awolowo meant to carry 
out his threat to take the West out of the federation, he 
could not unilaterally take* the decision. Although he was 
the rallying point for the Yoruba intelligentsia and other 
political leaders, he had to take into consideration the 
position of Yoruba officers and the strength of the West 
in the Nigerian Army. In 1966—67, the strength of the 
Yoruba men and 'officers in the army was very low and, to 
be precise, it was 700 out of 10,000.6 2 Apart from this 
stark reality, senior Yoruba officers like Olusegun Obasanjo 
and James Oluleye did not even favour the idea. Even when 
these officers were advised by some members of the Yoruba 
intelligentsia to desert their posts (as a result of attack on 
Southerners particularly Igbo in the North) these officers 
did npt yield.63 In other words, the West did not possess 
the military capability and common front to take on the 
Federal Government.

Finally, Yakubu Gowon deliberately sought the support 
of Chief Awolowo. In his letter to Awolowo on the 27th 
of May, Gowon stated inter alia:

I have now taken the plunge to create some states by 
decree. It is fraught with dangers, but I am convinced 
that it is the right start. I need the help of experienced 
hands to help ensure the continued existence of this coun­
try as a political and economic entity. This is where you 
come in. I am going to ask a number of civilians to join 
the Federal Executive Council and I am wondering whe­
ther you would be interested ...,64
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rest. This offer went a long way in satisfying Awolowo’s 
ambition to serve at the federal level since the fifties; at 
least it was far better than the uncertain post which an 
alliance with unpredictable and arrogant Ojukwu could 
yield.

By joining- Gowon’s war cabinet, Awolowo had resolutely 
committed himself to opposing secession by all conceiveable 
means. And it is relevant to note that Awolowo made his first 
categorical pro-federal speech on 12th August, well/before 
the Biafran’s incursion into the West:

AWO AND THE WAR PROCESS

Officially, the Nigerian Civil War lasted between July 6, 
1967 and January 15, 1970. During the'se war years, Awo- 
lowb was one of the key actors in the prosecution of the 
war especially as he was the Finance Minister and Chairman 
of the Federal Executive Council. The purpose of this section 
of th^ paper, therefore, is to examine his involvement in the 
various aspects of the war process. However, before that is 
done, there is the need to examine the substance, if any, 
of the view that Awolowo still remained consistent to his 
anti-war policy for a long period after he had accepted to be 
a member of Gowon’s cabinet. In fact, it has been suggested 
that Awolowo did not show full commitment to opposing 
Biafra’s secession until Biafran troops poured into the Mid­
west and entered the West itself in August. Others have then 
canvassed t*he view that Awolowo made some covert politi­
cal moves to overthrow the Federal Government and instal 
himself as the President.

First, the argument that Awo was still neutral until the 
Biafrans invaded the Mid-West is a puerile one. As St. Jorre 
has rightly pointed out:

It is rather like saying that Allee’s decision to Loin Church­
ill’s war cabinet gave him the right to oppose the war with 
Germany until the Germans stepped on British soil.6 5
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[ am personally satisfied that the acts of omission or 
commission which we have feared had not materialised and 
that the federal military government- acting on the recomm­
endation of the National Conciliation Committee in the 
closing days of May this year, did all that was possible in 
the circumstances to placate the Eastern leaders.

The other aspect of the belief that Awo did not show full 
commitment to the Federal side is the belief, in some quart­
ers, that he was involved in the “Banjo plot.” According to 
this theory, Col. Victor Banjo, the leader of the invading 
Biafran force was to be given an unhindered access to the 
West by the grace of Chief Awolowo. The detail of the plot 
was that having occupied the Mid-West, the “January Revo­
lutionaries” would then attack Biafra and possibly kill 
Ojukwu, ally with the West and bring the war to an end. 
Thereafter, the plotters would, with the support bf Awolowo, 
turnover to Gowon, depose him and install the latter as 
President of the country.

The most articulate exponent of this view is Federick 
Forsyth.6 7 According to him, the plot was foiled by the 
Biafran intelligence and Banjo (Alale, Agbam and Ifeajuna) 
allegedly confessed the above. Forsyth further added that 
the Bristish Deputy High Commissioner in Benin connived 
with the ^plotters by relaying the messages in German to 
another official of the High Commission in Lagos. Forsyth 
concludes by stating that Banjo treacherously withdrew from 
Ore and deliberately yielded Benin and ether territories 
already conquered by the Biafrans in order to achieve the 
plot earlier stated.

The bulk,of the Banjo plot, in the view of this writer, was 
largely mythical. Since the conclusion of the war, there has 
been no corroborative evidence to substantiate Forsyth’s claim 
that Banjo or any official of the British' mission got in touch 
with Chief Awolowo. In fact, the alleged confession by 
Banjo (involving Awolowo) is also a ruse as Nelson Ottah and 
Bernard Odogwu, two high ranking Biafran officials, have 
revealed in their works.68 These officials gave prominence to
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the trial of Banjo et al in their works and there was no place, 
in the exhibits tendered before Justice Nkemena Tribunal, 
where Chief Awolowo was mentioned. Neither did the plain­
tiff nor the defendants connect Chief Awolowo with the 
“plot.” The hostile reaction of the Yoruba of Ore, as availab­
le evidence shows, is also not supportive of Forsyth’s claim. 
Nor is there any evidence for the alleged Banjo’s treacherous 
withdrawal from Ore and the fest of the Mid-West. In fact, 
existing evidence shows that the battle for the control of 
Ore was fierce but the Federal side won by sheer military 
might and because they were fighting on friendly territory.

Nonetheless, the “Banjo plot” was not all myth as there 
was definitely plan to overthrow Ojukwu by the forces that 
favoured a negotiated solution with Nigeria.

In examing the war process, our attention will be focused 
on two issues:

(a) Awo and the finance of the war.
(b) Awo and the politics of food.

Perhaps the most appreciable contributions of Awolowo to 
the war efforts was in the field of finance. Indeed, as the 
Finance Minister, he had the onerous task of managing the 
war economy. This task was not an easy one given the 
depressed state of economy during the war years. For 
example, between 1966 and 1968, the total exports of th'e 
country declined appreciably from N566.4 million to N410.4 
million; oil exports also slumped from 33.1% of total in 1966 
to 18.9 in 1968.6 9 This decline was sequel to the destruction 
■of the oil wells in the Biafran-held territory and loss of 
agricultural produce exports from the East. To compound 
the situation, the country’s balance of payments turned from 
a modest surplus of N17.6 in. 1968 to a deficit of N128.1 
million in 1970.

From the above, it is obvious that the realities of the war 
e'conomy demanded a strict financial policy and Awolowo, 
assisted by able lieutenants., discharged himself creditably. 
He presided over three budgets during the period, managed 
the Federal Government finances prudently and prosecuted 
the war with about £300 million. More importantly, the 
Federal Government was not indebted to any foreign country
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at the end of the war and the people did not suffer undue 
deprivation as common in most war situations. How was this 
rare feat achieved?

In the management of the war economy, Chief Awolowo 
adopted the fiscalist approach. Like Lord John Keynes, the 
guru of the fiscalists, Awolowo sought to achieve economic 
stability and growth through the use of fiscal measures 
(notably tax) in controlling aggregate demand. The fiscalist 
approach also entail an active participation of the state in 
allocating resources through bureaucratic controls and regu­
lations. It is opposed to the moneta-ist approach which lays 
much premium on money and believes that so long as interest 
rates are adjusted, market forces would interplay to bring 
about a desirable situation in the economy. In particular, 
Awolowo adopted a three-oronged method in financing the 
war:

(a) economizing the resources of the Federal Government:
(b) conserving the badly depleted and scarce foreign exchan­

ge; and
(c) generating additional revenues to compesate the loss 

accruing from drops in oil and agricultural exports.
The first test of Awolowo’s strength of nerve came early in 

the war - the international currency crisis of 1967. In Nove­
mber, 1967 the British government unilaterally devalued the 
pound sterling and since Nigeria was a member bf the sterlin 
bloc, a decision (to devalue or not to devalue) had to be 
taken. Awolowo sought the opinion of the country s leading 
financial experts and eventually decided against devaluation 
for two reasons. First, he opined that it was not in the best 
interest of Nigeria during this war time as it would reduce the 
capacity of the country to buy arms from the international 
market. Second, he considered the British action as an 
infringement on (he country’s independence and sovereignty.

Before taking the decision, Awolowo was under strong 
pressure from the monetarists like Clement Isong, the 
Governor of the Central Bank (who preferred devaluation) 
but he had to put his feet down.71 With the rejection of
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devaluation of the Nigerian pound, its earning power remain­
ed stable during the war period.

CONSERVATION OF FOREIGN EXCHANGE
One of the measures adopted by Chief Awolowo to conserve 
the country’s scarce foreign exchange was the purchase of 
arms and ammunitions through raw cash or by barter. Most 
of the arms obtained from the Soviet Union, for example, 
were bartered for agricultural produce. Although the Soviets 
could have insisted on foreign exchange or no deal, they 
accepted the bargain because they saw the war as an oppor­
tunity to score political and diplomatic advantange over 
Britain; moreso when Britian had vacillated a lot at the 
beginning of the war.72 Besides the resort to barter, Awo­
lowo also exercised a tighter control over the disbursement 
of foreign exchange earnings. This measure became necessary 
in view of the fact that before his tenure as finance commissi­
oner, commercial banks in the country disposed off their 
foreign exchange according; to their whims and caprices. In 
fact, the World then was divided into two blocs: the schedul­
ed and non-scheduled areas and the Exchange control Officer 
had no authdrity over the transfer of exchange to the schedu­
led area. This practice was discontinued henceforth. Awolowo 
not Only abolished the arbitrary distinction between schedul­
ed and non-scheduled areas, he also instructed all commercial 
banks to deposit all their foreign exchange earnings with the 
Central Bank of Nigeria. In the event, all transactions in 
foreign exchange were subject .to the recommendation and 
approval of the Exchange Control Officer.7 3

Another measure adopted by Awolowo to conserve foreign 
exchange was that he regulated the country’s imports. Prior 
to May 1967, little control was exercised over the importat­
ion of European manufactured goods and all sprt of articles 
found their way to the Nigerian shores. On noting this 
dangerous tend, Awolowo. put a good number of items 
on the prohibitive list. It was also to conserve fore­
ign exchange that Awolowo inaugurated a high powered
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Import Quota Allocation Committee charged with the 
responsibility of issuing import licenses to deserving firm.74

Finally, Awolowo was quick to discover that Biafranswere 
hawking Nigeria’s pounds at give away rates for foreign 
exchange. This practice could have a telling blow on Nigeria’s 
economy; moreso when the Biafrans now had in their posse­
ssion un issued currency notes burgled from the Central Bank 
vaults in Enugu, Benin and Port-Harcourt. This abuse of the 
Nigerian pound coupled with the dire need to ensure the 
effectiveness of the trade embargo imposed on the secessionist 
territory compelled the Ministry of Finance to embark on 
currency conversion exercise in late 1967. This exercise 
was given legal and military backing by Decree tfb. 51 of 
1967. The three musketeers: Awolowo, Clement Isong and 

Abdul Aziz Atta, kept sealed lips on the exercise until its 
actual execution.75 This exercise caused a great discomfort 

and economic loss in the East as it caught them unawares. 
The exercise also lowered the morale of the fighting troops as 
it reduced their earning power to nothingness and, had the 
war been vigorously prosecuted at this time, the civil war 
could possibly have ended earlier than it lasted. In fact, Awo­
lowo incurred the wrath of the Igbo for this measure and 
several still hold this point against him today. That the 
exercise had a terrible impact on the Biafrans is confirmed by 
C.O. Dureke:

The first serious blow against them (Biafrans) was the 
promulgation of the Moratorium Decree which nullified the 
Biafran currency and rendered nearly all Igbo on the 
Eastern side of the River Niger impecunious in one fell 
swoop.76

In particular, the exercise crippled them financially and 
severely curtailed their ability to purchase arms from the 
ntemational market.
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avenue for the international “do-gooders”, - dogs of' war 
(mercenaries), missionaries and relief agencies - to practice 
their professions. It is, in fact, not in doubt that both sides 
in the conflict employed the services of the mercenaries and 
that external interests were later actively involved in the.war.

Alarmed by the increasing internalization of the war, Chief 
Awolowo and a number of top civil servants and soldiers 
advocated the “quick-kill” action. For them, starvation was 
a legitimate weapon of war. Chief Awolowo, in particular, 
came out publicly to canvass the view the only way to put a 
timely end to the war for the Federal Government to effecti­
vely blockade Biafra by land, air and sea.82 Awolowo’s 
logic was that a strict enforcement of the economic blockade, 
and vigorous pursuit of the war would force Biafra on its 
knees on time and, consequently, save more lives. Since 
available records show that the food reliefs meant for the 
civilian population were always appropriated by the soldiers, 
Awolowo argued that the war was being unnecessarily 
prolonged. “You don’t feed your enemies,” he opined. This 
statement was cashed on by Ojukwu and the Biafran propagan­
dists and it was interpreted to mean that he wanted to starve 
the whole Igbo race to death. Although Awolowo had the 
opportunity to defend himself publicly on the issue, there 
is no doubt that the concept of starvation made some milita­
ry sense in the context of the time. Besides, the concept was 
not new as it had always been employed in warfare since the 
period of the Greek city - states.83 There is also the need 
to stress that the economic blockade was not even whole 
heartedly enforced by the Gowon administration. Gowon, 
in fact, preferred a sort of “slow squeeze” action since, 
according to him, the war was not against the innocent 
Igbos but designed to win them back to the Federal side. 
Besides, the Federal Government did not possess the 
military capability and resources to implement the swift, 
well-coordinated action advocated by Awolowo. In other 
words, Gowon had a relief policy of his own and this includ­
ed permitting international charitable organizations to fly
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AWOLOWO AND THE POLITICS OF FOOD

When Gowon’ declared “Police Action” against Biafra o 
July 6, 1967, he envisaged that the operations would! 
over in a matter of weeks. The Biafran side, too, was optimi 
tic that it would be able to push out the “invaders” out ( 
its territory within a short span of time. By the beginning! 
1968, however, both sides had realised the fallacy of the 
positions. The Federal hope of quick, victory had failed wo 
fully as Biafra put up a stout defence while she was, simfllt 
neously, soliciting for international sympathy with thew 
cry of “genocide”. Thus, the war of attrition provided;

654
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An equally significant economic measure that Awolofc 
adopted in the prosecution of the war w|s the Central Bai 
Act of 1968. Prior to the outbreak of the war, onlyC 
commercial banks were authorized' by law to finance L 
commodity boards. With.the outbreak of the war, howeve 
the Standard Bank (now First Bank) refused to finance tl 

, export of the country’s export produce because it was m 
sure of when the war would end and whether it would! 
possible for- her to recover the amount expended. It w. 
against this background that the Central Bank*Act of 196 
was promulgated. This act made the Central Bank the so 
authority to extend credits to the marketing boards fc 
financing the7 9 purchase of export produce.

It was through all these fiscal control measures initiated b- 
Awolowo and adopted by the Federal Executive Cpuncil ths 
the Federal Government was able to raise “230.8 millio 
pounds in local currency and 70.8 million pounds in foreig 
exchange” to prosecute the war.80 Dr. Clement Isong, th 
Governor of Central Bank throughout the war years gav 
Awo a deserved and befitting remark:

He was the most careful commissioner I worked with. 
Every Monday, he would meet with me and his permanent 
secretary to review the foreign exchange position of the 
country.
He was never partisan on issues.81
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INTERNALLY GENERATED REVENUES

As a true fiscalist, Chief Awolowo used fiscal instruments 
to generate revenue internally. Among the most important 
were (a) the capital gains tax of about 20% imposed on 
companies, (b) terminal dues payable by all ships evacuating 
mineral oil from Nigerian ports; (c) turn over tax imposed on 
companies regardless of whether they had recorded profit for 
the year in question or not; (d) a flat levy tax on the categor­
ies of pioneer companies. This measure alone yielded the sum 
of £1.2 million for the Federal Government in the 1968/69 
ffscal year. This policy was directed against the Pioneer 
Industry Ordinance which had, before then\ granted a tax 
holiday of five years to “infant industries;” (e) a super tex 
imposed on all companies whose taxable income exceeded 
either £5,000 during the year of assessment or 15% of the 
company’s issued and paid up capital. This tax was initially 
fixed at two shillings on a pound in 1968 but it was raised to 
five shillings on a pound in 1969. From this tax alone, statis­
tics showed that the sum of £1.6 million and £2.4 million 
were collected respectively in the 1968/69 and 1969/70 
fiscal years.7 7

Having refused to borrow money from the international 
money market, Chief Awolowo also modified the status of 
Treasury Bills and the Way and Means advances. This was to 
increase the Federal Government capacity to borrow from 
the Central Bank. Prior to the war, the Federal Government 
was only allowed to borrow from the Central Bank of Nigeria 
in proportion to 50% of its budget. This legal limit was 
amended by Awolowo and the Federal Government could 
raise loan up to 85% of its estimated revenue in 1968, 100% 
in 1969 and 150% in 1970. In the same spirit Awolowo had« 
in May 1968 reduced the rediscount rate from 5% to 4*/j% 
and thus allowing for general reduction in interest rates to 

| stimulate domestic production. He also created new borrow­
ing instruments for the government. An example was the 
Treasury Certificate which initially matured in 90 days but 
which was now raised to one year.7 8
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relief materials in the nights to Biafra. Despite the face 
that he knew that the corridors were being used for gun runn­
ing, Gowon allowed night-flying to Biafra for fifteen months. 
When this was proving too costly for the Federal war efforts, 
he still allowed day-light flying to Biafra provided the planes 
would be checked by Federal officials and followed routes 
of its choice. He also accepted the presence of an interna­
tional Observer Team to keep a watchful eye onthe conduct 
of the Federal troops and military operations in general. 
In a nutshell the Gowon’s Government (in which Chief 
Awolowo served more or less as a Prime-Minister) fulfilled 
the Geneva Conventions and even went some measure beyo­
nd it.84

Despite this, we note that there was real starvation in Biafra 
during the war years. Wars generally are terrible things and the 
Nigerian Civil War was not and exception. For the greater 
party of the war years, there was acute shortage of essential 
items - salt, milk, beverages, rice, sugar, drugs^ petrol, spare 
parts etc. The shortage also had the twin effect of hoarding, 
inflation and high cost of living. The morale of soldiers and 
civilians later became undermined and there was intense 
struggle for personal survival. Numerous deaths were record­
ed through kwashiokor and marasmus. In fact, grim ugly 
situation in Biafra has been aptly depicted by Chinua Achebe’s 
Girls At War and Cyprian Ekwensi’s Survive the Peace. There 
is also much truth in B. Odogwu’s claim that, in Biafra, there 
was no place to hide for “if one did not die in battle, one 
would probably get killed by a bomb or kwashiokor”85.

While acknowledging all these, we also observe that the major 
cause of the starvation was not Awolowo’s advocacy of 
starvation as a weapon of war and the Federal sea blockade. 
The direct causes of famine were lack of foreign exchange, 
loss of major food producing areas to the Federals, young 
men joining the army, the general atmosphere of fear and 
insecurity, and what O.B.C. Nwoiise has called the “inadequ­
acy of mercy flights”86 We also acknowledge that the 
deprivations suffered by the Igbo were not, as claimed
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during the lieart of Second Republic politics, due to Awolo- 
wo’s hatred for the Igbos but largely due to the deliberate 
refusal of the Biafran leadership to alleviate the sufferings 
of the people. They played an irresponsible political game 
with food. Available evidence, for instance, reveals that 
Ojukwu rejected Federal supervision of relief operations. 
Even as late as September 1969 when Lord Carrington visited 
Biafra, Ojukwu still rejected the International Committee 
of Red Cross scheme of daylight flight because of “political 
reasons mainly”.87 In fret. Ojukwu and his advisers made it 
clear that they would not accept food supplies unless they 
came from sources and channels with which the Federal 
Government ]• ,s no connection. Even the little relief mater­
ials that got to Biafra were believed to be “poisoned” by the 
masses and Biafran leadership did virtually nothing to dispel 
the fear. Granted that arbitrary use of land routes could 
confer some tactical advantages on the Federal troops the 
merit of a single, internationally supervised land route 
(well defended at the Biafran end) was also rejected Besides 
this, a relief part with the Federal Government would have 
solved the problem: at least the-e wouldn’t be any need for 
mercy flights. But the idea of a relief pact was not considered 
because the cry of “genocide” and “mass starvation” was 
being used to covert international involvement which would 
probably win the war for them or force a statement. This 
strategy turned out to be a failure and Biafra collapsed under 
the weight of famine, starvation, heavy military bombard­
ments and internal crises. In effect, our position is that 
Ojukwu’s acceptance of the terms of the Geneva Conventions 
would have saved more lives but he preferred to choose short­
term political goals. In conclusion, the burden of the suffer­
ings of the Igbo during the war years lay not on Chief Awo- 
lowo but squarely on the Biafran leadership. The hall mark 
of good leadership is the acceptance of the dictum: “The 
Buck stops Here. No more buck passing.”
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C.O. AYODELE

Awolowo and the Development of 
Local Government

It is not the death of Chief Obafemi Awolowo alone that 
marked the end of an era, his emergence on the political 
scene also did. This is because his activities and political 
philosophy did not only threaten, but actually culminated in 
the termination of the arrangement which made the tradit­
ional agents accountable to the British Colonial Administrat­
ors, who were out to promote Britain’s interests, at the 
expense of the educated Nigerians and therefore more 
‘knowledgeable’ but non-loyal elites. He understood early 
enough, the concealed mischief planned and implemented by 
the colonial masters through the active collaboration of the 
less discerning traditional rulers, and he was prepared to fight 
it. He possessed what it required to dislodge the condomin­
ium - sound education, discerning power, political articulat­
ion, courage of conviction, iron will and uncompromising 
stance in the face of threat and intimidation. Thus well 
armed, Chief Awolowo was not prepared to give the unquest­
ioning obedience that the colonial situation demanded from 
the subjects.

Soon after lus University Education in London (19*4-46), 
Awo fully assumed his anti-colonial stance, and was all out 
to fight against all those colonial policies which he considered 
revolting to civilized conscience, not minding whosoever this 
might hurt. In order to achieve this, Awo had to expose the
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diabolical and sinister plans of the colonizers in the mo; 
vivid and pungent manner. For doing this, he incurred th 
wrath of the colonizers who saw in him and his like, the eoi 
of an era.

Although the colonialists found his scathing criticism 
embarrassing, they appreciated he was saying the hiddt; 
truth which more and more educated elites were increasing 
appreciating and were prepared to fight for. Awo was mi 
a lone voice. To try to suppress the just cause he stood fa 
could therefore mean a signal of invitation to violence.

On the part of the traditional authorities - Obas, Chief! 
and councils — Awo’s emergence meant exposure of practice! 
that are inconsistent with the demands of modern democrat; 
government hinged on democracy. Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
realised the gross short-comings of the predominantly illiterate 
traditional authorities in the face of the complexand challen­
ging administrative bureaucracy. To himAthe remedy lies ii 
charging the more suitable educated elites with administrate 
and legislative functions, leaving the traditional elites (wht 
under the Indirect Rule policy had become power-broket 
turned agents) with ceremonial and ritual functions. Hi 
was the period when the Obas as Sole Native Authorities c 
Paramount Chiefs were seriously nursing the hope of regair 
ing their sovereign rights as the decolonisation proces 
progressed and' the colonizers gradually abdicated the; 
ruling powers.

The Obas were at the same time scheming arduously t 
secure for themselves higher pay, high social ranking an 
recognition vis-a-vis their chiefs?

It is therefore obvious that they would resist any attemj 
on the part of their subjects to abort their schemes, mo. 
over, when this came from the son of a farmer-cum-lumbi 
man,2 a nouveau riche.

From the fore-going, it would be seen that even befo 
assuming the role of a fore-most political leader among tl 
Yoruba, Chief Awolowo had incurred the hatred of tl 
two most formidable forces on Nigeria’s political scene. T
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colonizers had as from 1947 known more about Awolowo’s 
political philosophy, following the publication of his first 
book, Path To Nigerian Freedom.3

But Chief Awolowo had a clear vision of his desired goal 
and knew haw to arrive there. In 1945, he founded theEgbe 
Omo Oduduwa, and made the Yoruba Obas (jointly and 
/severally) the patrons, and the Ooni of Ife, Oba Adesoji 
Aderemi the grand patron. This secured for him, in later 
life, the unflinching support of most of the Yoruba Obas.4 
This was a very neat arrangement that did not totally solve 
the problem of who wields what power.

The Egbe as a matter of policy, pledged itself to "recognise 
and maintain the monarchical and other similar institutions: 
of Yorubaland; plan for their complete enlightenment and 
democratisation....”5 Not many of the Ubas fully understood 
the irjiplication of the Egbe’s pledge.

Whatever the implication, one thing which is clear is this: 
the Egbe failed to spell out any definite functions expected 
of the monarchs ‘and other similar institutions’. Instead, it. 
planned a complete enlightenment and democratisation of 
the institution. Could this mean planned obsolescence for the 
Chief? Events later revealed the answer.

By March 1950, Chief Awolowo came up with a broad, 
comprehensive and well thought-out twenty-point program­
me geared towards achieving what he described as ‘Freedom 
for all, life more abundant’.6 This later became Awolowo’s 
new political party’s article of faith.

After completing all necessary ground-work, Awolowo 
publicly announced the new party - The Action Group7 - on 
26 March 1950. The party was inaugurated in a grand-style 
at Owo in April 1951. Thereafter, Awolowo became the 
leader of the AG as well as the pivot of politics in Yoruba­
land.

Following the introduction of the Macpherson Constitut­
ion, Awolowo contested the WesternRegion Election of that 
year on the ticket of the AG and won. He consequently
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CHIEF OBAFEMI AWOLOWO AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORMS 15 

WESTERN NIGERIA

Chief Obafemi Awolowo realised how deep-rooted the 
psychological commitment of the Yoruba people to their 
traditional rulers was as of 1952. As a result, he made the 
Ooni of Ife, the Oba of Benin, the Alake of Abeokuta, the 
Odemo of Isara and the Olowo of Owo Ministers without 
portfolios10 in addition to their membership of the Western 
House of Chiefs.11

As enunciated in his party programme and political mani­
festo, Awolowo was prepared, among other things to carry 
out fundamental reforms in the Local Government Councils 
that would affect all classes in the society - Obas, Ch efs, 
educated elites, the proletariat, the old and the young. He 
was also set to regulate succession to chieftaincies, abolish 
native courts,12 reform land tenure and to enforce all that 
would ensure the democratisation of the Local Government 
Councils.

Between Awolowo and the realisation of these fundamen­
tal changes stood the traditional authorities who were ‘jealous 
of and extremely sensitive about their traditional rights ant 
privileges’.13 But according to Awolowo, ‘the traditioana

became the leader of the ruling party in the Western Region— 
and Head of Government Business.

The then Lieutenant Governor, Sir Chandos Hoskym- 
Abrahall, realising the stuff of man Awolowo was, and 
knowing well enough that Awolowo would not succumb to 
further Aryan tutelage and the colonialists’ paternalism, no 
matter how benevolent felt most reluctant inviting him to 
form a government as the Constit ition stipulates.8 But he 
had no alternative choice. When he finally did, Chandos 
earmarked Awolowo for the Department of Agriculture and 
Natural Resources.9 Awolov/o promptly and bluntly refused 
the design. Instead, he chose what later became the most 
central and most important office as at then the Local 
Government.
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The problem which faced me therefore was that whilst 1 
must strive to harness the influence of the Obas and Chiefs 
for our purposes, I must at the same time take the earliest 
possible steps to modify their rights arid abrogate such of 
their privileges as were considered repugnant, to an extent 
that both satisfy the commonality and make the Obas and 
Chiefs feel secure in their traditional offices.15

rights and privileges which the Obas and Chiefs wished to 
preserve were ‘antithetical to democratic concepts and to 
the yearnings and aspirations of the people.’14 Chief Awo- 
lowo realised the enormity of the problem, and confessed 
that

Chief Awolowo was indeed faced with the task of making an 
omelette without breaking the egg! Making a frontal attack 
on these rights and privileges would amount to political 
inexpediency par excellence, a signal invitation to disquiet 
and'failure, or as he too put it, ‘the surest way of bringing a 
host of honests about our ears’, and ‘to compromise with 
them on the other hand, would mean death to our new 
party’16 - the Action Group.

His other major problem was how to adapt the traditional 
monarchical government of the towns which still looked up 
to the Obas and Chiefs, age-grades, traditional societies and 
religious leaders to modern needs. Put differently, how to 
translate the bureaucratic democracy and ‘intellectual revolu­
tion’ of his dream into reality. This was because in addition 
to the above problems, were the elders who ‘were suspicious 
and contemptuous 6f the untried youths.1 ’ In spite of odds, 
however, Awolowo was bent on seeing Aristocracy of birth 
yielding ground to bureaucratic aristocracy or aristocracy 
based on individual excellence.

The obstacles were formidable, but Awolowo was bent on 
correcting all such practices that run contrary to modem 
democratic practice or ‘civilized standards’. This was no 
mean task, but he was resolved. Rather than dampen him, 
these handicaps had only helped to steel his heart.

Much prudence, diligence and tact was required in carrying
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elites. He in fact

ssively taking over tl„ 
authorities into the lurk? 
hand, were c4_' 
the traditional

out these reforms. Chief Obafemi Awolowo too realised th­
an attempt to withdraw the reality of power and authority 
from the Obas and Chiefs while leaving them with perquiss 
ties and pageantry was bound to generate friction. The Obas 
having suffered diminution in the hands of the foreign 
conquerors18 would not brook a second diminution - this 
time in the hands of their subjects.

The Obas, having assumed ‘untraditional’ powers over theii 
subjects under the British Indirect Rule system, were hoping 
to succeed to the white-man’s seat. The rise of the educated 
elite, and the new open economic system that permits free 
Upward social mobility had brought about tremendous and 
fundamental changes among the Yoruba. It would amounts 
self-deceit for the traditional authorities to feign ignorance 
under any guise. The new elites could see beyond the tradit­
ional horizon of local communities. Unlike the ‘uneducated’ 
traditional rulers, the new elites were sufficiently knowledge­
able about the evil, as opposed to the professed philanthropic 
or paternalistic, designs of the colonialists. These elites were 
poised to challenge the ‘unholy alliance’ between the colonia­
lists and the traditional rulers. They were fully prepared to 
assault the supremacy of the latter, to push them aside, and 
orward their own views. They were also prepared to introd­

uce new social value system, challenge some age old dogma 
moral code, obligations, query ascription and paternalism 
which the traditional offices had enjoyed for ages.19 This 
was the political climate after the World War 11.
CHIEF AWOLOWO ON TRADITIONAL AUTHORITIES 1947 - 51

th War II, the Obas became apprehensive ol
^e.,ddhlg educated militant nationalists who were progre 

the political scene, pushing the traditional 
- -----  The new elite group on the othei

Quick in taking advantage of the inadequacies o! 
sovemmpn/ 'rv1^ especially in the realm of bureaucratic 

T, .’ _hlef Awolowo was foremost among these 
------- 1 decried the traditional Chiefs for being
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‘more ingratiating but less efficient’.20 Awolowo consisten­
tly regarded them as ‘temporary expendients needed to tide 
over some difficult stages in the administration of Nigeria.21 
He wanted them scrapped as soon as possible though practic­
al situation as we have already seen, forced him not only to 
shelve this idea, but to seek their patronage in reaching the 
rural masses, who still held the Chiefs and Obas in high 
esteem. Awolowo was also of the view that political leader­
ship is the heritage of the elite and the bourgeoisie, and that 
power should therefore be concentrated in their hands for 
as he put it, ‘they are destined to rule the country’.22

As a trained lawyer, he strongly detested the system that 
had for so long permitted the illiterate, professionally untrai­
ned and therefore ‘ignorant’Chiefs to adjudicate ‘extrajudicia- 
lly’ in the Native Courts. He explains at length, how ineffici­
ent, static, chaotic, illogical, dilatory, corrupt and unpopular 
the Native Authorities were.2 3 He also took pains to explain 
rhe conditions he expected aspirants to vacant stools to meet, 
and the qualifications he expected them to possess.2 4 As an 
apostle of bureaucratic democracy, Awo did not believe any 
one can function profitably without a sound western educat­
ion.

Again, Awolowo was particularly critical of the Divine 
Rights of Kings - kings seeing themselves as God’s lieutenants 
upon earth, sitting up in God’s throne; or as ‘fathers’, with­
out who there can be no civil society, no order, peace and 
progress nothing except anarchy’. In fact, Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo was privileged to watch the activities of the Yoruba 
Obas at close quarters, knew their deficiences,2 s- and conclu­
ded that ‘the chiefs are not the divine creatures that uncivili­
zed mankind thought them 26 and that in the long 
‘the machinery of government works much more smoothly 
and swiftly without them than with them.’27

This was Awolowo's mental climate when in 1952 he 
became opportuned to put his ideas into practice.
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CHIEF OBAFEMI AWOLOWO AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORMS IN
WESTERN NIGERIA

As we noted earlier, Awolowo as Head of Government 
Business and Minister of Local Government in Western Niger­
ia was confronted with the problem of what to do with the 
traditional authorities whose support he sought and enjoyed 
in winning the elections that had just brought him to the 
corridors of power. During the campaign, he openly proclai­
med the Obas to be ‘the Keystone which sustains the arch of 
Local Government’.27' This sounds like one of the political 
statements meant to catch more votes. However he was soon 
faced with the acid test of implementing either what he consid­
ered to be politically expedient, or admitting what the 
people thought to be good - compromising his enlightened 
view in order to satisfy the electorate. Placed side by side, 
there is little doubt that one was better than the other. That 
is better left for history and posterity to judge. What is of 
interest to us here is that it was this type of problem that 
haunted the rest of Chief Awolowo’s political life - how to 
make his people and nation buy Awolowo’s truly sound 
and enlightened ideas which are acceptable to only a more 
enlightened and advanced generation. This perhaps is why 
many see Awolowo as belonging to a wrong age!

He could afford to be uncompromising in other causes he 
believed in and espoused; but he could not in the case of 
the traditional rulers. In order to meet the expectation of 
the people, he had to take less decisive course - leaving 
the traditional rulers with nebulous, undefined but sinecure 
functions. This in a way dented the traditional rulers’ armo­
urs. They received the reforms with mixed feelings. To 
the illiterate and conservative among them, Awolowo’s 
emergence represented the dawn of a new era - the son of 
a poor African (Mekunnu) legislating over Oba Alade (crown­
ed Oba). To the few young educated and ‘progressive' 
Obas, it was acceptable if not desirable. To the former, the 
change amounted to exchanging white benevolence for 
black fascism28 and to the literate Oba, it was an opportuni-
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AWOLOWO ANlJTHE 1952 LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORMS

Within six months in office, Awolow^’s Action Group 
government passed what he- described as ‘the epoch-making 
Local Government Law’,29 It was, according to Adegoke 
Adelabu, leader of opposition in the then Western House of 
Assembly ‘a bloodless revolution.’30 In fact, it marked a. 
radical departure from the colonial Government’s gradualist 
approach to decolonisation. It also marked the change from 
the colonial Native Authority system to the Local Govern­
ment administration with the elites forming the majority.

The reform law drafted by Obafemi Awolowo in consuL 
tation with Chief F.R.A. Williams, (the then Minister of 
Justice who in 1954 became the Minister of Justice and 
Local Government) known as the Western Region Loca. 
Government Law, 1952, touched on several vital issues 
that are of importance to administration. For example, under 
section 71, the Law spells out. the functions of the Local 
Government covering areas such as Agriculture, Buildings, 
Education, Forestry, Land, Market, Public Health, Public 
Order, Registration of persons, roads, streets31 and others.

From the fore-going, it would be seen that the local 
Government Councils were to effectively take over services 
which were hitherto directed by the traditional rulers under 
the supervision of the A.Os. These include.protective services, 
social services, economic developments as contained in Sec­
tion 71, subsections 34—35; 58-67 of the W.R.L.G. Law, 
1952. Subsections (1) - (6) of the same section empower 
the Local Government, to make bye-laws on a variety of items

ty to prove his ‘superiority’ over his illiterate colleague.
There was the need to carry the Obas along in the new 

scheme of things, just as there was also the need for a trans 
formation from ancient to modern. It is against this back­
ground that we can best appreciate the ’epochal’ 1952 
Local Government Reforms planned and implemented 
under the aegis of Awolowo’s Action Group.
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THE NATIVE COURT REFORMS

The acute shortage of Magistrates compelled Awolowo to 
shelve his plan to abolish the Native Courts which the Chiefs 
were making claims of ownership over as of right. Chief 
Awolowo ensured the ‘elimination of the concept of Native 
Courts ‘belonging’ to anyone in the old concept of Indirect 
Rule’.33 Notwithstanding the handicap, the reform carried 
out, largely divested the Native Courts of their juridical 
rights over criminal offences.

which fail outside those covered by the Federal and Regional 
Governments.

With these developments, the traditional rulers in practical 
terms ceased to be rulers. They reign, they no longer rule. 
The traditional rulers constituted just one third of the total 
membership of the Local Government officials. The Obas 
were made ceremonial Presidents while the executive powers 
went to the educated chairman. The Oba, statutorily lost 
the right to taxation, tributes and all forms of levies not 
provided for by the law.

The Chairman (not the President) became responsible for 
the maintenance of law, order and good government, collec­
tion of taxes, promotion of community developments, and 
the general conduct of the affairs of Local Government 
Councils. The Chairman also became the custodian of Native 
Laws as well.32 Furthermore, the Obas were not included 
in the Area Councils and the Development Boards which 
were important agencies of development at the grass-root 
level.

THE ACTION GROUP AND THE CHIEFS’ LAW

Chief O. Awolowo had as far back as 1945 expressed appre­
hensions about the traditional practice that assumes that 
indulgent princes with no appreciable political education and 
experience could invariably emerge much wiser in political 
matters than most of his people on assumption of office.34
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He also found the Yoruba Oba’s exercise of‘supreme autho­
rity’ objectionable. He condemned the colonial administra­
tors for popping the Oba who he argued were very often 
‘inferior on some vital respects to his own immediate advi­
sers.’3 5 In order to make for the inefficiency or deficiency of 
the Oba, Awolowo with every sense of responsibility advoca­
ted the democratisation of the Councils. He also wanted the 
abolition of sole Native Authorities wherever they still 
existed.

By 1947, he again expounded on this, and roundly 
condemned the British Indirect rule policy for encouraging 
mutual friction and hatred which led to the tension and 
misgivings between the chiefs and the elites.

It is therefore not surprising that as soon as he became 
the leader of the ruling party he embarked on the ‘systemi- 
sation of succession to chieftaincies’36 and other related 
issues. In fact, the enactment of the Western Region Chief­
taincy Review Law happened to be one of the novel achieve­
ments of Chief Awolowo’s AG government. The laws as 
amended in 1953, 1954, 1955 and 195.7, provided guide­
lines on the procedures for the selection of ruling houses and 
suitable candidates, appointment, suspension and deposition 
of chiefs; qualifications of candidates for chieftaincy, the 
powers of the Governor and the Local Government.37 They 
also spelt out details about penalty for unlawful installation 
of chiefs and obstruction of lawful installation; rules and 
regulations guiding the conduct of minor chiefs38 and so on.

By 1959, the AG Government passed a law establishing the 
Council of Obas and chiefs. The council was to handle 
matters relating to discipline, good conduct and of the 
enforcement of Regional and Local Government policies 
at the grass-root level.

The laws had pervasive and decisive effects on the tradi­
tional authorities. As at the time Awolowo left for the 
Federal Legislature in 1960 the task of democratising the 
Local Government Councils was virtually accomplished. 
The traditional rulers continued to enjoy the fatherly reg;r
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and respect that tradition accords their esteemed office! 
but had lost their administrative functions. They also losl 
all such rights as were adjudged to be repugnant to democra­
tic (enlightened) government. As the powers of the chiefs 
waned, they gave way to the new elites whose prestige and 
power (economic as well as political) equalled and later 
excelled that of the traditional elite.

The introduction of partisan politics further hamstrung 
the chiefs, who had during the era of Indirect. Rule hoped to 
succeed the colonial masters and regain their lost power! 
As events turned out, it was a disappointed expectation. The 
post World War II radical nationalism put the ‘less.educated' 
and illiterate chiefs in the cooler. As ‘fathers’ of their 
communities, they are expected to demonstrate non-parti­
sanship; but to support the ruling party’s policies. This 
implied insulation from active politics.

The chiefs gained a constitutional role with the introduc­
tion of the House of Chiefs (Upper House), but performed 
less duties.

The list of reforms carried out by Awolowo’s AG Govern­
ment during the period 1952—1959 can not be exhausted 
in a short essay of. this nature, but suffice it to note here 
that they were all geared towards the enhancement of public 
interests. Some of them did occasion some hurt, some fur­
ther deprived the chiefs of some of their economic sources. 
For example, the Communal Land Rights Law of 1958 
enabled the Government to appoint Boards of Trustees to 
manage communal lands39 and the 1957 Customary Court 
Law further restricted chiefs’ juridical powers. ‘The House 
of Chiefs’ as Lloyd noted, ‘kept demanding for a clear 
definition by the Government, the position i,e. the duties, 
responsibilities and rights of Obas in the new Scheme of 
things”4 0 Politicians coquet Obas when canvassing for votes 
and when crucial government policies are to be implemented 
at the grass-root level, and Obas become objects of hostili­
ties when jockeying for political power.
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CONCLUSION

The political life of Chief Obafemi Awolowo meant many 
things to so many people. In this short write up, we have 
merely tried to see how his attempt-to improve the tone and 
performance of the Local Government-Councils through the 
injection of new blood resulted in the eclipse of the tradi­
tional by the modern educated elite. Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
consistently placed premium on the sound intellectual 
training that education provides its beneficiaries. He believed 
that education begins a gentleman, and performance com­
pletes him; and that intellectual training (which Western 
education provides) and democracy are the twin pillars on 
which the development and improvement of mankind rest. 
His .gradiose educational programme bears testimony to this.

Under Awolowo’s leadership. Western Region of Nigeria 
tasted the disruptive and the constructive effects of Western 
education and civilization. Above all others was the question 
of culture conflict and clash of personality over leadership. 
Here. Awolowo demonstrated his ability to manage crisis and 
to lead even in the face of crisis.

If striking at the illiterate, complacent and reactionary 
conservative traditional rulers who represented the hall­
mark of colonial rule could bring about desirable changes, 
he was prepared to do this shrewdly but tactfully. He felt 
th,e need to substitute the British fostered Native Authorities 
designed to ‘maintain law and order’ with Local Government 
Councils whose goal is the promotion of community develop­
ment, freedom for all, life more abundant.

The reforms brought about a swing of the pendulum. It 
tilted the balance of power in favour of the new elites. 
Traditional rulers who failed or refused to appreciate or 
acknowledge this later realised that Awolowo’s fez cap was 
much more powerful than the-most ancient and the most 
beautiful of the crowns. It was indeed the dawn of a new 
era - Obas and Chiefs became pawns in the politicians’ 
chessboard; enjoying vociferous loyalty during political 
campaigns.
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Part Five
Foreign Policy
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TUNDE BABAWALE

INTRODUCTION

It is a fact that so much pressures and indeed forces influence 
a nation’s foreign policy. While radical scholars of the politi­
cal economy school do not deny this, they assert that the 
nature of the state, the relative strength/weakness of the 
dominant class vis-a-vis, potent transnational forces and 
interests, the intensity of class (and other) contradictions 
as well as the entire process of social reproduction are more 
significant determinants of a nation’s foreign policy1. Factors 
such as regimes, personalities, psychological environment of 
the decision-makers play nonetheless significant but subordi­
nate role to the already-outlined ones. The historical experi­
ence of a particular society and its role and location in the 
international division of labour exert tremendous influence 
on the direction of its foreign policy.

In the Nigerian case, the fact of the fragility of the post­
colonial state and the alliance between the local dominant 
classes that captured political power after independence, 
and foreign capital is very illustrative. The basic pre-occupa- 
tion of the dominant power-elites therefore was the consoli­
dation of inherited colonial relations and structures, the 
pacification or intimidation of non-bourgeois forces and the 
tailoring of the Political Economy towards the direction of 
private capital accumulation. A specific milieu has therefore

Continuity and Change in 
Awolowo’s View on Foreign Policy
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AWO ON THE GOALS AND PRINCIPLES OF NIGERIAN FOREIGN POLICY 

Talking about foreign policy, Awo defines it as

been created for the nature and content of the foreign 
policy of the country given the outlined realities.

Any analyst who intends to discuss Nigerian Foreign 
Policy must take cognisance of these fundamental determin­
ants of foreign policy and the given domestic political and 
economic constraints, without which such an analysis would 
be hazy and inconclusive. This paper sets out to appraise cri­
tically Chief Awolowo’s views on Nigerian Foreign Policy gene­
rally, and the changes in such views both in the pre and post­
independence eras and find’probable explanations for such 
shifts or inconsistencies. It is clear that Chief Awolowo’s 
intellectual weight is no less felt in his discussions of Nigerian 
Foreign Policy as demonstrated in his ability to handle 
Philosophy, Politics and Economics. Nevertheless, the drama­
tic shifts in his discussion of Nigerian Foreign Policy would 
not just pass for intellectual metamorphosis. This singular 
realisation has necessitated the dissection of such views which 
actually revealed not only Awo’s felt need and inclination 
for political expediency or opportunism but an inadequate 
grasp of the nature of the Nigerian Political economy, most 
importantly the specific colonial experience of Nigeria, 
the accumulative base of Nigeria’s dominant classes and 
the role played by the state in the world capitalist system. 
Often, Awo's analyses rested too much on the leadership 
which, according to him, must cultivate “a regime of mental 
magnitude”2 for it to be forward-looking or in the alternative 
possess “moral discipline”.3 While one cannot deny the 
centrality of good leadership to the initiation and execution 
of good policies, it is necessary to state that a number of 
other factors, such as the ones already-mentioned can mili­
tate against the wishes and efforts of the leadership.
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(0

(ii)

(iii)

the projection abroad, outside the boundaries of the coun­
try concerned, .of the ideals and aspirations of that country 
or the projection and demonstration and exhibition abroad 
of the ideals and aspirations for which the country stands .

No doubt he agrees with the generally4ield view of Foreign 
Policy being an extension of a country s domestic policy, 
He made it categorically clear that Nigerian Foreign Policy 
must first be concerned with the national interests of the 
country, then the interests of the African peoples and lastly 
the interest of the world in general. This egocentrism in 
Foreign Policy has gained pppular acceptance not only 
among scholars but among nations as well.

A forceful expression of Chief Awolowo’s views on Niger­
ian Foreign Policy is found in his book The People's Repub­
lic. Seme others are to be found in his collected speeches. 
Generally speaking, Awo favours a 3-pronged goal for Nigeria 
in her relationship with the outside world. These are:

Catering to and promoting the welfare of the people 
to the end that they may live a full and happy life.

Through skillful and ‘clean’ diplomacy and construc­
tive propaganda, bringing about a state of peaceful 
co-existence between it and its neighbours.

Fostering mutually-beneficial commerce with its 
neighbours so that it and they may derive obvious 
advantages from inter-territorial division of labour 
it must put itself to the knowledge of its neighbours, 
in such a state of military strength and preparedness 
as to discourage external aggression or successfully 
resist such aggression if it comes.5

To make these goals realisable, Awo averred that the 
following determinants needed to exist. These are, a large 
population, which is enlightened and nationalistic, the posse­
ssion of natural resources in considerable measure and the 
ahtensive exploitation of such resources. He also identified 
tfie necessity for the existence of a large pool of masjer 
minds or experts in the country as an important determinant. 
While he admits that Nigeria is deficient in some of these
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determinants, he fails to recognise the significance of the 
orientation of the ruling class, the impact of the colonial 
experience on policy initiative and action and the need to 
break the shell of dependence with which Nigeria was coated 
in the colonial era. Apparently, the subtle but dangerous 
impact of colonialism is less visible to Awo, hence his tenden­
cy to consistently downplay its import. At a broad level too, 
Awo advocated the respect for the sovereignty, independence 
and the territorial integrity of all states, the principle of non­
interference in the internal affairs of other states, the princ- 
ciple of peaceful co-existence and peaceful settlement of all 
inter-state disputes. Going further, he advocated for the obse­
rvance of the principles of the UNO and of the OAU while 
at the same time, he called for the extermination of apartheid 
and the termination of inhuman treatment of Black peoples 
in Africa and elsewhere.

Although Awo suggests the spread of socialism to all 
parts of the world since according to him, it is “the only 
economic and social concept which can eliminate greed and 
self-interest and foster mutual love and altruism among all 
mankind”6 he never clearly outlined the modalities by which 
this could be achieved. Either consciously or unconsciously, 
the critical question of combating imperialism and interna­
tional capitalism whs noticeably absent in Awo's analysis. 
Undeniably, imperialism is like a monster that will make 
the realisation of the foregoing goals impossible. The call 
for ‘world socialism is a post-independence development, 
which we shall discuss in fuller details later in subsequent 
sections. It no doubt showed a specific change in Awo’s 
perception of the goal of Nigerian Foreign Policy.

It appears Awo’s consistency in not calling for anti­
imperialism is deliberate. For instance in his autobiography, 
he had stated that

Anti-imperialism which is coterminous with negative 
nationalism, sees nothing good in foreign rule and colla-
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boration with the colonial power in any measure, how­
ever desirable for the common good, is condemned as an 
act of treachery7.

Alternatively, he called for “constructive nationalism or 
constitutional'agitation”. Clearly, the above citation shows a 
lack of definite grasp of what imperialism is all about, 
not so, how can one explain Awo's admonition that if 
Nigeria would take off economically, it must create condi­
tions that would be “favourable to the admission of foreign 
capital and technique”8. While it might be said that the 
acceleration of the development of a newly-independent 
nation was imperative, the danger lurking around the obses­
sion for foreign capital cannot be wished away. We agree 
with Gordon Idang’s observation that it is wrong to share 
the view that Nigeria could not develop economically with­
out massive Western economic assistance.9

An interesting aspect of Awo’s views on the ideal Foreign 
Policy goal for Nigeria is his call for an economically free, 
strong and socially stable state that would command inter­
national respect and play constructive role in world affairs. 
Much as Awo sees the idea of a continental union govern­
ment for Africa as unrealistic, he advocates for economic 
unity which he describes as an “attainable goal’10 His 
statement that “this is the greatest obligation which Nigeria 
owes to Africa’’11 can be rightly said to be prophetic in the 
light of the birth of the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS) in 1975. One cannot deny the 
leading role played by Nigeria in the formation of this his­
toric regional economic grouping. However, the problems 
accompanying such moves towards integration were cleverly 
avoided in Awo's analysis. This if done could have assisted 
greatly in understanding more the problems associated with 
moves towards integration in the new nations. It must be 
mentioned that Awo sees a sound economic base as the 
bed-rock of an effective Foreign Policy for Nigeria..In his
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own words; lie sees

....economic freedom and prosperity as. the be-all and 
end-all of Africa’s salvation.12

He goes further to say that

As long as Africa or most of its states remain underdeve­
loped and economically subservient, so long will poverty, 
ignorance and disease persist in the continent, together 
with their concomitants of colonialism, neo-colonialism, 
lan-smithism, vorstism and salazarism.13

Never mind the fact that this array of ‘isms’ represents diffe­
rent sides of the same coin i.e. international capitalism. The 
weak-link in Awo's suggested principles and goals of Nigeria’s 
External Relations is this inability to capture the essence of 
the dynamics of the operations of international finance 
capital and the severe limitations that these impose on the 
ability of new nations to exert some influence in the inter­
national system. Here, we do not suggest that Awo in some 
of his writings did not attempt some analysis of capitalism, 
rather our position is that, he does not sufficiently tackle 
its international dimension vis-a-vis the goals and principles 
of Nigerian Foreign Policy. Although it is also pertinent to 
point out that Awo’s romance with socialism became notice­
able only after independence.

The obvious commitment of the Nigerain ruling class 
(particularly during the Balewa era) to the service of interna­
tional finance capital (is explained away by Awo as merely an 
indication of “lack of vision, sense.of mission and mental 
magnitude” on the part of the Nigerian ruling class. A new 
orientation is no doubt required for the Nigerian power 
elites but this in itself would be meaningless if the essential 
structures of the conomy laid by colonialism are not demo­
lished.- Awo consistently distinguished between foreign 
policy per se and the conduct of foreign affairs. The former 
he describes as strategy, the latter tactics. This no doubt 
is an age-long acceptable diplomatic practice. Circumstances 
and events dictate tactics while the strategy is laid out to-
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Although he proceeded further to justify this advocacy as not 
precluding independent thought and action by Nigeria, he 
nevertheless insists that of the two blocs into which the 
world is divided, Nigeria should stand by one, in this case 
Britain, because she shared Nigeria’s ideals of democracy. 
Awo roundly condemned Nigeria’s professed ‘non-align­
ment’ and ‘neutrality’ describing it variously as ‘fraudulent’, 
and having arisen out of “deep-seated prejudices ... towards 
some of the countries of the Western democracies” 15

however, Awo advocated for closer cooperation, particu­
larly in economic and cultural matters in the West African

NIGERIAN FOREIGN POLICY: AWO’S VIEWS IN THE PRE-INDEPENDENCE

ERA

wards the attainment of specific goals. Tactics are the means 
to an end while the strategy represents the end in itself.13

Before 1959, Nigerian political parties and their leaders 
never saw Foreign Policy as an issue for serious debate. As 
independence approached leaders of political parties sud­
denly chose to devote some time to Foreign Policy issues. 
As for Chief Obafemi Awolowo, he made his mark during 
this time in his advocacy for total and unqualified alignment 
of Nigeria with the West on the attainment of independence 
For someone who had been an irrepressible nationalist, this 
was a rather disturbing position, at least in radical parlance. 
Starting from a denunciation of power politics, Awo argued 
independent Nigeria to choose the path of ‘welfare politics’ 
hinged on sound domestic policies that positively affect the 
general well-being of Nigerians. In the same breadth, Awo 
argued most forcefully for a pro-western foreign policy. 
In his own words:

a realistic foreign policy for Nigeria should be governed 
by a close and conscientious1* friendship with Britain 

(emphasis mine)
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AWO*S VOLTE-FACE IN THE POST-INDEPENDENCE ERA: THE CONTI­
NUITIES AND THE CHANGES

sub-region. He urged Nigeria to champion fearlessly the cause 
of the oppressed peoples in Africa. Nigeria, he insisted, 
Should encourage cordial relationship with other nations of 
the world.

On Pan-Africanism, Awo warned Nigeria not to “labour 
for the emergence of a political union of African states or 
even of economic cooperation such as exists in Western 
Europe”. He condemned moves for a continental union 
government for Africa as being “plainly an ignis Fatuus”16 
It is a bit intriguing that Awo sees the conduct of foreign 
policy as a moral issue guided by a religious adherence to 
Christian ethics which must be unswervingly pursued. He 
advises in the concluding section of his very authoritative 
book, The People's Republic, that

it is wel] worth the while of Nigeria to bear in mind 
always that any country which in international affairs 
scorns to employ the arts of hypocrisy and exhibits courage 
for truth at all times will be confident in itself, will never 
be embarrassed, will reprove with freedom, will be uniformly 
successful id' its endeavours and the constancy of its virtue 
will crown it with trust-worthiness, respect and honour 
in the councils of the world.17

In an age of power-politics and mutually-competing ideolo­
gies, it might amount to self-deceit to suggest that a nation 
adheres to “truth at all times”.

When Chief Awolowo became the leader of opposition in the 
Federal Parliament in 1959, he quickly changed his earlier 
position on a pro-Western alignment. Perhaps after indepen­
dence in 1960, Balewa, the Prime Minister had been too close 
to Britain for comfort, in Awo’s estimation. Awo criticised 
Nigeria’s signing of the Anglo-Nigerian defence pact, even 
though he never denied active participation in discussions 
that led to its consummation in 1960. He also condemned 
AnglolAmerican participation in the drafting of Nigeria’s.
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1

development plan, the open hostility shown to Soviet Russia 
and the banning of communist literature by the Nigerian 
government.18

In a most dramatic move, Awo the erstwhile- advocate 
of a pro-western leaning for Nigeria, perhaps for the sake of 
political expediency (as the opposition leader) turned round 
to condemn Prime Minister Balewa’s pro-western sympathies. 
While in his Autobiography, Awo insisted that an inde­
pendent Nigeria cannot afford the luxury of ‘neutrality’in 
foreign affairs, but can only realistically' thrive on the mois­
tened soil of Western Democracy, with a pro-British leaning, 
Awo singing a different tune during a lecture, in London 
lamented that Nigeria under Balewa was too pro-Western”

It is clear from the foregoing that major shifts were made 
in Awo’s views on Nigerian Foreign Policy during the post­
independence era. In the pre-independence period, Awo 
appeared as a conservative defender of the status quo ante 
independence, while in the latter, he became more of a radi­
cal reformer advocating for structural changes. This seem­
ing inconsistency was- noted by another observer when he 
■rightly noted that although Awo cautioned in his autobio­
graphy that in the quest for economic and technical assist­
ance, for Nigeria to adopt the policy of wooing the two blocs 
was both disreputable and dangerous, he later argued that if 
Nigeria wanted to foster her aspirations scientifically, she 
must not discriminate against the Eastern bloc countries.1’

Chief Awolowo’s new-found romance with the concept of 
‘’world socialism” as a goal ot Nigerian Foreign Policy also 
represents a major change in his views and position. Such a 
position would have been unfathomable to Awo ot the pre­
independence-era. These changes in perception have been 
attributed to a number of factors. Undeniably, political 
opportunism was one, but so also was Awo’s desire to please 
radicals and left-wing'elements of whatever party or organisa­
tion and to outsmart his party’s archrival, the NCNC.21 
Observers have also attributed this seeming inconsistency to his
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disappointment at the results of the 1959 Federal Election. 
According to Gordon Idang, after 1959, Awo “a disappoin­
ted and humiliated politician, turned to new radical and 
militant policies which irrespective of his earlier position, 
he felt his party must support in order to win the next 
Federal Election”.2 2

Although Awo’s lust for poltical power cannot be doub­
ted, Idang further attributed these inconsistencies of Chief 
Awolowo, to “the fact of his exclusion from foreign relations 
during the colonial period” which probably led him “to deve­
lop an unrealistic conception of the operation of the inter­
national system”2 J.

In spite of these noticeable changes, the continuities in 
Awo’s views are still prominent. Most of his earlier ideals on 
an egocentric policy for Nigeria, a strong army to deter 
aggressors, Nigeria’s peace-promoting role in world affairs, 
her peaceful co-existence with neighbours, all remain unchan­
ged. He never deviated from his advocacy for Nigeria's 
continued membership of the UN, OAU, the Commonwealth 
and other international institutions for the purpose of 
fostering international friendship and understanding.24 
Even though Awo otten supported most of the general 
ideals and principles guiding Nigeria’s External Relations, he 
never hid his distance for some specific Foreign Policy 
actions py successive Nigerian governments. Generally 
underlying Awo’s position is his underestimation or dis­
regard for the influence that the structures, institutions, 
world-view and relations of power and capital accumu­
lation implanted in the colonial period, exerted on the 
world-view and perception of Nigerian ruling class as well as 
on their foreign policy initiatives and actions. In fact, Awo 
himself suffered largely from this problem. Awo never sup­
ported Nigeria’s severing of diplomatic ties with Israel. In 
fact, his party, the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) promised 
in 1978 that if it Won the elections, it would open up diplo­
matic relations with Israel “whose expertise we need bad­
ly”2 5. This does not show a grasp of the evils of Zionism, and
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CONCLUSION

In this presentation, we have attempted to analyse Awo’s 
perceptions of an ‘ideal’ foreign policy for Nigeria. His 
cardinal principles and goals have been shown. It would be 
noted that there are occasions in the paper where the mani-

its close relationship, not only to the growth of apartheid ii 
South Africa but its alliance with international Financi 
capital.

The same scratching-the-surface approach was eviden 
in the UPN’s call for a pull-out of Nigeria from the Organisa 
tion of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), which to al 
intents and purposes would have given the western capitalist 
powers the sledgehammer to deal a fatal blow on the solida­
rity of oil-producing states which has obstructed their.movet 
to manipulate oil prices in their favour.

As a nationalist fighter, Awo’s continued defence of total 
liberation of Africa is unswerving. As far back as 1960, he 
had urged the Federal Government to join hands with Malaya 
to prevent South Africa’s readmission into the Common­
wealth after its Unilateral Declaration of Independence 
(UDI). In 1961, he canvassed for support for freedom fight­
ers in Kenya, Congo, Algeria and Central African Federation. 
It is however difficult to understand how Awo whohadear- 
lier opposed Nkrurxiah’s continental government for Africa 
could turn round to suggest a non governmental Pan-African 
union which he called Organisation of African Community 
(OAC) in 1961. On a few occassfons Awo’s analysis often 
appeared suspect. For instance, in 1982 when Cameroonian 
gendarmes killed Nigerian soldiers, Awo’s reaction was that 
if he were to be the head of state he would storm Cameroon 
and overrun it immediately. Although this step might be 
the ultimate step for a radical government (as a last resort, 
that is) such an on-the-spot reaction would amount to an 
impulsive step which nations can ill-afford to take in the 
present world context.
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S. JOHNSON

The Perspective of Awolowo on 
Nigeria’s Foreign Policy

There is little doubt that Chief Obafemi Awoiow<>’s contribu­
tion to the making and shaping of Nigeria’s\ Foreign Policy 
will for a long time continue to serve as antithesis to any 
subjugated and dependent foreign policy that may be formu­
lated by ai.y Nigerian government. For his contributions in 
and outside government negated all forms of imperialistic 
machinations which were and still are being perpetrated first 
against the interests of Nigeria, second African and the third 
world generally. His perspectives of foreign policy had been 
logically based upon his experience while in government and 
also thorough research on operation of many countries - both 
developed and underdeveloped. The theme of his perspectives 
in the Foreign Policy of the third world countries was that 
they (third world countries) were living in a world of Western 
imperialists and needed to terminate- the unequal relation­
ship between the former metropolis power and the former 
colonies. In sum, imperialism has dominated the third world 
and mus. be eradicated. It is thus naturally conclusive for 
us to explain Awolowo’s perspective within the framework 
of imperialism.

Perhaps, it is very essential to state at the outset that this 
study on a scholar’s and politician’s perspectives on Nigeria’s 
Foreign Policy is a formidable and colossal affair just like 
the person involved - Chief Awolowo. Such a study would
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necessitate reading his writings not only on international 
issues but on exclusively domestic issues. For the line demar­
cating domestic and foreign policy is very blur. What might 
be classified as a domestic policy can also be seen as inter­
national. An example would do: In 1953, four Ministers - 
Bode Thomas, S.L. Akintola, Arthur Prest and Adesoji 
Aderemi - resigned form the colonial cabinet of Western 
Region and were to be replaced by new ones contrary to 
the aspirations and desires of the Action Group that 
was in the majority at the time, and the Chiefs and Obas of 
the Region. As a matter of fact, the Action Group led by 
Awolowo was in favour of the four Mihisters to be re-appoin­
ted because they (the Ministers) resigned on principles. They 
resigned because they wanted. to back up AG’s motion 
of‘self-rule in 1956.’

Ordinarily, one would have thought it was a domestic issue. 
In the course of his speech in defence of the dropped Minis­
ters, Chief Awolowo stated that:

One could see in the quotation above that discussing issues 
on Ministerial appointment has led Chief Awolowo to hamm­
er imperialism, make a detour of European impression about 
Africans and finally come back to national aspirations.

In essence, an understanding of Chief Awolowo’s perspect­
ives on Nigeria’s Foreign Policy calls for a wide reading of his 
writings on domestic and international issues. As time and 
space are limited, the author must be forgiven to have dabbl­
ed into a very wide topic yet looked constricted if certain

The Lieutenant-Governor, in complicity with the Governor, 
desires to put our much-vaunted solidarity and discipline to 
the test in the hope that if the test is severe enough, that 
solidarity may crack to the evil delight of the imperialists.1 
Further, there is an unmistakable imputation that the 
Africans are by nature treacherous, corrupt and slefish; 
and that if the inducement is big enough, such as offer of 
a central Ministry, the chances are that they would prove 
traitors to the cause and seek selfish gains at the expense 
of national aspirations.2
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observations are consciously or uncounsciously omitted.
That Chief Awolowo’s perspectives on Nigeria’s Foreign 

Policy would be theoretically analysed within the framework 
of imperialism should not be surprising. All the materials 
involved in this study comprising mainly Awolowo’s writings, 
speeches aftd thoughts denounced the vestiges of metropoles 
powers in all ramifications. Given another chance to speak 
from his grave, the Chief may probably denounce imperialism 
before going on to any other thing. But first, what is imperia­
lism?

Claude Ake defines imperialism as “ the economic control 
and exploitation of foreign hands arising from the necessity 
for counteracting the impediments to. the accumulation of 
capital engendered by the internal contradictions of the 
domestic capitalist-economy.”3 This definition is in line 
with other authors of imperialism like Michael Baratt Brown 
who defines imperialism as

the outward drive of certain peoples to build empires
- both formal colonies and privileged positions in markets, 
protected sources of materials and extended opportunities 
for profitable employment of labour. The concept has thus 
been associated with an unequal economic relationship 
between states, not simply the inequality of large and small, 
rich and poor trading partners but the inequality of politic­
al and economic dependence of the latter on the former.

The most vital factor to notice is the linkage between 
capitalism and imperialism. In essence, imperialism is the 
unequal relations between a metropole’s power and its colony 
necessitated by the need to expand capitalism from the 
metropoles power. Such a phenomeon is found between 
France and the Francophones and also between Britain and 
Nigeria.

What is meant by imperialism as theoretical framework, 
one must mention the work of Johan Galtung. He viewed 
the mechanisms of imperialism from two perspectives: “the 
interaction relation itself  and how these relations are 
put together in a larger interaction structure:
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(1) the principle of vertical interaction relation
(2) the principle of feudal interaction structure.”5 

Unequal exchange of assymetric interaction occurs and is 
normally associated with three stages of exploitation namely 
looting away of raw material first; second, offerring some­
thing ridiculous in exchange; and thirdly, imposition of 
culture through exchange. The unequal gap created by the 
vertical interaction relation is maintained and protected by 
the feudual interaction structure.

Galtung like Awolowo on various occasions identified 
types of imperialism as follows:

(1) economic
(2) political
(3) military
(4) communication
(5) cultural

Admittedly, the order of presentation is fandom. It is within ■ 
this framework that Awolowo's perspectives on Nigeria’s 
foreign policy will be examined. In order to cut out ambi­
guity and reduce or eliminate being amorphous in our 
examination of these perspectives, it is just pertinent to 
understand fully the concepts ‘perspectives’ and ‘foreign 
policy’.

The Oxford Advanced Learner’s of Cunent English gives 
three meanings to the word ‘perspective’, the third of which, 
is relevant to us: “view; prospect”. The same Dictionary 
explains the word ‘view’ among other meanings as “personal 
opinion; mental attitude; thought or observation (on a 
subject).” One’s perspective means^one’s views which actually 
means that person’s opinion or his mental attitudes, thoughts 
or observation on a matter. In our own case, we refer to 
Awolowo’s views; opinions in writings, speeches, thoughts, 
and behaviours on Nigeria’s Foreign Policy. This, as can be 
seen covers every minute details of opinion expressed or 
implied from his behaviours or documented materials.

As noted earlier, Awolowo’s views on Nigerian foreign 
policy can be found in every speech of his - whether domes-
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tic, or foreign. Most of his parliamentary speeches cannot 
but be wrapped in an international comparison. One Din­
ning iron thread in all his thoughts and writings is the eman­
cipation of Nigerians in particular even atter independence. 
His discussions in shaping Nigerian Foreign Policy clearly 
shows this. But first what exactly is Foreign Policy.

Foreign Policy has been variously defined by many scholars. 
It will be time-wasting to juxtapose all definitions of Foreign 
Policy in a paper of this nature. It will only distract our 
attention from the real issue. Roy Jones observes that “to 
begin a study of Foreign Policy with an attempt, at an 
acceptable, and an acceptably brief definition of the nature 
of Foreign Policy would be to invite ridicule.”6 For us not 
to ‘invite ridicule’, we shall adopt the definition of African 
Foreign Relations and International Conflict Analysis 
(AFRICA) Project:

The official, non-routine, deliberate, overt actions of 
governmental representatives, directed at external actors 
for the express political purpose of modifying the beha­
viour of those targets. 7

This definition is identical with Awolowo’s which he put 
as “the projection abroad, outside the boundaries of the 
country, or the projection and demonstration and exhibi­
tion abroad of the ideals and aspirations for which that 
country stands.”7?

These definitions can do for this paper. Awolowo’s views 
and opinions on Nigeria’s official, non-routine, deliberate, 
overt actions on foreign targets would be discussed.

Our modus operandi is to examine Awolowo’s perspectives 
first on Nigeria itself as a Unit in international relations, 
then Nigeria and her neighbouring countries, followed by 
Nigeria in Africa, Nigeria within the third world countries. 
Finally, Nigeria and the rest of the world. This method 
seems the most appropriate in view of Awolowo’s various 
speeches and writings which normally starts from Nigeria 
before extending outwards gradually. It has also been noted
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Politically, the independence of a country can be viewed 
from two angles: the corporate and the individual angle. 
A country is said to be free only when it has a qualified 
control over its internal affairs. On the other hand, a 
citizen of an independent country enjoys individual free-

that “the locus of his intellectualism was Nigeria, indeed 
his antropo-centric MAN was and is a Nigerian.”8 Truly, 
Awolowo believed in Nigeria as a focus and total emanci­
pation of Blacks as the pinnacle. His views had also been 
described as being in “concentric circles of Awo, friends, 
relatives, political associates, Western Region, Nigeria and 
Africa.”9 Perhaps, to put it in a more succinct way is that 
Awolowo’s perspectives are spiral in form. He used to relate 
Nigeria with neighbouring states within the framework 
of anti-imperialism and extend it to Africa and further to 
the rest of the world. Instead of calling it concentric circles 
as earlier noted, it was spiral because there was no clear 
break from his thoughts but a continuation of reasoning 
in wider dimensions. One may now discuss Nigeria as the 
nucleus of Awolowo’s foreign policy analysis.

Awolowo discovered that Nigeria was carved both at 
Berlin Conference of 1885 and with the small army of 
Colonel Lugard in Africa. He did not particularly appreciate 
the butchering of the various sociolinguistic groups into 
different countries as it happened to the Hausas in the 
Northern part of West Africa, the Yorubas in the Western 
part of Nigeria and Eastern part of Benin Republic. However, 
once he noted that, he worked for the independence and 
unity of the country' irrespective of the numerous nation 
within it.

Awo’s first book ‘Path to Nigerian Freedom’ published in 
1947, bares his mind on how Nigeria could easily work out the 
modalities for a truly independent nation. He never believed 
in flag independence. As far as he was concerned, indepen­
dence meant political, economic, cultural and linguistic 
independence: Independence in all its ramifications. Awo 
once told his listeners in London that:
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dom when ha is free to say and do what he likes subject 
only to laws enacted by the freely elected parliament or 
the popular legislative assembly of the land....  Further­
more, when the freedom of a country is looked at in its 
complete functional embodiment, it exhibits two cons­
picuous and inseparable facets. They are the political 
and economic facets political freedom is meaningless 
unless it goes hand in hand with economic freedom.

Of equal importance to his advocacy of independence is 
unity of the numerous nations in Nigeria. Throughout his 
lifetime, he never subscribed to the idea of dividing Nigeria 
into smaller countries. He was an active member of the 
Nigerian Youth Movement that was truly nationalistic and 
Nigeria' conscious until Awo believed it was no good anymore 
because Azikiwe had started the art of tribalism.11 On the 
basis of the various nations respecting the wish of their 
tribal leaders, he championed the cause for ipaking Nigeria 
a federation'. He won. Nigeria got her flag independence as a 
Federal State.

Throughout his stay in government, he continued to work 
for the unity of the country. When he was released from the 
prison by Yakubu Gowon and eventually became the Finance 
Commissioner of the country, he apart from persuading the 
rebel leader Odumegwu Ojukwu from going to war, he also 
managed the war finances in-a very prudent manner, giving 
other strategies of winning the war. Awolowo won - in a 
sense — the civil war but lost the hearts of many Ibos for not 
allowing them to secede. He had never regretted it, as through­
out his campaign in the second republic, he continuously 
repeated the need to be united.

Juxtaposed with the Northerners, Awolowo had little to 
compare with his fellow politicians. His view of them was 
that they were not ready for the changes the country was 
ready to undergo. He however, would not want them 
missed or be given up but would want to continue to identify 
with them because of overall importance of unity. He was 
identifying with them not because they shared common
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values and ideas nor were they particularly committed 
towards the unity of Nigeria but because he could not 
imagine a balkanized Nigeria that would forever remain 
impotent and become pawn in the hands of imperialists.

The economy of Nigeria to be self-sustaining was also of 
paramounce to Chief Awolowo. He believed that a nation 
without economic freedom was a nation still in bondage. 
And that independence < onnoted among other things econo­
mic independence. For a country to be respected in the inter­
national scene, it must take absolute control over its economy 
excluding the imperialists. In his words, *,economic freedom 
exists when a political sovereign country, independently 
of outside control or direction, organizes the exploitation 
and deployment of its total resources for the benefit of its 
entire people, under a system in which the forces of supply 
and demand and of marginal utility are controlled and 
canalized for the common good.”12 To achieve economic 
freedom for Nigeria, or any other under-developed country, 
there is only one suitable option - socialism. Socialism 
allows for “mutual love, social justice, the triumph of human 
dignity and economic freedom for underdeveloped coun­
tries.”1 3

Basically, Awolowo’s Nigeria should have been a socialist 
Nigeria whose say in the international scene would not have 
been pushed aside but be respected and reverred. This would 
have been because of the complete unity at home and inde­
pendent nature of politico-socio economic machinery of 
the system. The hidden hand of the imperialists would have 
cither disappeared by itself or crushed in the process.

Having attempted the conceptualization of Awolowo’s 
Nigeria, one can now move forward to discuss his perspec­
tives on the foreign policy of his country first with her 
neighbours. Suffice it to warn that Awolowo’s Nigeria is 
not the same in which he lived. His Nigeria never materialized 
during his time therefore his perspectives on foreign policy 
never materialized fully during his time.

In early 1960. before Nigeria got her flag of independence,
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Dahomey sees in the understanding with Togo the means 
for the two countries to resist the territorial appetites of 
Nigeria there had already been a referendum in Dahomey 
on 28th September, 1958. 15

Awolowo’s territorial appetite was not satisfied, he conti- 
nously throughout his lifetime referred to the small countries 
surrounding Nigeria in the subregion of West Africa as pdwns 
in the hands of imperialists. He abhored especially the taun­
ting of Nigeria by these nations. His reactions to such taunts 
were extreme and decisive.

When in 1982, Camerounian gendarmes killed Nigerian 
soldiers on border patrol, Awolowo had a contrary view to

President Maga realized that if the Nigerian government 
should accede to the call of Action Group, Dahorrfe.y may 
find it difficult to resist all by itself and therefore, had to 
solicit for Togo’s assistance. However, the issue died down 
because the Nigeria’s Prime Minister, Abubakar Tafawa 
Balewa declared Nigeria’s vow never to alter her boundaries.

OBAFEM1 AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA’

the Action Group leu by Chief Obafemi Awolowo called tor 
the annexation of Dahomey (now Republic of Benin). The 
reason for this cannot be far-fetched. It was the belief of the 
party that Dahomey was a fragile small country that could 
not possibly be truly independent and therefore can only be 
used by imperialists against a possibly formidable Nigeria. 
To make Nigeria safe from the use of smaller States like 
Dahomey, the best thing' was to take over the country. 
This would be easy because of the common peoples Nigeria 
and Dahomey shared and are still sharing.1 4

This call created an uncomfortable relations between the 
two countries. The method of annexation which was by 
referendum was baffling to the leadership of Dahomey. 
This culminated in a speech by President Maga of Dahomey, 
declaring that



AWOLOWO ON NIGERIA'S FOREIGN POLICY 705

the government’s final decision. He would have preferred 
Nigeria’s immediate retaliation and occupation of a subs­
tantial part of Camerounian territory before any negotiation 
was made. This would have inculcated sense and respect not 
only to the average Camerounian, be he a soldier or a civilian, 
but also to the governments of Nigeria’s neighbouring count­
ries, Cameroun inclusive. As it turned out, Nigeria settled 
for a passive speech by the Camerounian leader when he 
visited Nigeria at the latter’s instance.

Would Awolowo’s perspectivesof Nigeria’s neighbourhood 
be that of a bully or a weakling? No. That would not be 
correct. What he wanted to correct was the unfair carving of 
African nations irrespective of the existing societies on ground. 
He wanted to erase the laid down weak nations which could 
easily be manipulated by imperialists. Indeed if one critically 
analysed the small and weak State surrounding Nigeria in the 
subregion of West Africa, one would discover that the countr­
ies in themselves could not effectively be threats to Nigeria 
but they could be easily used by other countries. Examples 
abound. During the civil war in Nigeria, Republic of Benin 
allowed its Airport to be used by Red Cross International 
aeroplanes which were said to be loaded with arms and 
ammunitions.16 Sao Tome and Principe were also used for the 
same purpose. Thus Awolowo’s anxieties were not unrealistic.

Furthermore, Awolowo favoured the economic emanci­
pation of West African countries. He believed that this 
might partly be achieved by sub-regional economic groupings 
as found in the now defunct East African Market. He advoca­
ted for West African Market when he was the Vice Chairman 
of the Federal Executive Council. Nigeria, headed by Yakubu 
Gowon, initiated the diplomatic moves of what eventually 
became the Economic Community of West Africa States 
(ECOWAS). Again, the dreams of Chief Awolowo was not 
fully realized along this line. He would have preferred an 
almost perfect economic community. Even though ECOWAS 
is called an economic grouping, it is not so in practice for the 
economic transactions among member-states constitute only
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(I)

(2)

(3)

4% while major business transactions are still with the former 
metropolitan powers.

If the economic grouping in West Africa was to be success­
ful, it was doubtful if former metropolitan powers would lent 
operate as this would definitely reduce their imperialistic 
forces. The creation of Organisation for European Economic 
Co-operation (OEEC) which was later succeeded by Organi­
sation for Economic Co-operation' and Development 
(OECD) formed by 16 European countries, Canada and 
the United States of America was for this devilish purpose. 
Awolowo extensively discussed i’s functions and actions in 
a series of lectures given in honour of Kwame Nkrumah 
of Ghana.
He listed the functions of the OECD as follow;'

io encourage and co-ordinate the economic policies 
of member countries;
to contribute to the expansion of countries in a State 
of development whether members or not;
to facilitate the development of world trade and settle 
trade problems.

He then used figures and analysis to portray the ‘faithfulness’ 
of the OECD which he summarised as follows:

whilst the share of poor countries, including Africa, in 
world export trade was on the decline, .that of the rich 
countries which had, since 1948, embarked"on the variour 
joint ventures already mentioned, was on the increase. 11

1 his view does not hold tor West African groupings alone 
but for Africa and perhaps the third world as a whole. This 
leads one to Awolowo’s views and thoughts on Nigeria and 
the rest of Africa. On the continental scene, Awolowo must 
be compared with the ilks of Nkrumah, Sekou Toure and 
Nyerere. He must be differentiated from Ivorian President 
Houphonet-Boigny who denied ever being a socialist-oriented 
person before his white mentors and forged ahead to practi- 
calise all capitalistic tendencies that would make him be 
supported in power forever by the imperialists.

Awolowo accepted, to a great extent, Nkrumah's type of



AWOLOWO ON NIGERIA'S FOREIGN POLICY 707

African unity where one has to first of all seek political 
kingdom and allow other things to follow. There is little 
doubt, that if Awolowo had won the Federal Elections of 
1959, and became the Prime Minister of Nigeria, Nigeria 
would have been part of the Casablanca bloc. His idea of 
what African unity should be is contained in the aims and 
objectives set' out for sincere African nationalists which 
included among others:

..... To promote and establish a community of interests 
among all the peoples of Africa, and to this end, to work 
assiduously for the realisation of the ideal of a political 
union or confederacy (whichever is practicable in the 
prevailing circumstances) among all African States; As a 
first practical step towards the emergence of an All-African 
political union, to take immediate steps to divide the 
continent into zones.’8

Unlike Tafawa Balewa, Awolowo agreed to Nkrumah’s African 
political union which many saw as eroding the new inde­
pendence of the African States. Awolowo was not sure as to 
whether the full fusion would work as envisaged by Nkrumah 
hence the alternative ‘confederacy (whichever is practicable 
in the prevailing circumstances).’

In a somersault however, Awolowo advocated for ‘Organi­
sation for African Community’ whose membership would 
be African Political Parties or Nationalist Movements thereby 
eliminating governments. The reason for excluding govern­
ments from its membership was due to the limitation of 
governments by international law and usage which Parties 
and movements were not confined to. The functions of the 
Organisation would be “primarily to devise ways and means 
of accomplishing (as listed) aims and secondarily to tackle 
such problems as may from time to time affect the whole 
or any part of Africa.”1 ’ One wonders how this organisation 
would have been successful without governments’ participa­
tion even though the very governments could finance it. He 
who pays the piper would not dictate the tune in this case.
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i

The practicability is doubtful. Moreso, when Awolowo 
wanted the political union of Africa which he felt would be 
“an ideal which was not only worth working for but also 
one which can be realised.”2 0

Supposing there is a political union of Africa, will the 
proposal for Organisation for African Community still hold 
syater? For the Continent would be one State which would 
suppose to be indivisible. Probably, Awolowo made this 
suggestion from the position of opposition leader. If he had 
been in power, there was the possibility of his faculty to 
think beyond this. In his characteristic manner, Awolowo 
asked that any member movement of the Organisation that 
proved disloyal should be expelled and also ostracised. 
Discipline, Awolowo’s middle name. Suffice it to mention 
that Awolowo favoured armed confrontation against apar­
theid.

On the ecpnomic scene, Awolowo believed that Africa 
was a “competing beggar-nation”.21 He strongly felt that 
Africa must be economically independent and self-reliant. 
He in many writings denounced the integration of European 
economy into African post independence economy. He suppo­
rted with caution the formation of regional grouping which 
must not compete with each other and must thwart the efforts 
of their counterparts in Europe.

Still on Awolowo’s perspectives of Africa, one might 
delve into his party’s'stand on one main event in Africa: the 
Congo crisis. The Congo crisis was on and Nigeria waded in 
by sending forces to the UN multi-national force called 
ONUC (Organisation des Nations Unies an Congo) just like 
Ghana. But unlike Ghana, Nigeria though professed to be 
cautious on the issue took a liberal position on the side of 
imperialistic TVestem countries. On the other hand, Ghana 
and other countries were against Kasavubu-Mobutu clique 
because of their ideological differences. At home, the murder 
of Lumumba was greatly denounced by the opposition in 
parliament led by Chief Obafemi Awolowo. Chief Anthony 
Enahoro castigated the Federal Government and moved an
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amendment “that the government’s foreign policy lacks 
dynanism and regrets that .the governments’ interpretation 
and conduct thereof is out of step with progressive opinion 
in Africa.”2 2 Another opposition member belonging to the 
Action Group further castigated the Balewa government for 
taking sides with America and Britain on the Congo crisis.

•• • The Congo crisis helped Nigerian internal politics to 
precipitate into the ‘radicals’ and ‘reactionaries’. It made 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo to easily pick the progressiveness 
in him and other patriotic Africans like Kwame Nkrumah and 
Guinea’s Sekou Toure. However, the political union 
envisaged by Awolowo and his ilks never materialized partly 
due to the unseen evil hands of imperialists and partly due to 
the realities of the day.

The disappointment lingered on in Awolowo to the Non- 
Alligned Movement. As a starter, Awolowo believed in 
Mahatma Gandhi, the father of non-alignment. Ghandhi 
was partifcularly liked because of the introduction of non­
violence and non-co-operation in India which yielded result, 
Awolowo described it as ‘constructive agitation’ in his 
autobiography. He accepted the principle of non-alignment 
as far as military alignment was concerned. He defined 
‘neutral’ in international affairs as “refusal to assist either of 
two belligerent States or determination to stand aloof from 
active or passive hostilities, or unwillingness to take sides 
in any dispute. In the ordinary day-to-day use of that word 
it means colourlessness, vagueness, indefiniteness and inde­
terminateness neutrality means hypocrisy, dishonesty, 
and disreputableness.”2 3

Awolowo categorically did not believe in non-alignment 
except when used in a military context. As far as he was 
concerned, Nigeria should come out and preach the ideals 
of the^country with all zeals possible and denounce colonia­
lism, neo-colonialism, represessions,. imperialism and any 
other thing that might not be in the interest of Nigeria. The
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1

The Government of the Federation and the United Kingdom 
Government each undertake to afford to the other such 
assistance as may be necessary of mutual defence, and to

country should collaborate and co-operate with other coun­
tries that have similar ideals, especially ideologies. One 
One should remember that Nigeria never had the same 
ideology that Awolowo talked about. His analogy of the 
situation is this:

When a Christian goes to the market or when a Mohamme­
dan goes to the market and he wants to sell some goods, 
he docs not go about asking about the faith of the buyer. 
He sells to the highest bidder, and when he wants to buy, 
he goes to buy, he goes to the cheapest market. He does 
not go about asking whether the man he is buying from is 
a pagan or a Christian. That is the position.24

Hence, Nigeria should foster relationship with the Eastern 
bloc countries so as to identify with the ideals which the 
country believed in. Again, Awolowo’s audience which 
included Northern Nigerians did not particularly believe in 
the ideals enumerated by Awolowo which were coterminus 
with those of the Eastern bloc countries.

His belief in neutrality stopped at military attachment. 
Nigeria should align with the East if possible. This was the 
position of Chief Awolowo as we looked into Anglo-Nigeria 
relations.

Britain got Awolowo’s anti-imperialistic attitude as early 
as 1961 when he as the opposition leader started the campaign 
against Anglo-Nigerian Defene Pact. Even though it was 
widely believed that Awolowo must have known about the 
Pact before independence, or even part of it while under 
consideration he nonetheless oppossed it until it was dis­
carded •

Tried as the Balewa’s Federal Government did to debunk 
Awolowo’s claim to neocolonialism, it could not convince 
all right thinking Nigerians. Article 1 of the defence pact 
stipulated that:
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This, Awolowo believed was beyond ‘peradventur©’. He 
contended that “the aim of the two countries Nigeria and 
Britain, in entering into this Agreement is ‘to preserve peace 
and to provide for their mutual defence ”2 5 He asserted 
that “Defence Pacts whether with Britain, Russia or any 
other country are evil for a country like Nigeria, and should 
not in any circumstance be entered into.”26 His view was 
that the policy of Nigeria should be non-involvement in 
military matters. He condemned the Federal Government’s 
stand as “untenable, indefensible and totally reprehensible 
and does constitute a betrayal of the peoples trust.”2 7

Awolowo did not stop at this. He further denounced 
other forms of agreement between Nigeria and Britain, one 
of which was tagged ‘International Rights and Obligations’ 
Which according to him had drastically reduced the indepen­
dent status Nigeria had just acquired. He opined that such 
agreements could only poison the minds of individuals that 
might lead to souring of Anglo-Nigerian relations.

While Anglo-Nigerian relations never soured during the 
Balewa regime, the minds of the British leaders must have 
been poisoned against Awolowo. For Britain enjoyed the 
scenario of Awolowo’s trial in 1962 and beyond. Further­
more, Awolowo’s right hand man in the Action Group, 
Chief Anthony Enahoro who escaped to London was happily 
returned to Nigeria to face similar charges and conviction.

Irrespective of the way one may look at it, Awolowo’s 
castigation of Britain acted as a brake to the Balewa’s fast 
government’s approach towards being a satellite of Britain. 
The radicals had since taken their cue from Chief Awolowo 
and had been pressing for more relations with the Eastern 
bloc. After the civil war, Gowon allowed the Russian embassy 
to increase the number of diplomats in its office tenfold 

-Awolowo's influence cannot be over-ruled.

consult together on the measures to be taken jointly or 
separately to ensure the fullest cooperation between them 
for this purpose.
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It is interesting to note Awolowo’s views of the Common­
wealth led by Britain. Inexplicably, Awolowo never saw the 
Commonwealth as an imperialistic tool used against the weak 
States. Concluding his autobiography, Awolowo declared 
“we are right now on the threshold of the paradise 
where we will reign with other members of the Common­
wealth of Nations.”28 The Commonwealth continued to 
enjoy Chief Awolowo’s respect even after independence of 
Nigeria. He once urged that “Nigeria should see to it that 
South Africa is not readmitted into the Commonwealth' 
when that country became a republic and applied to remain 
in the Commonwealth.2 9 But it is obvious that rather than 
alienate the almost inevitable Commonwealth, Awolowo 
would prefer Nigeria using it as a tool to deal with South 
Africa and or help in transferring capital equipments to 
Nigeria. Throughout Awolowo’s writings and speeches, he 
would always call on the government to use the Common­
wealth as a tool to achieve an objective.

Awolowo’s impressions of the rest of Europe and America 
was no doubt that of imperialist opportunists that saw 
virgin Africa to exploit in order to sustain their capitalistic 
societies to the detriment of the unsuspecting Africans. He 
saw no need to rely on them except for education and trans­
fer of capital for development which would not subdue the 
independence of the country in any form. He acknowledged 
their technological feat but would never allow that to over­
shadow his sense of equality of all men in a world of inequality.

It is for this reason that Awolowo saw the need to maintain 
diplomatic relation with Israel without breaking ties with 
the Arabs. His contention was that there were a lot of things 
to learn from the Israelis in terms of agriculture, industry 
and technology. Besides, the argument that Israel had conti­
nued operating in apartheid- South African was not tenable 
because United States, France and Britain had been having 
relations with the undaunted South African evil regime. He 
therefore saw no need to ostracise Israel in the face of world 
events. On cost/benefit analysis, Nigeria would gain more by
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relating with Israel than by severing relations.
Another argument was that the level of trade between the 

Nigerian government and Israel was on the increase and that 
it would be hypocritical to be ignoring governmental rela­
tions with Israel. When Golda Meir visited Nigeria, she only 
discussed with the Premiers of Western and Eastern Regions 
with a promise to assist and co-operate economically and 
technologically.

The government of the Northern Region never recognised 
the existence of Israel30 talk less of relating with it. This 
did not allow Balewa government to establish an embassy in 
Israel even though Israel had one in Nigeria. It was thus 
easy for Nigeria to follow OAU in its decision to break 
diplomatic ties with Israel. Even up till date when many 
African countries surrounding Nigeria are re-establishing 
diplomatic relations with Israel, powerul lobbies of the 
Northerners did not allow Nigeria to decide.

It was just as Nigeria was not as decisive in her relations 
with the Eastern bloc countries. Between independence and 
1967 when Nigeria started the civil war, the relations with 
the East was minimal because of the NPC controlled disposi­
tion towards socialism and its natural conservativeness. 
Even though Awolowo saw the need to align with the East 
because they portrayed the ideals Nigeria believed in, the 
government never actually fell deep in relations with the 
East.

The importance of the Eastern bloc came out when the 
Russians unlike the British came out openly and decisively 
to support Nigeria against Biafra. Were it not for Russia, 
Nigeria would have been balkanized or fragmented today. 
Russia supplied arms and ammunitions to Nigeria to help 
win' the war. This might have been done partly because of 
Awolowo’s presence in the Military Government and partly 
because of the possibility of Nigeria going socialist after the 
war. The Military government of Gowon never considered 
that alternative but allowed a higher number of Russian 
diplomats and greater trade volume between the Eastern bloc
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and Nigeria.
Awolowo never relented in his firm belief in the socialist 

stands of Russia and it permeated every speech and writing of 
his. In a pamphlet by UPN on ‘20 Reasons why you Mutt 
vote for UPN’ it was written that the party “wilLmaintain its 
friendly relations with all peace-loving nations, irrespective 
of their ideological stands”31

Even though Awolowo believed in socialism, he distingui­
shed the Russian type from what may be described as African 
socialism. He called it Democratic Socialism. In his words:

There are two socialisms: "revolutionary socialism and 
democratic socialism. Revolutionary socialism is what is 
generally known as communism. Its aims are the same as 
those of democratic socialism. But the orientation of the 
communist is different from that of the democratic socia­
list ....On the other hand the democratic socialist believes 
and sincerely to, that the ends of socialism can be attained 
bydemocratic means.”32

The love for Russia was manifested in Awolowo's love for 
socialism. He was never in power to allow Nigeria demons­
trate this love towards Russia. Democratic socialism was the 
Action Group’s idology for an independent Nigeria.

The^UPN manifesto which to a large extent reflected the 
leader’s views and Chief Awolowo’s perspectives of Nigeria’s 
foreign policy states inter alia:

The UPN will pursue most vigorously all political, econo­
mic and social programmes which in relation to the rest of 
the world are calculated to be in Nigeria’s national interest. 
We will consolidate the dynamic African policy which has 
contributed greatly to the reinforcement of the OAU and 
the establishment of ECOWAS.

The UPN will encourage the intensification of the 
liberation struggle in South Africa and will make what­
ever financial and material contributions that may foster 
the ultimate success of all righteous crusades in the region.

A UPN government will continue to give support to the 
UN and to OAU. We shall continue to maintain friendly 
relations with all countries and refrain from acts likely to 
undermine our policy of non-alignment.33
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Unfortunately, Chief Awolowo was never given the v»iance 
to execute the lofty ideals above.

Awolowo’s UPN anthem never forgot Nigeria as its last 
stanza shows:

Up Up Nigeria!
And take thy rightful place
Tis thy birthright
And thy destiny
Africa’s leading light to be.

He never forgot Nigeria in his dreams, thoughts and speeches 
either. He wanted'to serve NIGERIA with all his might and 
put the Foreign Policy aright. In his words:

At thisjuncturc in niy life.
niy one and only ambition is to 
have an opportunity to live the 
rest of my life for history by] 
means of selfless and bencficient 
service to the peoples of Nigeria 
in particular, and of Africa and 
the black peoples of the world, 
in general.34

But he was given half the chance.
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Part Six
Law and Human Rights
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A legal obligation on the part of a ruler was a contradiction 
in tertns... A moral obligation or perhaps an obligation to 
Heaven may be said to exist, but never a legal obligation.7

mon man for freedom from the exercise of privileged power
In Nigeria, as in the rest of black Africa, the difficulty 

in establishing the flule of Law has been compounded by 
two factors. First, there is little in our traditional jurispru­
dence to reinforce it. The spirit ot the English Law that was 
introduced into the country in 1863 was not in consonance 
with the traditional African outlook on Law and Society. 
The idea of Law as an external, objective entity, with a 
language and logic of its own, is rather strange to African 
traditional concept of Law. Traditionally, law was intert­
wined with socio-cultural and ethical norms, a tool of the 
ruling elite or those whose duty it was to- keep the society 
harmoniously integrated. Law was conceived as an adjunct 
of rulership, and not the property of the common man. What 
Pyong Choon Ilahm said of traditional Korea was applicable 
to pre-colonial African societies:

Pre-colonial Nigeria, like the rest of black Africa, did not 
develop what Kiralfy has called a “heritage of legality".8

Secondly, Nigeria’s colonial rulers, understandably, did 
little actively to promote the Rule of Law.9 The exigencies 
of the colonial situation did not allow a full flourishing of 
the concept. The English historical experience has shown 
that a virile legal profession is a pre-requisite for the develop­
ment of the Rule of Law. In Nigeria the restrictions placed 
on the practice of the profession (in 1914) were not removed 
until towards the close of the colonial era in 1943. As for the 
colonial judiciary, its posture in general, was one of judicial 
self-restraint underlain by a certain desire to safeguard 
the interest of the Executive. Themselves products of the 
Colonial Service, they were apt to be “unwilling collaborators 
of the Executive, rather than its critics' The independence 
of outlook which the Rule of Law requires on the part of
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To engage, without bitterness or animosity, in the fiercest 
contention; to cultivate the habit of always examining 
both sides of a problem, and to present the side you es­
pouse with forensic forcefulness and assuredness; to iden­
tify yourtalf with your client and to enter into his fee­
lings as if you were the plaintiff or defendant or the priso-

the judiciary was not always present in a colonial situation.
Sir Ralph Combe, a colonial judge, did assert in Rex v. 

Thomas H. Jackson (1925)10 that the Rule of Law was “one 
of the greatest blessings brought to this country by the Bri­
tish Administration”. The assertion is conceded, but what- 
comes out of Nigeria’s colonial experience was not a robust 
legacy of the practice of the Rule of Law, but the idea of it 
which Nigerians might appreciate, develop, and integrate 
into their- way of life. This paper is concerned with the effort 
of one Nigerian, Obafemi Awolowo (1909-1987), at nurtu­
ring this important legacy, “The Rule of Law”, he wrote, 
“is the lawyer’s summing up both of man’s triumph over 
arbitrary use of power, and an ideal for a just society”.11 
An earnest pursuit of the ideal of the Rule of Law in Nigeria 
was one golden thread that ran through his career at the Bar, 
in politicsand his considerable intellectual output. A Senior 
Advocate of Nigeria, Bola Ajibola, described him as “a man 
who believed wholeheartedly in the observance of the Rule 
of Law and the due administration of justice and the crea­
tion of a just society”.12 That view is widely shared in legal 
and political circles in Nigeria 13

II
But first, what made Awolowo, a man of humble 
beginnings,14 to be enamoured of a concept that was tradi­
tionally strange to Iris environment, and to preoccupy him­
self, later in life, with efforts at entrenching it as a way of 
life in the country? One plausible explanation is that he was, 
of course, a lawyer and he loved his profession. He had this 
to say about the attraction the practice of the law had for 
him:
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ner at the Bar; to propound and urge points of law which 
are sometimes so fine and abstruse that it is not at all easy 
to distinguish one point from another; to be utterly fearless 
and unsparing in combat; to acquire an independence 
of outlook in all things and to enjoy immunity in all you 
say and do at the Bar so long as it is legitimate and within 
the bounds of professional etiquette; to take part in foste­
ring the cause of justice and equity in their total impartia­
lity before the very bulwark of the citizens’ liberty and 
individual freedom— all these and more are the inherent 
and distinctive attributes of a noble profession which I 
very much love and will for ever cherish.15

But this love for the legal profession is inadequate *o 
explain his devotion to the Rule of Law. The basic factor, 
5 submit, was his character. In describing what he regarded 
as the attractive features of the legal profession, he was, at 
least in part, reading his character into his own practice of 
it.

Awolowo has provided sufficient insight, through his 
writings, into his psychological make-up. Wrote he in his 
autobiography:

As a result of father’s and granny’s encouragement, 1 
became very tough; fearless and defiant as a boy, and ac­
quired an Ikenne-wide reputation as such. I always stood 
fhy ground against anyone even if he was older than I.16

During his short sojourn at Wesley College in 1927 he exhi­
bited an independent, critical and rebellious cast of mind, 
becoming a crusader against wickedness and oppression 
of the senior classes of the College.1 7

He carried the same independent, critical outlook into 
adult life. In the 1940s at least he held traditional rulers in 
utter contempt, regarding them as “part and parcel of impe­
rial bureaucracy”.18 The so-called “Indirect Rule” system 
of colonial administration he described in 1942 as “a worth­
less system of government devised to perpetuate the political 
subjection of the peoples who come under its sway"1’ 
A democrat at heart that he had become, Comrade 0. Awo-
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lowo, as he then chose to call himself, was by 1945 
demanding uAn Act of Settlement”, embodying an agreed 
procedure by which the people would have a greater say in 
the selection of their traditional rulers.20 Such procedure, 
he insisted, “must be laid down strictly as a rule of law”, 
and not as a mere administrative arrangement. In the same 
vein he called for the democratization of the Native Admini­
strative Councils, and the abolition of the Sole Native Autho­
rity system wherever it existed in the country. The elected 
Councils he envisaged for local administration would be ves­
ted with the power to appeal to the colonial governor - over 
the heads of the Resident and the Chief Commissioner - on 
issues over which they felt strongly.21 His book, Path to 
Nigerian Freedom (1947) was not only an indictment of the 
colonial system in Nigeria, but also a compendium of his 
own ideas about government and administration.

The point that is being made is that the concept of the 
Rule of Law is bound to appeal to a man of Awolowo’s 
character. Defiant and self-assured by nature, he was likely 
to seize upon the Rule of Law as a veritable instrument 
for fighting against any forth of injustice and oppression. 
The rebel of Wesley College would find in adult life no 
satisfaction in any other socio-political arrangement than 
that everyone should be equal before the law.

In appraising the personality of Obafemi Awolowo and 
the roots of his predisposition for the Rule of Law, one 
should not leave out of consideration the impact of his 
philosophical and mystical studies. A man with some forty 
years of such studies, Awolowo wrote with mystical touch.2 2 
He was doing more than stating an economic proposition 
when he declared that man is “the only dynamic, causative 
and purposive factor in all productive activities”.2 3 For he 
was conscious of the uniqueness of each individual person. 
He was aware that “the creative process of God (operates) 
through the spiritual, the only true part of man”.24 Thu’ 
liis long period of mystical studies would have constrained 
him to have a deep respect for the dignity of the human
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III

AC some point in his life time Awolowo must have considerec 
human rights for each individual person — to adopt a favou 
rite phrase of his - a moral “categorical imperative”.

Awolowo’s practical involvement in politics mbst have 
also accentuated his penchant- for the Rule of Law. The 
competitiveness of the politics of the pre-independence era 
and the First Republic has received the attention of many 
scholars.2 6 It is common knowledge that Awolowo used the 
Law like a sword and a shield— to defend himself and his 
supporters, and to strike at his political enemies. The deep 
concern for human rights which he showed in the late 1950s 
could have arisen out of his rather unpleasant political 
experience (especially in the northern part of the country) 
which would have strengthened his conviction that a sane 
political atmosphere and true democracy would only come 
about in Nigeria through the Rule of Law.

'1947)27

The outline of Awolowo’s career at the Bar is well known. 
He was enrolled on’24 December 1946; practised law acti­
vely in the periods 1947-1951 and 1972-1977; reached 
the pinnacle of the profession in January 1978 when he 
became a Senior Advocate of Nigeria (SAN). Of his brilliance 
at the Bar there can be no doubt. Less than eleven months 
after he commenced legal practice, he successfully appeared in 
Mernudu Lagunju v. Olubadan-in-Council and Anothti 

before the West African Court of Appeal, then

person. Since man is believed to be a part of the cosmi 
order with an assigned purpose, Awolowo would have belie 
ved, with Alan Gewirth, that:

human rights are of supreme importance... because they 
are rights of every human being to the necessary condi­
tions of human action, that, is, those conditions that must 
be fulfilled if human action is to be possible either at all 
or with general chances of success in achieving the purpo­
ses for which humans act....25
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the highest court in Commonwealth West Africa. It was a 
classic example of a fight for the supremacy of the Rule of 
Law. The colonial governor, Awolowo contended, was not 
empowered to use his discretion in determining whether 
a chief had been appointed in accordance with the prescri­
bed native law and custom; evidence must be adduced to 
show that the governor made the enquiry and consulta­
tion impliedly required by law. He earned the commeda- 
tion of the same court two years later in Samuel Tortola 
and Others v. Gabriel Arewa when he successfully opposed 
an appeal by a formidable team of lawyers (Adegunle Soetan, 
Chiefs F.R.A. Williams and H.O. Davies). The issue involved 
was the interpretation of section 28 of the Native Courts 
Ordinance in respect of a Magistrate’s court’s jurisdiction 
in matters relating to interest in land.28 Throughout his 
career at the Bar, he maintained this high standard of per­
formance. “Whether the judgement is in favour of or against 
his client”, wrote Chief F.R.A. Williams, who is in a position 
to know, “there is invariably a reflection of Chief Awol- 
lowo’s industry, profound learning and erudition in the 
arguments he presented to the court”.29 He retained the 
brilliance of his legal mind to the end, defending himself 
or pleading his own cause at tv/o critical points in his political 
career — the treasonable felony trial, Queen v. Omisade and 

-Others (1963)3 °, and the dispute over 1979 Presidential
elections (Awolowo v. Shagari and Others (1979)?1

Awolowo’s contribution as a lawyer to the establishment 
of the Rule of Law in Nigeria consisted in his contribution 
to the development of the law itself, or rather the adaptation 
of English legal principles to the Nigerian environment.iHis 
expertise covered a large spectrum of the subjects of Law: 
Land, Equity and Trusts, Tort, Criminal Law, Constitutional 
Law, Commercial Law, and so on. In many of the cases in 
which he appeared in court, to quote F.R.A. Williams again, 
“there is either a clarification of the existing case law (on the 
subject matter) or a judicial pronouncement involving a deci­
sion on points of law which is being decided for the first
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time”.32
In this connection the role of Awolowo as a lawyer i 

indistinguishable from that of his role as litigant in thi 
Nigerian legal system. Important principles of law havf 
similarly been laid down by the courts in cases in which hi 
was involved as litigant, especially in defamation cases. 
In Zik Enterprises Ltd v. Awolowo (1955)33 the West Afri 
can Court of Appeal affirmed an old rule of English Law that 
to be actionable, an alleged libel must be specifically referra 
ble to a plaintiff. In Rotimi Williams: Akintola: Awolowov 
West African Pilot (1961)3 4 a rule of Evidence emerged that 
the court may take judicial notice of the fact that a particu­
lar newspaper is a national daily in Nigeria and that it has 
readers outside Nigeria. From the celebrated Awolowo v. 
Kingsway Stores (1968)3 5 it is now clear that a book-seller 
cannot be too careful about his merchandise.

A book seller who undertakes the sale of a book which, 
known to him, is written about a particular locality or 
geographical area and contains the names of the people of 
that place and their activities ought to read through such a 
book to satisfy himself that it does not contain a libel on 
the people of whom it is written; the more so if the book is 
meant for distribution in that area and its title is such as to 
put him on his guard.36

Awolowo v. The Hon. Mallam Usman Sarki and the 
Attorney-General of the Federation (1966)37 may still be 
relevant to the question of human rights and the Rule of 
Law. There it was held that the right of an accused person 
to counsel of his own choice under section 21 (5) (c) of the 
1960 constitution of Nigeria was not absolute; it could be 
curtailed for various reasons, including some other provi­
sions of the constitution.

Of similar importance as these cases in the development 
of the Nigerian law are cases involving others, Awolowo’s 
associates, arising from his political activities, in particular 
the crisis that engulfed the Action Group party (of which 
he was leader) and the old Western Region in 1962?’
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The crisis was most productive of litigation in the courts, 
and few of the cases, if any at all, could have been institu­
ted without his knowledge and support. They all put to test 
the Nigerian Independence constitution of 1960, and have 
thrown up a number of legal principles which have enriched 
Nigerian case law in constitutional matters.

It would be tedious to discuss here all the issues litigated 
by Awolowo’s political associates.39 For instance, on only 
one aspect of the crisis - the tussle between two of his asso­
ciates, Adegbenro and Akintola, over the governorship of 
the Western Region - some twenty-seven issues would 
appear to have been raised in the courts. But they were all 
of constitutional importance. Thus, for instance, it is now 
clear from Doherty v. Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa and 
Others (1961)40 that an Act of Parliament which purports 
to limit the jurisdiction of the courts in hearing and deter­
mining civil rights and constitutional issues, contrary to the 
Human Rights provisions of the Constitution will be declared 
a nullity. Olawoyin and Others v. Commissioner of Police 
(No. 2) (1961)41 provides a definition of what constitutes 
‘a substantial question of law”. To give rise to a substantial 
question of law, an issue must be “such that there is some 
doubt or difference of opinion's to what the law is”; diffi­
culty in the application of a law does not make it a substan­
tial question of law. Williams v. Majekodunmi (No. 2) 
(1962)42 is an authority for the view that in the Nigerian 
political system only Parliament, and not the court of law, 
can decide whether a state of emergency exists. Of strong 
relevance to the Rule of Law is the principle established in 
Williams v. jMajekodumni (No. 3) (1962)43 that the Funda­
mental Human Rights entrenched in the (1960) Constitution 
- and, by extension, in the 1979 Constitution as well - may be 
overriden “only to the extent that it is essential for the sake 
of some recognised public interest and no further”. The 
principle of locus standi (the legal capacity to sue) was 
affirmed in Adegbenro v. Attorney-General of the Federation
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and Others (1961)44: the Federal Supreme Court will not 
examine the validity of a law “except at the instance of a 
person whose rights have been invaded or threatened by that 
law”. In the interpretation of the Nigerian Constitution or 
the constitution of a state of Nigeria, is it permissible to 
import “extraneous principles of other constitutions not 
explicity written into such constitution? Adegbenro '>■ 
Akintola and Another (1962)4 s would appear to have ans­
wered that question in the negative.

IV

In discussing Awolowo’s place in the development of the 
Nigerian Law in relation to the Rule of Law, mention should 
be made of his immense contribution to the establishment 
of Federalism as “the foundation of our system of govern­
ment and of Nigerian Constitutional Law”. He was clearly 
a major architect of the Nigerian Federalism. True, two 
colonial constitutions - the Richards constitution of 1946. 
and the Macpherson constitution of 195146 — hadsov/nthe 
seeds of Federalism or Regionalism before Awolowo be­
came an actor on the Nigerian political scene. From this 
standpoint, it is arguable, Federalism as a political way of 
life for Nigeria was inevitable. But it was he who, as a Nige­
rian, first wrote at length to advocate Federalism for the 
country. Significantly, the manuscript for his book, Path to 
Nigerian Freedom4 7, in which he first expressed his thoughts 
on the subject, was completed in 1946, the year of the 
Richards constitution. In her Foreword to the book, Dame 
Margery Perham described it as “full of hard thinking and 
strong feeling”.4 8 Like the architect that he was, Awolowo 
designed a goal and a purpose for the country’s emerging 
political structure. He saw in Federalism for Nigeria "a 
system within which the diverse elements may progress at 
varying speeds, amicably and smoothly, towards a more 
closely integrated economic, social and political unity 
without sacrificing the principles and ideals inherent in their 
divergent Ways of life”49 Again, like the architect that he
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was, he developed an alternative design to what the colonial 
officials were putting on the ground. His scheme included 
re-drawing the administrative boundaries of the country 
so as to create more regions than the existing three, and 
giving greater responsibility to Nigerians in the management 
of the country’s affairs.50

Space would not permit a full discussion of Awolowo’s 
contribution to the making of Nigeria’s Independence (1960) 
Constitution at the constitutional conferences held between 
1957 and 1958. But of particular interest, in relation to the 
subject of the Rule of Law, is his posture regarding Human 
Rights which he strove to see entrenched in the Constitution. 
It was a unique posture openly acknowledged by one of the 
political parties at the constitutional conference, the Nor­
thern • Elements Progressive Union (NEPU), which saw in 
Awolowo’s Action Group a strong ally with regard to Human 
Rights.51 As Awolowo indicated at the same conference, 
his Party had been “a consistent advocate of constitutional 
provision for fundamental freedoms”.

It was the Action Group that took the initiative to put 
forward specific proposals for fundamental freedoms in 
1957.5 2 At the constitutional conference in London, in 
1958, Awolowo indicated, as it should be expected, that his 
Party welcomed the idea of a comprehensive code of rights 
to be entrenched in the Constitution, the objective being 
“to see that these rights are a real aid to the maintenance 
of free and democratic society in Nigeria”.53

Awolowo went to the London conference in September 
1958 determined to ensure that Fundamental Human Rights 
were entrenched in the Independence Constitution. His 
broadcast to the nation on 14 September 1958 centred 
on what he regarded as three main issues his Party would 
fight for at the conference: creation of (more) states, the 
problem of fundamental human rights, and the problem of 
universal adult suffrage. As regards fundamental human 
rights, he declared:



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN EM732

He

The charge which my delegation has to keep ... is quite 
clear. We will press, without yielding, for the fasliioning 
of a constitution under which every one of' us will live 
free from fear, from tyranny and oppression, and as equals 
in the eyes of the law... We will insist without compromise 
that provision should be made in our constitution which 
will guarantee to every one of you freedom of speech, 
of assembly, of movement, and of association in any part 
of Nigeria, as well as easy access to the law courts where 
justice will be dispensed with absolute impartiality.V/e are 
all born free and equal as to our rights and liberty. All the 
inequalities and oppression which afflict our society 
today... are man-made. Our aim, therefore, is to produce 
a constitution which will wipe out these ugly and unnatural 
stains from our body politic.54

As if to remind the various delegations of the importance 
of their assignment, he told the Press at Ikeja, Lagos:

The thoughts and words of all the delegations at the Resu­
med Conference must be dominated and guided by the 
following inextricably interwoven ideals: self-determina­
tion for the ethnic minorities; the continued and sturdy 
growth of democracy in its true acceptation and practice, 
as a way of life in our political activities; and the enthrone­
ment of the Rule of Law in our great country.55

In the course of the Conference in London, he sought to 
muster British public opinion in support of the entrenchmenl 
of Fundamental Human Rights in the Constitution being 
fashioned out for Nigeria. In a statement issued to the Press 
at the London airport on 19 September 1958, he argued:

It is not enough for Britain to give us Nigeria; she must 
also see to it that provisions are entrenched in our Consti­
tution which will ensure the growth of liberal democracy 
and parliamentary government in Nigeria. It is not enough 
that Nigeria as a corporate entity is free; it is essential that 
our Constitution should guarantee freedom to individual 
Nigerian citizens as well.56

was more specific in a subsequent statement to certar
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sections of the British press on 27 September 1958:
Our new Constitution must ... spell out guarantees for the 
enjoyment and enforcement of fundamental Human 
Rights such as freedom of movement, speech and assem­
bly, freedom of the press, freedom from unjust imprison­
ment-, the rights to a public hearing and properly regulated 
procedure in civil and criminal proceedings; and the right 
of an accused person, in every part of the country, to be 
represented in his own defence by a legal practitioner of 
his choice.57

It was a happy coincidence that the Henry Willink Com­
mission which had been appointed in Sepetember 1957 “to 
enquire into the fear of Minorities in Nigeria and the means 
of allaying them”, also recommended that one principal 
means of allaying the fears of minorities should be the inclu­
sion in the 1960 Nigeria Constitution of detailed provisions 
based on the European Convention for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, published 
earlier in 1953.5 8 At the resumed constitutional conference 
in September 1958, it was agreed that the Secretary of State 
for the Colonies, with the assistance of his legal advisers, 
prepare draft clauses for the protection of Fundamental 
Human Rights. Intra-party discussions on the subject and the 
ensuing debates in September and October 1958 focussed 
on the draft clauses. In the end the Conferehce agreed that 
provision for Fundamental Human Rights should be made 
in the Constitution under fourteen heads, including rights 
to private and family life, right to liberty, right to freedom 
of expression, freedom to peaceful assembly, right to com­
pensation for compulsory acquisition of property, and so 
on.5 9

The final product bore the marking of Awolowo’s ideas, 
although a number of his other ideas were rejected. It was he, 
for instance, who insisted (and the Conference agreed) that 
persons seeking to enforce the fundamental human rights 
entrenched in the Constitution should be enabled to go 
directly to the Federal or Regional High courts in the first
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instance, and that the courts should be empowered “to make 
all such Orders as may be necessary and appropriate to 
secure the applicant the enjoyment of any of these rights 
It was also his idea that there should be a right of appeal 
from a High Court to the Federal Supreme Court in respect 
of the infringement of any of the fundamental rights, and on 
all questions involving the interpretation of the Constitut­
ion.6 1 The Conference did not adopt a proposal by him that 
some form of poor persons procedure be established in the 
Federal and the Regional High courts “so that persons who 
could not normally afford the cost of proceedings in the 
Superior courts should be afforded every opportunity of 
enforcing their rights”.62 Nor did the Conference accept to 
consider “freedom from want” a fundamental human right. 
As we shall see presently, Awolowo did not give up the idea.

V
In many ways, Awolowo used the platform of practical 
politics to promote the Rule of Law in Nigeria. As Premier 
of Western Nigeria (1954—1959), he established the first 
autonomous judiciary in Nigeria with an African Chief 
Justice appointed 1 July 1955.63 At the same time, by the 
testimony of F.R.A. Williams (Awolowo’s Attorney-General 
and Minister for Local Government), he brought about 
considerable improvement in the conditions of serving 
judicial and legal officers.64 It was not an easy achievement. 
Awolowo had to push through his programme of reforms 
with uncompromising determination and tenacity” against 

the stiff opposition of the senior cadre of the administrative 
Service in the Region.65 The conditions of judicial service 
became a model that was copied eventually throughout the 
country.

It was under his Premiership that the statutory laws of 
Western Nigeria was revised and compiled into seven volu­
mes between 1957 and 1959. The rationale for the revision 
and compilation of the Region's statutory laws would 
appear to be simply the desire for efficiency in the adminis-
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the organisation of customary courts,7 
Agriculture,7 2 Communal Land Rights,7 

5

tration of justice. Fatayi Williams, one of the two assistants 
to the Commissioner for the revision of the laws, Sir John 
Verity, explained:

It became necessary for the Government of the Western 
Region to extract from the Statute Laws of Nigeria a 
whole body of Statute laws which were considered to be 
regional in content. Added to this assignment was the 
re-enactment with suitable modification, where neces­
sary, of all English statutes, having force and effect in 
the Region which were of general application and in force 
in Nigeria before 1 January 1900.66

In the words of the then Attorney-General, F.R.A. Williams, 
the programme of revision and compilation of laws was 
undertaken “to ensure that all the statute laws which have 
been in force in this Region shall be on our own Statute 
Books”.67 Here again, the Western Region set the pace for 
the rest of the country to follow.68

The revision and compilation of the laws of Western 
Nigeria was much more than an effort at indigenizing English 
statutory laws “as were deemed, appropriate to the present 
circumstances of the Region” Contained within the seven 
volumes were laws initiated by Awolowo’s Government 
undergirding the measures he took for the socio-economic 
development of the Region. The laws covered such areas 
as education,69 the organisation of customary courts,70 
Public Health,71 Agriculture,72 Communal Land Rights,73 
Chiefs,74 Local Government75 and others. The minimum 
the laws would have achieved in these areas was a degree 
of certainty and efficiency.

The use of the courts by Awolowo and his Party, the 
Action Group, in the protection of the Human Rights of 
political supporters has not received the attention of obser­
vers of the Nigerian Political Scene. Quite a large number 
of lawyers were drawn to the Party, the Party headquarters 
at Ibadan by August 1958 had a list of forty-one.76 If by 
1958 it was felt that the scope ol legal work in getting the 
Party established in the North "does not require posting
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of more than two lawyers” there,7 7 by the following year, 
when the Party was making inroads into the North in prepa­
ration for the Federal Elections of that year, there were 
Action Group lawyers in practically all the thirteen Provin­
ces of the North.78 In late 1959 every team of campaign 
workers despatched to the North included at least one 
lawyer.79

The scarcity of Magistrates’ courts posed a serious obsta­
cle,8 0 but it would appear the lawyers scored at least some 
degree of success in defending Action Group Party suppor­
ters in the Region. Adedapo Adeniran, the Action Group 
solicitor for Ilorin and Kabba Provinces “defended gratui­
tously” the Party’s Field Secretary for Kabba when he was 
charged for murder in 1958.81 G.A. Osinowo reported from 
Niger Province in November 1959 that he was able "to 
counteract these forces of oppression and victimization" 
by filing actions against the political opponents of the Ac­
tion Group in the High Court, and publicising their atroci­
ties in the newspaper press. Even a non-lawyer stalwart 
of the Party like J.E. Babalola was able to invoke “the Fun­
damental Human Rights of our Constitution to frighten 
Serikis and chiefs of dongaris to grant us permit to cam­
paign” in Auna, Lapai and Diko in the Niger Province to­
wards the end of 1959.8 2

The lawyer’s presence could have a dramatic impact as 
this testimony on the professional activities of Adedapo 
Adeniran would indicate:

The mere mention of Lawyer makes all supporters of 
NPC (Northern People’s Congress) shake in the whole of 
florin Emirate, and all the bush people in Ilorin Emirate 
keep on praying for him daily as he is their saviour... He 
has done a very great work since he has been here. Before 
Lawyer Adeniran came here, there were many AG mem­
bers in jail, but since Lawyer Adeniran started his work, 
he has sent many NPC to jail in the ratio of about 5 to 1. 
Lawyer Adeniran should be worshipped by those who 
know and value his work.83
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The lawyers’ role in the Party’s programme of activities in the 
late 1950s in the North might have helped in reinforcing the 
self-confidence of supporters, but the day of the enthrone­
ment of the Rule of Law was certainly not in sight. As Awo- 
lowo noted in his Presidential Address to the Party confe­
rence held late October 1960,

The fundamental human rights entrenched in our Consti­
tution for the freedom and happiness of our people are 
being violated daily in different parts of the North. Our 
resident lawyers are hard put to it to catch up with the pace 
ana multitude of such violation.84

More violations of Human Rights were yet to come in the 
North and in the rest of the country as well in the dark 
days ahead, culminating in the complete breakdown of law 
jnd order by January 1966 when the Military took over 
the administration of the country.

Events in the Second Republic (1979—1983) did 
indicate that Awolowo never gave up his propensity in 
politics to resort to the law courts to champion the Rule of 
Law. He himself challenged the election of Shehu Shagari 
as the country’s President in Obafemi Awolowo v. Shehu 
Shagari and Others (1979)85. His close political associate, 
Abraham Adesanya, in Abraham Adesanya v. President of 
the Federal Republic of Nigeria and Another (1981)86 
unsuccessfully challenged the constitutionality of the appoin­
tment of Ovie-Whiskey as Chairman of the Federal Electoral 
Commission. Bendel State, controlled by Awolowo’s political 
Party in the Second Republic, the Unity Party of Nigeria, 
in Attorney-General. Bendel State v. The Federation 
(1982)87 successfully challenged the constitutionality of a 
Bill purportedly setting out a new formula for revenue allo­
cation in the Federation.

Undoubtedly, the most celebrated case in the Second 
Republic directly touching on Human Rights and the Rule of 
Law was Shugaba Abdulrahainan Darman v. The Federal 
Minister of Internal Affairs and Others (1980)8 8. Shugaba,
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the Majority Leader in the Borno House of Assembly, was 
forcibly deported to the Chad Republic by the Federal 
Government on the ground that he was an alien. Shugaba 
successfully established his claim to be a Nigerian. Behind 
the scene Awolowo played a major role in ensuring a success­
ful defence. He personally despatched to Maiduguri, where 
the case was heard, a number of his professional colleagues, 
including a Senior Advocate of Nigeria, “to help test in the 
law court the supremacy of the constitution with its clear 
provision for the inalienable right of the individual to a fair 
trial”.89

VI
We need not dilate too heavily here upon Awolowo’s 
thoughts on the dynamic aspect of the Rule of Law. The 
dynamic aspect of the Rule of Law, the reader will recall, 
seeks to confer upon the individual person certain positive 
advantages, and provide him facilities for the development 
of his physical, mental and social well-being. Awolowo has 
written at length on the subject matter; it is fair, indeed, 
to say that a great deal of his intellectual output between 
1963 and 1987 — in lectures, addresses, books and pamph­
lets- was devoted to the theme of how to improve the 
living conditions of Nigerians.

We noted earlier how at the 1958 Constitutional confe­
rence he unsuccessfully advocated that “freedom from want" 
be a Fundamental Right to ber entrenched in the 1960 
Independence Constitution. Said he:

The Governments of the Federation ... must from time 
to time devise ways and means of guaranteeing a sound 
economy for the country as a whole, and of raising enough 
money to ensure that all the Governments in the Federa­
tion are able to maintain their existing services and pro­
gressively expand them in the future, and that, in particu­
lar, backward areas are assisted to move forward with 
sufficient speed to catch up with the advanced areas in 
such essential services as Education, Health and road 
communications.90
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Consistent with this line of thought, his Party, the Action 
Group, adopted Democratic. Socialism as an ideology by 
October 1, 1960, with one cardinal principle being “the 
provision by the State of social services for the entire peo­
ple”.’ 1

He elaborated upon the concept of social services in his 
later writings. The rights to social services, he wrote in 
Thoughts on Nigerian Constitution 1966, should include 
the following rights:’2 
Right to education.
Right to work and to just remuneration.
Right to just and favourable conditions of work.
Right to protection against unemployment.
Right to social security, especially in the event of unemploy­
ment, sickness, disability or old age.
Right to property and to protection of property against 
confiscation or acquisition without compensation.
Freedom from discrimination on any grounds, and with 
respect to the enjoyment of any right whatsoever.
Right of eVery child, whether bom in or out of wedlock, 
To equality of treatment and social protection.

From 1963 on, Awolowo consistently maintained in his 
writings that these rights should be entrenched in the Consti­
tution of the Nigerian Federation. “The world”, he insisted; 
“has moved very far away from the era when it was believed 
that the only rights which a government is called upon to 
guarantee and protect are the natural rights of man”.’3 
In The People's Republic (1968) he declared that these 
rights are “inherent in every man and are inalienable”.’* 
In his contribution to the debate on the draft of the 1979 
Constitution he called the provision of these social services 
“the raison d'etre, the bedrock, and indeed, the original 
legitimacy of the State, ... the ends for which a State is 
ordained” 95

The novelty in Awolowo’s thoughts on social services as 
rights is his ardent insistence that they should be justiciable. 
His concern for the welfare of the common man is obvious
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in his reasoning. “Experience has shown that in underdeve­
loped countries”, he wrote, “these rights must be fully set 
out and entrenched in a written constitution if they are to 
have any chance at all of due recognition and enforce­
ment”.96 On another occasion he made it clear that unless 
the social objectives of the Constitution “are clearly defi­
ned... and provisions made for their legal enforcement", 
the State “will drift and suffer instability and turmoil”.” 
He asserted that consitutional obligations between the 
people on the one hand and the State on the other must 
be mutual. It is therefore wrong, he said, to “provide for 
the justiciability of the duties laid on the people towards 
the State and for the non-justiciability of the [social] obliga­
tions which the State owes to the people”.98

Awolowo’s conviction about the justiciability of the 
social objectives of government could have been bom out 
of the rapid pace of social development achieved by the 
Western Region under his leadership between 1952 and 
1959.99 But, with all due respect, I doubt if all the social 
objectives of the Constitution (embodied in Chapter II of 
the 1979 Constitution as Fundamental Objectives and 
Directive Principles of State Policy) can be justiciable. 
Legal enforcement of a number of them bristles with diffi­
culties. How will the court determine, for .instance with 
respect to section 18(3) of the 1979 Constitution, when 
the State is in a position to provide free secondary or uni­
versity education, if this were to become justiciable? 1 
believe a distinction should be made between social objec­
tives which can, and should, be achieved through the poli­
tical process, by constitutional or democratic change of 
government, if need be, and those rights of the individual 
which are peculiarly within the competence of the courts 
to ascertain and enforce. Again, the principle of justicia­
bility of Fundamental Social Objectives, when carried too 
far, may endanger the delicate balance of power between 
the judiciary on the one hand, and the legislative and exe­
cutive branches of government on the other.
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Let the fundamental objectives of the Nigerian constitu­
tion remain, in the words of Hon. Justice C.A. Oputa, “gui­
ding principles for all legislation, for all administration and 
for the implementation of all governmental functions at 
Local, State and National levels”.100 Ensuring that govern­
ments fashion out policies in conformity with their letter 
and spirit is the province of politics. The Rule of Law is 
not, and should not be, limited to the court of law. In its 
more expansive, more dynamic signification, it is, indeed, a 
function of politics, when politics is perceived by those who 
lead their fellowmen as the art of selfless service and no 
more.

VII

It is fair to say, in conclusion, that Awolowo’s contribu­
tion to the process of establishing the Rule of Law -in all 
its significations- has been considerable. He seemed to have 
had an abiding faith in it as a potent instrument for orde­
ring the society along the path of justice and societal well­
being. In the fields of Law and politics, he strove to see it 
established in the country with all his talents and energy. 
The task is, of course, not completed, and the Rule of Law 
is, as yet, a frail and fragile legacy. “The struggle for law”, 
warned Rudolf von Jhering, “is an everlasting one, for poli­
tical power, whether in the hands of an individual or the 
community, is never at any time or in any place ready to 
acknowledge any limits”.101 Eternal vigilance is called for 
on the part of all those who are deeply concerned about 
justice and the dignity of the human person.

Awolowo has himself written enough to indicate how long 
is the road we still have to travel to reach that Promised 
Land of prosperity and contentment under Law. His book, 
The Travails of Democracy and the Rule of Law (1987) 
is at once a testimony and a challenge. The struggle for the 
Rule of Law must therefore continue with the same kind of 
dedication, energy and single-mindedness he has demonstra­
ted in his professional and political activities.
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Let no one underestimate the magnitude of the challenge. 
For the prerequisites for the- Rule of Law are not yet fully 
developed in Nigeria. There are courageous souls on the 
Bench, but there are those also who, in the colonial tradi­
tion, are “more executive-minded than the Executive” in 
their judicial orientation.1 02 The Bar, too, as a body, has not 
always been fearless. It probably reached the nadir of its 
popular esteem in 1983 when, in the face of many obno­
xious decrees by the then military regime, it would appear 
to have lost a sense of mission as champions of human 
rights.10 3 There have been strange doctrines and modes 
of thinking from the Bar and the Bench which are not 
conducive to a healthy development of the Rule of Law. 
The concept of Grundnorm has been defined to be almost 
synonymous with the Federal Military Government, and 
Liversidge n. Anderson (1942)104 has been strained to 
produce a controversial definition of “public interest”.1115 
The celebrated Lakanmi case,106 one proud moment in 
the history of the Nigerian judiciary when it asserted its 
independence, is now being regarded as an instance when 
the judiciary “took a dangerous stand on a banana skin”.10’ 
It is a rather dangerous warning that the Supreme Court, 
for the future, “should not allow itself to be found in that 
kind of posture”.1 08

Two other issues relating to the content of law and access 
to the law courts should be regarded as part of the challenge 
Awolowo has left behind. It is not enough to hammer on 
equality before the law; the law must be fair and just, and 
must enhance the development of our culture and way of 
life as a people. A legal system that is used to cloak systemic 
exploitation or day-to-day repression is bound to be coun­
terproductive of social disorder and political instability.

The Rule of Law would remain a mere slogan if the vast 
majority of Nigerians have no access to the law courts. More 
and more, the law and the legal processes are being insulated 
from the masses on account of high costs of justice and the 
psychological barriers impeding the poor to fight for justice.
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BAYO OKUNADE

Awolowo and Human Rights in 
Nigeria

One central theme that runs through the many published 
works, Lectures, Addresses and Speeches of Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo is his commitment to a systematic ordering of his 
immediate world in a certain way. A careful analysis of his 
policies, programmes and practices within and outside gover­
nment inform one of his concern for Human Rights as an end 
and a means to an end of the state. Thus, the promotion of 
fundamental Human Rights is one of the pillars if not the 
most important aspect of his socio-political philosophy and a 
sine qua non for national development.

This paper which appraises the human rights aspects of 
Chief Awolowo’s socio-political philosophy discusses his 
conception of Human Rights, the ends and aims they are to 
achieve as well as a consideration of the prescribed means for 
their protection and enforcement. The consistency and 
vigour with which he pursued these rights in reality are also 
considered. In essence, this study aims at engendering a 
systematic understanding of Chief Awolowo’s contribution 
to the thinking in Human Rights field and the extent to 
which he was able to promote and protect these rights in 
Nigeria.

An attempt is also made at a critique of his Human Rights 
policy within the framework of internationally recognised 
standards, the conception of African leaders in general and
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the countries socio-economic realities.
GENERAL DISCOURSE ON HUMAN RIGHTS
The facts that the meaning, elements and characteristics of 
Human Rights are at times erroneously held as being compre­
hensible to all and its particularly elusive nature necessitates 
discourse on the subject. This is particularly important and 
appropriate for clarification purposes, if x>ne takes cognisance 
of the fact that the subject is so general as to accommodate 
varying and conflicting ideologically and regionally induced 
conceptions, models and approaches.

Human Rights can be described as the inherent and inalie­
nable qualities or status bestowed or bestowable on any 
individuals by the simple fact of their being human, that is, 
they derive in the main from the inherent dignity of the 
human person. These rights, it has been argued;

are created by the state but are external and universal 
institutions, common to all mankind and antedating the 
state and founded irpon natural law.1

At the international level, within and outside the United 
Nations system and in most nation’s settings, Human Rights 
principles have become obligatory on states. So, Humin 
Rights are not s' ^posed to be privileges that flourish only 
in societies abundant in wealth, confidence, social stability 
and a con* .ruity of liberal traditions.’2

As to the essence of Human Rights, they are ordained “to 
protect ordinary people, minorities, groups and races, from 
oppressive rulers and governments.”3 It must be added that 
1 e protection that Human Rights affords protects an indivi 
ual against his fellow individual or human collectivities, 

organizations and institutions. These forms of protection 
are reversible. In all these cases, the responsibility for ensur­
ing the promotion and enforcement of Human Right rests on 

e state. On this ground, Human Rights are claims by indivi- 
u s, groups, among others, against the state.
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights in one of its 

preambular paragraphs recognises “equal and inalienable
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rights of all members of the human family” as “the founda­
tion of freedom, justice and peace in the world’. It also 
stresses the need for the protection of Human Rights “if 
man is not to be compelled to have recourse, as the last 
resort, to rebellion against tyranny and oppression.” And, 
only recently President Reagan asserted that world peace 
is attainable only if governments observe and guarantee 
Human Rights of their citizens.4

From the above essences of human rights, it is evident that 
Human Rights are categorical imperatives for not only 
ensuring the dignity and equality of man, but also, world 
peace. Also, within the United Nations system, observance 
of Human Rights is fundamental to development. So, one can 
understand why Thomas Jefferson regarded the Bill of Rights 
as a document that ‘no just government should refuse.’5

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the 
International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
the International Covenant of Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR) - both adopted and came into force in 1966 
and 1976 respectively - and myriads of instruments within 
and outside the United Nations system define the scope and 
constituents of Human Rights. These stipulate standards or 
framework for assessing Human Rights Policies and practices.

The Universal Declaration and the Covenants which collecti­
vely are regarded as International Bills of Rights are of particu­
lar significance to merit greater attention. But giving the 
inconclusiveness and lack of consensus on the contractual or 
obligatory nature of the Universal Declaration, only the 
two Covenants will attract further discussion. The ICCPR 
ideally represents the traditional Western approach to the 
concept of human rights and it specifies mainly, the ‘classic1 
or ‘natural rights’ and freedoms. The ICESCR is on the other 
hand “more contemporary in purpose” and consists of 
physical and in some cases quantifiable benefits and state of 
being, or the quality of life which the state must promote. 
It imposes on the state the responsibility for the provision of 
certain necessary needs and welfare of its citizens.
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1

Although the composite of these covenants is distinct, 
they should however be put on the same horizontal plane 
and concern in a unitary sense. While it is true that the 
ICCPR and ICESCR were at a point regarded as constituting 
first and second generation rights respectively, a description 
that was not only discriminatory but conferred primacy on 
the formerand discounted the latter; it is equally true that the 
United Nations General Assembly Resoulution 32/130 of 
1977 has established the parity and interdependence of the 
Rights in the two covenants. It states in parts; all Human 
Rights ‘are inalienable’ and that “the full realisation of the 
Covenant of Civil and Political Rights without the enjoyment 
of Covenant of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is 
impossible.”5

The various Human Rights norms have been subscribed to 
in varying degrees by states. However, this does not suggest 
compliance or observance. In fact, only few people in the 
world enjoy the quality of lives that is consistent with modem 
ideas of Human Rights.6 Most Human Rights are being 
flagrantly and grossly violated with impunity. An explana­
tion for this is the general familiar paradox that the state, 
the chief violator of Human Rights has the primary respon­
sibility for the protection and implementation of Human 
Rights. In other words, the dilemma of Human Rights 
enforcement is that such rights must often be defended 
against those agencies (governments) that are supposed 
to be the prime protector of Human Rights. Here comes 
the relevance of an independent judiciary as the adjudica­
ting authority in contestations that may result from Human 
Rights violations. In contemporary international human 
rights law, provisions for, and possi^ljty of complaints of 
a breach, or/and for seeking remedies'to human rights viola­
tions exist in regional or global institutions with (in some 
cases) supra-national adjudicating authority. This is however 

not possible until after the various domestic legal remedies 
have been exhausted.

It is also pertinent to point out here that Human Rights
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provisions, despite their significance are not absolute as there 
are permissible limitations on grounds that are considered 
necessary “for respect of the rights and regulation of others, 
and for the protection of national security, public order 
(order public) or of public health”.7 Restrictions on the 
basis of the limitation clauses are no violations if they are 
.in accordance with the law and are necessary.

In conclusion, it must be noted that the concept of Human 
Rights is a progressively dynamic one and that standard sett­
ing in the field is an on-going one. Similarly, existing instru­
ments are being interpreted to make for the recognition of 
‘new’ categories of rights, thus leading to an enlargement in 
the scope of Rights. Having discussed the concept of Human 
Rights in a general sense, the next part of this paper focuses 
specifically on Chief Awolowo’s conception of Human Rights.
AWO ON HUMAN RIGHTS

In an apparent reaction to the leit motif for the decision 
and the eventual entrechment of the principle of Fundamen­
tal Human Rights in the 1960 Independence Constitution, 
Chief Awolowo expressed the view that.

Fundamental Human Rights arc ordained not for the prote­
ction of ethnic minorities as such, but for the protection 
of the citizens at large against executive and legislative 
tyranny and excesses.8

The Willink Commission set up by the colonial administra­
tion on the recommendation of the 1957 London Constitu­
tional Conference had recommended the inclusion of Funda­
mental Human Rights in the constitution as a “mechanism 
to protect ethnic minorities and to allay their fears of domi­
nation." So, there was no broad-based rationale for its 
inclusion in Nigeria, it was far from being recognised as 
an essential ingredient of a democratic state, the issue of 
minorities notwithstanding.

Any meaningful discussion of Chief Awolowo’s conception 
of Human Rights cannot be undertaken to the exclusion of 
his conception of "development" and his ‘theory’ of the state
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to 
cement

which are essential components of his socio-political philoso­
phy. His position on Human Rights is a derivative of these. 
In fact, the view has been expressed by Ogunmodede in his 
critical interpretation of Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s socio­
political philosophy that human freedom is central to his 
socio-political philosophy. Even, a cursory reading of his 
works right from the Path to Nigerian Freedom (1947) to the 
last of his published works The Travails of Democracy and 
the Rule of Law (1987), and a judgement based on the 
title’ of the book For the Good of The People, that was to 

be the last in his last trilogy confirm this. ‘Man’, to Chief 
Awolowo is,

the ultimate object and prime mover and initiator and 
organiser of all economic and political activities....10

To him, man is endowed with ‘innate talents or latertt 
ability’ which are underterminable ‘until all of them are 
given equal opportunity to develop.’11 The consequences of 
not developing these talents at all or to the fullest will not 
only adversely affect the individual concerned, but according 
to him, ‘the society as a whole also suffers.’1 2 He came to 
the conclusion on the grounds that the development of man 
and the economy are inextricably related.13

On the basis of the above and his realisation that many 
individuals wallow in ignorance, poverty, disease and squalor 
among other deficiencies which are serious incapacities to 
self-development and self-actualisation. Chief Awolowo 
imposed the responsibility for ensuring individual develop­
ment on the State. This he viewed as the State’s primary 
duty, the purpose and end for which the state exists.'14

In a way, similar to the social contract theorists, he attribu­
ted all the organs of the state as well as all social institutions 
to man’s creation;

ensure a congenial atmospnerc lor his economic adian- 
and prosperity and to regulate economic intercourse 

between him and his fellow men within the community i t
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He specifically identified the defence and ‘maintenance of 
internal order and security’, ‘the promotion of economic, 
social and political welfare’ as the basic interrelated purposes 
of the state.16 Of particular significance and relevance to 
our discussion are the social and political welfare objectives of 
the state which in Awolowo’s analysis are no more than the 
state resposibility to conduct its affairs along the provisions 
in the two Covenants.17 So the two categories of rights were 
considered to be inalienable and of equal importance, a. sort 
of unitary conception of the provisions in the two Covenants 
along the United Nations position.18 He argued elsewhere 
that,

By, living in the nation states and in organised communities, 
man has acquired new rights which are now regarded, by 
many civilised countries, just as inalienable as those rights 
with which nature endows him at birth.19

Two of such ‘new rights’ according to him are education and 
health which were the two most important issues that attrac­
ted his greatest attention in his life time. The reasons for man’s 
indefeasible entitlement to these rights he asserted, ‘are so 
weighty’. He concluded that ‘poverty and statehood are 
antithetic’ and that a state which manages its affairs in a 
manner other than that which promotes the interest of the vast 
majority of its people ‘has failed to live up to his legitimacy’2 0 
It is on the state’s ability to promote the common good that 
its legitimacy or the loyalty of the citizens to it lies as ‘man is 
not loyal to a ....State for its own sake’.21 On the whole, he 
concluded that under normal situation, ‘it is only within the 
state that man can enjoy personal freedom and live a full 
happy life’.2 2

Another important aspect of Chief Awolowo’s conception 
of Human Rights is his insistence on a formal declaration 
and entrenchment of Fundamental Human Rights, in the 
Constitution. This should include, the various ‘normative 
social objectives’ which from a careful reading of his writings 
are Human Rights proper.2 3 According to him, it is necessary 
to make -the provision in the Constitution ex abundanti cau- 
teeoandjusticiable too in order to avoid “the policy of drift’.2 4
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This position should be appreciated because, despite the fact 
that an entrenchment of the bill of rights or a written consti­
tution is not necessarily the hallmark of democracy, it 
nevertheless constitutes a potential ‘insurance against tyranny 
provided the judicary is impartial ’ This explains why he 
viewed the judiciary ‘as the citizens bulwark of last resort’ 
against tyranny.

In a way that conformed with our discussion on'restric­
tion to Human Rights in the preceding part of this paper, 
Chief Awolowo advanced the view that ‘true freedom’ or 
‘absolute freedom’ which he viewed as a state of being free 
to do whatever one likes at whatever time, only exists in 
theory. He cautioned that ‘absolute freedom’ is bound ‘to 
degenerate into licence and lead to endless clash of interests 
with disastrous consequences.’ Therefore, Human Rights 
should be enjoyed ‘with due and strict regard to its enjoy­
ment by other persons.’ However such restraints are permiss­
ible ‘for the purpose and freedom of others, and such as is 
necessitated by war, emergency, epidemic, or the execution 
of judical decisions’. These are also exceptional situations for 
derogation.2 5

His strategy for guaranteeing the enjoyment and enforce­
ment of Human Rights is no other than his multi-party 
democratic socialist alternative to social order.26 He did not 
hide his abhorrence for the status-quo, capitalism and revolu­
tionary or pure Marxian Socialist approaches. So, for him., 
the enjoyment and promotion of Human Rights are only 
realisable within a democratic setting. To him ‘there 
can be no alternative to a democratic way of life’ if the aim 
of the government is the promotion of the people’s welfare.2’ 
His preference for a two party or multi-party democracy even 
within a socialist setting is based on his view that ‘democracy 
and one party system arc absolutely antithetic’ and that ‘one 
of the quintessences of democracy is a multi-party system.’2’

Despite his believe that ‘no system is wholly evil’ or none 
is ‘an unmixed perfect blessing’ his preference for the social­
ist approach or alternative was based on certain facts of
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history. One of the reasons is- that, he held that, ‘capitalism 
has failed’ and it is ‘doomed to perish’, that the only system 
that has every chance of success in contemporary world 
and in future is socialism because of ‘its intrinsic harmony 
with the dialectic’.2 9 Secondly, his choice was based on the 
aim of socialism which according to him is;

to bring about an economic commonwealth to whreh-the 
need of all regardless of birth and-status in life, as opposed 
to and-distinct from the profit makiiig desires of some, will 
be satisfied.30

Lastly, his choice was conditioned by the fact that capitalism 
is afflicted with certain social and economic problems viz: 
inflation strikes, unemployment, poverty in midst of plenty, 
among others, which are absent or present in lesser degree in 
a socialist setting.

On the basis of the above, he regarded democratic social­
ism as the best political ideal for mankind, a framework for 
ushering in ‘social justice, equal opportunity for all and the 
well-being of the individual’3 2 which are the central goals 
of human rights.

AWC AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN NIGERIA

Expectedly, the colonial situation among other factors33 
influenced Chief Awolowo’s conceptions of Human Rights. 
He like other nationalists recognised the right to political 
self-determination and political independence for the sub­
jects in the colonies. His first major work. Path to Nigerian 
Freedom (1947) adequately and fearlessly dealt with this. 
In it, he advanced the view that, ‘colonialism and political 
domination are negations of the right to self determination 
which cannot be justified by any standard of morality’34 
So, the eqjoyment of the right to self-government or poli­
tical self-determination is ‘hot subject to negotiation or 
even debate.’35 The publication undoubtedly created grea­
ter' political awareness, exacerbated ant'i-colonial struggle 
and heightened the demand for the right to self-deter­
mination in Nigeria and elsewhere on a higher scale.

An opportunity for pursuing the expressions in the Path
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to... in a more systematic way under his leadership came 
when he and his associates formed the Action Group (AG) 
from a Yoruba socio-cultural organisation in 1951. At a time 
when most nationalists and political organisations inclu­
ding political parties in the colonies were pursuing their 
right to political independence to the exclusion of social 
well-being of the citizens, on the grounds that political 
independence would automatically usher in the good 
things of life; the Action Group, a party whose principles 
and objectives were no more than Chief Awolowo’s pursued 
these simultaneously. The party dedicated itself to ensuring 
freedom from British Rule, freedom from ignorance, free­
dom from disease and freedom from want.37 These princi­
ples which were summarised in the Party’s motto — ‘Free­
dom For All, Life More Abundant’ — were standards set 
by the Party to pursue for the people of the defunct Wes­
tern Nigeria in particular and Nigeria in general.

In the actual programme output, the AG promised the 
people that before the end of its five year-term (1951-6) 
certain specifics would have been achieved and some pro­
grammes that should be pursued on' a continuous basis 
should have begun. Some of these were, the immediate 
termination of colonial rule, the education of all children 
of school going age, the general elightenment of all illite­
rate adults all illiterate children above school going age. 
Others were, the provision of health, general welfare for 
all people and the total abolition of want by the most expe­
dient and effective economic policy.3 8

Although the above were not stated in strict Human 
Rights terms until later, nevertheless, their pursuit 
did not only have positive consequences on Human Rights, 
but by simple logic, they are a recognition by the AG that 
the components of the various programmes are the citizens' 
entitlements. It must be added here that apart from the 
freedom from colonial rule (which however, at independence 
had been replaced by freedom from fellow Nigerians, feuda­
lism among others), the principles remained to a large extent
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the mainstay of Chief Awolowo’s social package for societal 
transformation. His writings were to a large extent an elabo­
ration of these central principles.

While the various principles were of immense importance 
and were pursued as a package in Western Nigeria, the AG 
recognising that freedom from colonial rule was a sine qua 
nop to their solving the country’s problems in their own 
way and in their own interest sought all effective 
constitutional means to terminate British rule. If the histo­
ric 1953 Motion by Chief Anthony Enahoro that.39 the 
House of Representatives “accepts as a primary political 
objective the attainment of self government for Nigeria in 
1956’- — a motion which to Chief Awolowo constituted 
‘the most prominent landmark in Nigeria struggle for free­
dom’ and the unmistakable beginning of the termination 
of colonial rule - was passed, a counter-factual argument 
that Nigeria’s independence could have been earlier can be 
advanced.

By 1956, the year which marked the end of the five year 
term of the Party, all the programme and more, except the 
first which was beyond the Party were achieved in the Western 
Region. Chief Awolowo and the AG have been credited 
with certain achievements some of which are in the field of 
Education, Health, Administration among others which had a 
lot of implication for the promotion of human rights:40 
Particular mention should be made of his contribution to 
the promotion of democratic rights starting with the demo- 
cratisation of local government (Native Authority System) 
councils, the introduction of voting by symbol in 1953 and 
the utilisation of steel ballot boxes and security printed 
ballot papers in Western Region in 1956. His labour policy 
in Western Nigeria had also been acclaimed the most enligh­
tened in Nigeria at least before independence. The minimum 
daily pay in the Region was doubled in 1954 and was further 
increased in 1959?

Chief Awolowo’s Thoughts on Nigerian Constitution 
(1966) which addressed Nigeria’s Constitutional and political
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The world, has moved very far away from the era it was 
believed that the only rights which a government is called 
upon to guarantee and protect are the natural rights of 
man.43

problems especially in post-colonial era and was to be a bit. 
print for post-military civilian administration could fc. 
regarded as the most authentic writing Awolowo had oj 
Human Rights (among other constitutional issues) in general 
and in Nigeria in particular. His subsequent writings oj 
the subject only elaborated or dealt with the ‘strategy and 
tactics for effecting the ideals in the Thoughts on ..a son 
of attempts at ‘establishing a convincing case for their practi­
cability ’ Awolowo, on the basis of his analysis of the Nige­
ria situation in the first six years of independence concluded 
that, though we are ostensibly free as a nation, yetasapeo- 
pie, we remain tightly shackled in the chains of ignorance, 
disease, want and native tyranny.41
To him, the first Republic, including its Constitution, are 
guilty of three principal offences namely, regionalism, 
tribalism and corruption. And of the 33 operational and con­
stitutional items, he identified as causes of the fall of Nigeria's 
first Republic, 12 were strictly Human Rights related.

A consideration of some defects in Human Rights related 
provisions in the 1963 constitution which he identified is 
appropriate here. While Chief Awolowo acknowledged the 
fact that the Chapter Three of the 1963 Constitution dealing 
with Fundamental Human Rights contained rights that were 
largely taken from the Universal Declaration, on the other 
hand, he pointed out that the provisions suffered two main 
defects. The first is the limitedness of the scope of rights 
The aspects on Human Right, contrary to expectation, 
ma not include any of the fundamental social rights contai­
ned in the Universal Declaration. Of this defect, he wrote,
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This certainly was a rejection of the Western model of 
Human Rights, this was at a time when the controversy 
on the status of the International Covenants on Economic 
Social and Cultural Rights was still on.

Although, some civil and political rights were entren­
ched, Chief Awolowo was very critical about the way rights 
were embodied in the Constitution.'"’ To him all the rights 
except ‘freedom from intentional deprivation of life’, from 
slavery, servitude, or forced labour “and fronr deprivation 
of personal liberty” were so limited in the section of the 
Constitution providing for them in ways that made them 
nugatory. Some provisions in the 1963 Constitution constitu­
ted a grave defect and invariably “permits the subjection o.f 
man to torture, inhuman and degrading punishment or treat­
ment, in certain parts of the country.” He further stated that 
this defect allowed discriminations especially against the 
female sex and made it “lawful for discriminatory restrictions 
to be imposed with respect to the acquisition or use of land 
or other property.”46

The above defects in respect of Human Rights provision 
among others in the 1963 Constitution were according to 
him, responsible more in practice than in theory, for evils 
and the ruins of the First Republic. So, Awolowo in addres­
sing ‘he issue of a new Constitution proposed twenty-nine prin­
ciples, five of which were specifically Human Rights related. 
These were broadly stated in respect of the need for the entren­
chment of the Bill of Rights in the Constitution including 
Normative Social Objectives, democratic rights and Human 
Rights restrictions and limitations.4 7 These have been discus­
sed in the last part of this paper, so a repetition is unneces­
sary here.

In respect of specific rights, he did not only elaborate 
on the civil and political rights enshrined in the 1963 consti­
tutions but suggested that, in order to remove the defects in the 
1963 constitution, the new constitution should include a far 
reaching catalogue of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 
He gave a list of such economic and social rights as - right
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to education, to work and just renumeration, to just and 
favourable conditions of work, to protection against un­
employment, to social security, especially in the event of 
unemployment, sickness, disability, or old age and right 
to property. Others are, the right to protection of property 
against confiscation or acquisition without compensation, 
from discrimination on any grounds, and with respect to 
the enjoyment of any right whatsoever, and lastly, the right 
of every child whether bom in or out of wedlock, to equality 
of treatment and social protection.48

These rights are convincingly revolutionary, even in con­
temporary Nigeria, they are being debated in most cases as 
mere social goals and not necessarily as Human Rights. 
And as already stated, derogation and limitations to these 
rights shall only be lawful if imposed solely for the purpose 
of securing due respect for the rights and freedom of others.

While there is a seeming consensus that the Thoughts ... 
had some profound impact on the defunct Second Republi­
can Constitution (1979), the first, after Awolowo wrote his 
book, this influence did not affect the Human Rights pro­
visions in the Constitution. The first defect in the 1963 
constitution remain unresolved as the Chapter IV of the 
constitution dealing with Fundamental Human Rights 
excluded economic and social rights. The provisions in 
respect of economic and cultural rights were contained 
in very broad terms in some cases, in Chapter II of the 
1979 Constitution dealing with what it calls ‘Fundamental 
Objectives and Directive Principles of State Policy’. This 
has been subjected to a lot of criticisms. The provisions 
in the Chapter are regarded as mere elliptical statements 
and are not justiciable and are also of no effect. To Awo 
lowo, the way the provision was enshrined in the Consti­
tution reduced it to “empty platitudes and hollow admoni­
tions which have no place( in a Constitution ... whose pro­
visions must IPSO FACTO be justiciable and legally enfor­
ceable.”49

The lifting of ban on party politics in 1978 as a step



AWOLOWO AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN NIGERIA 763

towards the democratisation of the political system affor­
ded Awolowo (and his associates) the earliest opportunity 
to effect his Human Rights policy. Despite the dwindling 
economic fortune of Nigeria.and the fact that the Obasanjo 
military administration had commenced series of austerity 
policy measures, Chief Awolowo committed the Unity Party 
of Nigeria (UPN) - that was regarded as a re-incarnate of 
the AG - to the ideals especially the social rights provisions 
in the'Thoughts .... The UPN according to him is “dedicated 
to the improvement of the quality of life of the citizens 
of Nigeria” and that the party is guided by one great prin­
ciple — “The glory of a Ruler is the welfare of everyone of 
his people.”50

He expressed the optimism that the four cardinal pro­
grammes of the party viz: free education, free health, inte­
grated rural development and full employment

. . .will, on implementation represent a revolutionary 
leap forward in Nigeria’s relentless march to individual 
freedom, prosperity, and happiness of all citizens.51

One becomes very critical of his optimism if one recalls 
that, the Fourth National Development Plan (1981-85) 
categorically excluded education and health among other 
social sector programmes on the ground of what the Plan 
refers to as “existing potential constraints’.52 But the facts 
of the Second Republic seemed not to have validated this 
aspect of the Plan. The problems of the Second Republic 

"were even more than ‘the policy of drift which characteri­
sed the First Republic.’ The inadequacy in the manner of 
entrenchment of. Human Rights provision is partly respon­
sible for’this.

The debate on what constitutes an adequate Human 
Rights policy is still raging on, in fact the recent Fede­
ral Military Government position on this aspect of the 
Political Bureau Report cannot be regarded as being conclu­
sive, this will attract some consideration in our next part 
which assesses Chief Awolowo’s Human Right policy.
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(a)

AN APPRAISAL

From the discussion above it is not an overstatement that 
Chief Awolowo had a clear perception of the subject of 
Human Rights and that he made some remarkable (both 
in theory and practice) achievements in the promotion- of 
Human Rights particularly in Nigeria. In fact, His Human 
Rights view is an essential aspect of his socio-political philo­
sophy that qualified him as ‘the greatest Nigerian political 
theoretician and controversialist’ even after his transition. 
Also, it should be recognised that he had a clearer and 
broader perception of Fundamental Human Rights and had 
resolved the controversy between the status of the two 
Covenants long before the issue was resolved by the United 
Nations. Furthermore, to date, Chief Awolowo’s Human 
Rights standards and Human Rights related policies are 
standards yet to be matched, in fact, recent develop­
ments seem to suggest that Nigeria is drifting farther away 
from even recognising them as values worthy of pursuit.

From our understanding of Chief Awolowo’s discourse 
on Human Rights, he is exceptional when compared with 
most African leaders. His thoughts on Human Rights did 
not give any credit to the trend and perceived relationship 
between Human Rights and Development in Africa. He did 
not subscribe to the consensus among African leaders that 
Human Right and Development are negatively related and 
that Human Rights is inimical to the stability, unity and 
development of African states.

For Awolowo, the propositions below which summarise 
the
emphasising, delaying or

argument of African leaders in support of their de- 
totally ignoring Human Rights or 

their intention to do it would be false. These propositions 
are stated as follows:53

democracy is unsuitable to developing countries 
because it encourages unrest, which is inimical 
to rapid economic development;

(b) discipline is essential to development and can only
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(c)

(d)

(e)

and, (0

be ensured by resting ultimate authority in the hands 
of one leader, or a small elite group und?r a one party 
arrangement;
before Human Rights could be respected, a degree of 
modernization must be achieved;
Human Rights are meaningless until development is 
achieved and the latter must be given priority;
the main concern is nation building and when that 
is completed consideration will be given to Human 
Rights issues;
certain international norms are inappropriate in view 
of cultural and other conditions in a particular 
country.

So, Awolowo was an exception to the bewildering igno­
rance on the positive relationship between Human Rights 
and national development. To him, there is an intrinsic 
relationshio between the two and he did not see any chance 
for development in the absence of respect for Human Rights. 
He held the contemporary meaning of development which 
regards human person as the subject and not object of 
development. This conception of development necessitates 
the need for developmental activities to be channelled 
toward “the realisation of the potentialities” of “both material 
and non-material needs” and respect for Human Rights.

Rather than- African leaders (or states) wanting to ward 
off threats tq unity and their political positions by abridging 
Human Rights, Awolowo’s recipe is the recognition and 
enforcement of Human Rights.. He put this succinctly;

In order ... to discharge one'of its primary functions of 
maintaining internal order and security, and to ensure its 
own solidarity and survival every state must recognise, 
and guarantee to all its citizens, the Fundamental Rights of 
man.54



He later advised all African Governments to take early 
steps;
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The sooner this could be done, “the better for the material 
progress” of all the peoples of Africa and “for the enhance­
ment of Africa’s self respect as a civilised continent in the 
country of nations.”

An existing detailed comment or criticism of Awolowo’s 
theory of the state, that relates to the above needs to be 
examined. Given Awolowo’s conception of the relation­
ship between Human Rights and Development, both of which 
are to be ensured by the state, Ogunmodede’s question 
that56 - Is the State really a Father Christmas or Santa 
Claus who dishes out goodies free of charge to the people? 
does not arise. Also Awolowo’s conception of the state does 
not necessarily have to encourage “indolence and laziness 
among citizens” instead, it is the opposite that should be 
expected. A revisit to his position on the legitimacy of the 
state, his rationale for Human Rights and the relationship 
between under-development of man’s talents and under­
development is necessary here. Even if one assumes the 
role of the state as that of a ‘Father Christmas’, to Awolowo, 
it is a sort of purposive investment that has the potentiality 
of enhancing development in future. It should also be added 
that, these prescribed roles of the State obtain elsewhere 
especially in the developed worlds, although on a selective 
and not a universal basis.

Some criticisms relating mainly to the means for ensuring 
the enjoyment of Human Rights rather than the contents 
of Human Rights could be- identified. His preference for a 
multi-party democratic socialist state is suspect. Some 
questions are apt; How does one effect the socialist transfor­
mation through the ballot box?. Can the ‘meticulous plan­
ning’ and ‘social discipline’ required be guaranteed?, and

to liberalise and democratise themselves, to acknowledge 
and defer to the sovereignty of the people and to restore 
all the freedoms enshrined in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights.55
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lastly, can the dynamics of the multi-party democratic 
socialist approach guarantee the continuity of goals, leader­
ship and efforts?

Given real life situation, particularly the contradictions 
in Nigerian society, there is a limit to which one can answer 
these questions in the affirmative. With this how can the 
transformation take place without some autocratic doses,? 
More importantly, Chief Awolowo’s claim to being a 
democratic socialist was challenged on a number of times. 
In his defence of the autocratic charge, and in his reaction 
to Chief Akintola’s graphic impression about him that, “it is 
much easier to move the earth from its orbit than to get 
Chief Awolowo to change his stand once he makes up his, 
mind”, Chief Awolowo accepted the truth of the statement 
(barring its touch of hyperbole) as far as ‘goals, ideals, and 
principles’ are concerned because according to him;

one can be flexible about means and methods, one must be 
absolutely rigid and immutable about goals, principles and 
ideals. once one is convinced that one is right.57

Possibly, here lies his strength and consistency as ‘an un­
swerving and irrepressible upholder, of the principle of demo­
cracy and the rule of law’ and ‘a pace setter in many ways’, 
in the political life of Nigeria. At the same time, this was 
probably his major weakness which establishes him in between 
the autocratic and democratic continuum. But it could be said 
in fairness to Chief Awolowo that the other views more often 
than not had been proved wrong by events.

Also, the possibility of some flexibility in means and 
methods perhaps explains his vacillating between socialist 
and capitalist strategies. At a point, he talked of the need 
for the nationalisation instead of liberalisation of the eco­
nomy (1970) and between 1979 and 1983 he had vacilla­
ted' between privatisation and Taxation as policy instruments 
for the socialist transformation. In fact, he acknowledged that 
‘a$ a practical politician and economist’ he was “sometimes 
eclectic in making use of the best in all the rival ideological
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2.

And lastly, in his acceptance speech delivered to the UPN 
on the occasion of his nomination as the Party’s Presidential 
candidate in 1978, he said:

In return for this privilege, I solemnly offer and pro­
mise, in the presence of God, that, as the holder 
of the office of the Prime Minister of the Federal 
Government of Nigeria, I will strive my very utmost 
to ensure for the entire people of Nigeria — irrespec­
tive of tribe, regional origin/religiOn, and political 
affiliation individual freedom, human dignity, the 
rule of law, material and cultural progress, happiness 
and spiritual well-being.60

In a similar way, in 1965 he claimed to have pledged irrevo­
cably behind prison bars that,

1 hereby dedicate the rest of my life to the services of the 
people of Nigeria, nay of Africa, by promoting their welfare 
and happiness.61

... this high office carries with it enormous obligationsand 
responsibilities. It is not an office of pleasure On the 
contrary, having regard to the democratic setting in which 
the office will be held; having regard to our present econo­

systems” in resolving social problems.5 8 On the whole 
while he could be called ‘an advocate of socialism, but I 
capitalist’,5 9 the acid test to his democratic socialist claim 
would have been his performance in the highest elective 
office in Nigeria. Despite his not being in elective office 
at the national level, one is inclined to believe he would 
have effected his Human Rights policies. Apart from hi! 
enviable record in the Western Nigeria, paragraphs 2 and 3 
of his Affirmation are instructive. These state that:

I ... affirm that, by the grace of God, I, Chief Obi- 
femi Awolowo; will be the Prime Minister of the 
Federation of Nigeria at the conclusion of the said 
Federal Election.

and that,
3.
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Rather than passing Awolowo as being over ambitious 
on the basis of the above, it is more plausible to see him 
as a missioner dedicated to a course, a leader with ‘missionic 
zeal’.

One last criticism of Awolowo’s Human Rights policy 
is the fact that it assumes the availability of requisite resource 
base and that in the absence of such, it could be created. 
The enforcement and promotion of the provisions in his 
Human Rights package certainly require a lot of resources 
in terms of finance, institution and personnel. The problem 
now is how to strike a balance between the resources requi­
red for ensuring Human Rights especially the economic 
and social aspects and those that should go into economic 
development. The fact that Chief Awolowo recognised 
the need to transform the economy to a modem, prospe­
rous and self-supporting one, and the need to boost public 
finance in order to meet the required resources does not solve 
the problem. This is because, apart from his view that Human 
Rights and Development should be pursued simultaneously, 
the former had attached to it specified period (in most cases) 
within which the related programmes must commence. In 
some cases, there is no room for gestation period to harness 
the required economic and other resources. For example, 
from October 1, 1979 in line with its electoral promise, 
the UPN-controlled states embarked on the free health and 
free education policies in an immediate post military era. 
It turned out that the Party was unable to fund the program­
mes adequately, but were said to have “built up mountains 
of debts.” Apart, the fact that adequate resource inputs

mic. political and social circumstances, having regard to 
the legitimate yearnings, and the crying and pressing needs 
of our people, ... it is an office which, to make a real suc­
cess of it, will ipso facto, demand, from its incumbent, 
a kind of industry, self discipline, public probity/tolerance 
... which have no precedent here in Nigeria.62
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CONCLUSIONS

Our discussion in this paper leads to some obvious conclu­
sions on Chief Awolowo’s conception of Human Rights 
iii general and with particular reference to Nigeria.

Essentially, his conception of Human Rights is a deriva­
tive of hij conception of the State, man and development. 
To him the state has the primary responsibility for ensunng 
the welfare of the citizens for the realisation of their talents 
as there can be no development without the development 
of man. Fpr this to be realised Fundamental Rights is basic.

He therefore did not subscribe to the position of most 
African leaders that human rights and development are 
antithetic, and that it should be restricted or delayed to 
facilitate the developmental process.

It is also evident from our discussion that both in principle 
and in substance, his conception of Human Rights is more 
revolutionary and too advanced when compared with what 
obtained in Nigeria’s three post-independence constitutions. 
Also, at policy level, his prescriptions, programmes and to a 
large extent their actual execution are sophisticating and 
adequate. The two major constraints that actually denied 
Nigeria the benefit of his plans are his ‘electoral misfortune’ 
at the centre, a factor that has attracted a lot of reactions 
from the Nigerian public and from Awolowo himself, and 
probably the second is his transition. The absence of resource

were not available, its implementation actually affected 
other aspects of development especially economic develop­
ment. In fact, it could also be argued on the basis of Chief 
Awolowo’s declared preparedness (while emphasising his 
commitment to education) of the UPN to spend one third 
of the national revenue on education,6 3 that such commit­
ment might not only hamper economic development but 
also capable of eroding other Rights especially, economic 
and social Rights.
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base, (given his attested managerial ability and the economic 
mismanagement which has plagued the country’s economy 
which he thought could be reactivated,) is only at this point 
a marginal problem.

To a large extent Chief Awolowo had a lot of influence 
on Human Rights in Nigeria. His criticisms of the 1963 and 
1'979 constitutions were not only eye-openers but prompted 
certain changes especially under the 1979 Constitution. 
As we already pointed out the mode of entrenching Human 
Rights in the 1979 constitution still suffered from what 
Chief Awolowo referred to as a grave defect, this is in respect 
of the status of economic and social rights. The on-going 
search is not likely to match Awolowo’s conception. The 
Federal Military Government comment on .the part of the 
Report of the Political Bureau relating to Human Rights 
gives some indications alon& this line. The Federal Govern­
ment seems to prefer the status quo to the Bureau’s.recom­
mendation calling for an impressive Bill of Rights that should 
include justiciable social objectives as a springboard to a 
‘new social order’, and social justice.64

In conclusion, Awolowo’s Human Rights policy is un­
doubtedly one of hope, an ideal and a challenge to the 
Nigerian State. Despite the desirability of the policy as goals 
that- Nigeria should aspire, the acceptability of the policy 
as desirable principles and indeed its accomplishment seem 
impossible without a struggle which hopefully has started 
and might continue for many years.

Chief Awolowo’s Human Rights policy just as his persona­
lity is exceptional in the Nigerian ruling class if one bears 
in mind that the Nigerian ruling class according to Adebayo 
Williams is distinguishable by its ‘absence of a sense of 
mission.’65 One could conclude further that Awolowo 
and his 'Human Rights policy ‘would have made a crucial 
difference’.
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Part Seven
Education



MICHAEL OMOLEWA

1. INTRODUCTION

Chief Obafemi Awolowo has been recognised both as an edu­
cator and as an educationist. One is not in doubt that he was an 
educator, but the point must be made that he did his educat­
ing chiefly out of the classroom, through his publications and 
during his political campaigns. He was never in love with the 
work of teaching and he persistently found no attraction in 
the teaching profession. Thus, he took the job of Pupil 
Teacher at Imo Wesleyan School, Abeokuta in July 1926 
only after much pleading, and he had left the position pre­
maturely to study at Wesley College, which he again deserted 
before he completed his training. Chief Awolowo’s dream 
was to wear the wig and gown, and not to use the cane. Even 
on his journey he had preferred the work of shorthand-typist 
to that of the teacher. Chief Awolowo was unwavering in 
his attachment to Idw and politics. Thus at the dock during 
his defence at the Treasonable Felony trial, he had introdu­
ced himself, not as a teacher, but ‘By profession, I am a 
barrister and solicitor ... By calling I am a politician.’

As an educationist, Chief Awolowo was a careful student 
of the teaching and learning process. He had a clear idea of 
the curriculum, the use of education and he set aside sections 
of his v.'ork to discuss the subject of education. Chief Awo­
lowo took his business of Chancellor of the University of

32
Awolowo and Seven Years of Mass 
Education Work, 1952-1959: A 
Study on the Question off Number in 
Education
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Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo University) and later of Ahmadu 
Bello University, Zaria, most serious. His addresses to the 
Universities left no one in doubt that Chief Awolowq was 
Among the foremost thinkers of his time. But again, there 
the story ends. Chief Awolowo’s main preoccupation was 
with politics 1 as he rightly titles his post 1 1960 publica­
tions. Chief Awolowo’s work constituted Adventures in 
Power. Education was obviously a political tool, and an 
object that could benefit from his political leadership. But 
his preoccupation was neither with pedagogy nor with and- 
ragogy. Thus, Chief Awolowo could by no means be classi­
fied in the category of educationists such as Socrates, Plato, 
Aristotle, Comenius, Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Herbart, Froebel, 
Dewey, Piaget, Skinner, Brunner, Awokoya, Fafunwa, 
Ransome-Kuti, Ukeje or Eyo Ita. Yet Chief Awolowo is often 
better regarded aS having made his major contribution in 
the area of education. One area that is instantly mentioned 
is the introduction of the Universal Primary Education, 
(UPE) the opening of access to several children who could 
never have benefitted from formal education without the UPE 
programmes.1 Thus the 55 kobo calendar, titled Awo’s 
Words of Wisdom carries the quot; ion:

We are offering Free Education so that every man and 
woman can stand up for himself or herself and find the 
way for the good of society.2

in this paper, we submit that Chief Awolowo’s most 
important contribution was not necessarily in the area of 
Free Primary Education, but more in the area of the expan­
sion of educational facilities at all levels of educational enter­
prise in the Western Region of Nigeria. In the process, he 
demystified access to education and introduced the democra- 
tisation of the opening to education for all Nigerians. We 
shall further seek to address subjects such as the considera­
tion of the origins of educational expansion in Nigeria in 
order to identify the real roots of mass education in the 
country. Finally, we shall examine the issue of quantity and
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quality in education.
The point must be made that it was by no means the 

intention of Chief Awolowo to limit his educational expan­
sion to the primary schools. The scheme launched on 17 
January, 1955 was only a fraction, indeed a modest beginn­
ing, of his Party’s educational expansion programme. Aspects 
of the expansion scheme had to be shelved temporarily, at 
least in the face of the heavy financial toll incurred by 
government on the primary education scheme. As the Banjo 
Commission later observed:

The Regional Government spends 7b percent of its total 
education budget on primary education. We are told that 
nowhere else in the world do governments spend such a 
large proportion of their budget on this aspect of educa­
tion.3

Our study on this subject is necessarily exploratory. For 
one thing, research is scanty. Most writers are eye-witnesses 
whose account constitutes reminiscences rather than critical 
studies. For another, there are so many myths around the 
various acitvities of the controversial Chief that demand a 
systematic consideration. But more significant is the point 
that the personal papers of the Chief, including his diaries, 
have not been, examined and his aides and his foes have 
not been penetratingly interviewed.

For this study, most of the works have been considered 
primary sources offering information on the subject. The 
recent Daily Times of Nigeria (DTN) publication titled 
A WO in the Eyes of the People has a refreshing collection 
of interviews with the elder statesman’s former aides’and 
colleagues. Both Fafunwa and Taiwo were associated with 
the work of Chief Awolowo and watched events at a dose 
range.4 In other words they were ‘part of the history'.

To avoid the danger of presenting a superficial account of 
Chief Awolowo’s ‘adventures in education’, this work has 
been limited to the period from 1952 to 1959 when Chief 
Awolowo was at the head of the Administration' in Western 
Region first as Leader of Government Business and later as 
Premier. During the period, Chief Awolowo offered the
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necessary leadership. The period is rich in archival sources 
which become intolerably scanty as one moves to the more 
recent times. It also offers a foundation on which the Mass 
Education programme was built in later years.

J. THE UNIVERSAL PRIMARY EDUCATION PROJECT

We must first consider the question of the origins of the 
Free Education Scheme in Nigeria. Contemporary opinion 
suggests that Chief Awolowo introduced the idea of free 
education to Nigeria because he himself had suffered consi­
derable hardship during his primary school days following 
the death of his father at an early age.

There is some truth in this opinion. Chief Awolowo him­
self had submitted that:

With the death of my father in April 1920, there was an 
abrupt cessation to my schooling, and all the hopes and 
aspirations which my father had systematically and relent­
lessly instilled in me were remorselessly dashed.5

Chief Awolowo had, as a consequence of the death of his 
father, moved from Ikenne where he had earlier attended two 
primary schools to Abeokuta where he attended, at various 
times, Ibara Anglican. Ogbe Wesleyan. Itesi Wesleyan. Itesi 
Roman Catholic, and Salvation Army School, Imo Wesleyan 
School among others. When he later arrived at Wesley Col­
lege, Ibadan, he had been most touched by the free education 
scheme in operation at the College.

At Wcsle) College. everything was free: tuition, books, 
board and lodging, uniforms... ,6

Later he was to experience considerable anguish during 
his search for education due to his poor financial situation. 
Thus in 1929, he had sold a most valued dress 'to swell my 
meagre savings in order to pay for the correspondence 
courses which 1 took in that-yqgir’. He had also been in need 
of funds for his travel to read law in Britain. He had thus 
addressed himself to a successful businessman in Nigeria 
for a loan of £1,400 free of interest. As he later reported.
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The result was negative. I resolved to fight for the next 
five years, if need be unaided, the Long-drawn battle for 
raising funds to acquire a profession.7

The point must however be made that long before Chief 
Awolowo’s free ducation programme, efforts had been made 
to make provision for the education of children from poor 
homes. Even the colonial government had been touched by 
the efforts of parents who spent their life savings to provide 
education to their children. In the process, government scho­
larships had been introduced. By 1949 50% of such scholar­
ships had been offered ‘to enable boys who would otherwise 
not be able to go tc a secondary school, get into one’. The 
number was shared as follows:

Northern Region - 10
Western Region - 12
Eastern Region — 20

Some schools had also provioed scholarship to the very 
bright pupils who were considered the best in their schools 
‘both in character and ability*. A few scholarships were awar­
ded to pupils whose parents died suddenly and whose parents 
genuinely suffered increasing, financial .difficulties arising 
from the payment of fees.’

Earlier, the Colonial government in Nigeria had suggested 
an increased government financial support to schools, in 
accepting the Ten Year Education Plan prepared by Morris. 
Government had accepted the need ‘for a more effective 
widespread education in Nigeria’ and the gains of education 
‘for the mass of the child population’. Government Plan had 
been shelved on the instruction of the Secretary of State 
who was disappointed that the Plan merely ‘touched the frin­
ge of the problem at a cost out of all proportion to the 
Territory’s economics’.10

Many Nigerians had taken up the challenge and had done for 
the Nigerian masses what the colonial government was un­
willing to do. Community Schools had been established and 
free education provided for the deserving ones.11 Politicians
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had also shown considerable interest in education since the 
formation of the Nigerian Youth Movement. In the post-war 
years, politicians of all the parties in Western Region had also 
been concerned about the problem. Thus on 20 February 
1952, five months before Chief S. 0. Awokoya, Western 
Region’s A.G. Minister for Education, moved his historic 
motion, Chief F.S. Edah of the NCNC had stood up to move 
the motion:

I have no doubt at all in my mind, that future historians 
wno have the honour of chronicling the doings ot our age, 
would have no hesitation whatsoever in acclaiming these 
Sessional Papers as historic and epoch-making.

1 hasten to add that the credit for these schemes would go, 
primarily, to the indomitable and resourseful Action 
Group Government, as the initiators and designers of them, 
and secondary to all of us, as accredited representatives of 
our people . .. Our own knowledge that they gave concrete 
and definite expression to the deepest yearnings and aspira­
tions of our people.13

We shall later return to this subject. But let us move to a 
related one.

That Government should start on a workable programme 
that will give free and compulsory elementary education to 
all children in the Region within two years hence.1

Chief Edah had argued, while speaking to his motion that 
‘the question of free and compulsory elementary education 
in the Region and perhaps in the whole of Nigeria is overdue’.

It was clear from the statements made by Chief Awolowo 
that the Action Group Party had actively considered the 
question of free education bv the election campaigns of 
1951. The Party had also supported the overseas tours of 
Chief Awokoya to the United States, Britain, France, The 
Netherlands, India and Ghana in the course of preparing 
Sessional Papers for the consideration of the Western House 
of Assembly. As Chief Awolowo put it, at the time, the 
Action Group Party whs only seeking to meet the felt needs 
of the electorate and the generality of the people:
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3. EDUCATIONAL EXPANSION PROJECT

The consideration of Chief Awolowo, his party and people 
was not limited to the primary education level. Rather, the 
primary education programme was conceived as the begin- 
ing of an education package fhat would truly liberate the 
recipient. Thus, related to the education revolution being 
proposed was the education expansion, increase in the num­
ber of those gaining access to education and the widening 
of facilities for education at the primary and the post­
primary level.

Before the Action Group educational experiment in 
Nigeria, the bulk of the work of providing broader access 
to education had been done by Christian and Muslim mis­
sionaries, communities and individuals. The idea was to 
provide more places for those willing to obtain formal 
education.

This was the background to the expansion of education 
in communities not adequately served and the establishment 
of institutions such as Olode College, Ijebu Ode; Muslim 
College, Ijebu Ode; Molusi College, Ijebu-Igbo; Urhobo 
College, Warri; Lugard School, Sapele; Oduduwa College, 
Ile-Ife; Ilesha Grammar School, Ilesha; Imade College, Owo; 
Jubilee School, Ikare; Isoko Secondary School, Ole; and 
St. Patrick’s School, Asaba. These schools were to supple­
ment the efforts of government, missionaries and communi­
ties which had made the establishment of schools possible, 
inadequate as the provision was.14

We must also draw attention to the liberal phase of colo­
nial administration from the outbreak of World War II. For 
mass education programmes were launched in parts of the 
country and the facilities for the education of the adult were 
expanded. The Colonial Welfare and Development Fund was 
made available to assist in the education work.

The Action Group plan of expanding education facilities 
was however a more elaborate one. As Chief Awolowo ann­
ounced in January 1953:



785AWOLOWO AND SEVEN YEARS OF MASS EDUCATION WORK

Eyery child reaching the age of five in the year 1955 and 
thereafter, and every other child already in school in 1955, 
will be entitled to complete his primary education without 
his parents having to pay school fees. This is not all. Our 
educational programme aims at (i) the total abolition of 
illiteracy among our adult and adolescent population;
(ii) the expansion of secondary education;
(iii) the provision of Technical Education...Schemes such as 
these mean 'that as from this present year, we have’ to 
start training teachers on a hitherto unprecendented scale. 
We have to establish new teacher-training institutions.15

In recognition of the fact that there would be ‘a greatly 
increased demand in the Region for University graduates as 
a result of their education expansion programme, the Action 
Group proposed a scheme for the training of ‘an adequate 
pool’ of University students at the University College, Ibadan 
and at overseas Universities.16

The achievements of the education expansion scheme are 
still to be studied objectively. But we know that primary 
and secondary schools were built to accommodate more 
pupils and students. We also know that the location made it 
unnecessary to undertake long trips to schools. Thus the 
St. Judes School, Ebute-Metta and the Methodist School 
Olowogbowo, the C.M.S. Grammar School, Bariga and the 
Christ’s School models had their counterparts in villages. 
More teachers were trained and many people had access 
to education. Thus in Western Region, ‘primary school 
population ... rose phenomenally from 457,000 in 1954, the 
year preceding the scheme to 811,000 in 1955 and to 982,755 
in 1957’. The figures are still being contested by scholars.

The exercise of course had its problems as Canon S.A. 
Banjo’s Commission later submitted. Standard fell, quality 
was affected by the large number of learners, facilities 
were overstretched and the Region’s finances were grossly 
affected. The modem school, of course, folded up and the 
mass literacy efforts were suspended. The quality of teaching 
was hardly improved and several teachers continued to be 
guilty of stylistic infelicities.
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4. AWOLOWO FACTOR

We shall examine some of the assumptions that suggest that 
the Free Education Scheme and the mass education program­
mes were the handiwork of Chief Awolowo. In the process 
we shall discuss the role of Chief Awolowo and review 
Soyinka’s submission that in Chief Awolowo, the Tree did 
make the Forest.

First, the evidence of careful planning that was visible 
in the planning and execution of the programmes suggested 

that the Chief had a hand in the origination and the imple­
mentation of the education scheme. The estimate of the 
education cost was carefully scrutinised, and the capital 
cost of nine million pounds was reduced to three million, 
while the recurrent expenditure was put at two million 
pounds for 1955.

Another area where planning made an impression was in 
the area of teacher preparation and the provision of learning 
facilities. The Action Group was never a party in a hurry to 
rob itself of adequate planning. It was obvious to the archi­
tects of the scheme that teacher training facilities were inade­
quate and the institutions were intolerably few. In his days 
at School, Chief Awolowo had observed that it was rare to 
have good schools. He himself had attended St. Saviour’s 
School, Ikenne which was not recommended for grant- 
in-aid following its inspection by P. F. Heribert. Heribert had

Under this circumstance it may be asked if the education 
expansion was desirable. In other words, was it the number 
of those educated that mattered more than the content of 
instruction provided? Rather than plan for an expansion, 
would it have been wiser to work out an education program­
me that could have addressed the subject of under-develop­
ment, ignorance, disease, poverty, ethnic loyalty and reli­
gious bigotry? Was it possible to have quantitative education 
that could still guarantee quality? These are issues for discus­
sion later.
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ted.

After prayer, there was physical exercise. I would have 
enjoyed this but for the manner in which it was conduc-

observed that ‘there was but one map and there were on the 
wall a number of biblical pictures which were too small to 
be of much use’.17 Heribert continued:

There were no proper latrines.. . Teaching was unenterpri­
sing and careless. Subjects were taught in a mechanical 
manner and such explanation as was attempted bj the 
teacher was neither accurate n'or thorough enough.1’'

Heribert was unhappy with the status of the teaching staff 
which ‘consisted of one certificated, one provisional and five 
probationary teachers, none (of whom, except one) has any 
qualification higher than a Standard V pass’.

Chief Awolowo later attributed his initial reluctance to 
attend school at Ikenne to the situation at St. Saviour’s 
School where corporal punishment was generously given 
and rote learning encouraged. He recalled the defective teach­
ing method:

Chief Awolowo had recognised the value of the poor quality 
of the teachers in his school at Abeokuta as early as April. 
There he ‘discovered that my acquaintance with the three 
Rs was much better than that of our teacher’, and immediate­
ly left the school. He also recalled that:

In later life when I met some of these teachers, I was 
staggered by their own utter scholarstic inadequacy. One 
of them had only a niggardly acquaintance with the English 
Language.20

But even here, one must recall the point that, Chief 
Awolowo had entrusted the Ministry of Education, to the 
hands of his competent and industrious lieutenant, Chief 
S. O. Awokoya. Chief Awokoya was one of the most brilliant 
teachers of his days. A graduate of Yaba Higher College and 
a pioneer in Science Education Awokoya had taught at
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Abeokuta Grammar School before he was invited to heat 
Molusi College, Ijebu-Igbo where he left to serve as Minister 
It was Chief Awokoya who had advised Chief Edah to with 
draw his motion in February 1952 because government wi 
actively considering the subject of the introduction of fret 
and compulsory education in Nigeria.21 It was Chief Awo 
koya who pleaded in the Western House of Assembly or 
30 July 1952 that:

Educational development is imperative and urgent, it must 
be treated as a national emergency, second only to war. 
It must move with the momentum of a revolution?

Chief Awokoya thus committed the region to the bolt 
venture. As a former teacher, a school principal and a widely 
travelled educator and educationist, Chief Awokoya wasemi 
nently qualified to examine the status of teacher preparatior 
for the education expansion being planned for the region 
among other responsibilities assigned to his Ministry.

We shall emphasize the point that the contribution o 
Chief Awolowo for education was not in the area of original 
ing the idea of Free Education or of the expansion ofeduca 
tion. As has been from our submission, Chief Awolowo ver 
balised, vocalised, articulated and popularised an idea, i 
desire that was already current in society. But even here 
Chief Awolowo did not have the monopoly of undertakinj 
the assignment. Indeed in 17 January, 1955 when th 
Free Education Scheme was launched, the shout of ‘Awo 
was addressed to Awokoya.

What is significant is that Chief Awolowo stood at ths 
head of an Administration which lent political weight'to the 
programme of providing access to education for the masses 
In the process, Chief Awolowo used his immutable courage 
drive, candour, resourcefulness, boldness, fearlessness, vision 
industry and doggedness, leadership attributes that had alst 
earned him lifelong enemies, in the pursuit of this education 
project. ‘Unsparing in combat’, determined and resolute ant 
relentless to pursue programmes ‘with forensic aforcefulness'
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Chief Awolowo mobilized his rphtire party, his government 
rnd entire poeple in the pursuit of free education. Following 
his lead, his Minister for Education and his officials joined 
hands with

Chief Awolowo’s programmes which included mass litera­
cy campaign and the eradication of illiteracy from the 
population may be likened to those of Lenin, Napoleon 
and Bismarck and Nkrumah, authors of the educational 
revolutions in Russia, France and Germany and Ghana 
respectively. These statesmen had recognised the import 
of establishing a large army of literate citizenry in the task 
of liberating their people. As Lovett, a British advocate of 
mass education also forcefully argued:

When it is remembered that Chief Awolowo was well read, 
and had studied several subjects including history, and when 
it is remembered that Chief Awolowo was familiar with the 
aborted efforts in Nigeria from 1940 to 1946 to provide 
mass education, it can be further confirmed that Chief 
Awolowo was moved by a passion to transplant a successful 
programme elsewhere to Nigeria, and to implement the 
transplant systematically, in the interest of the masses for 
whatever cause motivated him in this direction.

To the critics of the education expansion, the whole exer­
cise was clearly deceptive, unrealistic, politically-motivated

Could the present influence of money perpetuate the 
slavery of millions for the gains and dissipations of the 
few? Could corruption sit in the judgement seat, empty- 
headed importance in the Senate,] "hypocrisyin the pupil, 
and crime stalk triumphantly through the land if the 
millions were educated in the knowledge of their rights? 
No, on, my friends, and hence the efforts of the few to 
keep the people ignorant and divided.24

the Director of Education down to dorks... Chiefs, Coun­
sellors, party supporters and non-supporters, retired and 
serving teachers, pastors . . traders, Farmers, prominent 
citizens, missionaries, both men and women.23
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and vote-catching, It brought in a great illusion that soon 
resulted in frustration and disappointment in the society, 
with the attendant mass unemployment, insubordination 
and indiscipline.

To Awolowo, the effort was desirable. So unconvinced 
was he by the arguments of his opponents, that he anchored 
rhe programmes of his Unity Party of Nigeria on free educa­
tion and education expansion in 1979 and 1983.

Chief Awolowo cannot be faulted in his claim that educa­
tion is a right and a necessity for all, which opens up oppor­
tunities for recipients, allows access to choices in personal 
and societal matters, and empowers recipients economically, 
politically, socially and spiritually. The Chief also believed 
that an education can be used to influence school curriculum 
and promote cultural awareness.

What was unique with the programme of Chief Awolowo 
was the conviction of the Chief that where other governments 
had pleaded caution, his duty was to take a risk. In this 
task he was helped by his vision of Nigeria purged of ‘the 
dead-weight of feudalism, aristocracy and privilege’.

The Daily-Times comment of 27 January, 1953 praised 
Chief Awolowo for the bold steps his Administration had 
taken:

A statesman does not need universal approval of his every 
measure to be great. Indeed, Mr. Awolowo was not seeking 
the applause of today but the gratitude of years to come 
when *our beloved and trusting masses will.... remember 
us... as their faithful and devoted servants.25

While past governments shelved their laudable plans, 
Chief Awolowo had moved on. He did not mind the fate of 
Hussey whose ‘proposals were stultified bv the financial 
depression of the early thirties’. In the post-World War II 
years it was observed that the demand for education greatly 
outstripped the funds available to meet that demand’. To 
Chief Awolowo, the education expansion scheme was a 
worthy investment in the people by the government. He 
wanted the programme to be seen not for its ‘temporary
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The hard fact is that, if we in this country are to make

political advantages’ but ‘for its wide and nobler objective, 
namely the progress and general well-being of the people, 
whom it is our privilege ‘to serve’. Chief Awokoya, in a 
similar vein, had declared that:

I hopb that our humble effort may contribute to the 
develooment of future generations coming after us. 1 also 
hope that the development of this country may be promoted 
by this great scheme.26

Contrary to the image of an inflexible Awo, one should 
note that the education package was freauentlv subject to 
change. For example, in Chief Awolowo’s view, Free Educat­
ion meant that the recipient or his parents would not pay for 
receiving education. Rather the State would shoulder the 
responsibility of providing education to the people. As he 
pledged in January 1953:

In 1955 parents will no longer be harrassed by the nece­
ssity of finding school fees, or in hunting hopelessly for 
vacancies for the children; places will be available and 
free for all as they attain.the age of five years.-27

To Chief Awolowo it was the duty of the rich to help 
with the cost of educating the children of the poor. Chief 
Awolowo also believed that the people must move in the 
direction of self reliance. As he argued:

If Nigeria is to take its place among the. independent 
Nations of the world we must cease to rely oh C.D. & W. 
(Colonial Development and Welfare) Funds and other 
kinds of economic /poon-feeding which goes all together 
with the political independence which we-rightly and since­
rely clamour for. If we want to be free we must be prepared 
to, stand on our own feet. There is no eay or other road 
to progress and political self-determination/8

To this end he sought to introduce a levy on all tax-payers 
in the Western Region to meet part of the cost of Educational 
and health schemes in the Region, because, in his words:
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Britain later passed the Elementary Education Act of 1870.
It is also important to note that at the beginning of the 

Free Education Scheme, Chief Awolowo had not been enthu­
siastic. Indeed he had not considered the issue of mass and 
Free Education until he founded the Action Group. Of 
course he had appreciated the value of education as a liberat­
ing force. To this end, he had pleaded in 1947 that the 
governance of Nigeria should be entrusted to the hands of 
the few eminently qualified by their education to undertake 
the assignment.31

Later on, when he was convinced that the scheme was 
politically desirable, he had been opposed to the idea that it 
should be compulsory. The Chief later recalled that his view 
was defeated in 1953 but that the party and government later 
reversed the former decision and agreed to delete ‘Compuls 
ory’ from the Education Act.3 2 One therefore sees the 
‘inflexible’ Awo shifting his grounds on the dictates of politi­
cal expediency and democracy.

progress, we must do so mainly by our own efforts and by 
our own sacrifices.2 9

Awolowo met with opposition from the rival politica 
party in the Region and was misrepresented. But in England 
in an earlier century, the scheme had worked because discu 
ssions and contributions were positive, supportive and patrio 
tic, and in spite of the opposition of vested interests carefully 
articulated in governmerlt and in the House of Common! 
where Gidy had pleaded with his colleagues to shelf any mass 
education proposal. For, in his view,

However specious in theory the project might be of giving 
education to the labouring classes of the poor, it would 
in effect be found prejudicial to their morals and happening 
happiness it would teach them to despise their lot of life, 
instead of making them good servants in agriculture and 
other laborious employment! to which their rank in society 
had destined them.30
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One major criticism of Chief Awolowo was in the area of 
his failure to appreciate the enormity of problems that 
accompany educational expansion. In developing countries 
with limited resources, educational expansion introduces 
stress and tension in the educational system as classrooms 
are crowded, teachers, overworked, supervision made more 
difficult and- ineffective and school facilities overstretched. 
The point that is being made is that under normal con­
ditions there is no mutual exclusiveness between quan­
tity. and quality in education. However, in a situation in 
which the emphasis is on the increment in admission qua­
lity is affected. Thus products of mass education continue 
to be handicapped by their initial limited scope and quantity 
of education obtained.

Added to the problem of quality is the issue of the content 
of instruction. The limited review in the education curricu­
lum was cosmetic. The emphasis continued to be on the 
adoption o^ the colonial-education with its limitations for 
the African needs. Thus examinations, the method of teach­
ing, use of textbooks, focus on rote-learning and the absence 
of incentive for the development of original thinking, remai­
ned in the mass education package.

The mass education introduced was clearly for the poor 
who were uncritical and excessively appreciative of whatever 
was provided. It therefore fell under similar mass education 
schemes.33 A contemporary critic had challenged three 
members who established the free education scheme

to express their faith in the education schemes by withdra­
wing their children from the University College Staff 
School and placing them in the new free primary education 
schemes.34

5. THE FAILURE OF THE SCHEME AND POLITICAL INTERVENTION 
The education expansion programmes were aborted by a 
variety of factors. First, the statistics were inaccurate and 
unreliable for planning purposes, a situation which introduc­
ed another set of difficulties as soon as the scheme was 
launched. Secondly, the rich were in no way prepared to
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share the burden of educating the nation and the educatior 
was suspended. The consequences was that government had 
to shoulder the heavy financial burden of the education 
scheme.

But perhaps the most intractable problem was political. In 
an age when politicians were intolerant and saw programmes 
only from selfish point of view, Chief Awolowo’s dreams 
were misrepresented and mocked. He was literally called a 
liar and his vision was not given the desirable consideration or 
cooperation.

The myopic eyes of his opponents could not appreciate 
what Fafunwa has since described as ‘the boldest and, per­
haps, the most unprecedented educational scheme in Africa, 
south of the Sahara’. Rather, one of the critics of the scheme 
had described it as ‘a tragedy’.3 5 Critics also raised pertinent 
issues of the danger of lowering standard because of the 
reduction of the primary school duration from eight to six 
years and the introduction of automatic promotion system. 
These issues could have been brought in a constructive way in 
places where politics was operated with minimum bitterness. 
At any rate the NCNC leadership which was at the forefront 
of the assault on the new scheme had themselves supported 
it earlier and had also made efforts to introduce it in Eastern 
Region.
6. END OF AN ERA?

Chief Awolowo’s mass education scheme represented a 
vision, a dream; it was an expression of a people’s felt needs. 
The exit of the captain of the ship can therefore be said to 
constitute the end of an era. The pace of movement may be 
affected by a change of the captain.

Our assertion can be confirmed by the history of educat­
ion in Nigeria from 1959. When Chief Awolowo left Western 
Nigeria, the scheme continued with modifications. It was 
expanded by the Federal Military Government to cover the 
entire country in 1976 when General Obasanjo launched the 
Universal Primary Education Scheme. Free Education-at-all- 
levels was the slogan of the Unity Party of Nigeria in 1979
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and in 1983. The scheme was introduced in the states contro­
lled by the UPN in 1979 and in 1983, and it is feebly 
included in Chapter Two of the Nigerian Constitution of 1979.

It is of course important to note that Chief Awolowo 
continued to plead the cause of free education in his writings. 
Thus while in prison he had lamented in 1966 that ‘Education 
continues to be under-nourished’ and ‘even being repeatedly 
threatened with semi-starvation’.36 Similarly he had repeated 
the view two years later that

In order to attain the goals of economic freedom and pros­
perity, Nigeria must provide free education (at all levels) 
... for the masses of its citizens37

Later, Awo, the shrewd politician and strategist, rather than 
relenting had dedicated his 1970 publication ‘To The Aspiring 
Youths of Nigeria’ and raised the issue of Free Education for 
all.38

The exit of Chief Awolowo may perhaps remove some of 
the criticisms of the scheme that are neither positive non 
objective by his enemies and political rivals. For Chief Awo­
lowo had himself submitted that the issue of Free Education 
is controversial because he happened to be its chief advoca­
te,3 9 although it is clear that several enemies of Free and 
Mass Education have other vested interests to preserve by 
opposing it. It is in this way that one may indeed describe 
the exit of Chief Awolowo from the educational scene as 
the beginning, clearly not the end, of the era of Mass Educa­
tion in Nigeria.

Again, one should be reminded that the mass education 
scheme is not a monopoly of Nigeria. Rather, one should 
see it against the background of global concern for increased 
literate citizenry, and the subsequent United Nations Declara­
tion of Human Rights. The efforts of Unesco, the African 
Ministers of Education of the Commonwealth Ministers of 
Education and of the African Association for Literacy and 
Adult Education are directed towards Mass Education. Thus, 
Mengot had reported that the Conference of Ministers of
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Education of African Member States of Unesco had firmly 
commended that ‘Mass Education must be provided for the 
entire population - children, young people and adults as 
well’.40

Nigeria’s lamentation can only be sustained by the aware­
ness that an era closed by the departure of one leader who 
was fully committed to providing the equalisation of educat­
ional opportunities to the entire Nigerian population, with­
out respect for religion, sex or place of origin. Or how else 
would' one describe the exit of Awolowo who, like Fidel 
Castro of Cuba at the United Nations, declared in the Weste­
rn House of Assembly at the commencement of his education 
scheme that:

We of the Action Group will press forward in the execution 
of the laudable projects which this House has unanimously 
approved and accepted;'believing, as we do, that God, who 
sees our hearts and knows that we are doing these things to 
better the lot of our people, is on our side.

By his effort, Chief Awolowo had assisted in the translat­
ion to reality of the dreams and desires of the populace. He 
had helped to expose the weak to education, albeit limited, 
and to use the .machinery of State to liberalise access to 
education. He had of course not sufficiently considered the 
consequences of his action for the quality of products and 
the finances of the States. These issues transcended 
politics, and the Chief was not attracted by the purely 
pedagogical and andragogical matters that appeal to educat­
ors and educationists. He was first and foremost a politician. 
The fact that he remained consistent and was not challenged 
by the educators, must further attract the attention of 
researchers. The warning, of course, is that policy formulat­
ion must always ensure that the quantity of access does not 
disturb the quality of products.4 2 What remains, however is 
the courage of Chief Awolowo to invest in education during 
the period before Nigerian independence and at a time when 
Nigerians had only limited control of their own affairs.
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P.R.A. ADEGBESAN

Introduction

Awolowo and the Politics of Educa­
tion in Nigeria

On May 9, 1987, as a “News Flash’’ on the Nigerian Televi­
sion Authority (NTA) Network News, it was announce'd that 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo, the controversial political figure 
had quietly left this mortal scene for the world beyond. As 
people recovered from the shock of his death, avalanche 
of tributes were paid to the memory of this great Nigerian by 
friends and one time political foes alike. Some people who 
were in opposite camps during the days of partisan politics 
unabashingly confessed their secret admiration for this 
great man, which for timorousness and nolitical expedience- 
could not express in his lifetime.

Thus, for Chief Odumegwu Ojukwu, Awolowo was the 
best .president Nigeria never had; for Alhaji Yusuf Maitama 
Sule, National Party of Nigeria (NPN) stalwart and Nigeria’s 
former permanent representative at the United Nations 
Organisation (UNO), Awolowo’s death was a great loss. He 
was an excellent administrator and the best manager of the 
economy Nigeria had ever had. He added that his educational 
policies were misunderstood “but if pursued with all sincerity 
they would have urshered in a new era in the history of 
Nigeria”. Professor Wole Soyinka, the Nobel laureate mani­
fested anger that Nigeria wasted a genius and added some 
people, no' matter what hypocritical nonsense they utter, 
sleep better now that Chief Awolowo is gone”. For General
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Gowon, former Head of State under whom Chief Awolowo 
served as Commissioner for Finance, “Nigeria s Political and 
Social life will not be the same again without him and the 
void created by his demise will be hard to fill.’ 1 For Femi 
Osofisan, playwright and critic, “he was a collosus ’. The 
grief of some of the literary men did not stop them from 
lamenting Awolowo’s lack of fondness for the arts!

... There are no sculptures anywhere, no imaginative painting
no single statement from a poet... 2

For others, it was an occasion to show the limitations of 
the popularity of Awolowo. Whatever service he might 
have given was to a particular section of this country and 
that made him a tribal leader and that did not warrant him a 
National burial. Thus, for Achebe, "... to turn the burial of a 
tribal leader into a state funeral ... should be seen as no less 
than a national swindle”.3

The few citations above showed how Awolowo was 
perceived during his life time and what strong passions he 
could generate in people. Awolowo was indeed a man of 
many parts: a philosopher, an economist, an astute adminis­
trator, a tactician, a strategist, a politician, a legal luminary, 
an astute business man, a social democrat, a rapacious reader, 
a prolific writer , a statesman and a religiOux. The latter 
came as a surprise to many given the fact that Awolowo’s 
reputation as an agnostic seemed to have over-shadowed 
his orthodox Christian religiosity and mysticism.4

In this modest pieqe, our contribution would be centred 
on his educational policies -and the politics which they 
inevitably generated. As President Ibrahim Babangida observed 
in his tribute to Awolowo on his 77th birthday: “Awolowo 
has been the main issue in Nigerian politics during the last 35 
years: the main political question has been whether you are 
with Chief Awolowo or against him.”5

True, in 1951 when partisan politics began in Nigeria, the 
budding political parties had no ideology around which 
issues were centred. Thus, they all ended up with promises
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of amenities that would benefit the community such as 
improved health facilities, education, better roads, pipe-borne 
water, light, and what have you, things that promised 
to make living easier and better. But promises apart, there 
was need to establish credibility by fulfilling promises made 
during the heat of electioneering. Awolowo, who believed 
in redeeming one’s image, attempted to fulfil his campaign 
promises. His record of achievements showed that he made 
no idle electioneering promises.

We cannot discuss Awolowo’s policies on Education with­
out touching on the politics which surrounded him. Politics 
and Education seem to belong to different spheres and for­
merly, scholars used to compartmentalize them.6 Politics 
belongs to the realms of politicking, scrambling for scarce 
national commodities, power, state, order, disorder, and 
others. Whereas the latter, education seems innocuous 
enough. It relates to the systematic training of particularly 
the young either formally in an institution or informally at 
home or (and) in the community, about all sphere of life. 
Thus, the two, politics and education, seemed not to belong 
together.

Nevertheless, from experience, we know that they are in 
circular fashion. For instance, education influences the 
formation of political norms and values and provides one of 
the several qualifications for political office holding. Politics 
in authoritatively allocating public goods, is usually involved 
in public policy making and educational policy is just one of 
them. When public officials take far reaching decisions on 
education, for whatever reason, which affect the course 
of life of individuals in a polity, then they are in the realm 
of politics of education.

Politics of education is manifested in various ways. Educa­
tion serves to perpetuate inequality in the society rather 
than offer opportunities for people to move from a lower 
cadre to a higher one, postulated some scholars. Lois Weis.7 
in a study carried out between 1961 and 1974 on Ghanaian 
Secondary School students, showed that the students were
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drawn disproportionately from high status urbanized sectorof 
the society. This means that students with rural and low socio­
economic background were few in Ghananian secondary 
schools. This suggested to him that secondary level of the 
Ghanaian educational system was acting increasingly to 
reproduce social inequality rather than offer opportunities 
for improvement on the social ladder. O’Connel and Backett8 
did a study on Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, students 
and found that 40 percent of the population had fathers 
whose incomes were less than the national average. Given the 
fact that education does help to maintain the status quo, 
in the near future, it is to be expected that the offspring 
of those who had benefited from education would con­
tinue to do so because they would have ensured that their 
children got the proper education’that would qualify them 
for high cadre jobs.

These findings support the much highlighted thesis in 
Karabel and Halsey9 that educational system serve prima­
rily to maintain system of structured social inequality rather 
than offer opportunities for the individual’s mobility into 
a higher position in the social stratum.

Furthermore, there is a school of thought which postu­
lated that education performs important functions in the 
political system such as socializing children and youths in 
the political culture, selecting, recruiting and training of 
political elites and enhancing political integration or nation 
building.10

Expatiating upon this view point, Massialas11 observes 
that when schools are controlled by a governing elite who 
decides who could be admitted into them by utilising selec­
tive criteria, they effectively keep away undesirable 
elements while, those sympathetic to their cause would be 
admitted. Thus, education accentuates the mass-elite gap. 
But, if education is used in an open manner, it could bridge 
the gap.

Politics of education is thus manifested in the goals of 
policy makers. It is also manifested in the different ways
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groups within a polity struggle for merit base. The merit 
base, most often than not, is identified by the educational 
attainment of the individual. With the' goals in view, policy 
makers decide who gets what kind of education: Vocational 
or Literary.

Also, political structure affects the educational system 
which operates in the state. If the political structure is 
unitary, then effective control of education comes from 
a central point. If the structure is federal, the various units 
of the federation too would have effective say in educational 
policy. Similarly, changes in political order do affect educa­
tion. One form of political order that could affect education 
and which has become endemic in most of the New States, 
is military coup d’etat. Intermittently, civilian administra­
tions do lace these perennial interruptions of legitimate 
governance. These persistent changes ■. in political order 
military to civilian government and vice versa - affect the 
educational system which often assume some of the charac­
teristics12 of the military institution without taking into 
congnisance the political structure. Thus, a. federal struc­
ture such as the Nigerian polity becomes in realjtv a unitary 
structure since order flows from the central governing body, 
the Armed Forces Ruling Council (AFRC) in Lagos or 
Abuja. Similarly, educational policies becomes unitarized 
since order for education emanates from the same source 
and affect the various units uniformly.

Education has been perceived as a tool for modernization 
and rapid growth.13 The New States have bought this idea 
wholeheartedly and had embarked on massive education 
programmes in order to achieve modernization-at the short­
est possible time.14

However, there is another school of thought which perceive 
education as an instrument for political decay. To them, 
education helps to bring down traditional institutions. 
Once peopie have acquired education, they no longer cherish 
their traditional institutions (for instance, they ask for the 
scrapping of such traditional institutions as the Obaship/
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Obiship/Emirship and the rest. Thus, this school opined 
that education should be available only to those who would 
maintain the traditional institutions. It accepted Plato's 
Philosopher of King’s theory whereby only “the best in the 
society should be educated by the state.

This view could be compared and contrasted with the 
view of the school of thought which advocated mass-base edu­
cation. According to this school, everybody has the right to 
education. It is an inalienable right-of the individual.15 How­
ever, the school of thought referred to earlier, (the elite 
school) contend against mass-base education. It creates prob­
lems. For example it could lead to unemployment. Without 
gainful employment parasitic class, such as armed robbers, drug 
pushers and other lay-abouts would develop and these could 
threaten the survival of the political system. Therefore, to 
guard against such development, mass-base literary education 
must be avoided. Instead of mass-base education, vocational 
education was advocated especially for people in the rural areas.

But studies have shown that such assumption was fallacy 
One, vocational education would not stop the rural-urban 
drift because the non<existe 'ce of amenities in the rural 
areas cannot stop the attractions which the urban areas 
hold for the rural dwellers. Two, in most developing areas, 
the rural population surpasses urban population, if therefore, 
vocational education is embarked upon, the aspiration of the 
developing states would not be met. Thus, rapid development 
Would continue to elude them. Three, the people themselves, 
have their own aspirations which vocational education 
would not be able to meet, thus, they too would be thorou­
ghly dissatisfied with an educational system which would for 
ever sentence them to rural life and deny them access to the 
ruling segment of the society.16

David R. Evans* ’ in a critique of Barber’s paper observed 
that extending access to the literary form of education to 
the. rural population by no means equalizes their opportunity 
to participate in the economic and political life of the country. 
Karabel and Halsey have shown that education does not



AWOLOWO AND THE POLITICS OF EDUCATION IN NIGERIA 805

necessarily remove inequality in any society since the govern­
ing elite has an advantage over an emerging elite. Placed in 
a vantage position, the ruling class can decide who benefits 
from the state’s educational policies. They can decide the 
values to be taught in schools and their ideological contents. 
Usually, the values propagated would be those that would 
be supportive cf the political system. This is what Almond 
and Powell refer to as Political Socialization.18

For supporters of literary education, basic general education 
helps to accelerate agricultural development because “it is 
necessary for rural people to learn, rather than simply 
to learn to do; learning to leam is essential for both 
participation in and adaptation to change”.1’ Similarly 
they opine that, literate peasantry with a sense of the poss- 
bility of change is a prerequisite to the adaptation of more 
productive agricultural technology and of more prosperous 
rural sopieri'. Lastly, they observed that the state need not 
be responsible for the employment of graduates once they 
have been property educated. The important thing is that 
having benefited from a good education, they have become 
enlightened sufficiently to fend for themselves and not be 
liabilities to the political system.

Politics of Education is not a recent phenomenon. It 
could be discerned in the theories of Plato in The Republic, 
when he advocated that the society be divided according 
to the educational capabilities of the citizens. Thus, citizens 
were categorized into bronze, silver and gold. The highest, 
that is, those who attained level of gold, were to become 
guardians. Similar categorization was sustained by the 
theories of Aristotle in his Politics. Also, Jean Jacques 
Rousseau, in spite of his attempts to bridge the gap betweeh 
the rulers and the ruled by the concept of the general will in 
his Social Contract, advocated education only for the elite 
in his book Emile because the masses weld not know what 
to do with it.

It is ironical, ho.wever, that the ideas of these classical



1
OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN E*A»806

theorists became utilized,, for the benefits of masses. The 
state became responsible for the education of the masses. 
However, this, was not achieved without some struggle in 
the developed countries.2 0

In the United State of America, free education came as a 
result of the unwavering efforts of educationists surh as 
Henry Benard and Horace Mann who convinced their indivi­
dual state legislatures that it was the duty of the state to 
educate children of the masses. In 1830, free education 
was declared in New York and became compulsory therein 
187421 Though education is free and compulsory in the 
US today for ages between 16 and 18,22 it did not imme­
diately overcome religious bigotry and segregated education. 
The Ku Klux Klan endeavoured to outlaw private school in 
1922. This was to crush the Catholic parochial school system 
and force Catholic and immigrant children into the Neo- 
Protestanizing and Americanizing force of the public Schools. 
But in 1925, in Pierce Vs Society Sisters, the American courts 
struck off this attempt and declared -the right of private 
schools to exist along-side public ones.23 Also, after the 
Emancipation, American policy makers thought it was best 
for black Americans to have only vocational education. That 
way, they would have been civilised but insurrectionist ideas 
would not have been implanted in them.2 4 Segregation in 
Education however, continued until 19$ 4.

In 1833, British Parliament became gradually interested in 
the education of the masses and granted £20,000 to two 
voluntary societies. By 1870, the Education Act empowered 
the School Board to pass by-law for compulsory attendance 
of all children within the district from the age of 5 to 12. 
Also, no religious formula which was distinctive to any 
particular denomination was allowed in schools. In 1944, 
fees were finally abolished in public school. By 1947, il 
was compulsory that a child remain in school until the age 
of. 15.2S

Mass education in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republic 
(USSR) was achieved only in the 1930&in spite of the fad
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that Lenin recognized the need for it. According to Lenin, 
“an illiterate person stands outside, he must first be taught 
the ABC. Without this, there can be no politics; without 
this, there are only rumours, gossips, tales and prejudices but 
no politics” 2 6 Mass education was introduced during the 
tenure of Joseph Stalin and was geared toward the political 
need of the State and Communist Party. By 1939, literacy 
rate was 81 percent where formerly illiteracy was 75 percent 
particularly in, the non-European areas. Today, education 
is free in the USSR at all levels and. compulsory up to the 
age of fifteen.

In imitation of the industrialised countries, developing 
African countries too embarked on mass education and 
even gave themselves a deadline.2 7 The conference of African 
Ministers of Education held at Addis Ababa in 1961, had 
hoped that by 1980, primary education would be free and 
compulsory and also that, a substantial number of their 
population would have attained secondary and higher levels 
of education. But how many of them have been able to 
achieve this?2 8 Some of them had embarked on free educa­
tion at the primary and secondary levels but they are now 
plagued with unemployment of graduates of the various 
levels.29 Generally, however, majority of African States are 
yet to achieve the 1961 Addis Ababa objective.

As we have shown above, theorists often put the fault 
of mass unemployment on literary education which the 
developing states are said to have concentrated on. Voca­
tional education would save the day, they suggested. But 
Foster has faulted such simplistic solution to the problems 
of the new states. According to him even when high school 
children were prepared to be engaged in vocational jobs they 
were not available.

It seemed o'ear that mass unemployment among school 
leavers in many new African nations is due to dysfunctions 
existing between the gross rate of school output and the 
slow expansion of occupational opportunities for all types 
within the exchange sector.30

Having attempted to clarify this expression, “politics of
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education” we intend to relate some of the points railed 
to the contributions of Chief Obafemi Awolowo in education 
and see how he tried to avoid some of the shortcoming 
identified above in the type of education he adopted. Itis 
dear that Awolowo, in his full blown ideas on education wu 
not elitist. He believed that education was a must for the 
masses. But the British and his peers were elitist. Why was he 
not influenced by them? Why did he decide to break anew 
path for himself? What are the political reasons for this? In 
the attempt to answer these questions, the paper has been 
divided into five parts. The first part is the Introduction which 
focuses on the clarification of the subject matter. The second 
part deals with the Educational Development in Nigeria. The 
third part looks at Awolowo’s outstanding contribution in 
Education. The fourth part examines the “Multiplier Effect" 
of Free Education at all levels and the final part reflects on 
our findings and concludes the study.

At this juncture, it is necessary to state here that in this 
paper, the salient aspect is the attempt to answer these two 
important questions: Education for whom and education 
for what?
EDUCATIONAL ENVELOPMENT IN NIGERIA- AN OVERVIEW

Education in Nigeria had no history of mass beginning. In 
fact, that would have been anti the policies of the British 
Colonial Authorities. The groups which took interest in 
formal education in Nigeria were the Missionaries. For 
forty years they held fort. They were in absolute control 
of the educational system in the South. The education they 
imparted was limited, in some cases, vocational but it was 
necessarily tailored to meet their need - proselytization. 
Thus, they saw no reason why education should be mow 
than rudimentary.

In this, they were supported by the British colonialists. 
Lugard and Clifford did not hide their dislike for the educated 
Africans who often made “irritating” demands. For the 
British colonisers^ if Africans were to be educated, it must
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be vocational. Thus, they opined that Africans would have 
been educated in a useful way rather than for them to 
acquire literary education which turned them into meddlers 
in matters about which they have little knowledge.

But as it turned out, demand for literary education went 
beyond that of the rudimentary level. Thus, by the turn of 
the century, missionaries had become involved in the establi­
shment of Teacher Training Colleges and Secondary Schools, 
while the government supplemented the efforts of the 
missions and voluntary agencies by grant - aiding them. The 
first schools established by the colonial authorities in the 
North had political colouration. They were muslim schools 
built in order to create avenue for the training of muslim 
children who were thus saved from the proselytizing influence 
of the Christian missions who had schools strewn all over the 
Southern Protectorate and the Lagos Colony.

While the colonial administrators accepted the missionaries’ 
contributions in educational development in the south, 
they did not encourage the missions to spread their efforts 
into the core muslim areas of the North. They could assist 
in the non-muslim areas, but not in the core Muslim north. 
This was a result of Lugard’s promise to the Sultan and the 
Emirs that “Government would in no way interfere with the 
Mohammedan religion. All men are free to worship God as 
they please”31 Allowing the Christian missionaries into the 
core muslim areas would in Lugard’s opinion amount to 
interference. This policy was upheld by subsequent colonial 
adininisitrators.

When eventually the government decided to set up schools 
in Northern Nigeria, it looked for guidance in the Sudan 
rather than the Southern Nigeria. Thus, the “Nassarawa 
Schools” were modelled after Gordon College at Khartoum. 
Unlike the quasi-mass education given in the South by the 
missionaries, the Nassarawa schools were elitist, since only 
the sons of the ruling class were admitted. By 1912, there 
were the following types of schools for the different cadres of 
northerners: the Nassarawa schools for the sons of the ruling
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class, primary and secondary schools for the Malamais, 
technical schools for the masses and Alkali and Liman 
schools for muslims. The few mission schools in existence 
in the sabongari, served southerners and other strangers 
Working in government or business.

This dual attitude of the colonisers to Nigerians’ education 
was partially responsible for the educational gap between the 
North and South today. This was because at that point in 
time, the muslim considered education in Arabic superior.

Northern Nigeria was not the only area where the British 
colonisers attempted to establish vocational education. As 
they, got more involved in education in the first decade 
of the 20th Century, they tried to promote agricultural and 
vocational training. It reorganized Hope Waddell Institute at 
the cost of £10,000, and built new ones at Bonny and Sapele 
where trades such as bricklaying, carpentary and coopering 
were taught. They encouraged the missions to set up voca­
tional institutions by giving them extra grants-in-aid for those 
schools.

This insistence on vocational education as against literary 
education was in line with the British racialist assumption that 
blacks were mentally inferior and therefore better suited for 
manual education, whereas literary education would breed 
political agitation.3? Among Blacks in the U.S.A., Booker! 
Washington bevame an ardent apostle of vocational training 
while his contemporary, Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois, believed that 
education should first of all deal with the “talented tenth”33 
viz, the elite. According to Du Bois, vocational education 
without literary education would perpetually keep the black­
man as underdogs and backward.

Thus, in spite of the colonial government machinations in 
this, all experiments With vocational education failed,34 
while literary education, eventhough poorly run, gained 
popularity. In the end, the colonial government gave in. With 
the demand for better secondary school mounting, the govern­
ment set up King’s College, Lagos in 1909, as model for 
Secondary Schools’ literary education. Beside the demands of 
the people for literary education, exigencies of the period call­
ed for more literary educated graduates to man the various 
government and commercial business springing up -between
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the World War years. However, the fact that southerners were 
luckily able to anticipate the needs of a growing polity put 
them ahead of their northern counterparts who had allowed 
the British gradualist and vocational policies to permeate that 
society. The result ofthese two approaches was that the sou­
therners were put in a position not only to man their areas 
but to occupy posts in Northern Nigeria.

In 1929, the colonial government made attempts to bring 
Northern and Southern Nigerian educational administration 
together under the control of Mr. E.R.I. Hussey. Hussey propo­
sed three distinct phases of education: a six year primary edu­
cation, a six year intermediate stage and vocational training 
stage. The first stage would serve the masses, the second stage, 
government and business sectors, and the last stage, would 
produce professionals. It was to meet this last level that the 
Yaba Higher College was set up in 1934. However, graduates 
of Yaba Higher College did not enjoy equal remuneration with 
their counterparts trained overseas.

The discriminatory treatment meted out to graduates of 
Yaba Higher College led to criticisms and the demands for 
oversea studies. This led to the 1948 Education Ordinance 
which for the first time, covered the whole country. It was 
a Ten Year Plan based on the Memoranda on Educational 
Policy of the Director of Education, Mr. R.A. Mcl Davidson. 
It was comprehensive and was related to the needs of the 
country.35 It -vas also in 1948, that government inaugurated 
the University College of Ibadan (UCI) as a result of the Elliot 
Commission of 1943. The UCI was established in order to solve 
the problems of shortage of teacher and also to meet constant 
criticisms of the inadequacies of the Yaba Higher College. 
According to Taiwo,

The University is expected to supply the man-power needs 
of Nigeria, raise social and welfare stands of the community 
and serve as leaven in improving the quality of education 
throughout all the levels.3

With the creation of the university, the education pyramid 
whose base was primary education, was completed.

The politics of education of the period was such that,
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an elite group was slowly created but the bulk of the people’s 
education was decidedly to perpetuate British rule, more so 
in the north than in the south. Generally then, the education 
given was to meet the needs of the colonial government 
and their cohorts.

The period of the Diarchy, 1951 — 1960, showed a drama­
tic change in education generally3 7 through the impetus 
given by Western Region where free Universal Primary 
Education was launched under the leadership of Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo in 1955. This was possible because by the 
Act of 1952, education had become the responsibility of the 
regions, though the financial burden was shared by 'central, 
regional and local governments.

However, while Awolowo and his government were moot­
ing on the possibility of UPE in the Region in the near 
future, the Central Ministry of Education Lagos, advocated a 
gradualist approach: “While universal primary education is 
one of the essential aims of educational policy, it is not the 
only nor is it necessarily the most urgent aim”38 Pleading 
non availability of finance, trained teachers and need for 
increase in secondary education, it stressed the need to con­
centrate on technical education which had taken considerable 
investment and in which the country’s productivity and hence 
its wealth lies.3 9

Thus, the federal department was laying a precedence 
which other Nigerian officials followed. Thereafter, the 
UPE was not feasible in the immediate future. Nonetheless, 
the Western Regional government was determined to show 
that it was feasible. In July 1952, the Minister of Educa­
tion for the Western Region the Hon. S. O. Awokoya 
presented to the House of Assembly, a sessional paper on 
the educational policy of the Region which was to be “one 
of expansion and reorientation ... It is hoped that in a few 
years time it should be possible to have universal education 
for all children of school age in the Western Region”.40 
This announcement was greeted with misapprehension by 
other regions. Yet in 1953, the Eastern Region under the
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leadership oi Eyo Ita, announced a similar programme while 
Lagos, the federal territory, embarked on UPE in January 
1957.

Generally, as a result of these schemes, the Southern 
Regions experienced enrollment explosion, while the Northern 
Region continued in its cautious way. This imbalance was 
confirmed officially by the Report of Sir Eric Ashby of 
1959. He recommended that there was urgent need to 
expand educational facilities at all levels, throughout Nigeria.

After Independence, the federal government concentrated 
on the consolidation of education. There was greater con­
centration on the secondary, tertiary, and university levels 
in order to meet the aspiration of the Addis Ababa Conferen­
ce of 1961. Thus, Federal Advanced Teachers Colleges were 
established at Lagos, Ibadan, Owerri.Zaria, and Kano between 
1962 and 1964, National Technical Teachers' College was 
established at Yaba to augment the services of the Yaba 
College of Technology. While four universities were establi­
shed at Nsukka, Zaria, Lagos, and Ife between 1960 and 
1962.

Under the military rule of 13 years (1966-1979) a confe­
rence on Curriculum Development was held in 1969 which 
dealt with the objective of education, the content of the 
curriculum, method, materials, equipment and aid. This 
paved the way for adoption of the National Policy on Educa­
tion in 1977. Meanwhile, in 1973, a seminar under The 
Chairmanship of Chief S. 0. Adebo deliberated on all aspects 
of National Policy on Education in preparation of the UPE 
which finally took off in 1976. The 1977 National Policy 
on Education attempted to articulate Nigeria’s national 
objective. Education was conceived to entail much more than 
mere training or mere knowledge of facts. The essence of 
education was “the transmission of value and ideas” which 
had to be internalized as part of our mental make up.41

The innovation envisaged in this policy was further subjec­
ted to scrutiny by an Implementation Committee head­
ed by Professor Sanya Onabamiro in September 1977.
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Onabamiro’s BLUEPRINT was submitted in October 1978. 
The government’s white pamper was published in 1979 vir­
tually accepting all the recommendations which were basically 
the points raised by the National Policy on Education of 
1977. The white paper accepted the innovation in the educa­
tional system whereby children would spend 6 years in 
primary school; 3 years in the junior secondary, 3 years in 
the Senior Secondary and 4 years in the University. This 
policy makes provision for those who are not cut out for 
academic work to proceed to trade schools immediately 
after the junior secondary stage.

Also, in pursuance of technological development of 
Nigeria, admission into the nation’s universities was to be 
on the basis of 60/40 ratio between science and non-science 
disciplines.

Apart from the introduction of the UPE scheme in 1976, 
the Obasanjo government announced free tuition in all 
Higher Institutions of learning and pegged secondary school 
fees at N=30. per term. In addition, it granted to all under­
graduates studying education, students in the polytechnics, 
Colleges of Technology and Education and Trade Schools, 
automatic Federal government sponsorship. This was to 
encourage more people into teaching and technical profe­
ssions. The Federal- government was also to pay #40 on 
every primary school child to the state governments.

This was free education (almost) without the Federal 
Government declaring it so. It was too good to last. Besides, 
it was partial to teaching and technological disciplines. It 
was as if other disciplines were irrelevant to the development 
of the society.

Also, this development had political implications. Here was 
a military government suddenly becoming benevolent and 
father Christmas with just about a year to leave office. This 
generosity of the Obasanjo government, could create problems 
for incoming administration which might have other priorites. 
It could be that this action of the Obasanjo’s government was 
to take the shine off the political party which might use
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free education scheme as campaign gimmick.
As it happened, under the Civilian Regime, of Alhaji 

Shehu Shagari, Obasanjo’s bonaza faded away. The President 
claimed that the new Revenue Allocation had made the 
state bouyant enough to meet the educational expenses. 
Thus, all automatic sponsorships and subventions were 
stopped both at the primary and the university levels. Fees 
rose steeply at all levels under one guise or the other. Thus, 
in one short period of one year, education moved swiftly 
to becoming an elite commodity.

Yet, the Federal Government pushed ahead with its 
6-3-3-4 programme with varying degrees of implementation 
at both federal and state levels. The common complaint 
both at the Federal and State Schools was the scarcity of 
both fund and vocational equipment.
AWOLOWO’S OUTSTANDING CONTRIBUTIONS IN EDUCATION

(a) His ideas and writings
Chjef Obafomi Awolowo’s ideas on education seemed to have 
moved from an elite-based view to mass-based view. In his 
first book, Path to Nigerian Freedom, published in 1947, 
Awolowo was of the opinion that Nigeria must be ruled 
by the most educkked whose capabilities must be beyond 
reproach. Like Plato, he identified three classes of people 
in Nigeria: the educated class which consisted of professional 
people, teachers and clerks; the enlightened class, and this 
consisted of traders and artisans and lastly the ignorant 
masses.

His conscience must have been plagued by these ignorant 
masses who made up the substantial number'm the popu­
lation because his very first act as a Leader of Government 
Business was to embark on free Universal Primary Education 
in 1955.

in hissecond book, Awo: The Autobiography of Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo, published in \960, he gave a moving 
account on how he acquired education. He: did all kinds 
of odd jobs in order to .acquire-primary and partly Teacher 
Training education. Latds, he sold his property and in add-
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tion got a loan in order to finance his law education in 
Britain between 1944 and 1946. These hardships must have 
made lasting impression on him enough to influence his 
later policies on education.

Having introduced UPE successfully in the West, and with 
Independence round the corner, he flew a kite in his 1959 
electioneering campaign that it was possible to establish 
free UPE and secondary education throughout the country. 
Secondary education included secondary modem, grammar 
school, secondary technical colleges and trade centres.

In the Action Group, 14 - point programme, he explained 
that his party attached the greatest importance to education 
for three reasons: a truly educated citizenry is one of the 
most formidable deterrents to dictatorship oligarchy, and 
feudal autocracy; an educated individual is the strongest 
single factor in the rapid economic and social advancement 
to any nation; and lastly, the pursuit of a welfare state is 
meaningless unless there is equal opportunity for all.42

Awolowo, unfortunately failed to win at the centre, thus, 
his plans on education did not materialise generally in the 
country. However, other problems befell him in rapid succe­
ssion which climaxed in his imprisonment at Calabar in 
1963. It was while he was in prison that his major treatise 
on education was conceived namely: Thought on Nigerian 
Constitution, The People's Republic and The Strategy and 
Tactics of the People’s Republic of Nigeria published in 
1966, 1968 and 1970 respectively.

In the first book, Awolowo observed the laissez-faire atti­
tude of policy makers towards UPE scheme even in areas where 
it had fully taken off. But for the military intervention of 
1966, the UPE programme would have been abolished. 
Usually, policy makers bemoaned the money spent on 
education that three quarters of the Teacher Training Insti­
tutions were closed what-with 1000 teachers roaming the 
streets with no prospect of absorption. In such situation, 
Awolowo observed, no one dared talk about Free Education 
beyond the primary level.
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(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

Awolowo frowned at the Federal Government granting 
loan to needy university students because such practice 
created two groups of students; those who were lucky to 
have rich parents or benefit from government scholarship, 
and the debtor students. At the end of their course, the 
government cannot expect to have the same unalloyed commi­
tment from both groups.

Therefore, Awolowo suggested that to meet Nigeria’s 
developmental needs, the constitution should include:

That within 2 years’ post primary and post Secondary 
education of any kind whatsoever shall be free to those 
who are capable of pursuing and benefiting from these 
types of education;
That free and .compulsory primary education shall be 
introduced throughout the federation within 5 years; 
that a scheme for compulsory adult education shall 
be introduced within 5 years and 
that a scheme for the provision of suitable literature for 
literate adults shall be introduced within 5 years.43

Awolowo criticized some defects in the 1963 Republican 
Constitution and suggested that the new constitution should 
include the Right to Education.44

These ideas were well orchestrated in his People's Republic 
under the social objectives. Awolowo argued that the right 
to free education was among the fundamental rights which 
each family regarded as inalienable at the time when if 
voluntarily or compulsorily entered into political association 
with other families. It is not possible to deny or take away 
these rights.4 5

Also, in order to attain the goals of economic freedom and 
prosperity, Nigeria must as a matter of urgency and priority 
provide free education at all level for the masses of its citi­
zens.46 He dismissed the argument of those who favoured 
instead rapid industrialization. For him the success of rapid 
industrialization is dependent on the attainment of free 
education at all level.4 7

These views were further expatiated upon in the third 
book of the triology: The Strategy and Tactics of the People’s
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Republic of. Nigeria. Again, under the Social Objectives, 
he elaborated on free education at all levels. He explained 
why it was a priority for Nigeria and how it could be succe­
ssfully financed. In this book also, the details given were 
even more definite. For example, Awolowo insisted that (i) 
Free Education at the post-secondary level should begin in 
the 1970/71 academic session; (2) Free Education at the post 
primary level should start in January 1971 (3) Free and 
compulsory Primary Education should start in 1974; and 
(4) Free and compulsory Education for adults was to begin 
in January 1976.48

One of the powerful reasons for free education to be 
treated as a priority was to reduce the inequality in the 
society which has been the most potent cause of deep social 
and political disaffection in Nigeria. The disaffection has not 
been confined to income groups and individuals alone but 
also existed among ethnic and territorial groups. It was the 
gross disparity and imbalance in education particularly 
between the northern and southern parts of Nigeria which 
has been responsible for the state of things. Therefore to 
keep Nigeria, one, Awolowo advocated that the yawning 
gap in education between the North and South must be 
closed with the least delay.4 9

Then he launched into a tirade on why it was important 
to embark on free education at all levels, which is not a 
phenomenon of developing states alone. Developed states 
too had to pursue education vigorously in order to catch up 
with the ever improving technology. With Free Education, 
industrialization would be embarked upon on a surer footing. 
Less people would be needed to work on mechanized farms 
while the surplus hands would be absorbed in other produc­
tive and gainful employment. Thus, he registered his disa­
greement with the view that free education at all levels aid 
unemployment. Rather, it aids full employment because the 
government would be able to orient its education policy 
to its economic and social needs and thus make the absorp­
tion of youth more easily than it would otherwise have been
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The inward moulds the outward, the power of a people 
lies in its mind: and this mind, if fortified and enlarged 
will bring external things into harmony with itself. It will 
create a new world around it, corresponding to itself. If 
however, I err in this belief, if by securing time and means 
for improvement to the multitude, industry and capital 
should become; less productive, 1 still say, sacrifice the 
wealth and not the mind of a peonle.55

the case,5 0 with a mass of illiterate citizens.
On financial feasibility of his scheme, Awolowo pain­

stakingly gave the estimated cost of the Proposed Education 
Development Plan in Nigeria between 1971 and 1990. This 
he hoped would serve as guidelines to policy makers.51

The plan covered the three levels of education namely: 
primary, secondary and higher levels. Also, Awolowo was 
not just being literary minded. Provisions were made for 
secondary vocational schools which would take in children 
leaving primary school at the age of 12 but would be too 
young to take up employment: “Three years in vocational 
schools would equip them physically, mentally and techni­
cally. to earn a living for themselves.”52

The proposals of Awolowo showed that if the scheme 
was embarked upon and adhered to, by 1980 the Northern 
States would come into their own and the final phase in the 
closing of the educational gap between the North and 
South of Nigeria would have begun in earnest.53 He was 
also optimistic that with this projection every state would 
have at least one university.

In this book, the financial feasibility of his educational 
structure was mapped out (See Tables 7 and 8) From 
1970/71 to 1975/76, the total estimated annual recurrent 
cost was less than one fourth of the total projected annual 
recurrent revenue.54 Awolowo added that with judicious 
spending the cost could be considerably reduced. Awolowo 
ended his discussion with this quotation and it seems apt 
to end this section with it as well:
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AWOLOWO’S ACTIONS AS PREMIER

In subsequent books, Awolowo nad often reiterated his 
stand on education. But for lack of space and time, the ones 
we have highlighted will suffice.

Though Awolowo never achieved his aim of giving free 
education at all levels during his life time to all Nigerians, 
his ideas must have influenced some of the educational 
seminars’ conferences and policies of the late 1960s and the 
1970s. We refer to Adebo’s UPE seminar proposals, the 
National Policy of Education of 1977 and the UPE progra­
mme of 1976. But the policy makers were too chicken 
hearted to go all the way. Obasanjo’s half measures of decla­
ring free tuition for universities students while at the same 
time hiking accommodation and feeding fees led to the now 
famous “Ali Must Go” Students’ unrest of May 1978.

Awolowo's party, the Action Group, won the elections in 
the Western Region and thus he became Leader of Govern­
ment Business in that Region. One of his first actions as 
head of the government in 1951 was to state his governments 
priority:

As far as possible, expenditure on services which tend to 
the welfare and health and education of the people should 
be increased at the expense of any expenditure that does 
not answer to the same test.56

In July 1952, the Hon. Minister of Education Chief 
(Prof) S. O. Awokoya gave a detailed set of proposals which 
called for an all-out expansion of all types of educational 
institutions.57 The major proposal were Free and compul­
sory Education in Junior primary Schools, starting in January 
1955; expansion of teacher training colleges as from 1953; 

establishement of 12 additional teacher training colleges; 
expansion of secondary and technical education, intensifi­
cation of the mass and adult education campaign with the 
ultimate aim of eradicating illiteracy and expansion of 
women education by the opening of more Domestic Science 
Centres.5 8
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Stressing the need for education, Awokoya said: “educa­
tion development is imperative and urgent. It must be treated 
as a national emergency second only to war. It must 
move with the momentum of a revolution.”59 He 
envisaged three problems namely: psychological, tutorial 
and financial problems. But while the first two were consi­
derably removed through propaganda, mass education and 
provision of adequate teaching manpower, the last was 
problematic.

However, Chief Awolowo tried to allay the fears of 
how the programme would be financed. He explained 
that the scheme was expected to cost £3 million. To raise 
this, there would be taxation by two methods: Direct Taxa­
tion and Indirect Taxation. The capitation tax was to be 
increased and it was expected to yield 1.5 million in 1955. 
The indirect Tax would come from the entertainment and 
cinema tax, sales tax on cocoa and oil palm produce and 
the running of a government lottery. Also, the Native Autho­
rities were expected to raise money through Income Tax, 
and by imposition of a given sum of money as levy according 
to the capacity contributed into the general pools.6 c

But apart from the ways enumerated by Awolowo above, . 
the Region was lucky to benefit from a new formula for the 
distribution of National Revenue. Thus, the West gained an 
extra £3.8 million from this source. Also, the regionalization 
of the Marketing Board brought into the coffers an extra 
£34.4 million.61 Thus, the region was placed in a comfor­
table position to embark on the UPE scheme, with the 
training of teachers, and building of new schools and class­
rooms to meet the massive enrolment of pupils.

On January 17, 1955, the UPE scheme began but without 
the compulsory aspect because it had become politicized 
both within and outside the AG. Leaders therefore felt it 
was safer to leave it out for the time being.6 2 This proved 
to be a wise decision because without compulsion, 811,000 
pupils turned up when 457 pupils were expected. It would 
have been politically unstrategic to send the extra home.
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rhus they were absorbed. To meet this upsurge, an ext 
1000 teachers were employed in addition to the 17,DC 
employed earlier, 3550 schools were increased to 6274 an 
8239 more classrooms were added to the existing 9450.6 
Similarly, secondary schools were increased while the regie 
nal outlay for education leapt from £2.2million to £5- 
million.6 4

The only level of the programme which did not take of 
was the technical education. Of the 8 projected technics 
schools, only 1 began operation in 1955. This was a grievou: 
failure in the scheme because it then meant most of the 
graduates of UPE scheme would be oriented towards clerical 
rather than vocational jobs. However, as at this period, it was 
not seriously viewed as a mishap in the scheme, given the 
orientation of the people (parents and pupils alike), literary 
education was preferred to vocational education.

Apart from the shortcomings in the area of vocational 
education, the scheme was a success. To keep the programme 
up to date, the Taiwo and Banjo Commissions were set up 
in 1958 and 1960 respectively to look into the UPE progra­
mme.

The success of the UPE programme was due to a number 
of factors. Awolowo was lucky to have as supporters from 
thb beginning of the formation of the AG, an intellectual 
group made up of Chief T. T. Solaru, Canon E. O. Alayande, 
Chief M. A. Ajasin, Canon S. A. Adeyefa and Mr. S. 0. 
Awokoya. This group had been meeting regularly to discuss 
“what a Nigerian Education Policy should be if the British 
called our bluff and left the country.”65 Thus, the educa­
tional oolicy later conceived in 1951 in the Town Hall of 
Owo by the AG and later adopted by the AG as part of its 
manifesto was the brain child of these gentlemen.

Another factor could be attributed to the fact that 
substantial number of the AG were teachers or former teachers. 
In the Western House of Assembly by 1952, 21 out of 87 
members were teachers.6 6

There was the leadership factor. Many of The AG leaders
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had been exposed to modernization and development through 
travels or studying abroad. They became motivated by 
considerations of elements of political development such 
as “political capacity, equality, and integration.”6 7 Thus, 
populist education would enable the new elite to control 
and develop their own economy, reduce the gap between 
the elite and the mass, as well as solve the “legitimacy crises"6 8 
of the evolving new ruling class. Also, the competition 
between the Western and Eastern Regions encouraged educa­
tional expansiort. The success of the educated people attaining 
power in 1951; reinforced the belief that education was the 
key to power, prestige and wealth. Thus, the masses called 
for free and compulsory education. For example out of the 
111 questions posed by legislators during the first two days 
of the July 1952 session, 35 were directed at the Ministei 
of Education. This showed the level of awareness for educa­
tion and this too was a factor in the success of the UPE.

Above all. it was Chief Awolowo’s role in the UPE scheme 
which ensured the success of the programme. First of all, the 
memory of his childhood hardship served as a driving force 
making him to want to make the UPE a success and thus save 
millions of children from such agonizing experience. Added 
to this driving force was his administrative and economic 
sense. Many of his peers who had similar humanistic thoughts 
on Free Education were probably constrained by the sheer 
enormous finance that would be needed to bring such ambi­
tious scheme to reality. According to Alhaji Adelabu Adegoke 
when the UPE scheme was announced, he observed that the 
constraint on the AG programme would be money. He 
suggested that the scheme would take at least £50 million 
at the initial stage.

Awolowo’s administrative skill made it possible for him to 
liaise with both the Central and the Local government offi­
cials. Finally, his policies on education did not antagonize 
religious organizations, unlike what Dr. Azikiwe and his 
government experienced in the East with the various 
Christian denominations when it embarked on its UPF
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Table 1

Total Exp. 153,674,419 146,405,460 187,766,550

According to the. table above, as the war progressed, the 
amount devoted to education diminished. This might be 
because education was not paramount. Survival of the nation 
was paramount. Thus, the paltry amount devoted to educa-

scheme. Awolowo built more schools for the muslims so 
that they too could have schools to attend without fear or 
proselytization by the Christians. Thus, all religious groups 
were able to cooperate with his government and made the 
UPE a success.
AWOLOWO’S ACTION ON EDUCATION AS FEDERAL COMMISSIONER FOX 

FINANCE

Chief Obafemi Awolowo became Federal Commissioner for 
Finance in Gowon’s administration between 1967 and 
1971. During this period, the thirty months Civil War was 
fought. Thus, it was a period when all efforts were channelled 
towards the successful prosecution of the war at a minimum 
cost. The table below shows the amount devoted to Educa­
tion vis-a-vis that devoted to Defence in the estimates of the 
total expenditure during the years 1967 to 1970.

1968/69 
1,833,400(1.3%

ITEM 1967/68
Education 2,998,973 (2%)
Defence 20,249,295 (13%)

1969/70 
1,782,410(1% 

15,000,000(10.%) 18,695,410 (10%)

Source: Estimates of the Government of the Federal Republic of 
Nigeria for the year 1967 to 1970. Lagos, Federal Ministry 
of Information, 1967-1969.

Recurrent Expenditure for Education and Defence 1967-
1970
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AWOLOWO AS THE LEADER OF UNITY PARTY OF NIGERIA AND FREE 
EDUCATION AT ALL LEVELS 1979-83

As it is well known, Awolowo failed to win the Presidency 
the two times he bid for it during this period. Yet, the 
party went ahead to implement free education at all levels, 
immediately the civilians came into power on October, 1, 
1979, in the five states in which the party had a majority. 
The states were Lagos, Oyo, Ogun, Ondo and Bendel States.

People marvelled at how Awolowo and his lieutenants could 
embark on this gigantic programme with them coming into 
office newly and without the proper knowledge of the 
state of the national purse. People who were ignorant of his 
trilogy could have doubts. As we have shown above, in his 
book, Strategy and Tactics of the People's Republic of

tion was to keep the various institutions alive.
Awolowo should not be seen as having been less concerned 

about education during this period. It was during this 
period that he completed his trilogy in which he declared 
forcefully the need for the state to be responsible for educa­
tion at all levels. This was to take off in 1970/71 while com­
pulsory UPE must be declared in 1974. In other words, he 
had envisaged the possibility of not being in office and 
therefore left guidelines for policy makers.

Yet, at the completion of the Civil War in 1970, he left 
office in 1971. Critics had wondered why he did not remain 
to prosecute his laudable educational scheme. There were 
possibly many reasons for this. First, Awolowo had his 
abhorrence for military dictatorship however benevolent 
the military leader might be. Therefore, he felt he had com­
pleted his assignment at the end of the civil war and left 
office. Secondly, General Yakubu Gowon, having announced 
his programme for a return to civil rule in 1976, Awolowo 
felt it was time to leave in order to prepare for his partici­
pation in the new civilian governance.

AWOLOWO AND THE POLITICS OF EDUCATION IN NIGERIA



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN 11826

Nigeria, he had marshalled out a twenty year programs 
and its attendant expenditure made on the conservatE 
figure of revenue expected both from oil and agricultus 
products. Besides, as an economist, he had followed keen. 
Nigeria’s fiscal position from the time he left office as Financ 
Commissioner to the period when he announced his progrs 
mme of free education at All Levels on September 22,197g 

A look at the UPN policy paper on education showed;
similar, outline of what he has in his books:

If the state expects full service and complete loyalty 
from every citizen then the state is duty bound to educate 
every citizen to the limit of his ability so that he can also 
serve the state to the limit of his competence 6 9

As part of its objectives, the UPN wanted to impart to 
each citizen a permanent academic and functional literacy; to 
train citizens who will have an understanding of and sympathy 
for the nation’s problems, to train citizens who will have 
respect for all types of honest labour and to train the various 
levels of manpower needed to develop, modernise and 

vance the economy and the society.70
The UPN educational programme retrained the 6-5-4 and 

6-5-2-3 structures. These meant 6 years primary education, 
5-year secondary education and 4 years University education 
of 6-year primary education, the 5-year secondary education, 
2-year post-secondary education and 3-year University 
education. Higher Education included Universities, Colleges 
of Education, Technology, and Polytechnics. There was to 
be available in every village or town, Adult, and Continuing 
Education.71

Also, the paper spelt out content and philosophy of 
the programme. It was fired with “a desire to fashion a well- 
ordered, just, self-reliant and confident nation out of our 
present situation”.7 2 As part of the UPN Administration on 
education programme, it took over responsibilities of plan­
ning, management, finance, making available facilities for the 
programme and training of -enough personnel to man the
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programme.73
To implement this programme, Awolowo had to rely on 

his lieutenants who became governors of the five states 
named above. Thus, he was handicapped from actually 
implementating at the national level, the programme he had 
so painstakingly drawn up. Another problem was that he had 
to depend only on the revenue at the Second Tier level 
(State level). A third problem was in the area of management. 
None of his lieutenants could claim to have Awolowo’s 
wizardry in financial management and doggedness in pur­
suing a programme. But given the fact that both parties: 
Awolowo and his lieutenants needed each other,47 both 
parties worked hard so that the UPN programme on educa­
tion would be a success.

fn implementing the UPN educational programme, varying 
percentage of their annual estimates were devoted to educa­
tion, (See Table II). It ranged from 11 to 44 percent. Whatever 
the percentage, the five states were more engrossed in imple­
menting education programmes than non-UPN states or the 
federal government which was concerned about qualitative 
education with the results that we have mentioned above.

Within the short period of four years, secondary schools 
were sited in such a way that many students did not need 
to walk more than 5 kilometres to school. Therefore, 
boarding facilities were discouraged. New Colleges of Educa­
tion were set up in all the five states as a matter of urgency, 
text books were provided free. Also Universifies were set 
up in four of the five states to cater for secondary school 
graduates who might not get admission into the Federal 
Universities. As in the Federal universities, tuition was free. 
In addition the states instituted bursary award to all their 
indigenes in higher institutions of learning.

As it was to be expected, this programme was not embanced 
upon without criticisms and problems. Properietors of educa­
tional institutions of the first and second levels, and political 
opponents eagerly found fault with the implementation of
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the programme or attributed the ill of the society to products 
of Free Education. According to the then Provost of the 
Cathederal Church of Christ, Lagos, the very Reverend Sope 
Johnson:

School Certificate examination question paper leak every 
year, certificates are forged; standard are allowed to drop; 
the missionary schools which have served the nation so 
admirably have been disorganized and left to waste away 
in mediocrity. We hear so much talk now of Free Education 
for all, yet the schools are ill equipped, scheme are hardly 
fit for cattle or for keeping poultry.

Similarly, Alhaji Lateef Jakande had running oattle with the 
proprietors of voluntary agencies whose schools were taken 
over by government without compesation. These agencies 
wanted their schools at the primary levels returned.76

Rev. Fr. Ogunmodede observed that had Nigeria beep a 
totalitarian State, where the State is synonymous with 
society, this position would not have been challenged. In a 
democratic State however, this stand was not readily accepted. 
Hence, Jakande’s problems in Lagos. Awolowo in an inter­
view with Ogunmodede agreed that privately - run schools 
should be permitted to exist side by side with public schools 
as long as they maintained the required educational stan­
dards.7 7

In the other UPN states such mistake was not made. 
Private schools existed alongside public ones. Only secondary 
schools were uniformly taken over by government in the 
five UPN states. However, they had their own problems. 
In Oyo State, the Governor, Chief Bola Ige had problems 
with the muslims who accused him of using state resources 
to promote the interest of Christians.7 8 The result was the 
directive79 which made religious knowledge optional for 
students. Also, no child must be subjected to any form oi 
religious instruction or practice against his choice or the wish 
of his parents and guardians.

Furthermore, the UPN States were criticised for rein­
troducing pools betting and other games devices as well as
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Table III

Advanced Level G.C.E. December 1979

State Passed Percentage

Western States
Eastern States
Northern States

6492
2500
1251

48.8
37.9
41.0

levying capitation tax. These, according to the critics were 
clear indications that these states governments could not 
cope with the programme financially. Others criticized the 
mass nature of the programme. Nothing good could ever 
emerge from such hurried mass production programme.80

Awolowo thus felt compelled to defend his lieutenants 
who he said were doing their best given the situation they 
found themselves. He then called on these critics who deride 
the UPN education scheme to look at the results of GCE at 
the ordinary and Advanced levels of the whole country for 
the 1975/76 session. (See Table III and IV)
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Table IV

G.C.E. O.L May - June 1975

State Passes Percentage

Source: Address delivered by Chief 0. Awolowo, cited in 25 years 
of UPE in Oyo State (Ibadan, Ministry of Internal Affairs 
and Information, 1980), p. 20,

Division I
Western States
Eastern States
Northern States

Division II
Western States
Eastern States
Northern States

Division III
Western States
Eastern States
Northern States

According to him, it was clear that products of free UPE who 
had been thoughtlessly described as semi-illiterates and armed 
robbers were indisputably in the lead. He again, in that 
address, took the opportunity to call on the Federal Govern­
ment to declare free education at all levels. That way, the gap 
between the North and the South would be closed permanen­
tly in another 15 to 20 years time.

3545
3381
969

1151
1087
462

28.6
27.6
22.4

2.6
3.1
2.8

8.0
10.5
5.7

13,494 
9,067 
3,834
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MULTIPLIER EFFECTS OF FREE EDUCATION AT ALL LEVELS

This section briefly looks at the reactions of some peoples to 
Awolowo’s failure to win the Presidency at the second 
attempt in 1983. While Awolowo accepted the victory of 
the NPN candidate, Alhaji Shehu Shagari without contesting 
it at the law courts, his supporters in the five former UPN 
states and particularly in Oyo and Ondo States went on 
rampage and declared the election at all levels rigged.

It is important to know why people went on rampage parti­
cularly after the results of the 1983 gubernatorial election. The 
reason was simply because the people feared the fate of 
education under a non-UPN leader. While some bemoaned 
Awolowo’s inability to win at the centre, they were content 
that at least at the state level their hearts’ desjre would still 
be had. The federal might was remote while the state’s was 
close and overwhelming! Thus, when the prospects of not 
enjoying Free Education dawned on them, they decided 
to take the laws into their hands and remove the impending 
block.

The military returned to power in 1983 and what the 
people of the Western States were afraid of had since happe­
ned. Under the guise of economic problems, Free Education 
which had existed for almost three decades in these states 
was being gradually eroded. In nearly all the UPN states 
tuition gradually crept back at the Secondary School Level 
while extra fees were levied under one guise or the other: 
development levies; Parents and Teachers Association (P.TA) 
levies, and what have you. Also tuition in the higher institu­
tions was reinstituted while state governments’ bursaries to 
their indigenes were stopped. For a term or two, fees were 
back at the primary level, but sanity returned and UPE had 
since been restored in all states. However, various forms of 
levies continued.

To save face, the government periodically made statements 
against illegal levying of fees by the PTA and Head teachers. 
Yet there have been occasions when Commissioners of 
Education enthusiastically perforin opening ceremonies of
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Thus, of the five UPN states which embarked on Free 
Education at all levels, only Lagos State still continues the 
programme fully but it is not without fears that it would 
follow soon the path of the others, what with the economic 
uncertainty which continually hover around every project.

Speaking to some social scientists at the University of 
Ibadan of the uncertain policies of education in Nigeria, we 
were told by the federal government that Education is 
problematic, because there has been no policy of Education. 
Thus, each Administration introduced its own special prog­
ramme on education without regards to what was formerly 
in operation. If it were losing credibility, it would embark 
on populist programmes which would enable it to find its feet.

The Babangida administration had promised to embark on 
Free and Compulsory UPE scheme throughout Nigeria. This 
is a good sign that Awolowo’s legacies remain. But at the 
post-primary level, education is really problematic. It is said 
that at the University level, certain steps are to be taken 
which definitely would make university education available 
td only a few people. Intake of students is’being reduced 
by 40 percent while surplus teachers would be laid off. It 
w^s also said that the students who have been enjoying free 
tuition since the period of Obasanjo (1978) might be asked 
to pay fees.82 But would these steps about to be taken-, 
improve the conditions in the Halls of Residence, lecture 
rooms and laboratories or would they curtail those who have 
access to higher education?

classroom blocks, science laboratories, school halls, all 
proceeds of PT A levies !f In other words, in one breadth, 
the government told parents that it would not refuse help 
from PTA and wealthy individuals at the same time it warned 
Principals and Head teachers not to impose extra levies on 
students after tuition had been paid. A typical dog in the 
manger attitude!!
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REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSION

This paper has looked at Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s contri­
butions to education in Nigeria. Inevitably to do this, we 
conjectured that as humanistic as his views on education 
were, they could not have been without a hint of politicking, 
giving his penchant for politics. Thus, the first section of the 
paper was devoted to conceptualizing “politics of education”

The second section was devoted to giving an overview on 
education in Nigeria from the 19th Century to the present 
day. We found that policies on education had always been 
gradualistic. Nigerian administrators had generally been too 
timid to embark on free education at al) levels even when the 
economy was bouyant. Presently, the economic situation has 
considerably worsened, making more remote the possibility 
of Free Education at all levels. Thus, we reached theconchi 
sion from our observation that education is certainly becom­
ing more elitist rather than being populistic.

The third section looked at the contributions of Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo to education. Some of his ideas and 
writings were looked at and we found that Awolowo had a con­
suming thirst for education and got himself educated through 
hard work. But initially his views on education were elitist. 
He then believed that in a land of illiterates, only the educated 
should rule. However, he reversed this viewpoint when ht 
realised that for a new state to attain rapid modernization 
and industrialization, the education of the masses must be 
embarked upon. This should not stop at the primary level 
alone but extend to all levels. This is where he parted ways 
with his colleagues who believed that higher education must 
be for the offspring of the wealthy while the poor must be 
condemned to vocational education only. Awolowo also 
stressed that education could reduce inequality and rancour 
among the various ethnic groups in Nigeria so far as all were 
exposed equally to education. It is only when it is sectionally 
given that inequality is pronounced. Also free education at 
all levels creates employment rather than unemployment
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because a great number would have been educated and 
trained who would go into various areas of the economy and 
this would aid development.

Ih this section too, we tried to examine how he operation­
alized his programme first at the UPE level between 1955 and 
1959 and at all levels in 1979 and 1983, and with what success­
es. In the first case, he was in office and thus was able to direct 
affairs. But in the second case he had to rely on his lieute­
nants. However, political exigencies on the part of the lieu- 
tanants propelled them to work for the success of the prog­
ramme. In spite of the meagre finance at their disposal, they 
gave an inkling of how it would have been had Awolowo 
been voted into office as President.

We would like to conclude by saying that Awolowo had 
left a lasting legacy and that nothing can be done to erase 
that fact, more so that he had left this legacy in writing 
for anybody to read. He had also given practical demons­
tration of the programme. Thus, no matter what the military 
government does during its tenure, education would continue 
to be an issue for any civilian administration to sucpeed. 
People are aware of its possibility at all levels with little 
re-arrangement of priorities.

Education would continue to be political, what with the 
6-3-3-4 programme taking off haphazardly. Nobody wants 
his child to end up a technician without practical knowledge 
of the technical tools he would need. If technical and scientific 
education must be promoted, then it must be pursued with 
a singlemindedness that they deserve.

If is then to be expected that the citizens of this country 
would ask our future rulers to make concrete pronounce­
ments on education. It definitely will not be the case when 
government would continue to toy with education because 
that would mean that it will be playing with the future of 
its citizen.

We hope we have been able to answer our salient questions: 
Education for whom; Education for what? Awolowo had 
definitely shown that education should be for the enlighten-
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ment of the entire populace of the State and that with an 
educated populace, true industrialization and technological 
advancement would be a reality.

We submit therefore in conclusion that though Awolowo 
had left the stage, it is not the end of an era. It is a period 
of fe-awakening with an articulate public that would concretize 
his dreams and ideas for the education of the masses of this 
country. Future rulers would be on their toes because they 
cannot afford to fall below his standards.
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Awolowo and Religion in Nigeria

O.B.C. NWOLISE

1. INTRODUCTION

Background and Objectives
The world of today houses over five billion people most of 
whom belong to one or the other of the several religions 
competing for their souls and resources. These religions 
include Hinduism with about 476 million, Buddism 225 
million, Confucianism 158 million, Taoism 31 million, 
Judaism 14 million, Shintoism 57 million, Islam 587 million, 
and Christianity 998 million followers.1 Given this fact, one 
would expect the world to be a very peaceful, lovely, orderly, 
and socially admirable planet to live in as religion teaches 
amongst others, love, peace, tolerance, consideration for 
others, justice, brotherhood of man, understanding, unity 
in one God and other virtues.

However, any one who has been observing the goings-on 
in the world as they relate to religion and human behaviour 
typified by the devastating war between Moslem Iran and 
Moslem Iraq, the bitter rivalry and destructions going on in 
Northern Ireland between Catholics and Protestants (all 
Christians), the four century long enslavement of Black 
Africans by Christian West Europeans and Moslem Arabs, 
the atrocities of Nazi Germany, the butcheries of Idi Amin 
(Uganda) and Nguema (Equitorial Guinea), the destructions 
of the Maitatsine men against their fellow Moslems and other
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religion’s members, the recent devastations of the Kaduna 
state riots and a host of others will not wonder why the 
German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche once screamed that 
“God was dead”2. The truth is that in the world of today in 
which all of us are at the mercy of men and women of 
desire, materialism and domination (rather than of ideas and 
service), it is rare to find pedple who seek light, truth and 
justice, and obey the inward dictates of their souls and 
conscience in sacred duty to God and humanity instead of 
following the narrow considerations of wordly ethics of 
cash, political power and dominance over other people in 
the name of religion. In short, the debate will soon gather 
momentum as to whether it was God who created man, or 
it was man who created God to enhance his exploitation, and 
oppression of his fellowmen.

Within one nation, millions of citizens and subjects exist 
who individually and or collectively belong to one or more of 
the numerous religions operating in the country. As religion 
is a matter of emotion rather than reason, and since religious 
differences and crises not properly handled can cause a huge 
conflagration, it is then the duty of diplomats, statesmen and 
patriots in each nation to promote religious tolerance and 
understanding as well as peaceful co-existence of all religions 
and their followers in the country. Nigeria is a nation of 
many religions and as shall be shown presently in this paper, 
has been a religiously turbulent nation, with some of her 
leaders playing different roles in the context of turbulence.

It is with this background that we have set out in this piece 
on the modest objective of exploring the contributions of Papa 
Obafemi Awolowo to religious tolerance growth and harmo­
ny in Nigeria with a view to highlight his legacies for our 
religiously turbulent nation. Studies like this have become 
crucial at this time for several reasons. First, we observe 
that due intellectual attention has not been given to Awo's 
religious ideas and practices in the country especially as 
regards his contributions to the growth of other religions 
(not his own)3. Second, positive legacies with respect to
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(b) On Religion: Meaning, Nature And Role

religion are very important in Nigeria today with all oi 
religious problems in nation-building and the present mov 
for a new social order in the country.

To people of different ideological colourations, shades o 
perception and interpretation, religion will intellectually havi 
different meanings, and roles. But for the purpose of thi 
paper, just a few definitions of religion will do. Bilton defines 
religion as:

a system of belief about the individual’s place in the world, 
providing an order to that world and a reason for existence 
within it.4

For Adegbesan, religion is:
any system relating man to ultimate value epitomised in 
God or the Supreme Being and embodying a creed and a 
mode of worship and communion.5

Some Marxists (many socialists and communists have accept­
ed liberation theology) see religion as the opium of the 
masses - a creation of the ruling and property class used to 
uphold an exploitative and oppressive social order favourable 
to the class in a society. In short, Karl Marx himself wrote 
that;

Religion is the sign of the oppressed creatures, the sentime­
nt of a heartless world, as it is the spirit of the spiritleu 
conditions, it is the opium of the people.6

dr this paper, we will regard religion as a system of beliefs 
; nd practices which if organised along the Will of the Creator 
helps in explaining the uncertainties of human life, securing 
moral behaviour and ensuring that people have smooth social 
relations on earth as prelude to having everlasting happy life 
with God after death; but which if run according to the 
dictates of evil forces brings fire and brimestone on the 
society whether multi-religious or mono-religious.

It is thus clear that religion is capable of playing catabolic 
or anabolic role in society. This dual role of religion has
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long been recognised by scholars. Thus, while Emile Dur- 
keim,7 one of the fathers of Sociology, see religion as capable 
of uniting people, and contributing to order in society 
as it generates conditions for societal wellbeing, self-discipline 
and the likes; and while Max Weber agrees with Durkeim 
on the positive role of religion by saying that it is a catalyst 
to economic development, Lewis Coser brings out the dys­
functional role of religion clearly. Coser is of the view that 
though religion can pull people (especially of one religion) 
together it can also disintegrate th^n and set them against 
each other.8

As has been clearly demonstrated in Lebanon, (Christians 
against Moslems), Northern Ireland (Christians against Christ­
ians),. Sudan, (Christians against Moslems), India (Hindus 
against Sikhs), and recently Nigeria (Moslems against Christ­
ians), and other examples, religion can be very volatile as any­
thing that adversely hits religion in a nation'hits at the pillars 
of that nation’s survival, unity, and progress. As has been 
stated by this author during the controversy over the Organi­
sation of Islamic Conference (OIC), nine handy reasons can 
be advanced for the volatile nature of religion: (i) Religion 
is based on faith, and faith belongs to the realm of the heart 
not the head, resulting in the situation where people tend to 
act without reasoning properly in what hits their religion.
(ii) .People whose profession or natural calling hinge, on their 
religion will do anything to protect that religion.
(iii) There are people who are opposed to the use or misuse 
of religion by the ruling class to back up the exploitation 
and oppression of the masses.
(iv) There are people for whom religion is a source of autho­
rity in the society.
(v) There are people for whom religion is the only viable 
source of daily bread.
(vi) There are people who do not believe in God, or any 
religion, and to these, discussing or quarrelling over religion 
is more than a disturbance.
(vii) Religion is a form of belief system , and beliefs -are diffi-



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERAT846

(b) On Religion: Meaning, Nature And Role

religion are very important in Nigeria today with all our 
religious problems in nation-building and the present move 
for a new social order in the country.

To people of different ideological colourations, shades of 
perception and interpretation, religion will intellectually have 
different meanings, and roles. But for the purpose of this 
paper, just a few definitions of religion will do. Bilton defines 
religion as:

a system of belief about the individual’s place in the world, 
providing an order to that world and a reason for existence 
within it.4

For Adegbesan, religion is;
any system relating man to ultimate value epitomised in 
God or the Supreme Being and embodying a creed and a 
mode of worship and communion.5

Some Marxists (many socialists and communists have accept­
ed liberation theology) see religion as the opium of the 
masses - a creation of the ruling and property class used to 
uphold an exploitative and oppressive social order favourable 
to the class in a society. In short, Karl Marx himself wrote 
that;

Religion is the sign of the oppressed creatures, the sentime­
nt of a heartless world, as it is the spirit of the spiritless 
conditions, it is the opium of the people.6

or this paper, we will regard religion as a system of beliefs 
: nd practices which if organised along the Will of the Creator 
helps in explaining the uncertainties of human life, securing 
moral behaviour and ensuring that people have smooth social 
relations on earth as prelude to having everlasting happy life 
with God after death; but which if run according to the 
dictates of evil forces brings fire and brimestone on the 
society whether multi-religious or mono-religious.

It is thus clear that religion is capable of playing catabolic 
or anabolic role in society. This dual role of religion has



AWOLOWO AND RELIGION IN NIGERIA 847

long been recognised by scholars. Thus, while Emile Dur- 
keim,7 one of the fathers of Sociology, see religion as capable 
of uniting people, and contributing to order in society 
as it generates conditions for societal wellbeing, self-discipline 
and the likes; and while Max Weber agrees with Durkeim 
on the positive role of religion by saying that it is a catalyst 
to economic development, Lewis Coser brings out the dys­
functional role of religion clearly. Coser is of the view that 
though religion can pull people (especially of one religion) 
together it can also disintegrate th^'n and set them against 
each other.8

As has been clearly demonstrated in Lebanon, (Christians 
against Moslems), Northern Ireland (Christians against Christ­
ians),. Sudan, (Christians against Moslems), India (Hindus 
against Sikhs), and recently Nigeria (Moslems against Christ­
ians), and other examples, religion can be very volatile as any­
thing that adversely hits religion in a nation*hits at the pillars 
of that nation’s survival, unity, and progress. As has been 
stated by this author during the controversy over the Organi­
sation of Islamic Conference (OIC), nine handy reasons can 
be advanced for the volatile nature of religion: (i) Religion 
is based on faith, and faith belongs to the realm of the heart 
not the head, resulting in the situation where people tend to 
act without reasoning properly in what hits their religion.
(ii) .People whose profession or natural calling hinge, on their 
religion will do anything to protect that religion.
(iii) There are people who are opposed to the use or misuse 
of religion by the ruling class to back up the exploitation 
and oppression of the masses.
(iv) There are people for whom religion is a source of autho­
rity in the society.
(v) There are people for whom religion is the only viable 
source of daily bread.
(vi) There are people who do not believe in God, or any 
religion, and to these, discussing or quarrelling over religion 
is more than a disturbance.
(vii) Religion is a form of belief system, and beiiefs are diffi-



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AJ-848

cult to question without a party taking offence.
(viii) Each religious group holds strongly and jealously ta 
belief that its own religion is the best and the only roul 
God and salvation.
fix) There are always within each religious group pe« 
known as religious fanatics, who are always ready at 
slightest stimulus to shed human blood and destroy prope 
in defence of the group’s religion without asking any qu« 
ions.9
It is especially against these religious fanatics that patric 
and peace loving people always call for constitutional prov: 
ions for freedom of thought, conscience, and religion as we 
as enforcement of such provisions; and the promotion c 
religious tolerance and understanding in the society especial! 
among leaders, for the exercise of great restraint and tact u 
the handling of any religious misundertanding, and for th( 
avoidance of precipitation of any religious crisis. In the next 
section, we focus on Nigeria as a religiously turbulent nation.

11. NIGERIA AS A RELIGIOUSLY TURBULENT NATION
The different societies that make up what is today called 
Nigeria existed mainly as theocracies before the coming of 
both the whiteman, and foreign religions - Islam and Christi­
anity. The Yorubas for example worshipped the Creator 
through smaller deities as Obatala, Ogun, Sango and other 
gods, while the Ibos had Ala, Omaliko, and the Ijaws 
worshipped Oruyai and other gods and the political leaders 
of these societies performed rituals according to religious 
dictates. According to Ikime:

Among Nigeria’s multifarious peoples, religion was inextri­
cably mixed with government, the rituals performed by the 
Yoruba and Benin Obas. the Sarakuna of Hausaland, the 
Okpara. Obi or Eze of the Igbo. the Amakosuowei or 
Amanyanabo of the Ijaw, the Ivie or Oppako of the l/rhobo 
and Isoko, all were essential ingredients in the maintenance 
of political order and. stability and the promotion of the 
peoples moral code.1
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Thus, before the arrival of foreign religious beliefs and modes 
S’nXTZmay be termed 

their “state religion”. Then came Islam which was founde 
by Prophet Mohammed (S.A.W) in the 7th century inArab ia. 
Islam made its first contact with our Northern peoplei in th 
9th century through the trade expeditions of .Berber Moslem 
Merchants to the Kanem-Bomu region.11 Christianity ou 
ed by Jesus Christ of Nazareth (Jewish) before the found g 
of Islam came later making the first contact with our South­
ern people through Portuguese traders who came to Benin 
Kingdom in the 15th century.1 r However, these first conta­
cts of both religions did not have meaningful impact on oom 
the Northern and the Southern societies because the set o 
foreigners that brought them were fishers of cash not fishers 
of souls and political power. The fishers of souls and politic 
Power came much later-Uthman dan Fodio’s Jihad of early 
19th century destroyed the traditional religion-based theocra­
cies of the Hausa states and imposed Islamic theocracies o 
the caliphate system based on Sharia, Hadith and Sunna with 
the Holy Koran as major reference point. The Caliph here 
was both the political and religious leader. From the South 
later came the Christian missionaries to fish for souls wit 
the backing of fishers of politcal power that later overran the 
whole South and North creating today’s Nigeria from the 
amalgamation of Jan. 1,1914.

Nigeria today has a population estimated to be about 
million people. But from the 1963 census it had a population 
of 56.5 million. Out of this total figure, Moslems made up 
47.27 per cent, Christians 34.59 per cent, and other religions 
or no faith 18.18 per cent. In the North, there were 21 4 
million moslems (38.88%), 3.8 million Christians (7.05%), 
and 5.5 million others or no faith; while in the South there 
were 16.3 million Christians (29..68%), 4.9 million Moslems 
(8.98%), and 4.6 million other or no faith.13 However, the 
projected religious distribution of Nigeria’s population for 
1981/82 shows that Moslems constitute 45.5 per cent of
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Nigeria, Christians 44.9 per cent, and other religions or no 
faith 9.6 per cent.14

Given the progressive state of poverty, ignorance, hunger, 
disease, unemployment, exploitation, alienation, oppression 
and others in Nigeria since independence, this country has 
become today a fertile ground for the planting, germination, 
growth and balkanisation of all forms of religion. The two 
initial foreign religions have now got numerous out-growths, 
e.g. Christianity has Catholic, Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, 
Apostolic, Celestial, Jehoval Witness, Cherubim and Seraphim, 
Gospel Church, Seventh Day Adventist, Africa for Christ, 
“Bom Again” groups and other growths. On the Islamic 
side, there are the Sunnis, Shite, Tariqa groups with numer­
ous societies as the Ansar-Ud-Deen, Nawar-Ud-Deen, Ahmadi­
yya, Izala and the likes. In addition to these two foreign 
religions and the traditional religions, there are new religions 
like Hare Krishna, Guru Maharaii to mention a few.

The multi-religious nature of Nigeria made it practically 
impossible and unwise for the colonial masters to impose one 
religion on the whole country — not even their own Christia­
nity. The colonial masters from Lugard (1900) to Robertson 
(1960) followed the path of religious tolerance and non-inter­
ference. At independence, the 1960 constitution reflected 
respect for the multi-religious nature of Nigeria and entren­
ched the legal requirements to ensure continuity of tolerance 
by providing in section 23(1) for freedom of thought, cons­
cience and religion. The constitution' prohibited enforced 
religious education, and made for individual or joint propaga­
tion of one’s religion or beliefs in worship, teaching, practice 
and observance. Section 24(1) of the 1963 constitution re­
peated the 1960 provisions. The 1979 constitution continued 
the provisions by providing in section 35(1) that “Every per­
son shall be entitled to freedom of thought, conscience, and 
religion”. Section 10 even went further to prohibit state 
religion by providing that:

The government of the Federation or state shall not adopt 
any religion as state religion.
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Despite all these constitutional provisions to promote reli­
gious freedom, tolerance and peaceful co-existence, Nigeria 
has experienced religious tension and numerous intra and 
inter religious crises. A few examples will do here. The 
high tension in the country towards independence made 
religious groups to testify before the Willink Commission 
set up in 1958 to investigate the fears of minority groups. 
During the period 1977—1978 when a new constitution 
was being fashioned for Nigeria, the issue of having Sharia 
court at the Federal and State levels generated a lot of 
controversy in the country and bitterness between Moslems 
and non-moslems especially the Christians. While the Mos­
lems argued that the Sharia Court was very important for 
moslems and can be applied to moslems alone, the Christians 
argued that Nigerian Courts are not applying jus Canonicum 
(canon law), and that if the Sharia Courts will apply Islamic 
laws for Moslems, then Ecclesiastical Courts will have to app­
ly Canon laws for Christians. The situation was so bad that 
in the words of Erivwo, the “Sharia controversy could have 
led to a religious war in Nigeria”15.

In 1982, a quarrel arose between Moslems and Christians 
over a Church built in 1926 in Fegge area of Kano which was 
said to be too near to a Mosque built in 1960. In the pro­
cess, the Church and nine other churches were burnt down.16 
In the same year, there was an attempt by a Moslem group 
to capture the Bauchi Central Mosque. From 1980 to 1985, 
Nigerians witnessed a ruthless process of massacre organised 
by the Maitatsine insurgents. They first struck at Kano in 
1980, then at Kaduna and Bulunkutu in 1982, Gombe in 
1984, and Jimeta in 1985. Hundreds of innocent people 
were killed and property worth millions of naria destroyed 
in the five religious riots that prompted the use of military 
force to quell. In 1986, the country was engulfed by the con­
troversy over Nigeria’s application and acceptance as the 46th 
member of the organisation of Islamic Coi ference (QIC).

Table 1 shows the religous proportions of the 46 O1C 
member states. It is interesting to note Nigeria’s odd position
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as the only state where Moslem population does not over-l 
whelm that of Christians and animists put together; the 
population of animists does not over-whelm that of Christians, 
and yet the population of Christians and Moslems are closer.

As the OIC controversy raged on, a Christian procession 
celebrating Palm Sunday at Ilorin was ambushed by Moslems 
in March 1986-„From this, the nation woke up on May 5 of 
the same year to hear that part of the statue of the rising 
Christ in the Chapel of Ressurrection, University of Ibadan 
had been burnt in an attempt to bum down the Chapel. In 
the same year, during the opening ceremony of the newly 
built ultra modem mosque at the same University, it was 
declared by the moslems that the cross which was erected 
over 30 years ago was too close and very visible from the 
mosque built in 1986, and therefore should be removed. 
This crisis had to be handled cautiously by the Police, the 
University authorities, and (informally) the Minister of 
Education. Eventually, the cross was left but screened off 
from the mosque, and the moslems accepted erecting their 
own Islamic symbol under construction. The latest religious 
crisis and most destructive so far is the Kaduna (state) reli­
gious riots of March 1987. Table 2 below summarises the des­
tructions done. The destruction has now imposed on govern­
ment, millions of naira worth of compensation to be paid 
to victims as shown on page 3 of The Guardian of September 
5, 1987. Up till September this year, some Nigerians have 
refused, on religious ground, to sing the National athem, 
recite the National pledge, or salute the national flag.

The above analysis shows without doubt the extent 
to which Nigeria has become a religiously turbulent nation.
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Table 1

MoslemNation Population Christian Animist

(000)
(%)

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

2.
3.

Proportion
(%)

99
99 

100+
85
15

Main+
15
55 

Main+
94
90

1
85
75
30
90
98
90
95
99
62
97 

Main* 
Main+

90
100 
Main+

75
75
97

Main+
98 

Main+
80
25
99
70

n.a.
n.a.

n.a.
n.a.

n.a.
65 
n.a.
52
40 
Few

n.a 
53

1 
24 
66 
n.a 
n.a. 
na.

n.a.
20 
n.a.
33

5 
Few

6 
7

46 
14

1 
4
5 

n.a.
8 
5 

n.a. 
37 
n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a.

I

n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a.
n.a.
n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a.

5
5 

n.a.
5

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
9

n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a. 
na.
15
70 
n.a.
25

15,540 
19,130 
’ 364 
87,657 
3,567
213 

8,058 
4,309
290 
250 41,572
538 
601 

4,890
777 

147,400 
35,504 
12,767
2,152 
1,356 
3,012 
2,856 

13,436
143

6,290 
1,544 

20,242 
5,098

839 
83,700

n.a.
250 

7,866 
5,381 
3,470 
3,443 

18,691

Religious Proportions of All OIC Memberstates 
(Percentages)

Proportion Propor­
tion (%)

Afghanistan 
Algeria 
Bahrain 
Bangladesh 
Benin 
Brunei 
Cameroon 
Chad 
Comoros 
Djibouti 
Egypt* 
Gabon 
Gambia 
Guinea 
Guinea Bissau 
Indonesia 
Iran* 
Iraq 
Jordan 
Kuwait 
Lebanon 
Libya 
Malaysia* 
Maldives* 
Mali 
Mauritania* 
Morocco* 
Niger 
Oman* 
Pakistan* 
PLO (Rep. Palestine) 
Qatar 
Saudi Arabia* 
Senegal 
S.Leone 
Somalia* 
Sudan
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Source:

Main+:

Table 2

Town

955

4
16 15

3

Total 152 8155 165 19 95 24 5

38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.

40
9

Compiled from M. Bachellor (ed), The Hammond Almanac 
1982, Maplewood, Hammond Inc, pp. 504—705.
Means that the population is mainly Moslem
Countries having Islam as official state religion.
Means not available.
Means almost 100 per cent Moslem.

101
26

2
11
10

2

8,979 
6,367 

45,217 
12,630 

1,040 
6,554 
7,080
1,853 

84,500

133
5

20
8

1
6

12

Syria 
Tunisia* 
Turkey 
Uganda
U.A. Emirates 
Upper Volta 
Yemen A.R.* 
S. Yemen 
Nigeria

40
34

n.a.
100+:

90
98
98
10
90
16

Main+
98
47

Source: 
N.B.

10 
n.a.

50 
n.a.

3 
na. 
na. 
34

n.a.
40
nai.
81
n.a.
na.
19

Zaria 
Kaduna 
Kafanchan 29 
Funtua 
Katsina 
Kankia 
Daura

Private Churches
Houses

STATISTICS OF DESTRUCTION DONE DURING THE KADUNA STATE
RIOTS 

MARCH 6-13 1987

Hotels Lives Vehicles Motor Mosques Animals 
Cycles

Daily Sketch, April 17 1987. p. 3.
The figures were announced at the close of Public Sitting by 
the Mrs. H. Donly Administrative Panel that investigated the 
Kaduna riots. (The Column totals may not agree with the 
breakdown of figures as found in our source).
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III.AWOLOWO’S LEGACIES IN RELIGIOUS THOUGHTS AND ACTIONS

Awo’s practical Manifestations of religious tolerance(a)

Papa Awolowo who was bom on March 6 1909 and died on 
May 9 1987 found only one complete chance in his life to 
serve the masses as an executive political leader and that was 
when he was the Premier of Western Region of Nigeria 
1954-195 9. His period of service under General Gowon’s 
military administration presented Papa with little or no 
opportunity to carry-out national administration as it should 
be done. Awo’s later attempts to serve as executive political 
leader of the country were frustrated with, deliberate and 
unpatriotic electoral fraud by the incumbent governments. 
Thus, much of our discussions of liis religious actions may 
centre on his period of service as Premier.

Awo, a Christian by religion, believed in justice and fair 
play, and by extension, he believed in giving each religion its 
due. As Premier of Western Region 1954-1959, he gave Islam, 
Christianity and Traditional religion their due, and never con-

It is also clear that wanton destruction of life and property 
in the name of religion gained momentum after the QIC 
controversy, forcing the Federal Government to establish 
the Advisory Council on Religious Affairs, and to ban reli­
gious advertisements in all newspapers in the country, in 
order “to curtail what is considered to be an abuse of funda­
mental liberty with attendant consequences of social cha­
os’’17. The Chief of Army Staff, General Sani Abacha has 
also toured key military establishments in the country 
urging soldiers to avoid religious sentiments, regard the unity 
and territorial integrity of Nigeria as their ‘religion’, and treat 
as security risk anybody who attempts to introduce religious 
sentiment into their midst.18 In the next section, we go 
further in our study to examine Papa Awolowo’s thoughts 
and actions as well as his contributions to religious harmony 
in the country.
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templates or made any law that oppressed a particular 
gion’s followers. According to Israel Ojo on Awo:

Although he was a practising Christian during his lifetime, 
he was not only non-hater of other religions but a bene­
factor to them all. Records abound of his contributions 
both in cash and kind to those other religions He show­
ed practical examples of what he meant by according all 
religions their due when during his premiership of the Old 
Western Region he usually gave instruction for the obser­
vance of Muslim service on Fridays, Traditional religious 
service on Saturdays, and Christian religious service on 
Sundays on the occasion of state celebrations.1 9

When his Action Grottp-propelled government launched t 
free education, and free health service (for children und 
18 years) in 1955, it was made a purely secular matter. The 
was no discrimination on religious or even ethnic basis. Evei 
Nigerian child in the Region no matter his creed or ethni 
origin benefitted. Religion did not divide the pupils at schoo 
and there was no special uniform for Yorubas or Christian 
nor were non-Yorubas charged higher fees. Instead, Awi 
made special arrangement to ensure that opportunity existec 
for children from the North in each class by keeping fivs 
vacancies for them. Thus, when the Hausa and Igbira commu 
nity in Akure paraded the streets on June 3 this year singing 
praises of Awo in their farewell bid to him, they made it 
clear that they had been in Ondo state since 40 years (from 
1947), and had benefitted from Awo’s programmes. Igbo 
people numbering over 2000 also held a colourful rally 
on June 2nd this year in honour of late Papa Awolowo 
saying that “the Igbo community in Akure and Yoruba-, 
land generally benefitted from Papa Awo’s policies as Premier 
of Western Region in the areas of Free Education and heal­
th”.20

Religious organisations were allowed to own and operate 
their schools as long as the schools were established along 
government stipulations and standard. Freedom of religion, 
conscience and thought reigned in the Region as well.

OEAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN
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is
Coming specifically to Papa Awo and the Islamic religion, 

we gathered during the cause of this study that Papa Awo as 
Premier granted the request of moslems for land to build a 
moseque at the Oja Oba area of Ibadan. Not only this, he 
also donated some materials for the mosque. In his life 
time, Awo personally sponsored many moslem-friends and 
relatives especially to perform the Holy pilgrimage to Mecca. 
Also as Premier and leader of the Action Group, he supervis­
ed over the making of legislations in the Western Region for 
the increase in the number of public holidays observed for 
moslem festivals from the existing two days (one for Eld-El 
Fitri and the other for Eld-El-Kabir) to five days: two for 
Eld-El Fitri, two for Eld-El Kabir, and one for Eld-El Maulud 
respectively. These new public holidays were effected in the 
Old Western Regional House of Assembly through a motion 
moved by Chief M.S. Sowole (second member for Remo). 
From the West, it moved to the centre (Lagos) where another 
Action Group member representing Ikeja Constituency 
Alhaji Sule Gbadamosi, moved another motion in 1954 at the 
House of Representatives. The motion was whole-heartedly 
welcomed by all sides, and it became law and operational 
since then.

However, the greatest act of goodwill towards the moslems 
carried out by Awo may be taken as the establishment of a 
pilgrims welfare Board for Moslems in May 1958 known as 
the Western Region Pilgrims Welfare Board. As at 1958, only 
moslems went on Pilgrimage. The establishment of this 
pilgrims Board was not only a show of religious tolerance and 
understanding, it was also a manifestation of exemplary 
leadership in the promotion of religious peace and harmony 
in the country. It will be recalled that the first Hajj Agency in 
Nigeria called the West African Pilgrims Agency was founded 
about the mid - 1950s in Kano by the late Alhaji Mahmud 
Dantata. This was followed by the formation of the Northern 
Nigeria Pilgrims Licensing Board in April 1958 by the North­
ern Regional government. But Awo was the “first to establish 
statutorily, a pilgrims welfare Board with responsibility to
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look after the welfare of muslim pilgrims to Saudi Arabia”22 
For this and other things he did for the moslems, their lead­
ers in Yoruba states showed appreciation of Awo’s care and 
goodwill when he died.2 3

Some people have attributed the formation of the Western 
Region Pilgrims Welfare Board to political calculations as 
we shall discuss later, but the most Reverened Timothy 
Olufosoye, in a Sermon at the burial service of Papa Awolo- 
wo at St Savious Church, said that, Awo established the 
pilgrim Welfare Board for moslems to forestal or difuse any 
religious tension or strife in the country, and to demonstrate 
that the nation’s development must go together in spiritual 
and material settings.24 The point however is that Awo who 
was a Christian did establish the Pilgrims Board to cater for 
the welfare of the moslems going on pilgrimage to Saudi 
Arabia. Thus, it is very clear that Awo did not make an 
empty claim when he said;

1 claim without any fear of contradiction that though a 
Christian, I am the harbinger of the welfare of those devout 
moslems who do pilgrimage to Mecca from Nigeria....25

It will be very difficult to find three more Nigerian political 
leaders (since 1914) who can make such a claim and get 
public approval as did Awo. He established the Pilgrims 
Board to reduce the sufferings of moslems going to Mecca 
and enable them have smooth pilgrimage. Awo’s high degree 
of religious understanding and tolerance reminds us of the 
high degree of tolerance and understanding manifested by 
Prophet Mohammed (S.A.W) in his last years when his word 
was law in Arabia, yet he did grant the monks of the Monaste­
ry of St. Catherine, Mount Sinai, and all the Christians under 
his jurisdiction a charter which has been designated as one 
of the noblest monuments of enlightened tolerance in human 
history. According to Chief Imam Shodeinde, in this docum­
ent, Holy Prophet Mohammed (S.A.W.) personally undertook 
and enjoined his followers:

to protect the Christians, to defend their churches, the 
residences of their priests, and to guard them from all injur-

I
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(b) Basis ofAwo’s religious tolerance

As stated earlier, some ot Papa Awo’s actions in the religious 
sector have been given different interpretations as far as the 
motive force is concerned. For example, the establishment 
of the Western Region Pilgrims welfare Board has been 
attributed by some people to have emanated from political 
calculations to the effect that Awo used it as a strategy to 
stop the moslems in the Region from forming a rival political 
party.29

ies. They were not to be unfairly taxed; no bishop was to 
be driven out of his bishopric, no Christian was to be forced 
to reject his religion; no monk was to be expelled from his 
monastery; no pilgrim was to be detained from his pilgri 
mage, nor were the Christian churches to be pulled down 
for the sake of building mosques or houses for die muslems. 
Christian women married to moslems wete to enjoy their 
own religion and not to be subjected to compulsion or 
annoyance of any kind on account of their religion. If 
Christians should stand in need of assistance for the repairs 
of their churches or monasteries, the muslims were to 
assist them.26

The Holy Prophet clearly stipulated in the Charter that any 
moslem violating or abusing these provisions should be regar­
ded as a violator of Allah’s testament. We also recall that the 
governor of Arabian and Persian Iraq (724 AD-738), Khalid 
al Qasri did build a church for his Christian mother, while in 
759 AD, the Moslem government helped to complete the 
building of a church whose bishop could not raise enough 
funds to complete.22 These testimonies of historic moslem 
tolerance will show that the destructions done in Kaduna 
state in March this year against Christian persons, Churches 
and properties had more sinister motives far from religion 
as catalyst. This conclusion becomes more cogent when one 
considers Sheikh Gumi’s statement during the crisis that “it 
was prohibited in Islam to preach violence or cheat anybody 
whether moslem or Christian-’.28
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Sklar noted also that:

ethnically inspired opposition to the AG among Yoruba 
people is reinforced by resistance based on religious sensi­
bilities specifically among muslims religious differences 
lie beneath the surface of regional- politics. 0

It is true of course that the Action Group faced opposition in 
the West just like any other political party in the country at 
that titne. But to attribute the establishment of the Western 
Region Pilgrims Welfare Board to purely political calculations 
of stopping the formation of a rival political party makes the 
matter too simplistic, and fails to recognise the fact that not 
all decisions of politicians emanate from the political “conve­
rsion” machine; and did not take into account Awo’s belief 
.that the best in politics derives from and is firmly rooted in 
religious ideals. When the Government of Northern Region 
established its Northern Region Pilgrims Licensing Agency, 
was it political? It must be noted that at this time, the 
Action Group was not just a party of the Christians in the 
Western Region. It also had many influential moslems.

To understand Awo’s religious actions, one needs to go 
beyond simplistic and superficial analysis. We contend that 
the several acts of religious tolerance manifested by Awo 
including the establishment of the Pilgrims Welfare Board 
are based on and will be understood better if one examines 
his personal beliefs, values and principles (many of which are 
in his numerous writings); his understanding of human natu­
re; his foresight as a Nigerian and a political leader; his know­
ledge of religion’s role in any multi-religious and multi-ethnic 
society as Nigeria; and his understanding of his people, their 
history, culture and other facets.

Looking at Awo’s personal beliels, values, and principles, it 
is clear that he truely had strong faith in God. He always as­
serted that he owed his success in life partly to the Grace of 
God. In his book Awo, he said “I found it hard to disbelieve 
in or to doubt the existence of God”.3 1 He regarded God
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For ourselves, we believe in God, and believe that he is 
the Creator of the Universe^ We believe that He is the 
Universal Mind which: pe’rmeates and pervades all things.33

here as the true God and not the type of “God” worshipped 
by religious fanatics who “project their own self-created God 
instead of the true God...”32 He also believed that all religions 
worth their salt worship this same true God. In the People’s 
Republic, A wo observed:

From his belief in God, we descend to his belief in religion. 
Though Awo understood that religious development and 
moral development are not the same as moral principles 
and values can grow from reason, thus making it possible 
for a man to be moral without necessarily being religious, 
he still believed that religion is important for malting a moral 
man. To him, man is both political and religious,34 thus no 
development programme for human will be complete without 
a place for religious upliftment.

Awo believed strongly in Love and loving, whether it 
related to one’s wife, his children, his neighbours, or his 
country. In The Strategy and Tactics of the People’s Re­
public of Nigeria, Awo asserted that socialist orientation 
in Nigeria can be epitomised through three key elements 
(i) Patriotism, typified by selfless service to Nigeria for its 
own sake, (ii) Altruism, which is the attitude of mind that 
has regard for other people, and which in the words of the 
Communist Manifesto recognises ‘the free development 
of each as the condition for the free development of all, 
as different from naked self-interest that propels capitalism, 
(iii) Love, that is one loving his neighbour as he loves him­
self.35 In The People’s Republic, Awo had earlier written 
extensively on the need for love for one’s neighbours whether 
they are of the same religion with one or not. He had asser­
ted:

The touchstone of what is good, be it in thought, or word 
or action is LOVE. We are to love our neighbours as our-

m u > '
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selves “That is the law and the prophets”. Anything there- 
fore-any thought or word or action which falls short of 
LOVE is evil, and holds within itself the germ of its own 
eventual and inevitable destruction.36

To Awo, the ability to love is a pre-requisite for the ability 
to be just, for he who does not love cannot be just, as hatred 
breeds injustice. This brings us to his belief in justice which 
we shall here define as the quality of doing what is right and 
fair. Awo believed that justice is very important for the 
attainment of peace, and stability which are relevant for 
development in the country. In his Presidential address to 
the Action Group Congress at Jos in 1962, he said;

We all profess belief in social justice, equal opportunity 
for all and the wellbeing of the individual.

Again, in his address at the opening of the Federal Court of 
Appeal, he emphasised that justice was the Sommum Bonum 
(greatest good);

.justice is the Summum Bonum (the greatest good) after 
which mankind has continually and tirelessly striven in all 
its activities since the beginning of its creation; in the home, 
in the community, in sports, in business, in politics, in the 
church, in the mosque or in anything or place you can 
imagine, the ultimate of man’s endeavours isjustice. Where­
ver this ultimate is absent or unattainable, there are actual 
or potential strife, turmoil, instability, unrest chaos, and 
social evils.38

Thus, with his belief in the true God, in Love, and justice, 
and knowing that all religions serve the same true God, it 
was clear to Awo that oppressing people of other religions 
tantamounted to working against the true God whom all 
religions worship, going against the love law, and not doing 
what is right and fair. He believed that peoples religous rights 
and values must be respected by government because accord­
ing to him, the earthly authority is ordained by God, as a 
result, Caesar’s behests must, not be repugnant to God’s 
injunctions.3 9 To Awo, freedom of thought, conscience 
and religion must not be tampered with, as it is part of the 
freedoms and rights that are fundamental and inalienable,
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and should not be sacrificed on the altar of any political 
machinations. Freedom of thought, conscience and religion 
is one of the 22 freedoms and rights advocated in his Thou­
ghts on Nigerian Constitution, and can also be found in 
The People’s Republic.

The above concern of Awo for religious freedom and rights 
marked Awo out as a devoted secularist. He had always ad­
vocated a secular status for Nigeria, believing that religion and 
government should be apart so that religious leaders in addi­
tion to showing good examples to their followers can always 
speak the truth, leach the will of God, criticize and condemn 
evil in goyemment and society. Another major reason for his 
advocating “separation of activities between the state on the 
one hand and religious bodies on the other”'’0 is that religi­
ous issues are often very sensitive and explosive, and to avoid 
interferences and wranglings between church and state. 
Thus, Papa Awo proposed a secular state in which “there is 
no official state religion”.4 1

It is possible for some people to think there is confusion 
or a mix-up in Awo’s advocacy of secularism and his esta­
blishment of the Western Region Pilgrims Welfare Board in 
1958. There should be no confusion about this. As stated 
above Awo wanted a situation where there is “no official state 
religon”, but at the same time advocated a reasonable degree 
of cooperation between the state and religious bodies since 
the government and religious bodies are working towards the 
same goal — the welfare, development and happiness of man. 
When he lectured students of the Adventist College of West 
Africa at Illishan-Remo on January 27, 1961, he clearly 
told them that to bring out the best in a man and to enable 
him live a healthy and happy life, “the agencies of politics 
and religion must work in close and harmonious cooperation” 
fdr in modern times and in a democratic society, the functions 
of politics are complementary to those of religion”.4 2 
He also told them in defining the responsibilities of politics 
and religion:
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The purpose of politics is first and last the material well­
being of man, while the purpose of religion on the other 
hand is to do this by ensuring by persuasion that it is done; 
and to cater in addition to the spiritual welfare of man.43

Finally, Awo impressed it upon the mind of the students that 
government can not ignore religion as “the best in politics 
derives from and is firmly rooted in religious ideals”.44

These bring us now to Awo’s strong views about the wel­
fare including spiritual welfare of Nigerians, In Awo, he 
asserted that “the aim of government is the physical, mental' 
and spiritual welfare of the people”.-45 He was more empha­
tic about citizens’ welfare in The Strategy and Tactics of the 
People’s Republic of Nigeria, when he wrote:

It is my earnest contention then that all productive acti­
vities, indeed all earthly human activities if they are to be 
meaningful, equitable, just and human should-be geared to 
one and only one goal — the welfare of the individual.

The above discussions show that religious actions such as the 
establishment of the Pilgrims Welfare Board by Awo can not 
be simply explained away on political grounds. We must loo 
at Awo’s personal believes, values and principles especially 
the role of religion, what he thinks should be the main duty 
of rulers-welfare of the citizens etc. Thus, the establishment 
of the Pilgrims Welfare Board for muslims falls into the 
scheme of what Awo knew was right and fair, to alleviate 
the suffering of the moslems going to Mecca.

We must also point out Awo’s understanding of human 
nature in order to appreciate his religious activities. He 
knew that “human beings love (religious) rituals and cere­
monies, 4 7 and one way of making them happy is removing 
obstacles to these ceremonies where necessary. Awo also 
understood his (Yoruba) people, their culture, values and 
aspkations. He knew that religion occupies an important 
position in their lives. As noted by Idowu Bolaji who long 
ago observed that Yorubas are religious in all things:
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English Meaning
Vie shall participate in the 
worship of our ancestors 
(2ce) Our belief in the “new’ 
religion not withstanding.
We shall participate in the 
worship of our ancestors.

Yoruba
Awa o ?oro ile wa o (2ce) 
Igbagbg o pe, o e, Igbagbo 
O pe ka wa ma soro 
Awa o soro ile wa o

The Yoruba family situation where a family can be made up 
of people belonging to two or three different religions 
reflected to Awo, the Nigerian Situation; and the only 
conclusion a patriot can draw from this reflection is that it is

far„a? theY a1*5 concerned, the full responsibility of all 
the affairs of life belongs to the Deity; their own part 
in the matter is to do as they are ordered through the 
priests and diviners who they believe to be interpreters 
of the will of the Deity.48

More importantly, Awo knew that unlike what obtains in 
most of the Hausa-Fulani states in the north where most 
families are completely moslem, most families in Yoruba- 
dand have admixture of two of or the three major religions in 
Nigeria - Islam, Christianity, and the Traditional religions. 
He also knew that as a result of this admixture, the Yorubas 
have settled not only to tolerate but to accept and have 
accepted the three religions peacefully and happily amongst 
their families, villages, towns and states despite the diffe­
rences in teachings, beliefs, and practices. A demonstration of 
this acceptance of th'e three religions can be seen among the 
Yorubas when they wine and dine with each other as each 
religion’s festivities come and go - Moslems, traditional 
religionists enjoy the festivities of Christians for example 
with Christians, and vice-verse in each family, and at times 
across families. One can also get the real feeling of accep­
tance of the three religions in the Yoruba famous song49 
which foreign missionaries saw as a brazen syncretistical 
display:

iVOLOWO AND RELIGION IN NIGERIA
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not possible to impose any one religion on Nigerians today. 
The best thing therefore is to promote religious harinony. 
The above discussions show the forces we deem t;b have 
underlied Papa Awolowo’s religious actions whether they 
were in terms of laying foundation stones for Christian chur­
ches, forming muslim Pilgrim Welfare Board, giving land and 
materials for mosques, or asking traditional religionists to de 
their worshipping on Saturdays.
(C) A wo and his Contemporaries

We wish to devote the last part of this section to exafrii- 
ning some of the religious activities of some of Awo’s 
contemporaries in relation to other religions. The most 
outstanding contemporaries of Awo dating from the period 
of nationalism are Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, who was once Premier 
of Eastern Region and leader of the National Council of 
Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), and Sir Ahaipadu Bello the 
Sardauna of Sokoto who was once Premier of the Northern 
Region and the actual leader of the Northern People’s Con­
gress (NPC). Dr. Azikiwe had few or nomoslems in the East 
in relation to what obtained and still obtains in the West 
and North. Thus, the search light turns on Sir Bello.

It is on record that Sir Bello was a very Godly man, and that 
on several occasions he reassured Christians in the North, and 
commended the cordial relations between the government of 
the region and the Christian missions despite religious diffe­
rences. Cramption noted that Sir Bello once told the Christians 
that the “differences in our religion need to be no barrier to 
our continuity to work together for the good of our peo­
ple”.5 0 However, may be because he was a religious and politi­
cal leader at the same time, Sir Bello unlike Awo found it 
difficult to pursue a secular line of action in his region. He 
seriously campaigned for the Islamisation of the Northern 
Region which had in his time 3.8 million Christians and 5.5 
million other or no faith citizens by 1963 census. According 
to Adegbesan, Sir Bello:

personally proselytized in the Christian areas of the 
North. This conversion drive was thorough and intense
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and as Garba ... shows many people succumbed under 
the pressure....He also nursed the ambition of dipping the
Quran in the sea.51

Sir Bello also demanded from the then Prime Minister, Sir. 
Balewa, without success to register Nigeria as a member of 
the World Moslem League. As noted by Alaba Ogunsanwo:

Balewa .... insisted that Nigeria was a secular state and 
could not as the Sarduana demanded, join the World 
Muslim League as a state even though Alhaji Ahmadu 
Bello has been elected as the Vice Chairman of the League.52

Sir Balewa had a more liberal attitude and understanding of 
the Nigerian religious situation despite his being a devoted 
moslem. His personal liberal religious disposition which 
honoured the constitutional position (1960 and 1963) of a 
secular Nigeria helped to keep the country out of religious 
strife throughout the first civilian Republic.

From General. Ironsi through General Gowon to Generals 
Mohammed and Obasanjo, government remained faithful to 
the secular status. Alhaji Shagari took over government in 
1979 beginning the Second Civilian Republic with a promise 
not to raise the issue of Sharia which had rocked the transi­
tion period (especially 1977—1978). He surprised millions of 
Nigerians when he invited the Pope to Nigeria in February 
1982, and later received the Archbishop of Canterbury in 
April of the same year. These were acts of religious tolerance 
and understanding. But again, President Shagari created reli­
gious and political tension when his government planned to 
establish a Department of Islamic Affairs under his office. It 
also gave MIO million to Moslems to build a national Mosque 
at Abuja without effecting same for Christians apart from 
promises. During the 1982-83 electoral campaign, theNPN 
under his leadership used religion as instrument of campaign 
against Christian opponents.

The Buhari government raised religious tension by having 
the Head of State and his Second in command as Moslems. 
Not only this, the Supreme Military Council was dominated
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H.O. DANMOLE

The Reflflgnous Factor m Nigerian
Politics: Awdowo and toe Muslims,
1957-1983

INTRODUCTION

Towards the attainment of independence, leaders of various 
Nigerian political parties competed for political power. This 
competition featured prominently even after independence. 
In the struggle for political power, various variables ranging 
from ethnic solidarity to religion were used by the politicians 
to canvass for support. This was so because the power being 
sought for could only be attained through democratic pro­
cess. In Nigeria, the party leaders rode on ethnic politics 
to achieve the limited power they had in 1951 in their 
different regions.1 These leaders as earlier developed by 
Machiavelli were prepared to do anything to keep and en­
hance their power.2 Therefore any attempt by another 
political party, individuals or groups to threaten their posi 
tions were fought with all democratic weapons at their 
disposal.

Politics, as it is well known, involves constant struggle for 
power. Nigerian politicians were ready for this struggle.3 
In the struggle, no particular position remained constant, 
indeed the same factor that lead to a particular attitude 
could be used against one’s interest at a point in time and 
some time later such a factor could be used by the same 
person to foster his own political advancement.4 In the same 
vein, political protests formed through association based
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NIGERIAN POLITICS BEFORE 1957

In a paper of this nature it is necessary to briefly discuss 
some of the salient features of party politics in Nigeria 
before 1957. Party associations as Sklar observes began in 
Lagos during the first decade of this century with the forma­
tion of the Peoples Union in 1908.6 Other political associa­
tions were also formed some years later but these associa­
tions always eclipsed as soon as the specific grievances which 
heralded their formation were met by the colonial adminis­
tration.7 However, with increased nationalist activity by the 
educated elite in Lagos and the promulgation of the Clifford 
constitution, what Tamuno described as the first modem 
political party emerged in Lagos. This was the Nigerian Na­
tional Democratic Party which was formed In June 1923. 
The formation of this party was sequel to the provision in 
the Clifford’s constitution which granted the right of fran-

-I

i
-s

K

on religion or other common interests at times contributed 
to alter government approaches to dealing with the welfare 
of the governed.5

This paper examines the political career of Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo as it relates to the religious issue. It focusses 
attention on his position v<*9a vis religion in politics parti­
cularly following the formation of the National Muslim 
League in the Western Region in 1957 and during the First 
Republic. Furthermore, the paper examines the motives 
which necessitated the establishment of the Western Region 
Pilgrim Welfare Board in 1958. It finally analyses Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo relations with the muslim associates.

Chief Obafemi Awolowo is the focus of this paper because 
he was during his life time perhaps the most controversial 
figure in Nigerian politics. Not only that, as an energetic 
party leader, the political parties which he formed always 
forced other political party leaders to engage in serious 
campaigns even in areas they regarded as politically safe.
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chise to male adult tax payers who earned more than a hun­
dred pounds per annum.9 While this was indeed a limited, 
franchise, it helped to increase political activity in Lagos. 
The Nigerian National Democratic Party and its leaders 
dominated the politics of Lagos. Its position was soon 
challenged by the Lagos Youth Movement which was formed 
in 1934 and metamorphosed into the Nigerian Youth Move­
ment in 1936.10 The Nigerian Youth Movement had mem­
bers across the country. Its membership was larger in scope 
than that of the Nigerian National Democratic Party. Its 
prominent members at the time of its foundation were J.C. 
Vaughan, H.O. Davies, Earnest Ikoli, Samuel Akinsanya and 
later Nnamdi Azikiwe, Obafemi Awolowo— who was the 
Secretary of the Ibadan branch of the Movement in 1936 - 
and several others.11 The party seemed to be progressing 
until internal strife destroyed its multi-ethnic nature in 
1941.* 2

Politics in Nigeria during that period was affected by 
the second world war. The war had serious economic im­
pact on Nigerians, prices of essential goods increased, whe­
reas the salaries and wages of workers stagnated. Thus, Nige­
rian workers became more aware of the efforts of Nigerian 
nationalists and were ready to redress the hardship caused 
by escalating prices. The General strike led by Michael 
Imoudu in 1945 was one of the ways through which workers 
contributed to the political life of the country.13 It is impor­
tant to stress here that politics in Nigeria was furthermore 
given a boost by newspapers which were founded by the 
nationalists and which were used to attack the obnoxious . 
policies of the colonial administration as well as educate 
their followership.14

Between 1923 and 1944, the Nigerian National Democra­
tic Party and the Nigerian Youth Movement dominated 
Nigerian politics. However, the internal strife mentioned 
earlier had considerably weakened the Nigerian Youth Move­
ment thereby favouring the emergence of a new political
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With the division of Nigeria into three unequal and arti­
ficial regions, ethnic politics which had been rearing its 
head within the defunct Nigerian Youth Movement assumed 
a wider perspective. Two political parties which were to play 
significant roles in the achievement of independence for 
Nigeria were founded on the platform of ethnic loyalty.

alignment. This was the formation of the National Council 
of Nigeria and the Cameroons in 1944 with Herbert Macau­
lay as President and Nnamdi Azikiwe as Secretary.15 The 
party was later known as National Council of Nigerian 
Citizens when Western Cameroon was carved out of Nige­
ria. Without doubt, the leadership of the National Council 
of Nigerian Citizens fought the colonial administration 
relentlessly. Indeed, the National Council of Nigerian Citi 
zens led vehement opposition against the provision of the 
Richard’s constitution which was promulgated in 1946 and 
which, for the first time, divided Nigeria into three regions 
along the major ethnic groups.16

The Northern People’s Congress which became a domi­
nant party in Northern Nigeria was formed in 1951 with 
membership drawn mainly from northern Nigeria and from 
those who by ethnic origins were Hausa/Fulani.11 Also in 
the Western Region, Egbe Omo Oduduv/a, a Yoruba cultural 
organisation had metamorphosed into a political party, 
the Action Group of Nigeria. The main bulk of its member^ 
were from western Nigeria and other Yoruba speaking 
areas.1 8 Meanwhile, at the death of Macaulay in 1946 and 
the subsequent election of Nnamdi Azikiwe as the Federal 
President of the National Council of Nigerian Citizens, the 
party began to experience her share of ethnic politics. The 
party became more attractive in Eastern Nigeria because of 
its leader. However, it continued to attract huge support 
in Western region and Lagos.

The 1951 Macpherson constitution was an improvement
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AWO AND THE NATIONAL MUSLIM LEAGUE

The National Muslim League was an offshot of the Muslim 
Congress of Nigeria. While the Muslim Congress was founded 
in 1950 as a non-partisan muslim organisation, the National 
Muslim league declared itself a political party.23 This party 
unlike other political party had religious connotations. 
However, it was not the first Muslim political party, earlier 
in 1953, Mr. (later Alhaji) M.R.B. Ottun had founded the 
United Muslim party in Lagos as an independent political 
party from a larger muslim organisation known as the Society 
for Promoting Muslim Knowledge whose original aim was to 
help muslim children to acquire higher education particularly

on the Richard’s constitution because Nigerians were consul 
ted before it was promulgated.1 9 Nevertheless, the constitu­
tion paved the way for leaders of the main political parties to 
exploit ethnicity to consolidate their power and position 
in their regions. In the elections that followed the constitu­
tion, the Northern Peoples Congress rnd the National Coun­
cil of Nigerian Citizens won the majority into Northern and 
Eastern Houses of Assembly respectively, while that of the 
West was later won by the Action Group amidst allegations 
of carpet-crossing by the National Council of Nigerian 
Citizens.20 Chief Obafemi Awolowo. became the leader of 
Government Business in Western Region. The inadequacies 
of this constitution led to its criticisms by the leaders of the 
political parties especially Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe and Chief 
Cbafemi Awolowo. Consequently, a new constitution was 
demanded and this came into effect in 1954.21 In the same 
year, the “three majors” of Nigerian politics in pre and post 
independent era became premiers in their different regions.22 
It was during the premiership of Chief Obafemi Awolowo in 
Western Nigeria that a religious party — the National muslim 
League was bom in the Western.Region.
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through scholarships to Al-Aztiar University in Cairo.24 
The United Muslim party seemed to have enjoyed very little 
support and did not appear to have competed successfully 
with other existing political parties in Lagos.

When the National Muslim League was founded in 1957 
in Ibadan, it received virulent attacks from the leader of the 
Action Group, Chief Obafemi Awolowo, but before exami­
ning the attitude of Chief Obafemi Awolowo to the party 
it is important to analyse the factors which led to the for­
mation of the party. In his inaugural speech to the delegates 
of the party, its President-General, Alhaji AR.A. Smith 
claimed that the leadership of the Action Group was Chris­
tian, consequently the founders of the National Muslim 
League regarded the Action Group as an agent of Christia­
nity,25 as a matter of fact, the leadership of the Action 
Group in Western Nigeria was dominated by Christians, but 
this did not make the party a religious one The founders 
of the National Muslim party expressed the fear perhaps 
because since the control of Western Region by the Action 
Group in 1951 to 1957, only one out of twelve regional 
ministers was a muslim.26

The National Muslim party was launched also with a view 
to redressing the alleged neglect of Muslim schools as regards 
funding by the Western Regional Government.2 7 However, 
there is evidence to believe that Muslim schools were not 
neglected by the regional government. The Muslim league 
seemed to have had this impression because of the disparity 
in education between muslims and Christians. Before the 
introduction of Free Education in 1955, by 1957 there were 
3224 primary schools in the region out of which 157 belon­
ged to the muslims, that is 4.9% as Minorities Report of 1957 
shows. The Minorities Report indicates that the government 
of the region gave the Muslims additional 10% of the total 
number of schools because of the disparity in Hie education 
of muslims and Christians but the proprietors of muslim 
schools failed to use the offer.28

Another important consideration for the formation of
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the party was that Arabic language which the muslims rega 
ded as part of Islamic culture was not included in the cum© 
him of primary schools in Western Region and thereby in th 
training of their children.2 9 It was true that Arabic languag 
was not taught in prima&y schools in the region; the regions 
government however claimed at that- time that this was thi 
decision reached with proprietors of muslim schools wh< 
preferred the study of the Qur’an.3 0 It is relevant to poin 
out that in Lagos during this period. Islamic religious know 
ledge was taught in muslim primary schools.

Apart from these grievances, the National Muslim League 
condemned the conversion of Muslim children to Christia­
nity.31 The conversion of muslim children to Christianity 
was a common feature in Christian missfoaary schools not 
only in the Western Region but also in Lagos. Indeed in Nor­
thern Nigeria, one of the reasons for the slow progress of 
western education there was the fear of conversion of musHm 
children to Christianity.3 2 The colonial administration was 
apprehensive of this fear and had to discourage the wides­
pread establishment of Christian missionary schools.33 

Furthermore, the National Muslim League complained of 
inadequate representation of muslims in the Executive 
Council of the region. What the league perhaps failed to 
realize was that the Executive Council must reflect the party 
in power, particularly members of the party who the leader 
could work with. More important was the fact that certain 
criteria within the party machinery must be taken into 
consideration. Apart from lack of adequate representation 
in the Executive Council, the percentage of Muslim represen­
tation in the House of chiefs was also unacceptable to the 
league.34 Without doubt, the grievances which led to the 
formation of the Muslim league were in a way meant to 
indict the Action Group and its leader. It was not a surprise 
therefore that Chief Obafemi Awolowo expressed in an 
uncompromising language his wish for the immediate dissolu­
tion of the party.
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In the North where modems (sic) are in overwhelming 
majority, political leaders are sensible and tolerant enough 
not to organise political party based on religion. It isopen 
to any moslem or Christian who has political ambition 
either to join one of the existing political parties or to 
start a new non-sectarian and secular political party of his

In condemning the formation of the Muslim league, Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo directed his attention to the religious 
nature of the party rather than the grievances expressed 
by the party. According to Chief Obafemi Awolowp, the 
party was going to create religious fanaticism which would 
lead to religious violence, communal strife and bloodshed. 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo expressed the fears that the Muslim 
league was so dangerous that it could lead to the dismember­
ment of Nigeria. He cited the example of the Indian Muslim 
league as leading to the partition of the sub-continent, clai­
ming that if such a league had not existed there would have 
been no Pakistan.3 6 Chief Obafemi Awolowo clearly exagge­
rated the power and support of the Muslim league at a time 
when a party based on religion did not exist in Northern 
Region with a predominantly muslim population. Chief Oba­
femi Awolowo perhaps feared that the party was likely 
to attract many muslim members of the Action Group who 
were based in Yoruba speaking area of the region.

Chief Obafemi Awolowo in his attack of the Muslim 
League indicated that he would like to follow the example 
of India by enacting a law which would make it an offence 
to use religion against an opponent during electioneering 
campaigns.37 Furthermore, he promised to raise the que­
stion of religion in the 1957 constitutional conference with 
a view to making written provision into the Nigerian constitu­
tion such that it would guide against the exploitation of 
religion for political purpose or for the formation of political 
parties.3 8 Chief Obafemi Awolowo concluded his attack by 
referring to the Northern Region which was predominantly 
muslim. According to him;
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own. It is absolutely intolerable -indeed unthinkable - for 
a group of co-religionists to essay to get themselves into 
power so that they might lord it over those who do not 
belong to their faith it is an indirect means of destroying 
freedom of religion to embrace the faith of the party in 

3 0 power.

The uncrompromising attack (of the National Muslim 
League) stemmed from the fact that the party was based 
in Western Region. This was not only a threat to the Ac- 
ion Group as a party but also to the consolidation of Chief 

Obafemi Awolowo’s power in Western Region. If Chief 
Awolowo’s power base was not solidified, his ambition to 
lead his party to victory at the Federal level was in jeopardy. 
Afterall, a muslim party as earlier mentioned had existed 
in Lagos but did not receive the vehement attack which the 
National Muslim league experienced in Western Region. 
It is important to indicate that by 1957 when the National 
Muslim League was formed, Chief Obafemi Awolowo and 
the Action Group still had to contend with the deposition 
of Alaafin Adeniran Adeyemi II in 1956.40 The Alaafin 
was a muslim who was supported by his people but who 
perhaps because of the changing times could not go along 
with the policies of the Regional Government. His deposi­
tion caused disaffection for Chief Obafemi Awolowo in 
Oyo.41 It can then be suggested that the fear that many 
of Alaafin’s supporters were likely to join the Muslim League 
led to the determination of Chief Obafemi Awolowo to nip 
the party in the bud.

Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s attitude to the party resteu un 
power politics rather than his dislike for a particular reli­
gion. This was more so if one takes into consideration the 
political climate in Nigeria at that time. In Northern Region, 
the Northern Peoples Congress continued to campaign for 
supporters. The then Premier of the Region, Sir Ahmadu 
Bello used his charismatic . leadership to ensure that the
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region was solidly behind his party. In the Eastern Region, 
Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe who was the Premier was also relentless 
in his effort to maintain the region for his party. But in the 
Western Region there was, as Sklar puts it ‘a Three-cornered 
alliance’ which involved f'e National Muslim League, the 
National Council of Nigerian Citizens and the Northern 
Peoples Congress'.42 Indeed, it was politically astute tor 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo to deal with the newest and weakest 
of the parties if he had to nurse and sustain his political 
leadership in the region.

The condemnation of the National Muslim League was 
not limited to mere speeches at the Action Group Party 
level. Several other strategies were adopted. One was a direct 
appeal to the members of the National Muslim League to 
disband their party. At a meeting of the National Muslim 
League in Ode—Omu in October 1947, Alhaji D.S. Ade- 
gbenro (of blessed memory) who was the Minister of Local 
Government went on behalf of Chief Obafemi Awolowo to 
ippeal to members of the party to dissolve their party but 
the meeting ended in a fiasco as party stawarts belonging 
to the Action Group stormed the meeting.4 3 The National 
Muslim League was also attacked at the tenth annual Assem­
bly of Egbe Omo Oduduwa at Osogbo by Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo who saw the National Muslim League as a canker­
worm aimed at destroying the unity and solidarity of the 
Yoruba people.44 Ethnic sentiments became a vehicle for 
the destruction of the League. Finally, the Action Group 
under the leadership of Chief Obafemi Awolowo formed 
within the party a United Muslim Council with important 
leaders of the party as Alhaji S. Adegbenro, Alhaji S.O 
Gbadamosi, Alhaji Y.O.’Ojikutu as members.45 The aim 
of United Muslim Council was to prevent their supporters 
and others from defecting to the National Muslim League.46 
Although the lifespan of the National Muslim League was 
short because the party changed its name to N itional Eman­
cipation League in 195 8.4 7 It was a force that Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo had to reckon with in the politics of Western
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Region in particular and of Nigeria in general.
With the dissolution of the National Muslim League, 

religion as a factor in Nigerian politics was still very impor­
tant. In fact, the position of Chief Obafemi Awolowo on 
religion in politics seemed to be decided to have altered a 
bit. He began to see the signs clearly when he decided to 
leave the regional politics for the Federal one. During the 
campaigns for the 1959 General Elections, the leadership 
of the Northern Peoples’ Congress capitalised on religious 
sentiments. Chief Obafemi Awolowo was referred to as a 
Kaffier who would not bother about the religion of Islam.4 8 
Apart from ethnic sentiments which permeated the air 
during the campaigns, religious sentiments can also explain 
the failure of the Action. Group particularly in areas where 
Muslims were in dominant majority. It is relevant to posit 
here that Chief Obafemi Awolowo tactically concentrated 
efforts on non-Muslim areas of the North because he seemed 
to have realized that it would be difficult to gain large 
support in the Sokoto — Kano axis. Indeed, the success 
which the Action Group made in Northern Nigeria was 
derived from the Middle Belt areas, through the United 
Middle Belt Congress and the Ilorin Talaka Parapo.4 9

However, in Lagos, the Muslim supporters of Chief Oba­
femi Awolowo who can be described as highly influential 
in the Lagos society mustered all the energies at their dispo­
sals to assure many muslims in Lagos that Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo was not against their religion. His supporters made 
preparations for him to visit the Lagos Central Mosque where 
prayers were offered for him and his party. During the occa­
sion he made a cash donation to the mosque.50 It is impor­
tant to emphasize that Chief Obafemi Awolowo was not the 
first politician of a different religious persuasion to visit the 
Lagos central mosque for special prayers. In 1931, Herbert 
Macaulay along with several members of the Nigerian Natio­
nal Democratic Party attended a Thanksgiving service at the 
Mosque for the return of Eshugbayi Eleko to Lagos.51
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In spite of Chief Obaiemi Awolowo’s message to Shaikh 
Niass, the Shaikh did not instruct his followers: rather, 
Shaikh Niass had earlier written a letter to Sir Ahmadu 
Bello, urging him to remain in power so that he could conti­
nue his religious reforms as (his .great grand-father Usman 
Dan Fodio did.34 Nevertheless it was a significant attempt 
to exploit religion for political gains, a step which Chief 
Awolowo himself abhored when he was the Premier of 
Western Region.

4th Prosecution Witness (Ibrahim Imam) informed me that 
the relationship between the Emir of Kano, who was of 
the Tijaniyya sect, and the Sardauna of Sokoto, who did 
not belong to that sect had become considerably strained. 
He thought that it would be wise for the Action Group 
to exploit the situation. He raised the matter again in Au­
gust 1962 and I agreed that he should see the Shehu. I am a 
believer in prayers to God no matter by whom they are 
offered; but it was solely and wholly because of the politi­
cal advantage which the Action Group might gain in the 
North that I asked 4th Prosecution Witness to go to Sene­
gal to see the Shehu so that the latter might send word to 
his followers in the North to embrace the Action Group.

The failure of the Action Group to win the 1959 General 
Elections must have increased Chief Awolowo’s beliefs on 
the significance of religion in politics for a country such as 
Nigeria. As an acclaimed believer in democracy, he must 
have thought of several ways of enlisting the support of the 
Muslims in the Northern Region to vote for his party. While 
on a visit to Ghana,in 1961, Chief Obafemi Awolowo met 
the leader of the Tijaniyya brotherhood in West Africa, 
Shaikh Ibrahim Niass of Senegal through Alhaji Ibrahim 
Imam.3 2 According to Chief Obafemi Awolowo, .Alhaji 
Ibrahim Imam had impresseu upon him that through Shaikh 
Ibrahim Niass, a large number of the Tjjaniyya brotherhood 
in the Northern Region would be instructed to declare for 
the Action Group. In the words of Chief Obafemi Awolowo:
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AWO AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF WESTERN NIGERIA PILGRIMS
BOARD

In 1958, the West regional government under the leader­
ship of Chief Obafemi Awolowo established by law, the 
Pilgrims'Welfare Board.55 According to the regional govern­
ment, the board was established because of the dissatisfac­
tion with the handling of Hajj matters by the Federal Govern­
ment whose mission to study the Pilgrimage had not found 
any solution to the gamut of problems being encountered 
by pilgrims going to Mecca and Medina.56 It is important 
to note that the government had started to study the prob­
lems of pilgrims from the region since 1955. In that year, 
Alhaji Y.S. Ola led a delegation to Saudi Arabia with the sole 
aim of studying the problems pilgrims from the region had 
to contend with.57 Also in 1957, Alhaji Isa Williams was in 
Mecca for the purpose of informing the regional government 
of the pilgrims problems. However, the most important of 
the mission to Saudi Arabia was that of Alhaji Adegbenro 
who was then Minister for Local Government, and who on 
return from the pilgrimage outlined the multiple problems 
associated with the pilgrimage by muslims from the region.5 8

After a careful study of the reports of the different Missi­
ons, Chief Obafemi Awolowo explained to the members of 
the Western House of Assembly some of the problems that 
made the annual pilgrimage to Mecca “an ardous and risky 
adventure’.59 These problems were, namely: inadequate 
accommodation, which led to overcrowding and the spread 
of disease; inadequate medical facilities; transportation prob­
lem in connection with the journey to and from Saudi Arabia 
including journey to holy places during the pilgrimage; finan­
cial difficulties arising from failure of banks to send the 
pilgrim’s money in good time coupled with the non-arrival of 
bank drafts and transfers belonging to the pilgrims by the 
time they arrived in Saudi Arabia; the loss and theft of travel­
lers’ cheques in transit (or in some cases such cheques were 
stolen); difficulties in obtaining visas and finanlly the exploi­
tation of prospective pilgrims by pilgrim agents in Nigeria.6 0
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The problems as enumerates by Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
were not peculiar to pilgrims from the Western Region alone, 
pilgrims from other parts of Nigeria also had the same prob­
lems. Indeed Sir Ahmadu Bello who performed the pilgrima­
ge several times attested to the fact that many7 dishones; 
people were “fleecing the pilgrim.”61 It was with ayi/w to 
reducing the problems of Northern Nigerian pilgrims that th'.} 
Northern Nigerian Pilgrims Licensing Board was also establis- 
nedin 1958.6 2

A close look at the debate of the bill which gave birth to 
the law in the House of Assembly throws a great deal of light 
of the feelings of some section of the muslim community in 
the region on the government of Cijief Obafemi AwolOwo. As 
one would expect, Chief Obafemi Awolowo moved a motion 
fpr the adoption of the bill and the motion was seconded by 
Alhaji Adegbenro. Other leading muslims both on the gover­
nment and the opposition benches spoke in favour of the 
bill.63 During the debate, Chief L A. Opaleye warned the 
government against considering members of the defunct 
National Muslim League as members of the board principally 
because the Action Group was opposed to the party.64 Whi'e 
Mr. P.A. Afolabi wanted Christians to be appointed as mem­
bers of the board, Mr. Otobo warned the government against 
using the board to promote members of the Action Group 
alone in going on pilgrimage to Mecca.6 5

There is evidence to suggest that the activities of the 
defunct National Muslim League must have contributed to 
the speed with which the government handled the affair of 
the pilgrims board. For instance, the activities of the league 
in 1957 must have incensed the government to send Alhaji 
Adegbenro on another mission to study the plight of pilgrims 
from Western Region of Nigeria. It is possible to suggest that 
the establishment of the Pilgrims Welfare Board in 1958 was 
an attempt to disabuse the minds of many muslims in the 
region who had imagined that the government neglected their 
welfare. Furthermore, Chief Obafemi Awolowo as a tactical
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politician with considerable foresight needed to bridge the 
gap between him and sections of the muslim community as 
1959 was another election year and his party needed all the 
support it could muster.

The Law which established the Western Region Pilgrims 
Welfare Board was asserted to by the Governor of Western 
Region, Sir John D- Rankine on. 27th May 1958.66 Two 
important functions were given to the board, namely, to 
protect and safeguard the interest and welfare of Western 
Region Pilgrims journeying to or from Mecca, and secondly, 
to make suitable arrangement with regards to transport, 
accommodation as well as providing assitance in matters 
concerning immigration and currency exchange.67 Before 
analysing the effects of the board on pilgrims from the 
region, it is relevant to state here that the members of the 
board were drawn mostly from the Action Group, a fear 
nursed by Mr. P.A. Afolabi during the debate of the bill in 
the House of- Assembly.6 8 It should be stressed that the 
composition of the board was politically expedient for Chiet 
Obafemi Awolowo. Firstly, it was an opportunity for him to 
increase the degree of participation of Muslims in the admini­
stration of the region. Secondly, as Premier of the region and 
leader of his party, he could only have control over members 
of his party. Apart from that, members of the party would 
necessarily want to work for the success of the board. Per­
haps to monitor effectively the activities of the board, the 
Secretary to the Premier, Dr. Saburi Biobaku v/as a member 
of the board.

The Western Region pilgrims welfare board which was 
establised under the leadership of Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
improved the lot of pilgrims from the region because it made 
the journey less arduous and enjoyable. In 1961, the board 
recorded a fifty percent increase in the number of muslims 
that performed pilgrimage from that region.6 9 Apart from 
that, the board represented the first direct involvement by 
any government in this country in the affairs of pilgrimage 
to Mecca. It was indeed a pointer to other governments in



r

AWOLOWO AND THE MUSLIMS 889

the country including the Feder?! Government.
Without doubt, the establishment of the board was to 

solve the difficult problems faced by pilgrims from the 
Western Region. It must be emphasized that at the same 
time, it was a political move which Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
constantly referred to whenever he had to enumerate his 
achievements as regards muslims in this country.

AWO AND HIS MUSLIM COLLEAGUES

Chief Obafemi Awolowo had many muslim colleagues and 
supporters in the 1950s and early 1960s, some of these 
colleagues were with him though not active during the 
second republic, while others had completely opted out 
of politics. In Lagos for example, Mr. (now Justice) Lateef 
Jinadu Dosumu represented the Action Group in the Lagos 
Town Council before quiting politics.70 Others include the 
Late Alhaji Isa Williams (of blessed memory) Alhaji LSr. 
Adewale to mention just a few. In Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s 
dealings with these people, the fact that they were muslim 
was not important, what was important to him was their 
ability to win support for the Action Group in Lagos and its 
environs. In the same vein, Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s deal­
ings with his muslim political opponents was based on 
competition for political power rather the fact of their being 
muslims. In his attacks of such opponents, there seems to 
be no record to suggest that he referred to their religion. 
While Chief Obafemi Awolowo maintained cordial relation­
ship with leaders such as Sir Ahmadu Bello, Sir Abubakar 
Tafawa Balewa (at least up to the period of treason trial) 
and Alhaji Shehu Shagari, he belonged to the other side of 
the political spectrum with regards to how the resources 
of the nation should be managed.

Chief Obafemi Awoldwo’s political career was enhanced 
by his close muslim associates. Three examples will be suffi­
cient to illustrate this point. Alhaji D.S. Adegbenro who was 
a clerk and later merchant was one of the earliest converts of 
the Action Group. He was elected to the Western House of
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Assembly in ■ 951 while at the same time he was a member 
of the House of Representatives.7 1 Alhaji Adegbenro rose to 
become the Minister for Local Government and by 1962 he 
was the Deputy leader of the party. He was also elected by 
the Action Group as the Premier of Western Region in 
1962.72 Without doubt, Alhaji Adegbenro maintained a 
very close relationship with Chief Obafemi AwoIqwo. When 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo was in prison, Alhaji Adegbenro in 
the company of other members of the party most especially, 
Alhaji A.W. Elias of Lagos negotiated unsuccessfully several 
times for the release of Chief Obafemi Awolowo.73 In the 
alliance between the Action Group and the National Council 
of Nigerian Citizens, in 1964, Adegbenro was concerned 
with the release of his leader. Indeed, he kept Chief Awolowo 
updated on developments within the alliance.74 Through 
this alliance, Alhaji Adegbenro and the Action Group worked 
out only for the release of Chief Obafemi Awolowo but also 
his possible acquisition of political power at the Federal 
level.

Another close associate of Chief Obafemi Awolowo is 
Alhaji S.O. Gbadamosi. Alhaji Gbadamosi had been an 
accomplished businessman before he joined the Action 
Group at its inauguration. He was a member of the Western 
House of Assembly from 1951 to 1959, and also, a member 
of the Federal Executive Council of the Action Group.75 
Through these positions, he interracted with Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo and a /ery deep relationship seemed to have deve­
loped. Alhaji Gbadamosi was one of the principal characters 
who influenced Chief Obafemi Awolowo in his political 
decisions during (the latter’s) days as Premier of the Western 
Region. For instance, when Chief Obafemi Awolowo was to 
leave regional politics for Lagos, Alhaji Gbadamosi who 
Chief Awolowo claimed he had great deference to was one 
of those who convinced him that Chief Samuel Ladoke 
Akintola should succeed him.76

The deference which Chief Obafemi Awolowo had for 
Alhaji Gbadamosi did not emmanate from religious conside-
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rations, rather, it evolved from loyalty and personal integrity 
of Alhaji Gbadamosi. During the Action Group crisis and 
the subsequent administrative cum political inquiries that 
followed, the opponents of Chief Obafemi Awolowo attemp­
ted to blackmail Alhaji Goadamosi into giving evidence 
against Chief Obafemi Awolowo by promising him (Alhaji 
Gbadamosi) that his debt of over £200,000 would be written 
off, but Alhaji Gbadamosi did not yield to the blackmail.'” 
Thus Alhaji Gbadamosi protected the political image of Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo which would perhaps have been damaged 
during the period of the crisis.

Whereas, Chief Obafemi Awolowo remained very active 
during the politics of Nigerian Second republic, it does not 
appear that Alhaji Gbadamosi was as active, as it was during 
the period leading to independence and after. Nevertheless, 
their friendship transcended the realm of politics. As Chief 
Oluwole Awolowo would want us to believe, Alhaji Gbada­
mosi was the last person to visit Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
before his death on 9th May, 1987. The Alhaji himself corro­
borated this.7 8

Perhaps the most celebrated of Muslim colleagues of 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo is Alhaji Lateef Kayode Jakande. 
From Jakande’s account, he met Chief Awolowo in 1950 
at a meeting of the Nigerian Youth Movement in Lagos.79 
He established close relations with Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
when he was appointed editor of the Nigerian Tribune, 
a newspaper established by Chief Obafemi Awolowo.80 
Alhaji Jakande can aptly be described as Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo’s protege — Alhaji Jakande used the Nigerian 
Tribune to project Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s image in 
politics. It must be mentioned at this stage that Alhaji 
Jakande was one of those tried and convicted with Chief 
Obafemi Awolowo during, the Treason Trial of 1962-63.®1 
He also wrote a book about'the Trial.
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During the first republic, Alhaji Jakande though belonged 
to the Action Group, he was not as prominent as other 
leading members of the party. In the second republic how­
ever, he was in the forefront of Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s 
party, the Unity Party of Nigeria. As the Governor of Lagos 
State (1979-83) Alhaji Jakande, like his mentor, pursued 
relentlessly amongst, other things, a policy of Free Education 
at both primary and secondary school levels. Alhaji Jakan- 
de’s relationship was more than political relationship. He 
married Chief Awolowo’s cousin.8 2 This family relationship 
must have contributed immensely to the deep association 
which existed between Alhaji Jakande and Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo. There is no doubt that Chief Obafemi Awolowo 
had built a great following in Lagos before the lifting of the 
ban on politics in 1978, but because of Alhaji Jakande’s 
deep affection for his leader, he was widely acknowledged 
as tne Babakekere who held the forte from which Chief Oba­
femi Awolowo radiated political power and influence in 
Lagos.

Chief Obafemi Awolowo did not only have Muslim collea­
gues who worked with him in the pursuit of political power. 
He had a sister, Alhaja Asanat Awofeso, who like her brother, 
was a Christian by birth, but converted to Muslim when she 
married Alhaji Awofeso in 1934.®3 Whereas Chief Obafemi 
Awolowo vehemently opposed her sister’s marriage to a 
muslim, like many muslim or Christian families would do, 
he later accepted her sister’s decision after considerable 
pressure.8* However, it is necessary to indicate here that the 
fact of his sister being a muslim did not seem to have dama­
ged their sibbling relationship. During the political crisis 
which led to the detention of Chief Obafemi Awolowo, she 
stayed in Ibadan near him while Mrs. H.I.D. Awolowo took 
care of the home. Furthermore, Chief Awolowo helped her 
sister to fulfill one of the obligations of her religion by send­
ing her on pilgrimage to Mecca.85 Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s 
relationship with her sister must have endeared many 
muslims to him.
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CONCLUSION:
From the 1950s onwards, Nigerian politicians used a variety 
of factors to struggle for and sustain themselves in power. 
One of such factors was religion. While Chief Obafemi Awo- 
lowo abhored the use of religion to canvass for support, 
he subsequently succumbed to it after he had successfully 
contributed to the dismemberment of a religious party whisr. 
was a threat to the survival of his party and his position ir. 
the Western Region. Chief Awolowo’s unmitigated arta.dc 
on the National Muslim League sufficiently demonstrate 
his determination to consolidate his power in the rest" 
However, his condemnation of the party should net 
misconstrued to mean that he did not like muslins. The 
main issue at stake was power politics. Indeed, in his pen­
suit of political power, his religious persuation as a tint­
tian did not deter him from employing Islamic seatkrent 
to swell his supporters in any part of the country. Ths has 
also been shown by his unsuccessful attempt to zxzicz 
religious sentiments in the Northern Region for Mcnna. 
advantage. It should be pointed out clearly, that "rec 
Obafemi Awolowo possibly resorted to religious senizenn 
in his political career because his political opponents — —e 
struggle for power also exploited religion, most estennl' 
Islam, to acquire political power.

The establishment of the Western Region Pilgnms - ;-k: 
Board in 1958 as posited in this paper was a political 
nevertheless, it was an important decision that mint zne 
pilgrimage to Mecca less burdensome. It was «u:'_szac 
at a time when Chief Obafemi Awolowo needed the sqx’ 
of the people of the region, no matter their religious ?jc±- 
grounds to promote his desire for a higher politresl c''~ 
at the Federal level. In his relations with his mu$L~ .v.e*- 
gues, it does not appear that their religion was -x-i* 
to hire.. Their loyalty in the'struggle for po’.-txx 
appears to have been paramount in his mind In - 
loyalty to him earned some of them high pestv-s 
field of politics.
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JUSTICE ADEWALE THOMPSON

The Influence of Religion
AwoDowo: An Insider’s View

INTRODUCTION

To those of us who are living witnesses to the trials and 
tribulations of Chief Obafemi Awolowo (SAN) and to those 
of us who are his admirers, supporters, friends and inveterate 
and unshakable devotees, the 9th day of May, 1987, was a day 
of national calamity — a day when the sun appeared to have 
set in the east instead of the west - a day of doubt and 
sorrow, not for Awo but for Nigeria.
“All that live must die passing through nature to eternity.” 
Yes, Shakespeare was right when he expressed this eternal 
truth through the mouth of immortal Julius Ceasar but those 
of us who believed so much in immortal Awo did not believe 
he could die until it happened on that fateful dayr 9th May 
1987. Somehow, it never dawned on us that we were not in 
control of his life. We had always held ourselves out to accept 
the impossible that Awo would continue to live at Ikenne as 
a veritable oracle for the silent solution of all the problems 
of our national life, be it political, economic, social or reli­
gious.

Now that he is gone, it is our duty to rise up to the challe­
nge which the new era will bring. If the registration of voters 
went wrong, there is no one around again whose voice 
could command such respect as to cause the authorities to 
be moved. If there is rigging anywhere at any time, there is 
no single voice again which could muster the courage to
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1. THEBEGINNING
Awo was bom into a family in which the three religions 
known to Africa were practised with unremitting fervour. 
His father was a Christian at a time when Christianity was in 
its infancy. In those days, the 1890’s, it was indeed an 
achievement in Nigeria to have a father who was educated 
in the Christian tradition. His mother was also a Christian 
but his grandmother whom he adored and who regarded 
Awo as the reincarnate incarnation of her own father, was a 
devotee of the traditional religion of the Yorubas - The Ifa 
religion established by an antediluvian sage-Orunmila.

speak the truth against the culprits. If our census figures are 
manipulated, no respectable voice will tell the world that 
such figures are not acceptable. If the Nigerian economy 
deteriorates again as it did in 1983, there is no one to point 
this out even at the risk of being branded a saboteur.

When.the black man suffers any set back he turns to reli­
gion - a line of least resistance, whereby he supplicates 
negatively to God for deliverance. He expects God to des­
cend like Zeus from mount Olympus with implements of 
war to rescue him. He forgets that God is the “fons et origo” 
of everything that is on earth, including the good and the bad, 
and, inasmuch as the good and the bad cannot exist without 
Hi.S authority, He will not take sides in any controversy 
until it develops into a crisis. At that stage, He will be 
obliged to intervene not in favour of any one side but to 
establish the validity of His own law as promulgated by Him 
for the sustenance of His stupendous and limitless Universe. 
The ethical merit of our claims and counterclaims will then 
be considered and those on the right hand path will win 
while those on the left hand path will lose whatever the 
strength of their arms for “the race is not to the swift nor the 
battle to the strong”. It is on this note that I enter upon the 
task of unfolding to the world my own personal knowledge 
of the religious proclivities of immortal Awo.
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At page 16 of his book “My Early life” Awo said:

Granny did not share my father’s belief in one God and 
faith in Jesus Christ. But unlike many a parent at the time, 
she and her husband Awolowo displayed an exemplary 
tolerance.”
.... It was the practice with Granny to get the Ifa priest 
to consult the oracle on certain occasions, especially when 
a child was born to or by one of her own children ... father 
always made sure that he was not in the house when the 
divination took place

Nature does nothing in vain. The environment in which 
the immortal Awo grew up has been specially conditioned to 
accommodate the experience required by a person who was 
destined to take far-reaching decisions affecting the religious 
life of the people of Nigeria. On Friday 18th September 1987 
I was travelling along the road to Ikenne and just before the 
entrance of the magnificent factory of Tayo Carpets, I had to 
caution the driver to stqp in order to give way for a pro­
cession of aboriginal religious dignitaries, male and female. 
They were venerable elders of the town adorned in then- 
traditional attire. No one need tell you what they were. Their 
very bearing proclaimed their- role as custodians of the 
traditions of Ikenne town. These were the relics of the 
religion of Awo’s grandmother and they are very much 
around today as they were in the 1890’s. There are misguided 
and ill-equipped citizens who found themselves in positions 
of power too soon. They were the Ones who mounted a 
campaign against what they called ‘secret societies” and 
attemp^d to convince Awo to join in the crusade. Awo 
refused knowing fully well (that although he was a Christian 
be has had sufficient interaction with these people from his 
youth to know that the Ogboni cults are not inimicaFto 
society, and that on the other hand, they are the govern­
ments of our ‘indigenous society.

The testimony is in Awo’s own words:
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By the then prevailing social standards, fattier descended 
from an illustrious and noble ancestory. His great grand­
father held the double Chieftaincy titles of Oluwo and Losi. 
In Ijebu Remo, the instrument of authority which was the 
equivalent of the British Parliament and Cabinet, was the 
Oshugbo, the Oba; the Chiefs could hold deliberations as a 
Council, but any decision taken by the Council must 
receive the imprimatur or approval of the Oshugbo before 
it could take effect. The Oba was the King and head of all 
the community and he presided over the meetings with 
his Chiefs. In Ikenne as in most parts of Ijebu Remo the 
Oluwo is next in rank to the Oba, but it is the former who 
presides over the meeting of the Oshugbo.... on the demise 
of the Oba, the Oluwo acts in his place. The Oluwo title 
which was held by father’s great-grandfather is a public 
title whilst the Losi title, one of the Chieftaincy titles 
which I now hold is a family title. The former could rotate 
from one recognized ruling family to another, whilst the 
latter remains in our family to be held by any worthy 
success or on whom the Oba may confer it.

Continuing our discussion on the making of the man 
Awo for his eventual role of ruler and liberator, even a 
fool will not fail to agree that a person of the character of 
immortal Awo, (truthful to himself and truthful to all, forth­
right, incapable of deceit, guile or hypocrisy, who has been 
nurtured in a family so well entrenched in the religious 
traditions. of his people by means of his noble birth) is 
not the type of ruler who would succumb to any clamour by 
light hearted religious fanatics with politically motivated 
ill-will to ban what they termed ‘Secret Societies’. Immortal 
Awo himself was Losi of Ikenne, a family title conferred 
on him by the Oba. In other words, by virtue of his birth, 
even if he had risen to become a Bishop, he was entitled to 
that title although it may not then be conferred for obvious 
reasons.

In 1976 immediately after the assassination of Gen. 
Muritala Mohammed, there was hue and cry in the Country 
as to the banning of what they descibed as ‘Secret Societies’. I
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TRADITION AND RELIGION

did not see and have not yet seen what connection the 
existence of “Secret Societies” had with the commission of 
the offence of High Treason by a non-member, but whatever 
the reason, which remains still in the Crypts of the cons­
cience of the ciamourists, we were led to strain our thin­
king faculties to excogitate the following factor which 
is the total eradication of the indigenous religious tradi­
tions of our people so that the received religions of Islam 
and Christianity could take complete control of the social 
behaviourism of the people thereby making the blackman 
a whiteman in black epidermis where he is a Christian, or an 
Arab of a negro where he is a muslim.

In our African beliefs, science or supersi tition? (page 124), 
we did mention that Tradition makes us what we are and 
religion lends us as wer are to the throne of God.

The demise of immortal Awo and the organization of this 
conference by Obafemi Awolowo University Press Ltd. 
have created the forum for us to warn the remainder of 
Uncontaminated Negroes of Africa, that we shall never 
succeed in our political, economic or religious aspirations 
unless we go back to the traditions of our ancestors.

Jesus Christ was bom in Bethlehem of J udea in the year 4 BC 
and martyred by crucifixion in the year 29 AD., but it was at 
Antioch in Asia minor now known as Atakaya in Southern 
Turkey that his disciples were first called Christians and that 
was irt or about the year 41 AD., about 12 years after the 
death of Christ. It was then a town under the Roman 
empire. At that time — 41' AD, there was no Christmas. 
Jt was in 440 AD that the Pope ordered that the birthday 
of Christ which was and is still unknown, be celebrated on 
25th December to harmonize the pagan traditions of the 
people of Europe with the Christian calender. The feast of 
Saturnalia of Rome was celebrated between December 17th
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and 23rd and the feast of Santa Claus or St. Nicholas came 
up during that period which was the shortest day of the year 
in the Northern Hemisphere - the Winter Solstice.

The stability of Christianity was guaranteed by this marriage 
between Religion and ■ Tradition. The Christmas Trees, 
Christmas cards, the Christmas presents, father-Christmas and 
other Customs peculiar to this period are not recorded in the 
Bible but they are so much a part of the Christian religion that 
any failure to observe them tends to defeat the very essence 
of Christmas. These however are the pagan ceremonies atta­
ched to the feasts of Saturnalia and Santa Claus. Christianity 
as a religion was meant for the gentiles as the Jews claim that 
they are already in direct communication with Yarweh and 
therefore would not need a mediator. As a gentile religion, 
it is a flexible religion and does not discriminate between 
one gentile tradition and another. This fact has been proved 
by the translantic negroes who having refused to abandon 
the gods of their native land received the blessing of the Pope 
to Christianize their ancient gods into Christian Saints. Thus 
in Cuba and parts of Brazil you have in the Roman Catho­
lic Churches effigies representing St. Obatala. St. Ifa, St. 
Sango, St. Ogun, St. Yemoja, St. Oduduwa.

It is when you adhere strictly to your own tradition (what­
ever religion you might have recieved) that you will be able 
to resist the brain-washing of external cultures seeking first 
to possess your psyche as a condition precedent to the 
possession of your gold or your oil. I have confined- mysell 
to the Christian religion to which I belong, because I do not 
wish to give the impression by means of this discourse that 
I have any opposition to the Islamic faith some members of 
which could be highly sensitive in these matters. However, 
it is not unfashionable to see a perfect specimen of the negro 
race claiming to have descended from Mesopotamia or some 
other lion-negroid countries and regarding the traditions 
of islam as the only passport for good living and salvation 

. in the life hereafter.
The point we are attempting to make here is very serious.
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There is a binding natural obligation on all negroes to support 
theOAU and other international organisation in their effort 
to eliminate poverty and disease from the continent of Africa 
by promoting the politic^. and economic freedom of negroes 
in Africa who are under one kind of serfdom or the other. 
Now, a negro ruler who has lost touch with his African 
tradition as a result of over westernization is likely to com­
promise the essential factor to victory should this be in 
conflict with the tradition of his received religion. In the 
same manner a negro ruler who believes that his ancestors 
came from Mesopotamia, will not hesitate to organize a 
total sell-out' where the interest of his Middle East “ancestors” 
conflict with the struggles of Negro Africa.

We are therefore to conclude under this heading that 
immortal Awo has been so conditioned from the womb of 
his mother to remain a solid defender of the struggles of 
negro Africa because nature himself has planted his feet 
rather deep in African tradition so much so that neither 
the glamour which Christianity possesses in its teachings 
nor the attractions of Christian education was able to deflect 
Awo from his fundamental objective as the most consistent 
and indomitable leader of the struggles of negro Africa.

II. THE RELIGIOUS PRACTICES OF AWO

Chief Awolowo was one of those who did not permit his 
own religious persuasion to affect his traditional capacity 
for giving others the benefit of the doubt. It is in the 
field of religion that fanatics are the most bred. A fanatic 
has been defined by a sage as someone who doubles his 
pace having forgotten his aim. These men are around and 
when you encounter them, they seem to believe that the 
world would have come to an end if they had not sustained 
it by the mode of worship they had professed. The. Lo’si of , 
the Ikenne is also the Baba-Ijo of St. Saviour’s Anglican 
Church, Ikenne, and the. Patron of that prestigious and dyna­
mic society of Agbeni Methodist Church — The Wesley 
group.
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I am not in possession of the fact that Awo worshipped 
consistently at any church in Lagos but if a Baptist Church 
had been somewhere near his residence at Park Lane Apapa, 
Awo could become a member of that Church without the 
slightest detriment to his allegiance to the Methodists at 
Ibadan and the Saint Saviour’s Anglican Church at Ikenne.

Awo introduced the Pilgrim’s Welfare Board into Nigeria 
for the benefit of muslims going to Mecca, at a time when 
the most fanatical islamites knew not what to do. Dufing 
the hectic days of the Action Group campaign to win the 
hearts of the Lagos populace, I had the privilege of accom­
panying Awo and other AG dignitaries to worship with our 
fellow muslims as the Central Mosque (Jimoh Lane) in Lagos. 
We were obliged to remove our shoes and our hats and to 
sit on the level of the floor in supplication to God (Allah). 
As premier of the Western Region he did not abhor the 
discipline imposed by the Mosque and none of his ministers 
dared oppose the visit on religious grounds.

Awo was very generous to religion. My experience as a 
committee member to two Lagos Churches involved in 
purchase of two pipe organs enables me to appreciate better, 
the magnitude of Chief Awolowo’s generosity, when he 
purchased a pipe organ for St. Saviour’s Anglican Church 
Ikenne. I was staggered by the magnitude of the generosity 
of Awo for making such great financial outlay for the 
purchase of the pipe organ. As if the acquisition of the 
organ was not enough, Awo procured the services of a 
competent organist in the person of Mr. Kayode Oni who 
of course was glad to serve gratis for Awo. Mr. Kayode Oni 
Is of the NTA. Awo himself testified to his competence 
when he told me this short story about Mr. Kayode Oni who 
was in Awo’s entourage when Awo visited Jerusalem in 1980.

At a Sacred Church in Jerusalem reputed to have been 
built on the site of the birth place of St. John, the divine 
of the Book of Revelations, there was an organ which had 
been in disuse for over 50 years but which sometimes respond 
to melodies when the maestros from Europe and America
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visited the place and placed their stamp on the keyboard. As 
the pilgrims were going round, the Catechist and guide saw 
Mr. Kayode Oni sitting at the organ whi&h looked innocently 
playable. The man called on him to leav'b the organ alpne as 
no one could play it. Awo was attracted to the scene and told 
the Catechist that he should leave Kayode at the organ. The 
Catechist retorted that only the Handels and Bachs and 
Mozarts could make music frofn the organ’. Awo said he told 
him that after Mozart, the Catechist should add the name, 
Kayode Oni to his list of experts. By this time the whole 
group of pilgrims from every part of the world had congrega­
ted to watch this young negro attempting to play a 50 year 
old disused organon an ancient church in Jerusalem. When 
Mr. Kayode Oni finished, he was carried shoulder high by the 
pilgrims who had all joined to sing one of the favourite 
hymns of Awo which he played so well on the organ that 
the Catechist was forced to ask for his name again which 
proved that he was ready to add his name to the list of the 
greats who had played the organ.
THE CHAPEL

In Awo’s residence at Ikenne there is a chapel upstairs which 
is one of the most beautiful places of worship I have ever 
seen. When on taking me round the house on the completion 
of the edifice, we arrived at the chapel, I was struck with 
awe at the expensive decorations and was forced to remove 
my shoes (not because of the immaculate carpetihg)but 
because the place was a consecrated ground.

The rationale behind the building of the chapel was as 
explained by Awo himself: “Tell me ‘Dewale, we have built a 
good place for ourselves, why should we not reserve the best 
room in the house for God? On this note we engaged in an 
excursion into the deeper aspects of religion and mysticism. 
If God is, as we have held him to be the most revered, then 
He must occupy the most prominent part in the inner recesses 
of our hearts; this is the speculative part of the subject but 
we need also the operative part of it to act as constant
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AWO ENJOYED THE HYMNS

4. But out of all the Lord
Hath brought us by his Love
And still He doth His Help afford
And hides our life above

3. What troubles have we seen
Wiiat conflicts have we passed 
Fightings without and fears within 
since we assembled last

2. Preserved by power divine
To full salvation here
Again in Jesus’ praise we join, 
And in His sight appear

In our Philosophical Exercise (1982) we did say under the 
heading “Ten Reflections on.man” That “a person who could 
sing and enjoy the hymns is more likely to have his or her 
prayers heard”. My first experience of Awo’s mastery of the 
hymns was at the celebration of his 70th Birthday in 1979. It 
was a festival of congregational hymns at St. Saviours Anglican 
Church Ikenne. I watched Awo as he sang and enjoyed the 
hvmns as they were being rendered. One hymn that spoke 
more eloquently than the greatest orator on Awo is hymn no 
709 from the Methodist Hymnal sung to the tune of Falcon 
Street.

1. And'are we yet ahve
And see each other’s face?
Glory and praise to Jesus give 
for His redeeming Grace

reminder that God has been entrenched in the Sanctum 
Sanctorum of our hearts. The Chapel in the house is that 
element of reminder which can never fail.
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S. Then let us make our boast 
of His redeeming power 
Which saves us to the uttermost 
Till we can sin no more

6. Let us take up the cross 
Till we the Crown obtain 
And Gladly reckon all things loss 
So we many Jesus gain

i
i

There was no quarrel at all between us and as far as I 
know, there was no disagreement between me and them as 
to political goals or methods of attaining them. For my 
part, 1 still regard them as friends in every social sense of 
that word and I have no cause to believe that they have 
ceased to regard me as such. They have not cared to state 
the reason for their action. These associates so far remain 
veiled and unspoken.

However, two real. reasons ate discernible from their 
political manoeures and utterances in private and public at 
different stages since 1966. 1 am satisfied that one real 
reason for their unfriendly attitude toward me is that they 
no longer cherish my leadership simply/ because they- 
too believe that tftey can and should lead in their own 
right.

As we sang in that beautiful Church that beautiful morning 
with every true Awoist in celebration mood, I was particular­
ly lucky to have sat next to Chief AdeyigaAkinsanya who sang 
the tenor of the tune Falcon- Street so beautifully that 1 was 
transported by the delectable melody to the. scenes of 1962, 
1963 and 1964, when treachery, calumny; malice, cruelty, 
abuse ot power, misuse of power, arrogance, “Iscariotism" 
all combined to cast the shadow.of gloom on the nation for 
what they did to Awo.
Between 1966 and 1979 there was another set of detractors 
which Awo himself had analysed at pages 6 and 7 of Path to 
Nigerian Greatness:
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Accordingly, since 1966, they have been organizing 
sometimes subtly and sometimes blatantly, support for 
themselves in opposition to me. Each of them aspires to 
be Head of the Governments of the Federation the very 
office they know to which I aspire. The other real reason 
is that after about two decades of exclusion from power 
they no longer want to be in opposition and the way to 
power in their calculation, is inter-ethnic alliance in which 
leadership is comended to a particular ethnic group.

Over the years, and inspite of their protestations to the 
contrary, they have lost all sense of ideological direction 
and faith in the noble cause dedicated to the equality of all 
ethnic groups - large and small - in the affairs and governance 
of Nigeria. They know that this attitude of mind, is in direct 
conflict with my thinking and avowed political norms and 
can only be exhibited in circles where I have no direct 
influence and in which they exercise leadership.

"And are we yet alive, and .see each other’s face?” must 
of necessity remind me of some of these men whom 1 
know too well and who for fear of being badly oggled, avoid­
ed the ceremony but would have sent some hypocritical 
letters of congratulation and tainted gifts to Awo to prove to 
Awo that they were not opposed to his person but only to 
his policies. Copies of which letters they would have distribp- 
ted among borderline Awoists as baits to convert them to 
their fold.

Another hymn on the programme for the day which spoke 
a silent language clear and unambiguous Jo all the Awo 
loyalists who have fought on his side the perennial battle for 
truth and justice, against all the terrors and tribulations of a 
gargantuan establishment adorned in the infernal parapherna­
lia of Belial, the prince of EVIL himself, is hymn No.898in 
the Methodist Hymnal. I shall only reproduce Verses 1 & 2 
here, as they are the most relevant.

1. Once to every man and nation 
Comes the moment to decide 
In the strife of truth with falsehood 
For the good or evil side 
Some great cause God s new messaiah
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2. Then to side with truth is noble 
when we share her wretched crust 
Ere her cause bring fame and profit 
And ’tis prosperous to be just 
Then it is the brave man chooses 
While the coward stands aside 
Till the multitude make virtue 
of the faith they had denied

Offering each the bloom or blight 
And the choice goes'by forever 
‘Twixt that darkness and that light

This hymn was sung to the delectable tune of Bithynia. The 
message was well conveyed and 1 am sure it was very well 
received by all.

One of the favourite hymns of Awo was “All hail the power 
of Jesus name” (Ancient and modern 217 Tune Diadem). The 
hymn was sung with fervour by the mighty congregation of 
well meaning citizens of Lagos, Ogun, Oyo, Ondo, Bendel 
and Kwara States and distinguished visitors and friends of 
Awo from every part of the country at the service of com­
mendation for Awo held at the Liberty Stadium Ibadan on 
Sunday 31st May 1987 at 1p.m.

AWO AND CHURCH ATTENDANCE

Although Awo was carried away by the writings of Robert 
Ingersoll, T.H. Huxley, Thomas Paine and other Rationalists, 
to believe that he could be an agnostic in the 1930 s and 
40’s; he was not really in doubt as to the existence of God 
and the powerful influence of God’s will in Gods own 
universe.

The point is well made by Awo himself in 'Awo his autobio- 
gravity at Dane 77:
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Awo's return to the fold was total. Every Sunday you will 
find him in Church either at Agbeni or at Ikenne always in 
the company of Mama, Chief Mrs. Awolowo; and one is 
bound to wonder, how and why a person of such a strong 
character and depth of learning could submit so sheepishly 
to his religious practices. The answer to this is to be found 
in the next section.

AWO AND BELIEF IN GOD

There is no doubt that Awo believed in God. To prove this, 
it is unnecessary to look for those areas of his rational out­
look which support the existence of God. It is sufficient 
(and indeed the most convincing proof) is for us to know what 
he has said about God in relation to his travails in an effort to 
establish an egalitarian society in Nigeria:

Eventually I retuned to the Holy Bible and to tne Christ­
ian fold. Throughout the period of my oscillation between 
agnosticism and Christianity, my wife stood immovably for 
the latter. Her constant admonitions and steadfastness did 
more than anything else restrain me from going beyond the 
point of no return.

I am profusely thankful to God for giving me the strength 
and the grace to rise each time I had fallen and for so lifting 
me a lot after a fall, that I am now what I am. Indeed, 
through all my life, it has pleased God to make me survive 
and triumph over all the vicissitudes and travails be they 
personal.social and political.

This belief in the power of God to rescue him from all 
“the vicissitudes and travails” must have been founded on 
some facts which Awo himself could not explain. What has 
come to mind in this connection was the revelation in the 
‘Travails of Democracy’ of how Dr. Nnamdi Azikwe as 
President of Nigeria had intervened to prevent him from 
being sent to the North during the period of his incarcerat­
ion. This fact which was made known to Awo only recently
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First I thank God for preserving my life to this day and 
for the innumerable mercies which it has pleased Him to 
bestow on me all my life. I am particularly thankful that 
he has enable me to know Him • as He really is • and to 
commune with and draw inspiration and guidance from 
Him in my hour of need, either on my own including my 
familiy’s account, or on account of my fellowmen. Time 
was when attainment with Him was accidental. It is not 
now. I now testify to the fact that attainment and commu­
nion with the infinite source of wisdom and power can be 
consciously planned and attained. And to be in attainment

was a miracle seeing that it ,was the combination of Dr. 
Nnamdi Azikwe’s NCNC and Sir Ahmadu Bello’s NPC that 
formed the government of the Federation in which Awo 
was leader of the opposition. Awo paid glowing tribute to 
Dr. Nnamdi Azikwe for that act of humanitarianism but 
we should not omit the interplay of the unknown factor in 
such events. Suppose someone had lost the file so that Zik 
could not have had the opportunity of evaluating the facts 
in order to make the best choice - Calabar? Suppose Zik had 
gone out of the country at the material time? I am sure that 
Awo was introspective enough to know that the X factor 
had played its part.

The easiest thing for those in power to do was to “dispose” 
of him in a manner which could seem natural. There will be 
conflagration all right as there was in the case of Lumumba 
but all will die down after the outburst and life would have 
continued without him. But somehow, those in power did 
not do that even though the degree of hostility and personal 
humiliation pointed to that direction. It may be that no one 
was willing to take the responsibility of unleashing an inexo­
rable Karma of misfortune on himself and so perhaps what 
they expected was suicide or mental infirmity. In either case, 
the fact that they did not resort to murder; was an act of 
God.

The above is secondary when we know that Awo himself has 
“confessed” to personal communion with God. In The Part 
to Nigerian Greatness at page 52:
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The above is a rather important revelation which we are 
bound to accept with unquestioning credence but not with­
out the need to lay the necessary foundation. St. John the 
Apostle had declared in his Gospel Chapter 1 Verse 18 that 
“no man hath seen God at any time’ What Awo said was that 
he was able to know God. This element of perception was 
what was emphasized by Bishop Berkeley (1685 - 1753);

with this force whether accidentally or consciously, is to 
have access to the gifts of insight of objectivity and clear 
and constructive thinking and of capability to solve prob­
lems - be they private or public - of the most intricate 
character But there are preconditions for communion with 
the Divine source; you must constantly seek (and herein lies 
the narrow path) to cultivate the attributes ot tolerance, 
sympathy, loving kindness, unselfishness, desire to benefit 
others, and high ideals.

We may even assert that the existence of God is far more 
evidently perceived than the existence of men .... not that 
I imagine that we See God (as some will have it) by a direct 
and immediate view we do at all times and in all places 
perceive, manifest tokens of the Divinity  But though 
the Lord conceal Himself from the eyes of the sensual and 
lazy - yet to an unbiased and attentive mind nothing can 
be more plainly legible than the intimate presence of All­
wise Spirit who fashions, regulates and sustains the whole 
system of beings.

There is therefore a gulf of difference between ‘Knowing 
God’ as Awo did and “Seeing God” as St. John denied. Awo 
added - as He really is - This is an enigmatic assertion which 
connotes that that knowledge carried with it the occular 
visualization of the Deity. Our concept of that statement 
does not deviate from the central theme already discussed, in 
that knowledge of God as He really is, presupposes the 
conquest of ignorance founded on the dogmatic inaccuracies 
of the fathers of religion ana that statement rather than 
implying a face to face dialogue with God represents the 
liberation of the psyche from the shackles of mundane error 
as a reward for an importunate desire to link up wnh the
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source of ultimate reality.
Awo gave certain preconditions for attunement with God. 

These have already been corroborated by Bishop Berkeley!

AWO AND MYSTICISM

Until the Rosicrucian Order (Amorc) staged an unprecedent­
ed ceremonial at Awo's funeral, many did not know that

For although the Lord conceals Himself from the sensual 
and Lazy, yet to an unbiased attentive mind nothing can 
be more plainly legible than the intimate presence of an 
All - wise spirit.

From this, we may deduce that Awo had an unbiased and 
attentive mind contrary to the villifying slogan of his-detrac­
tors that he was vindictive. Claims of success in our earthly 
career have no merit until we are dead, when the whole life 
would have to be considered by a jury of world opinion, 
armed with all the facts from cradle to grave. For Awo, 
such a jury had pronounced the verdict of a noble and 
unselfish life;.How could it be otherwise, when those who 
“nailed” him inspite of “manifest errors on the face of 
record”, stampeded to pay him glowing tributes at his 
funeral? Awo’s unbiased mind had permitted him to 
“know God” and I am sure that the Deity would not have 
conferred that privilege on a vindictive person. The truth is 
that none of those who accused Awo of vindictiveness had 
‘known God’ to be able to publish it and so we are bound 
to speculate that these elements are what Awo had described 
them; victims of the psychological disease known as “projec­
tion” defined in Awo’s own words as follows;

Because of the infernal (most of them undisclosed) acts 
they deliberately committed against me, in their efforts to 
destroy me, and because they so totally failed in those 
efforts, they have not been able to forgive themselves. And 
because they do not forgive themselves, they project their 
failure in this regard to me
Consequently, and this is much more pleasant, they accuse 
me of being vindictive and unforgiving



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA1916

Awo was a Rosicrucian, who followed the mystical 
teachings with the zeal and enthusiasm peculiar to him. It 
was clear from his testimony of communion with God that 
he had done all his lessons thoroughly and had reaped the 
reward of his industry and faith. One factor however remains 
to be considered. If Awo had known God and had been 
able to cause Him to solve all his personal and family 
promblems, why did God deny him, so to say, the opportuni­
ty of mounting the throne as President of Nigeria?

It is clear therefore that if all of us had agreed that Awo 
was the answer to all our political woes he would have been 
voted as President of the country. On the otherhand if the 
issue had developed into a real crisis, God would have interve­
ned in favour of Awo. The issue did not develop into any 
crisis. We chose to avoid the crisis because we were too keen 
to preserve the status quo and so we surrendered to the 
determination of opposing groups who were ready to go to 
war should we call tor a showdown. In other words, we 
were afraid to die for the noble cause which Awo stood for

The truth however is that God did not deny Awo, it was man 
who demed him. Are we then to say that man is more power­
ful than God in God’s own universe? The answer is No! God 
is more powerful than man in God’s own Universe. What 
really happened has been explained already and which I 
shall reproduce hereunder to prevent any misunderstanding:

God is the fons et Origo of everything that on earth is, 
including the good and the bad. In as much as the good 
and the bad cannot exist, without His authority, He will 
not take sides in the controversy until it has developed 
into a crisis. At that stage, He will be obliged to intervene, 
not in favour of anyone side; but to establish the validity 
of His own Law as promulgated by Him for the sustenance 
of His stupendous and limitless Universe. The ethical merit 
of our claims and Counter claims will then be considered 
and those on the right hand path will win while those on 
the left hand path will lose whatever the strength of their 
arms
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An object in a state of rest will be there for ever until some­
one, some catalytic force, propels it in one direction or 
another.

Awo himself was conscious of this principle when he said 
in his Problems of Africa at page 53;

Newton’s Law of Inertia states that everybody perseveres 
in its state of rest or of moving uniformly in a straight 
line, except in so far as it is compelled by impressed forces 
to change its state

The fundamental issue militating against Awo s rise to the 
Presidency is contained in Awo’s Path to Nigerian Freedom 
Faber and Faber London 1946, at page 51;

At the conference of the Northern Chiefs in 1942 a letter 
written by the West African Students Union in London 
came up for discussion. The letter touched on many prob­
lems affecting Nigeria as a whole and the writers appealed 
to the Northern Emirs and their people for cooperation 
with those in the South in tackling these problems. The 
Emirs’ comment on this appeal for cooperation, as contained 
in -the official report of the Conference is as follows, “Hold­
ing this country together is not possible except by means of 
the religion of the prophet If they want political unity 
let them follow our religion.

This statement made in 1942 is now obsolete in view of 
the provisions of section 35(i) of the Consitution of Nigeria 
but if we are to be true to ourselves, are we sure that the idea 
is dead? Many Nigerians are afraid to tell or acknowledge the 
truth in this regard because of the inconvenience this could 
engender. But the most valid support for the continued 
existence of Nigeria is the recognition of such areas ot poten­
tial danger and our courage to tackle them on the conference 
table. Temporary advantages obtained by brushing aside the 
truth will become sour in the ,nd when the filth beneath the 
carpet rears its head because it could no longer be suppressed 
The fallacy which our colonial masters sold to us was that a 
Multi-ethnic state can only exist where one ethnic group
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succeeds to dominate the rest and weld them together into 
one.

The example of Great Britain was given, but today, Great 
Britain is experiencing the most drastic transformation with 
the need to solve the Irish problem, and as much as possible 
ensure that Scottish Home rule is an academic exercise. This 
policy has failed in Cyprus where the Turks and the Greeks 
had lived together for 300 years. They had to break when the 
Turks no longer would . accept Greek dominance or vice 
versa.

That the 1942 statement will perform the magic which 
federal character, NYSC scheme and other schemes of the 
Federal government, have failed to achieve, is unrealistic. 
But is it possible to have one religion in this country? The 
answer is No. therefore, another formula must be found 
which could only be explained and not defined because of 
the delicacy surrounding it.

When Isaac Was induced by betrayal, to bless Jacob instead 
of Esau he was able though blind to recognize that the hand 
was that of Esau but the voice was that of Jacob. Isaac was 
bold enough to say it out. That perfidy has changed the cour­
se of the history of the Middle East for ever and I believe that 
a similar situation connived at or acquiesced in, in Nigeria 
could perpetuate the dominance of one religion over the 
others. To the nationalist, it matters not what religion is on 
top. This is true, I myself do not see any difference; most of 
us became what we are in religion because we were born into 
that particular faith and so it matters not to a true Nigerian 
what religion predominates in the country; but the real 
problem which we are bound to encounter in the 1942 
formula or any other formula founded on religion is the 
demise of the racial tradition of the negro race and the substi­
tution therefore, the traditions of Arabia or Rome.

The reason why we are still what we are - a half-way 
house between Ife and Rome or Arabia, is because the 
primordial divinities of our ancestors are still there at Ife to, 
whom we could turn for comfort and succour in times of
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terrestrial crisis. The adoption of one religion for the whole 
country means the severance of the only surviving connection 
between us and our ancestors and we shall be obliged to call 
on the divinities of Rome or Arabia in times of terrestrial 
crisis and these divinities woven already into Christianity and 
Islam will not support us on our own soil or any where else in 
any conflict between us and Rome or Arabia. In times of 
crisis, the Islamites will surely evoke the aid of ihe several 
elemental forces known in the occult books of the Koran. 
An “Arabian Nights” tradition would arise to make the 
terrestrial battle more complicated for those who are blind. 
In the same manner the fathers of Christianity who deleted 
the 7th to 10th books of Moses from the Bible and banned 
them as aprocypha could resort to these pages in times of 
terrestrial crisis.

These books have been banned by Cannonical Order only. 
They existed as part of the original Bible and are still availa­
ble in their purest forms in the proper places. There are 
reproductions of these books on sale in this eountry^a'nd 
other parts of the world. Our warning is that these copies 
have been deliberately mutilated to prevent the uninitiated 
from making illicit use of the potencies derivable therefrom. 
The Islamites on the other hand have not concealed any of 
their Arabian Mysticism from their negro proselytes and so 
we have a situation in Africa whereby the Christian who has 
been forced to abandon the worship of his ancestral terrestri­
al divinities, becomes helpless in times of terrestrial crisis.

We should not forget that God has given to the African 
Christian these terrestrial gods as weapons of survival in his 
own environment and God expects tl e African to use them; 
but instead, the African, Christian adopts the rather negative 
doctrine of supplication to God for aid when he ought to be 
positive by making use of all the forces at his disposal to 
sustain the crisis in order to attract the attention of the 
Almighty God to look into the matter. It follows therefore 
feat the tenets of Christianity as are being practised in Africa 
would only sustain a peaceful condition. In times of crisis,
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The truism in the above hymn is sometimes misunderstood 
In our terrestrial existence the idea of goodness is idealistic 
What is here with us is evil. To be precise, 90% of the world i 
evil, only 10% could satisfy the criteria for goodness and st 
in times of crisis when one section is faced with the possibi 
lity of extermination, or where the process of deprivation 
whether political or economicrerodes the very root of tht 
survival of the people, anything that could be done to save 
the souls of the people will have to be evaluated as part ol 
the 90% of evil which pervades the Earth. However, philoso­
phers believe that the survival of homo sapiens, in the eyes 
of the cosmic hierarchy, is predicated on his aspiration to 
become part of the conclave of goodness, this we submit, is 
another matter involving the astral, mental and spiritual

Once to every man and nation 
comes the moment to decide 
In the strife of truth with falsehood 
For the good or evil side...

the African must look elsewhere and his Ogun, Obatala, 
Sango, Yemoja, Orunmila, Oshun, Obaluwaiye, Aja, Esu are 
ready to fight on his side. After victory the African Christian 
in the process of reconstruction will be the most sought after, 
as his grimoire for the invocation of celestial potencies is the 
most effective for constructive purposes.

We have seen why A wo did not attain the presidency. While 
the Islamites had the advantage of the unmitigated use of the 
terrestrial gods of the Koran the Awoists having abandoned 
their own terrestrial gods, failed to muster the required 
Newtonian “opposite reaction” in the Astral plane in order 
to sustain the struggle in the physical plane and so, those 
who had mustered the required Astral forces, knew how 
futile it would be for the Awoists to attempt any showdown. 
They therefore proceeded with the rigging with such an 
unprecedented recklessness, which left the whole of the 
thinking populace aghast.
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THE MANNER OF AWO'S TRANSLATION

at Calabar, 1 could not believe

The following was the Statement 1 made, on the demise of 
Awo:

STATEMENT OF MR. JUSTICE ADEWALE THOMPSON 
ON THE TRANSLATION OF CHIEF OBAFEMI

AWOLOWO (SAN)

When 1 heard the tragic news 
it until I arrived at Ikenne.
As the event was inconsistent with the intimate discussions 
1 had with him, I decided to make some investigations and 
these are my findings.
1. It is not quite correct that Chief Awolowo had a premoni­

tion of his death.
2. What happened in the case of Chief Awolowo was a firm 

decision of the evolutionary personality to terminate the 
incarnatory personality so that the evolutionary perso­
nality (higher self) could continue the work unfettered 
in a higher arc of existence co-terminus with his mission 
on Earth. As a person approaching individuality (Saint­
hood), the purity of his style of living could bring the 
evolutionary personality nearer at the time of withdrawal 
making it possible for his words and actions to be invo­
luntarily suggestive of premonition.

bodies of man and not his physical or terrestrial body which 
is immersed in this deluge of 90% evil we call physical exis­
tence.

Mrs. Thatcher’s people brought Christianity to Nigeria and 
so she is presumed to be more knowledgeable on the subject 
than some of our people who are noon-day converts. Inspite 
of all the doctrines of the Christian faith, Mrs Thatcher did not 
allow the Argentinian Generals to seize the Falkland Islands 
for good. She declared war and won. If she had remained 
passive by praying to God for aid, the Argentinian Generals 
would still be in illegal occupation of that British territory.
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3. Only God knows the actual time of death.

(c)

(a)

(d)

(a)
(b)

(b)
(c)

4. What I know he did, was to predict the manner of his 
death.

that he will not die at sea or in the air but on land 
That he will not die in any accident or civil commo­
tion.
That he will die in a manner comforting to his suppor­
ters.
I did not understand this aspect of the matter until 
he gave ‘V’ sign on his death bed, which is a sign of 
the immortality of the ideals for which he lived.

5. The ‘V’ sign enjoins us to keep the Awo ideals alive and 
these are

Free Education —Awo has accepted some amend­
ments to the scheme to prevent abuse;
Health — Free but without detriment to , 
Fundamental Human rights — Awo does not accept 
any compromise here;
Welfare of the people — Awo does not accept any 
compromise here also.

6. Secret of his translation: Chief Awolowo’s translation was 
a great cosmic event which entailed the conlocation of 
some hierarchic forces in Nigeria on 7th May 1987.
in Nigeria on 7th May 1987.

7. The secret of Awo’s translation is to be found in-the book 
of Isaiah Chapter 38 verses 1-8 even though the number 
of years was shorter than that of the King in the book of 
Isaiah.

8. The difference was that the extension was granted m the 
case of Awo as a result of the supplications of the good 
peoples of Nigeria - (many millions) who wanted his 
life spared ‘so that he could put the house in order before 
he is withdrawn.’

9. It is therefore a sign of ingratitude to God for any one to 
mourn for Awo.

10 We should mourn for ourselves as citizens of a dis-
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A wo himself had testified to some of the atrocities perpe­
trated against the democratic process by this group-

obedient nation who failed to take advantage of th 
‘extension’ which we have prayed for.

11 Another incarnation? Since he could not complete the job 
in this incarnation it is likely he will come again to comp­
lete it but in a different manner.

1'2 To obtain maximum benefit from the incarnations, the 
nation must keep the Awo myth alive by adopting his 
ideals as stated in paragraph (5) supra.

13 That was what he meant by giving the ‘V’ sign as his 
Soul and divine spark left the body or incarnatory perso­
nality for the realms of light.

14 The 9th day of May 1987 is therefore the beginning 
of the ‘Glorious dawn’ and this is confirmed by the 
numerical strength of that day.

It is to be assumed that we are not permitted to disclose 
more than this. To do otherwise will offend the laws of 
nature.

In the light of what we have said already, we shall explain 
further the meaning of paragraphs 10 and 11 of the above 
Statement. Here was a man who has been prepared by God to 
give us the right type of enlightened leadership in order to 
attain our goal of a prosperous and powerful nation capable 
of championing the cause of black Africa in all its ramifica­
tions. It was obvious that the generality of the people 
preferred him but certain elements in control of the instru­
ments of coercion remained adamant and un-compromising. 
They would not have him and were prepared to do everything 
possible to reject him.
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I now know that the mass arrest of UPN polling and count­
ing agents in the Northern States in the early hours of 
Friday 10th August 1979, the day before the Presidential 
election, was ordered by top functionaries of the FMG 
in order that NPN and FEDECO officials might have 
underserved opportunity to rig the vote tally and score 
higher percentage in favour of NPN’s Presidential Candidate

It happened in 1979. It happened again in 1983 with increa­
sing virulence including the rigging of the Voter s list to 
contain imaginary names. At polling stations, by not posting 
presiding officers to Polling Stations in UPN dominated 
electoral districts, and by short supply of ballot papers and 
other voting materials at such polling stations.

I have read it somewhere that the innocent man appoin­
ted to preside over the newly appointed National Electoral 
Commission was disappointed in the altitude of some Nigerians 
who have declared their unwillingness to vote at this year's 
Local Government election. I have called him “innocent ’ 
because he knew nothing about what such people had 
suffered. In my area at Idi-lshin, during the gubernatorial 
election of 1983, the polling station was deserted by the 
Presiding Officer. It was predominantly a UPN Constituency. 
We had to organize someone in the area - a retired head of 
the Catering Department of Obafemi Awolowo University 
Chief M. A. George, J. P., to be the Presiding Officer. As for 
voting materials, none was made available. We had to go to 
the lyaganku Police Station in Ibadan, from where they 
were supposed to have been deposited by FEDECO Officials. 
None of these officials could be seen anywhere. Instead, a 
Volkswagen Van containing the Voting materials was being 
driven in and out of the Police Station by someone who 
had been schooled to do so. As a result of a confidential

I now know that it was not accidental that there was 
widespread short supply, of . ballot papers in practically 
all the polling stations which the UPN agents were able 
to man so effectively as to prevent the. replacement of 
official ballot boxes with those already stuffed by the NPN.
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information, we knew that the van contained voting mate­
rials and the crowd stopped it as it came again into the 
premises. The driver abandoned it and took to his heels. 
The crowd (about 1000) who had come from every part of 
the large constituency, forced open the van and removed 
the voting materials to their respective polling stations. 
Polling, which officially began at 7 am, did not start in these 
areas until 12 noon.

A person who has been subjected to such unnecessary 
hardship in order to exercise his right to vote and who 
having voted knew that the result had been altered by the 
very persons officially commissioned to conduct the elections 
and who are still at large as if they had not done anything 
wrong, would be a fool, if the authoritieS/Called upon him 
again to vote and he agreed so to do. Whe're is the guarantee 
that the registration will not follow the pattern of the earlier 
ones — fictitious names loaded into the voters’ register which 
will be used to compile loaded polling boxes to be switched 
among the genuine ones at counting stations?

The taciturn attitude of each military administration to 
the rape of democracy by the rigging of the electoral process 
does not inspire confidence anymore in the ability of anybody 
in Nigeria to conduct a free and fair election and so Professor 
Awa should sympathise with the people instead of castigating 
them. Those who expect Awo to come back to Nigeria 
should bear these facts in mind.

It is the fashion for humanity to atone for their sins by 
wishing to have the cheated Avatar back so that they could 
repair the damage already done to their own Karma. Ihus, 
the Christians preached a second coming of Christ to give them 
the opportunity of saying “sorry” for what happened in 29 
AD. In the same manner some elements would wish Awo to 
re-incarnate in Nigeria in order to complete the unifinished 
business. Whether this will happen or not is in the hands of 
providence. For my part, I would vote that Awo should 
incarnate elsewhere in the cosmos where people who are 
being cheated would fight and die for their rights and trigger
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off a crisis situation which will halt the perpetrators of such 
iniquities.
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J. ADEFILA

From Agnosticism to Spiritual 
Eclecticism

l. INTRODUCTION

The spiritual jf the late Chief Obafeini Awolowo lias 
been variously characterized by various commentators and 
writers. Many are of the opinion that he was indeed a great 
Christian. For instance, on the occasion of Awolowo’s 71st 
Birthday Anniversary, March 6, 1980, Mike Omoleye confi­
dently asserted: ‘Awo the Christian needs no introduction 
anywhere in the Christian world This is by no means an 
exageraiion. Nonetheless, what many casual observers may 
not realize is the fact that at one critical stage of his life, 
Chief Awolowo almost ended up being an outright agnostic.

In spite of the strong appeal that agnosticism had for him 
however, Chief Awolowo did not deny the existence of God. 
But, for most of his adult life, he continually had recourse to 
sources other than the Christian Bible in his struggle to have 
communion with God. This attitude on his part We have 
chosen to describe as “spiritual eclecticism”. It is our intention 
in this paper not only to examine the historical development 
of Awolowo’s spiritual ideas and practices but also to identify 
those forces or events that significantly influenced his reli­
gious world view and his spiritual conversion 'from ‘agnos­
ticism’ to ‘eclecticism’..
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III. HIS SCHOOL DAYS

Right from early childhood, Obafemi had demonstrated a 
remarkable measure of critical mindedness towards religious 
matters. In spite of his father’s pious injuctions, young

11. HIS FAMILY BACKGROUND

Obafemi Awolowo was born into a Christian family on March 
6, 1909. His father, Sopolu was among the first adherents of 
Christianity at Ikenne. Apart from converting four of his 
own brothers, Sopolu fearlessly attacked paganism. He 
even acted the part of an iconoclast as he led a team of 
Christians to destroy the shrine of Oluwaiye, the god of 
small pox. Indeed, he was openly contemptuous of medicine 
men and belief in witchcraft and wizardry.2 Obviously, it 
was through the influence of such a committed Christian 
father that Chief Awolowo was ‘made to realize quite early 
in life that Christianity was, of a sure.y, superior in many 
respects to paganism”.3

Unlike his father however, Obafemi’s mother, Efunyela 
remained for quite some time a nominal Christian in obedie­
nce to the injunction of her mother who had dedicated her to 
Oluweri (owner and Ruler of the Rivers). It was only after 
the death of her mother that Efunyela got baptized, adopting 
the name Mary.

By his own admission Awolowo was under the over­
whelming influence of his paternal grandmother, Adefule 
(a.k.a. empress). In so far as granny was concerned, there was 
no flirtation with Christianity: she remained firmly committed 
to her Ija worship.4 One reasonable inference one might 
draw from this fact is that the ‘overwhelming influence' 
credited to the “empress” must have had a religious dimension 
to it. It would seem that granny’s pagan influence competed 
favourably with Sopolu’s Christian influence, at least to some 
extent. As we would discover later in this study, Obafemi 
subscribed whole-heartedly to the use of African juju up to 
a certain period of his adult life.
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Obafemi had his own way of subjecting religious ideas and 
practices to his own critical 'appraisal. Thus, for instance, 
even as a child, he resented haying to pray according to rules. 
He recalled the fact that:

On arrival at school, we lined up outside and later marched 
in to the tune of a school song. Then prayer. This would 
have been a pleasurable item but for the rigid rules with atten­
dant threat. You must close your eyes, and must not talk 
or whisper to your neighbours whilst it lasted. To break 
any of these rules was to invite one form of punishment • 
or another.5

In 1920, when Awolowo was only 11 years old, his 
father died of small pox attacK.6 This tragic event immedia­
tely terminated young Awolowo’s dream of attending the 
prestigious CMS Grammar School in Lagos, come January 
1921. That was the beginning of his tale of woes as he and his 
mother were literally abandoned by relatives of the deceased 
father. At one critical point, young Awolowo wept bitterly 
and bemoaned his fate, wondering, “why did father die so 
early?”7 As Mike Omoleye rightly comments, from the time 
of this tragic event on, “the protective umbrella on his 
(Awo’s) head was tom thereby exposing him to all seasons 
of life”.8

After a break of about one year in his educational caivcr, 
Awolowo resumed schooling at Abeokuta. For our purpose 
in this study, it is pertinent to note the variety.of his religious 
experiences as he constantly moved from one mission school 
to another. Between 1921 and 1927, young Awolowo’s 
schooling career took him through as many as seven different 
mission schools. These included Roman Catholic School, 
Itesi, Ibara Anglican School, Ogbe Wesleyan, Itesi Wesleyan, 
Baptist Boys High School, the Salvation Army School and 
Imo Wesleyan School.9

In some of these schools, deliberate efforts were made.to 
convert Awolowo from one denomination to another. For 
instance, at the Roman Catholic School, Itesi, his. benefactor, 
one Mr. Gladstone Coker not only gave him the name Jeremiah.
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but. actually sought to convert him to Roman Catholicism. 
In so far as Awolowo was concerned, Mr. Coker’s zealous 
efforts in this regard did not matter much, as long as his 
schooling continued uninterrupted. To him at that point 
in time, Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism probably 
bore no significant difference from each other. By the same 
token, young Awolowo actually practised Salvation Army 
religion whilst schooling at the Salvation Army School. 
According to him, he wore the Salvation Army uniform on 
Sundays and Public Holidays - like the Empire Day, for 
instance.10

From the foregoing, it is easy to understand why, in later 
life, Chief Awolowo felt quite at ease being a staunch member 
of the Agbeni Methodist Church, Ibadan whilst back home at 
Ikenne, he remained a committed member of St. Saviour’s 
Anglican Church. The foundation of his liberal attitude in 
denominational matters must have been laid during his 
formative years at School.

In the mean time, Awolowo passed the Government 
Standard V in June 1926, took up a job as a Pupil Teacher 
at Imo Wesleyan School and in 1927 entered Wesley College, 
Ibadan for a 4 year Teacher’s Higher Elementary course. 
Unfortunately however, he hated the set up at Wesley College 
so much so that he pulled out of the institution after spend­
ing only one year.!1 1

rv. AWO'S SPIRITUAL CRISIS AND FLIRTATION WITH AGNOSTICISM. 

1928-1946.

The years immediately after 1927 when Awolowo voluntarily 
pulled out of College witnessed what has rightly been termed 
a "spiritual crisis”.12 The crisis prevailed especially during 
the period 1930 to 1946 when, according to Francis 
Oguninodede, Awolowo “oscillated between belief and 
unbelief, between Christianity and agnosticism”.13

Before the crisis actually set in, Awolowo had already 
cultivated the habit of reading good books. Whilst working 
as a probational teacher at the Wesleyan (now Methodist)
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School Ogbe, Abeokuta, he read books written by such 
authors as Shakespeare, Dickens, R.L. Stevenson, Emerson, 
Lord Avebury, Sir Walter Scott, etc. For his philosophical 
orientation, he relied on two books; The Human Machine, 
(which deals with applied psychology) and It's Up To You 
(which expounds the philosophy of the ‘Jar of Life’ - a 
philosophy in which Awolowo firmly believed).41

After a brief career in the teaching service, Awolowo 
switched over to secretarial- work and took up a job as a 
shorthand typist in Lagos from March 1930 to Augqst 
1930 when he lost the job. The tragic loss of this job marked 
the beginning of his spiritual crisis, as he was compelled by 
circumstances to reflect rather critically about life in general. 
For 19 solid months, he remained jobless. Recounting his 
bitter experience during those months of joblessness, 
Awolowo writes:

One important consequence of Awolowo’s ‘anxious reflec­
tion’ was that he intensified his excursion into the litrary world 
ot great authors, reading many books as he could afford to 
buy or borrow. Perhaps the most significant volume he read 
at this' time was the collection of Essays and Lectures of 
Robert G. Ingersoll who has been described as “a matchless 
moralist and humanitarian, as well as a literary giant’.15 
Because Awoiowo found Ingersoll’s arguments so cogent, 
incisive, irresistible and replete with scientific and classical 
illustrations he (i.e. A wo) could not resist buying most of 
what the latter had to offer.

Among other things, Awolowo was particularly fascinated 
by Ingersoll’s denunciation ot God’s ‘partial dealings’ witn 
his children wnereby the Israelites always received prefe­
rential treatment at the expense of such other nations as the

The nineteen months were among the most trying periods 
of my life. My most cherished hopes had been dashed. My 
span ot life up to then, though short, had seen some ups 
and downs with more downs than ups. 1 had many 
moments of anxious reflection
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In his predicament as a jobless young man, Awolowo could 
not help admiring critical ideas about God and must have 
reached the conclusion that, although God exists, He probab­
ly did not care much about him. Otherwise, how could God 
have allowed lys beloved father to die so early? Why did he 
(Awd) have to experience more ‘downs’ than ‘ups’ in his brief 
earthly existence?

These and many other probing questions must have 
agitated his young but inquisitive mind so much so that he 
continued to vigorously pursue his mental excursion into the 
world of rationalists. His fascination with agnosticism impe­
lled him to read such other books in .this new found field as 
T. Huxley’s Evaluation of Species, Thomas Paine’s Age 
of Reason and Bible on Hell. He also became a regular reader 
of the Rationalist Review. It was probably during this period 
of his spiritual crisis that he enrolled as a member of the 
Rosicrucian Order (AMORC)

down the ages, different groups of men have at different 
times created their own God in their own warped image, 
and so long as these dogmatic erring fanatics continued 
to project their own selfcreated God instead of the true 
God, so long would there be room for rational men with 
the courage of their conviction to feel impelled to repudiate 
the manmade God.19

.Canaanites, the Amorities, Jebusites and Egyptians. In Inger­
soll’s opinion, such acts are “revolting to civilized conscience, 
and in diametric opposition to the ethical standards generally 
accepted by man.” This led him to the conclusion that 
“either there was no God at all or if there was one, He was 
either not good, or not the father of us all”.1 7

By the time Awolowo had completed reading and digesting 
such ‘cogent and incisive’ arguments as these, he had become 
what he himself described as “a hearty admirer of agnosti­
cism”.1 8 Although he did not completely write God off as 
non-existent, he had nonetheless bought enough of Ingersoll’s 
ideas to make him conclude that:
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as far back as 1938, my Inner Self spoke to me in clear 
and impressive language that revenge does not pay... In that ■ 
year, I had planned a kind of revenge against a neighbour 
who had grievouJy offended me. 1 had decided to act 
after breakfast on the morning of 1 July, 1938. During 
meditation before breakfast, I used to take a Bible or any 
book of inspired writings and open a page. I would read 
the first passage that caught my eyes as the message for me 
fofthe day.22

Awolowo’s spiritual crisis continued to deepen towards the 
end of the 1930’s and early 1940’s. It was during this period 
that his business ran into serious problems as he had incurred 
huge debts and bankruptcy became threateningly imminent. 
Matters progressively grew from bad to worse until finally, 
his property had to be auctioned publicly by his creditors to 
Pay for debts incurred in his cocoa business.

A direct consequence of that tragic event was his refusal to 
he on speaking terms with God. He obviously became grossly 
disillusioned about God’s disposition towards him in his 
prevailing precarious situation. He simply could pot comp­
rehend why God, whose line he had been trying to toe, could 
have opened wide his eyes and allowed his whole property to 
disappear in auction sales while He (i.e. God) felt rather 
unconcerned.2 0

It is evident that Awolowo had been trying to achieve1 
communion with God through various ways. Among other 
things, he habitually read the Christian Bible for spiritual 
guidance even though his fascination with rationalist criticism 
had caused him to seriously doubt the authenticity or validi­
ty of many claims about God in the Bible. It is therefore not 
surprising that the Bible was, to him, at best one of the 
books of “inspired writings” to which he continually had 
recourse for one spiritual need or the other. One of such 
needs arose in 1938 when had cause to “revenge against a 
neighbour who, had grievously offended” him.21 Concerning 
that incident-: Awolowo writes:
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As it turned out on that particular occasion, the book that 
caught Awo’s fancy was not the Bible but Amenhotep’s Unto 
Thee I Grant The Economy of Life. Having discovered from 
this book that “Revenge gnaweth the heart of him who is 
infected with it, while he against whom it is intended remaineth 
easy”, Awolowo resolved never to seek vengeance against 
any marl not even against his bitterest enemy.

As we have mentioned earlier on, Awolowo’s search tor 
communion with God during this peiiod of spiritual crisis 
had impelled him to join the Rosicrucian Order (AMORC). 
But when his property got sold in a public auction, his atti­
tude towards the order was adversely affected. Not only did 
he begin to adopt a hostile attitude towards God, he also 
‘gathered all his occult books or Rosicrucian manuals, went 

to the backyard of his rented residence and burnt them one 
by one”.23

Even though he burnt his Rosicrucian manuals, Awolowo 
did not cali it quits with Rosicrucianism. Meanwhile, his 
hostility towards God continued unabated. Thus, for inst­
ance, in an article titled “Hints to the Clergy” which he 
published in the Daily Service in 1942, Awolowo came to the 
conclusion that man does not need God for anything; that 
God has ordained it that way; that God neither answers 
prayers nor lias He the need to do so. He asserted that it is 
the quality and amount of our own work and efforts, good or 
bad, that procures success or failure for us in life instead of 
prayer. To find scriptural support for this viewpoint he 
quoted St. Paul’s warning to the Galatians: “Be not deceived 
God is not mocked; for whatever a man soweth that shall be 
also reap”.24

According to Awolowo, this article (of all the ones he wrote 
as free-lance journalist) evoked most controversy of them all. 
To the Christian public at that time, (and even now) Awo­
lowo’s view point was tantamount to heresy. In their reac­
tion, as Awo recalls:

The Christian churches felt outraged, and I remember that 
churches of the Anglican confession devoted one Sunday
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Obviously, Obafemi Awolowo’s penchant for making con­
troversial statements was not unfamiliar to the reading public 
at that time. Three years earlier, m 1939, he had written an 
article which must have caused no small stir among Christians 
of those days. In that article titled “Making Use of Juju”,26 
Awolowo brilliantly extolled the intrinsic cultural values of 
traditional African medicine or Juju. Having condemned the 
white man’s blanket disapproval of anything African, he 
asserted that “there are innumerable things which our Euro­
pean brethren (and in fact the whole world in general) can 
learn from us. One of such things is the use of Juju’’

According to Awolowo, Juju practices originated from 
“discoveries of certain scientific facts the explanation of 
which had been lost through the deliberate distortions of 
some perverted geniuses”. He therefore advocated that a 
research be instituted in order to ascertain the origin of these 
juju practices and to identify the forces which lend them 
power.

It is not clear from the article whether Awolowo himself 
made "use of juju for any purpose at this time. But, judging 
from his strong advocacy of research into juju practices, it 
appears that he at least had the intention of using juju if 
only for positive objectives especially in the field of politics. 
In his considered opinion, should Nigeria attain independence 
eventually, the only class of citizens qualified to rule would 
be the heathens. This was because they had the powers by 
which they not only could commit murder, burglary and 
what have you with impunity, but also power by which they 
could rule the country.2 He therefore asserted that “we 
can only succeed in attaining independent nationhood by 
understanding these things thoroughly and ensuring that they 
are used only for good, as they were meant to be”.2 6

Evidently, Awolowo's interest in the use of Juju was not 
restricted to mere academic discussion. He, in fact, did not

to controverting my heresy, and, I believe, to praying for 
the redemption of my soul as well.26
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V, FROM AGNOSTICISM TO SPIRITUAL ECLECTICISM, 1946-1987

await the results of his proposed academic research before 
he began to procure a wide5variety of juju for his personal 
use. But, as he confided in Chief Wunmi Adegbonmire not 
too long ago, he eventually resolved to abandon the use 
of African juju when it became obvious that it was of no 
consequential value to him any more. According to Chief 
Adegbonmire, Awolowo took this crucial decision some­
time in the early 1950’s. And to demonstrate the seriousness 
of his decision, he (Awo) dumped two suitcases — full of 
all sorts of juju into the Ogunpa stream in Ibadan.29

The last three years of Awolowo’s period of spiritual crisis 
were spent in the United Kingdom where he had gone to 
obtain a degree in Law. Whilst there, he consistently boy­
cotted church attendance. When he visited Westminster 
Abbey and St. Paul s Cathederal, London, it was purely for 
the purpose of sight seeing. Rather than attend church 
services, he chose to attend some of the Sunday meetings of 
the South Place Ethical Society at Conway Hall, London. 
Paradoxically, it was Awo’s experience with this Rationalist 
oriented society that prompted a reversal in his views about 
Christianity.

At Conway Hall, as Awolowo vividly recollects, each meeting 
followed the pattern of a church service with some minor 
variations. Prayers were offered whilst songs selected from 
Hymns of Modern Thought were usually rendered in familiar 
church tunes, lhe writings of great scientists, agnostics and 
atheists like Darwin, Huxley and Wells were selected for 
reading in place of Biblical passages.

Following a critical appraisal of the whole sei up at Conway 
Hall, Awolowo came to the conclusion that it was patently 
an imperfect and irrational imitation of the Christian mode 
of worship.30 In his opinion, such practices proved that 
huihal beings naturally love rituals and ceremonies, that 
whether they believed in God or not, they always like io
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worship and venerate something, a flag or a shrine, the 
tomb or effigy of a dead hero or the person and presence 
of a living one or other forms. For this reason, he began 
to re-evaluate Christian ideals and practice as compared 
with agnostic, rationalist or atheist concepts. In the efld, 
he returned to his Christian faith and practice when, accor­
ding to Francis Ogunmodede, he discovered to his chagrin 
the shallowness and irrationality of rationalism.3 1

Apart from this Conway experience, Chief Awolowo's 
eventual return to the Christian fold was significantly influe­
nced by his wife, Chief Mrs. Hannah Idowu Dideolu Awolowo. 
Concerning her restraining influence on him, Awolowo 
writes:

iiuuugiiuut me period of my oscillation between agnosti­
cism and Christianity, my wife stood immovably for the 
latter. Her constant admonitions and steadfastness did more 
than anything else to restrain me from going beyond the 
point of no return.

It is true that the late Chief Awolowo did not go ‘beyond 
the point of no return’ — into the realm of outright agnosti­
cism. It is also true that at one point in time, he became disillu­
sioned about the views and practices of rationalists. But, a 
close study of his writings and speeches up to the time of .his 
death would reveal the fact that he did not actually abandon 
rationalism as the basis of his philosophy of life, even whilst 
he continued to be steadfast in his observance of Christian 
religious practices. And for the rest of his earthly existence, 
he remained what one might describe as a ‘spiritual eclectic’ 
in the sense that he carefully selected and used spiritual 
ideas he considered best from various sources.

On several occasions and in many of his writings Chief 
Awolowo made it clear that he drew spiritual inspiration 
from various sources in his life-long quest to achieve commu­
nion with God. For instance on August 18, 1978, Chief 
Awolowo declared:

I have learnt from a study of the lives of Great Religious- 
Leaders and Prophets like Buddha, Jesus Christ, and



OBAFEMI AWOLOWO: THE END OF AN ERA!
938

■

Mohammed, as well as great political leaders like AmerUiotep

and methods one must be absolutely rigid or immutabl 
about goals, principles and ideals once one is convinced that 
one is right... 33

In My March Through Prison, he also states clearly that 
he derived inspiration and guidance from four books which 
he considers vital and indispensable, these are (1) the Bible 
(it) Unto Thee 1 Grant the Economy of Life (Hi) A Private 
House of Prayer and (iv) Path to Power.34 It was these 
four books that his wife brought to him on request when 
it became obvious to him that he might be remanded in 
prison custody at the end of the first day of his treasonable 
felony trial on November 2, 1962.3 5

It is noteworthy that Awolowo mentions the Bible first 
among his favourite books. Obviously, he was a dedicated 
student of the Bible. In most of his writings and public 
addresses, he quotes liberally and copiously from the Bible 
in support of one view point or the other. Some of his 
public lectures centred on purely theological issues. For 
instance, his address to the Ministerial and Laymen’s Retreat 
ot the Methodist Church of Nigeria at Igbobi College on 
5th September, 1970 is titled “God and Mammon are Mutually 
Exclusive”.36 Similarly, his address to the Lagos Fellowship 
of African Ministers at St. Paul’s Anglican Vestry, Breadfruit, 
Lagos on 25th April, 1970 is titled: “There is silent but 
poignant grief in many hearts and the Church must influence 
for good, our earnest search for solutions to economic, 
political and social problems.”

From time to time, Chief Awolowo had recourse to the 
Christian faith for spiritual guidance and encouragement in 
times both of joy and sorrow. Thus, for instnnce, whilst 
in prison custody awaiting the verdict in his appeal against 
conviction, he wrote a lengthy letter to his wife, to prepare 
the latter’s mind for the impending verdict. Among other 
things he wrote:
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It is our ardent wish that the appeal should be in my 
favour; so be it? If not then God's will be done; and as 
true Christians we have no right to murmur, complain, 
or show resentment against God’s will. Let us therefore, 
wait patiently and calmly for the Will of God to be done.38

Also, in answer to his wife’s agonising querry as to why 
Segun, her first child died on July 10, 1963, Awolowo 
responded:

I don’t know, you don’t know, and we will never know. 
But God knows. And our faith in the merciful wisdom of 
God who knows why Segun died should be enough con­
solation for us as Christians.3 9

When, eventually, Chief Awolowo was transferred to the 
Calabar Prison, he continued to maintain a very close touch 
with the Bible in his confinement. It was at tte. time that he 
decided to complete the reading of the Bible from Genesis 
o Revelation - a task which he had begun at Ikoyi. Although 

ne did not succeed in completing this self-imposed spiritual 
assignment, he nevertheless read through the first five books 
of the Bible (commonly called the Pentateuch), Matthew, 
Luke, John, Acts of the Apostles, and the Epistles of Paul 
and Peter. In addition, he read copious passages assigned in 
the Daily Bible Reading.40

It is pertinent to note that Chief Awolowo s habitual 
reading of the scriptures was indeed part of his grand scheme 
for achieving his ultimate goal in life, that is, to attain *‘a 
fully integrated personal development”.41 To this end, he 
considered it imperative to develop his physical personality, 
his mental or intellectual personality and his soul personality.

According to Chief Awolowo, this subject had engaged 
his attention throughout his adult life. It was in pursuance 
of his objective in this regard that he became an avid reader 
of the Bible. But it would seem that the Bible was, to him, 
rather inadequate for the purpose of achieving a full deve­
lopment of soul-personality. In his opinion, the develop­
ment of soul-personality appears the most difficult of the 
three areas of self-development, viz; physical, mental/
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intellectual and soul. Whereas physical and mental exercises 
are tangible and perceptible, soul or spiritual exercises are 
not. This is because spiritual exercises deal with the meta­
physical reilm, the realm of the cosmic and the domain 
of God. Hence, Awolowo’s intense interest in mysticism 
and cosmology, subjects about which he read far and wide.42

By definition, spiritual exercise consists of thinking. In 
Awolowo’s opinion, the only way to exercise the mind is 
‘"constantly to engage in clear decisive, calm, deliberate, 
sustained and constructive thinking with a definite end in 
view, which end should benefit the thinker as well as 
others”.43 Evidently this is the kind of spiritual exercise 
that Chief Awolowo regularly engaged in every morning 
in addition to physical and mental exercises. For these 
exercises Chief Awolowo required absolute privacy so that 
he could engage in them uninterrupted. Hence his habit 
of sleeping in a separate room apart from his wife.44 

u,timate objective of spiritual exercise is for the 
thinker to know the truth, and that truth, ‘the only truth’, 
is that the body of man is indeed the temple of God or the 
universal mind; that indeed man has been created a little 
lower than God.4 5 Awolowo states further that:

W*fknow the truth and’ by an act of faith or by a 

blv cnnv n®or°us and systematic reasoning, are unshaka- b y convinced of it, we automatically enter into the regime 
With ta !"agnitude> properly and eminently equipped 
®dcQgiSon,etasi^tmaen^s^irhudt^e|^nationJ4^re^enS*On

Awolowo s view in this regard obviously derives from 
°jlcrucia" (AMORC) teachings. According to Kenneth 

in h/e i e Grand Regional Administrator of the AMORC 
41" tne fcngJlsh speaking world and its president in Nigeria, 

e osicrucian Order (AMORC) teaches mysticism or 
exma?nc° • G°1 aS -the essence of religion” Mysticism, he 
nf r 1S* direct, intimate and immediate awareness 

irs cause of God through the domain of self’.47
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Evidently, this vitas a major preoccupation ot Chief Awolowo 
who was regarded not just as a ‘mystic’ (i.e. one who seeks 
Union with God) but an ‘adept’ (i.e. a person who, having 
gone through a system of study which is systematic..... has
assimilated the principles into his system for daily and 
effective living).4 8

An essential part of the mystic’s search for union with 
God is to achieve self-mastery. This explains why Chief 
Awolowo places so much premium on ‘a proper knowledge 
of man’. In The People’s Republic he declares:

The sole object of our discourse in this book is man ... 
A proper knowledge of man, therefore, and a thorough 
appreciation and competent application of the princi­
ples which must govern his physical culture, his mental 
development, and his spiritual self-realization, is indis­
pensable to any efforts for promoting and guarantee­
ing his general well-being and happiness.49

For man to achieve self-realization, it is imperative for him 
first to know the truth. And, according to Awolowo, the 
only truth’ is that God has made man “a little lower than 
God’ .50 He also believes that the knowledge of this ‘only 
truth’ can be attained either by faith or by a process of 
rigorous and systematic reasoning; that having attained 
this knowledge, man will automatically enter into what is 
known as ‘the regime of mental magnitude’ where he 
would be free from (i) the negative emotions of anger, 
hate, tear, envy or jealousy, selfishness or greed; (ii) indul­
gence in the wrong types of food and drink, and in osten­
tatious consumption and (iii) excessive or immoral craving 
for sex.51

To demonstrate the fact that man is naturally equipped 
to achieve these lofty ideals, Awolowo characteristically 
turned to the Bible and quoted the famous exhortation of 
Christ to the Jews:

‘You shall know the truth, and the truth will set you 
free”.5 2

Chief Awolowo seems to find in this regime of mental
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dered opinion;
good leadership involves self-conquest, and self-conques 
is attainable only by cultivating, as a first step, what so 
applied psychologists have termed ‘the regime o me 
magnitude’.53

In addition to this prescription which has its basis in 
applied psychology, Awolowo recommends that pu c 
leaders should also observe the golden rule handed own 
by the greatest teacher and prophet of all tunes, that is, 
“Always treat others as you would like them to trea yo > 
that is the Law and the prophets”.54

Concerning his own personal problems, Chiet A wo owo 
believes that by attaining the regime of mental magmtu e, 
he had already solved them. In one of his notebooks fi 
,rMe and Myself’ (part of which was tendered as Exhibit Q 
at the Treasonable Felony trial), he recorded his struggle 
against nervous disorders which started in 1944 and continued 
intermittently but in lesser and lesser degree up to date.’ 
It was Goring meditation on 5th August 1955 that 
he found answers to his search for the cause or causes 
ot the said nervous disorders. He identified seven causes, 
and these are: (i) Self-doubt concerning his personal ability; 
(ii) Severe self-condemnation and deep regrets of the past, 
especially the years 1938-44; (iii) regarding the years 
1938—44 as suggestive of a life of permanent difficulties 
and failures; (iv) fear that his family might suffer financial 
hardship should he die; (y) fear of persecution by an Ibo/ 
NCNC totalitarianism; (vi) fear that his followers might 
not be able to cope with problems arising from (v); and 
(vii) occasional fits of irritability - negative moods which 
constituted a drain on his personal magnetism and which 
impaired his physical and spiritual strength.

Chief Awolowo claims to have already abjuied the various
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negative feelings,and habits enumerated above. And concer­
ning the last item (i.e. the fits of irritability), he declared 
triumphantly and with self-confidence, “The defect is perfec­
tly within my control. I am the Master of my fate. I am the 
Captain of my Soul.”5 6

Here, Chief Awolowo clearly exhibits his implicit faith in 
man’s ability to grapple successfully with human problems. 
It would in fact seem as if he had already elevated man to 
the level of auto-sufficiency.

Concerning death, Chief Awolowo’s view are particularly 
revealing of his Rpsicrucian, orientation. On hearing the 
tragic news of Segun’s death on July 10, 1963, for instance, 
he suffered pain because, as he puts it, he was Nature’s 
biological agent* who had played an active part in bringing 
Segun into the world. But, in spite ot the pain he suffered, he 
"did not sorrow” because “I have been taught that there is 
no death as such”.57 This view point was recently corrobo­
rated by the AMORC President in Nigeria, Kenneth. U 
Idiodi, when, in answer to a question on death, he firmly 
asserts:

Ye», there u no death. To the AMORC death and birth 
■re transition — the great transition. In between them is 
a conicioiu interlude here on the earth plane. Birth. . . to 
ufl on this side, is death to people on the other side. Death 
is a change from one plane of existence to another. The 
personality continues to live.... it does not REST IN PEACE. 
It continues to progress. ...death is nothing but transition 
from one place to another, improvement and self mastery ,s 3

Given this background doctrinal oelief on death which 
Chief Awolowo firmly held, it is not surprising that he 
calmly received the news of Segun’s death. He had no diffi­
culty consoling his wife on that tragic occasion because, as 
hepointsout.she knew about his attitude to ‘so-called death’. 
Besides, Hannah was considered “a devoted and genuine 
practising Christian”, who is “highly versed in Bible passages 
and Christian teachings to the same effect!’5 9

It is against the foregoing background knowledge of the
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ally gnawed 
faith. Hence the

Vi. CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have attempted to trace Chiet Awolowo i 
spiritual life history from childhood to his death at the ripe 
old age oi 78. Among other things, we have observed the 
fact that during his childhood days, he was significantly 
iniluenced not only by his Christian father and pagan grand­
mother, but by the various denominational mission schools 
ne attended in rapid succession. It was during these forma- 
tive years of his life that his father died — a tragic event which 
no o y disrupted his educational career but gradu­

al the very foundation of his Christian 
second stage of his spiritual life fl928

Rosicrucian teachings about death that one can really under­
stand Chief Awolowo’s statement on the occasion of his 
78th Birthday Anniversary. The prophetic statement which 
he made only two months before he died reads:

What I am celebrating actually is the imminence of my 
transition to eternal life. Although my desire to serve has 
not been fully realized here on earth my accomplishments 
in that respect are a sort of internal joy to me. I have a 
strong conviction in life after death and the possibility 
of my continuing to serve even after death.60

Commenting on this statement later, Kenneth Idiodi 
inferred that Awolowo '‘certainly would want to reincarnate 
at a propitious place to be able to fulfil the height he has 
aimed for.”5 1

It will be noted that in his book My March Through 
Prison, Awolowo declared that he had always had before 
his mind objectives for a fully integrated personal develop­
ment; that he had always pursued these objectives; and that 
since my goal is perfection, I had never really been satis­

fied with my achievements”.62 Nevertheless, he must have 
taken consolation in the belief he obviously shared with his 
fellow Rosicrucians that “there is always an opportunity 
in the cosmic scheme of things for these things that you 
have not achieved to be achieved sometime in the future”.63
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Awolowo and Cultural Revival

S.O. ARIFALO

Obafemi Awolowo was a controversial figure. His thoughts,, 
words and deeds are subjects of intense polemics among 
scholars even after his death. One aspect of his eventful 
life that has been hotly debated in recent times is his atti­
tude towards culture. Two eminent scholars, Femi Osofisan 
and Biodun Jeyifo had asserted that Awolowo had no 
cultural policy or programme. Osofisan, like many othei 
eminent Nigerians paid a condolence visit to Ikenne after 
the death of Awolowo. Having studied the “momentos” 
on the walls of Efunyela Hall and surveyed the entire fertile 
intellectual life of Awolowo, Osofisan lamented that after 
all said and done the man had no cultural policy for the 
country. His words:—

He (Awolowo) devoured hundreds of books of econo­
mics, philosophy, mysticism, he consumed volumes of 
reports and white papers and developed programmes and 
manifestoes. He was a man of tremendous erudition but 
he asked for books that they should enlighten, not to 
entertain or seduce. In none of his policies will you find 
the enunciation of a cultural programme for the country.1

Similarly, in a two part article in the Guardian, Jeyifo 
contended that Awolowo did not pay any serious attention 
to culture. He wrote:
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.... Awo grappled intellectually with the big problems. 
Except in the area of culture, you look in vain in all his 
writings for any discussion of culture, cultural matters or 
cultural policy beyond the most cursory remarks given 
rather parenthetically.2

Odia Ofeimun, who was closer to Awolowo than Osofi- 
san and Jayifo posited that Awolovyo had a cultural policy 
which was based on his political philosophy. He was of the 
-dew that if it would be said that Awolowo lacked a cultural 
programme, it was a matter of distance from him by the 
artists who admired him.3 To support his claim he quoted 
the following passage from Awolowo’s The Strategy and 
Tactics of the Peoples Republic of Nigeria. “Arts and culture 
to my mind are the tap roots of any society. If they die or 
decay, the society concerned would have to develop parasitic 
characteristics in order to survive. The most healthy and most 
virile societies are those whose arts and culture develop and 
grow with time. In the particular instance of Nigeria, the 
development and diffusion of our traditional arts and culture 
are among the means for national strength and cohesion. 
They should therefore be encouraged in a big way and 
sufficient fund to the end — for the festivals of the arts 
throughout the country - should always be provided .* 

Tliis profound statement by Awolowo was neither the 
first nor the only one which he ever made on culture. The 
present writer thinks that Awolowo had a cultural policy 

and mat he consciously and persistently promoted certain 
aspects of Nigeria culture. An examination of this policy 
is the aim of this paper. But before doing that we should get 
our bearings right by adopting a working definition of the 
term “'culture”.

Culture is an elusive term to define because it refers to 
the way of life and values of human beings which vary 
widely in kind and in degree. Its meaning changed from time 
to time even in the same society.5 At times one hears about 
a person being described as cultured or uncultured. This is
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EARLY MANIFESTATION

Awolowo’s attitude to culture may perhaps be examined 
from two perspective - his theoritical pronouncements 
or statement of intentions and the actualisation of his ideas. 
Awolowo probably made his first known pronouncement 
about African cultural heritage in an article published in the 
West African Review in December 1939.’ It was titled 
"Making use of Juju”. In the article, Awoiowo said that he

usually an indication as to whether or pot a particular indivi­
dual is socially adjusted .or refined or is a cultural deviant 
or a social misfit.6 In recent times it is being said that a 
culture of silence is emerging in Ghana because the public 
is no longer contributing its views to the national debate 
on social and political issues. This is to show the varying 
meanings which are often attached to the term culture.

Raymond Williams traced the ever changing meaning 
of the term culture through the 18th century to the 19th 
century when it came to connote a whole way of life of a. 
people - spiritual, intellectual and material.7 T.S. Eliot, 
while agreeing with Williams’ definition of culture as a whole 
way of life, included under the canopy of culture:

all the characteristic activities and interests of a people: 
Derby Day, Henley Regetta, Cowes, the 12th of August, a 
cup final, the dog races, the pin table, the dart board, 
Wenileyday cheese, boiled cabbage cut into sections, 
beetroot vineger, ninetieth century Gothic churches and 
the music of Elgar. 3

If this exotic and exciting definition is applied to our society 
here, nearly everything Awolowo ever embarked upon would 
qualify to be called culture»In this paper, however, we will 
like to use culture in a more precise manner to include tradi­
tional heritages, language, literatures, the arts, music, history 
and anything that may promote these things - e.g. educa­
tion. We have included education because it is the super­
structure on which culture is built.
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was dismayed by the attitude of the European coloru 
powers in Africa who did not find it worthwhile to turn 
their attention to the wealth of knowledge which Africa 
had in store for the world. He wondered why educated 
Africans themselves did not consider it possible to make 
some good out of what was generally regarded as devilish. 
He then blamed the introduction of Christianity and the 
African educated elite for this palpable negligence. He 
declared:

The default on our side, of course, is partly due to the fact 
that the voices from the pulpits since the introduction of 
Christianity into Africa have always admonished us to close 
our eyes to the practice of our forefathers, and partly to 
the fact that we seem to prefer in any case Europeanism to 
Africanism and thus every mistake in Britain is a style in 
Nigeria.10

He then went on to identify the practices of traditional 
medicine as part of the wealth of knowledge from which 
the world could learn something from Africa. He said that 
the practices of traditional medicine were found everywhere 
in Africa and that they had been perfected to an elaborate 
degree in Yourbaland. If tradtional medicine did not work 
effectively in other parts of Africa, they have been found 
to be effective in Yorubaland, Awolowo argued. According 
to him, it was a great pity that traditional medicines have 
been erroneously branded as crude, atrocious and inhuman 
when they have not been throughly investigated. He offered 
an explanation for this situation:

The truth is that through some process of deterioration 
our immediate ancestors had lost the comprehension of 
the heritage handed down to them by their more cultu­
red, more humane fathers, and consequently what were 
meant originally to be used for beneficial purposes were 
afterwards employed to achieve devilish ends.

Awolowo then postulated that the practice of traditional 
medicine must have originated from discoveries of certain 
scientific facta, the explanation of which had been lost
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through deliberated distortions by some perverted geniuses. 
He then suggested that a research be instituted into tradi­
tional medicines to ascertain their origin and the forces 
which gave them potency. There followed a detail discus­
sion of six types of the practice of traditional medicine 
which include, the use of charms and incantations.12

Awolowo then concluded the article with an astonishing 
suggestion that if Britain decided to grant independence 
to Nigeria at that time the government of the country should be 
entrusted into the hands of the practitioners of traditional 
medicine because “they have the power by which they could 
not only commit murder, burglary with impunity, but by 
which they could rule us”.13

Here a few observations are pertinent ; first, it is clear 
that Awolowo believed in the efficacy of traditional medi­
cine and had implicit confidence in the power of the prac- 
tioners. Judging by the way in which he eulogized and glori­
fied the practice of traditional medicine, he had not “frow­
ned on the banal fetishism, witch-culture and gloating bar­
barism”.1 4 This period would appear to be a period of confu­
sion in his chequered career. Of the period, F.I. Ogunmodede 
writes as follows:

.... between 1930 and 1946 Awolowo had a serious spiri­
tual crisis and dangled along the rough sea between belief 
and unbelief and between Christianity and agnosticism. 15

This was the period in which he was having what he called 
his “literary and mental excursion”16 with R.G. Ingersoll, 
T.H. Huxley and Thomas Paine. It would appear that Awo­
lowo was then experimenting with many incompatible ideas 
some of which he later jettisoned as he matured. When in 
1977, this writer confronted him with the article in question, 
he roared with laughter and said that he must have been 
most unscientific in those days. He, however, stood by his 
call for a research into traditional medicine.17

Second, it is very difficult to reconcile his romantic 
ideas about the ability of the traditional medicine men to
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However, what Awolowo did in the article in question 
could not be regarded as a policy or a programme. He merely 
expressed an opinion and offered a suggestion which in any 
case could not have been implemented by the government of 
the day. The N.Y Al., a political organisation to which he 
belonged had a broad conception of culture. Under its 
cultural and social charter, it urged the government to make 
elementary education free and compulsory. Therefore, 
the implementation of the kind of research he envisaged 
lay in the future.

Awolowo’s next important pronouncement

govern the country if the British should leave, with the implicit 
confidence he had in the Nigerian Youth Movement of which 
he was an ardent supporter. In fact, Awolowo was not just 
an ordinary member, he was the Secretary of the Ibadan 
branch of the Movement. He saw the Movement as a vigilant 
and dynamic organisation18 containing the most forward- 
looking men in the country. One of the objectives of the 
movement was complete autonomy within the British Em­
pire. The traditional medicine Man would not fit into the 
scheme of the N.Y.M. They would be strange bed fellows.

Third, the most critical and the most important aspect 
of the article was his call for a research into an aspect of 
African heritage. It was an act of courage. It was revolutio­
nary in an age when Africans were constantly urged by the 
colonial rulers and missionary to reject African way of life, 
lock stock and barrel. A contemporary of Awolowo, one 
Ayo Kolade, whose views could be taken as representative 
of the general opinion of the period, in a rejoinder to Awo­
lowo’s article, castigated him and regarded the practice of 
traditional, medicine as an activity which belonged to the 
dim and almost forgotten past. He wrote:

It is strange at the present state of the world’s civilisation 
a research into the realms of devils of fetish which are de­
void of concrete realities should find an ardent advocate 
in any cultured society.19

on cultural
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ACTUALISATION OF IDEAS

Awoiowo took the first practical step to encourage the 
Yoruba to develop culturally, economically and politically 
along their own lines by forming a Yoruba cultural organi­
sation. The organisation was the Egbe Omo Oduduwa, 
(the society for the descendants of Oduduwa, the progeni­
tor of the Yoruba), which was formed in London in 1945?2 
The Egbe was later formed in Lagos in 1947 and formally 
inaugurated in Ile-Ife in June 194823

The formation of the Egbe and later the Action Group 
(AG) party by the leaders of the Egbe, gave Awotowo the 
desired opportunity to actualise his ideas about the develop­
ment of Yoruba culture. Awolowo’s political career was 
intrically interwoven with the fortunes or misfortunes of 
both the Egbe and the AG. He was the principal motivating 
personality behind the formation of both. He was Secretary

matters was made in his influential and controversial book, 
Path to Nigerian Freedom, which was written in 1945 and 
published in 1947. In his autobiography, published in 1960, 
he told us that it had all begun way back in the 1930s. By 
then his earlier admiration of Gandhi, Nehru and Subha Bose 
had developed and matured into an adoption of their idea of 
changing India’s provincial boundaries along linguistic lines, 
thereby assuring each ethnic group its cultural identity in 
any political arrangement20. From this point, Awoiowo 
emerged as a political theorist who argued in Path to Nigerian 
Freedom that “Nigeria is a mere geographical expression21 
and not a nation. He stated that there were differences in 
languages, cultural backgrounds, social outlook, indigeneous 
political institutions and stage of development. He saw all 
these as incompatibilities which would militate against 
unification in the country. He then pref feted a federal consti­
tution, which would allow each ethnic group to develop 
along its own lines, as the only constitution suitable for 
Nigeria.
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General of the Egbe from 1948 to 1954 when he became the 
first Premier of the Western Region. He was President of the 
AG which formed the government of Western Nigeria from 
1951 to 1962. Through the instrumentalities of the organisa­
tions, Awolowo tried to implement his cultural programme.

Among other things, the Egbe was: to explore the means 
of introducing, and as soon as possible to introduce and 
cause to be introduced mass and compulsory education 
among the people of Yorubaland, and to foster the study of 
Yoruba language, culture and history.24

The Egbe strongly believed that the most effective means 
of combating ignorance, disease, superstion, fear, envy, 
hatred, clannishness, disunity, “tribalism”, selfishness and 
backwardness were education and elightenment.2 5 But the 
Egbe as a cultural organisation in a colonial setting, could 
neither introduce or force to be introduced mass and com­
pulsory education. In the prevailing circumstances, what 
the Egbe did was to launch a £100,000 endowment fund 
in aid of scholarship awards.26 In 1948 the Egbe awarded 
ten university scholarships to Yoruba students,27 The scho­
larships were tenable at the University Coiiege, Ibadan. In 
1'949, the Egbe made seven more scholarship awards. In the 
same year the Egbe awarded twenty-one secondary school 
scholarships.2 8

The contribution of the egbe in this respect may look 
modest, yet it was significant and worthy of note. It was* 
the first time ever that any group of people in Yorubaland 
would make such awards. This contribution would be fully 
appreciated when it is realised that at this point in time 
the Nigerian Government Scholarship Scheme launched in 
1937 was abandoned at the outbreak of the Second World 
War. When it was resuscitated in 1943 only one was availa­
ble,29 and by 1945 only a total of 69 had been awarded 
in the whole country.30 Many of the recipients of the Egbe’s 
awards later became teachers in secondary schools in Yoruba­
land. This was a contribution to the efforts to ameliorate
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the chronic problem of unqualified teachers in schools in 
Yorubaland. Some of the beneficiaries of the Egbe’s scholar­
ship scheme, who are now holding important positions in 
the country today, perhaps, would not have had the oppor­
tunity of tasting higher education but for the Egbe. Indeed, 
the Egbe could be seen as a precursor of the AG Government 
of Western Nigeria, which had to amend dramatically and 
drastically the 1952 budget which it inherited from the 
colonial administration to vote £80,000 for two hundred 
university scholarship.31 By 1960, the government had 
awarded 1,188 post-secondary scholarships in Nigeria and 
overseas.3 2

Actually, what Awolowo would have liked was free educa­
tion at all levels. The award of scholarships was a mere 
palliative not a cure. Education was a matter that was very 
near his heart. Writing in 1947, Awolowo defined educa­
tion in terms of a cultural process which would involve the 
entire man. He saw “education as the process of physical 
and mental culture whereby a man’s personality is develop­
ed to the fullest”.33 According to him, an educated man 
would be fearless, confident, self-reliant and would be “a 
citizen of the world, free from narrow prejudices”.

Awolowo placed the highest premium on education. 
He stated that one of the three basic principles which led to 
the formation of the AG was “the education of all children 
of school-going age, and the general enlightenment of all 
illiterate adults and illiterate children above school-going 
age”.34 This was the seed of the free education scheme. 
Awolowo believed that all the people must have a minimum 
level of education if the country must have an enlightened 
citizenry for rapid social, political and economic develop­
ment. In a country where the vast majority of the people 
were not in the position to educate their children up to 
the primary school level, not to talk of university level the 
purpose and goal of education would not be achieved unless 
it was made free for everybody at all levels.3 5 This was 
why the AG. Government of Western Nigeria launched the
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Universal Free Primary Education in the Region in 1955.
The scheme has been described as “the greatest educa­

tional revolution at the time in Africa South of the Sahara 
and North of the Limpopo.36 It is doubtful whether there 
was such a revolution North of the Sahara and South of 
Limpopo. However, after the successful implementation 
of the scheme in the West, Awolowo became the great 
champion of free education at all levels in the country. 
In 1966 he became the first political leader in Nigeria to 
suggest that free education should be written into the constitu­
tion of the country. Indeed, it was included in the 1979 
constitution with a proviso. In chapter two, section eighteen 
of the constitution, it is stated that the Government would 
provide free education at all levels “as and when practicable" 
This limited concession was a triumph for Awolowp.

The Universal Free Education Programme was Awolowo’s 
greatest achievement. It was also his greatest contribution 
towards the development of culture. Education forms the 
basis for the development of culture.

Shortly after the inauguration of the Egbe in Ile-Ife in 
1948, it set up a number of committees including the litera­
ture Committee. The committee was mandated to compile 
an up-to-date history of the Yoruba, to promote the writing 
of Yoruba literature by arranging competitions and awarding 
prizes to encourage the development of the Yoruba language, 
to undertake research into Yoruba philosophy, arts, science 
and herbal medcine.37 The establishment of this committee 
Was a fulfilment -f Awolowo’s cherished dream of 1939 
when he called for a research into traditional medicine.

To demonstrate the Egbe’s strong determination to pro­
mote the development of Yoruba language, it made Yoruba 
the medium of expression in all its meetings. Lectures and 
talks organised by the Egbe had to be delivered in Yoruba, 
except when the speakers were non-Yoruba speakers. The 

journal of the organisation, the Egbe Omo Oduduwa Monthly 
Bulletin was published in English and Yoruba. Perhaps the 
reasons for the insistence on the use of the Yoruba language
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on these occasions were to encourage the growth and deve­
lopment of the language And to demonstrate the suitability 
of the language as an effective vehicle for social and politi­
cal inter-course at a period when it was fashionable to be an 
ardent English speaker, when the English language was. 
forced down the throat of Nigerian School children and 
when failure in the English language meant total failure 
in the school certificate examination. Further more, the use 
of Yoruba was to enable members not literate in English 
to participate in Egbe’s meetings and delibrations. In addi­
tion to the insistence on the use of the Yoruba language, 
the Egbe enjoined its members to wear the Yoruba traditio­
nal attire to all its functions.

The Literature Committee organised Festivals of the Arts 
during the month of September every year.38 The festivals 
included singing of Yoruba songs, rendering of poems in 
Yoruba, story telling; the exhibition of carvings, drawings 
and paintings. Participants in the festivals were usually drawn 
from the Yoruba-speaking areas of the Western Region.

In addition to what the Literature Committee was asked to 
do, certain individuals were given specific assignments. For­
ex ample, the Timi of Ede, Oba Laoye I, one of the greatest 
exponents of the Yoruba talking drum, was asked to do a 
research into Yoruba drums while J.O. Ajibola, an ardent 
student of Yoruba culture, was to work on Yoruba musico­
logy.39 In his research, Oba Laoye traced the genesis of 
some important Yoruba drums, their dynamics and exa­
mined their adaptations to modern needs. He did a com­
parative study of the different types of drums used in many 
parts of Yorubaland vis-a-vis those used by other cultural 
groups like the Edo, Itsekiri and Igbo. He was able to 
observe cultural and historical links between those ethnic 
groups. He saw the drum as a common feature in Yoruba 
culture and the drummers as performing an essential func­
tion in Yoruba society. He advocated the teaching of Yoruba 
traditional music in schools.4 0
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As a result of the initiative and motivations of the Egbe, 
the study of Yoruba language and literature was given a great 
impetus, D. 0. Fagunwa had blazed the trail in the writing 
of Yoruba prose with the publication of Ogboju Ode Ninu 
Igbo Irutnole in 1939. To this he added other works such as 
Ireke Onibudo (1949) and Igbo Olodumare (1949). J.O. 
Ajibola published his Yoruba Proverbs in 1949. Yoruba 
poetry received a big boost. The philosophical poems of 
J.S. Sowande, alias Sobo Arobiodu41 began to be greatly 
admired and listened to with great delight whenever they 
were read over the radio. Yoruba scholars like J.F. Oduryo 
and Laosebikan began in earnest to write Yoruba text books 
for use in primary and secondary schools in Yorubaland. 
The AG Government of Western Nigeria, under the leader­
ship of Awolowo, took the cue from the Egbe when in 1954 
it set up a committee to examine scientific terminologies 
in the Yoruba language.42 This was to explore the possibility 
of writing science books in Yoruba. By all these, the Yoruba 
language was made to occupy an enviable position on the 
school curriculum. The enthusiasm of the Egbe was not 
limited to the Yoruba language, The Egbe’s Literature 
Committee constantly stressed the urgency to have an 
up-to-date history of the Yoruba people as “the existing 
histories are biased, full of discrepancies, half-truth and 
untruth”.43 In this way the Egbe stimulated interest in 
Yoruba history. Existing works on Yoruba history and 
culture acquired new significance. The most important of 
such works were: Samuel Johnson’s History of the Yoruba, 
written in 1897 and published in 1921, Olumide Lucas’ 
Religion of the Yoruba, written 1948 and N.A. Fadipe’s 
doctoral thesis, The sociology of the Yorubas completed 
in 1939, which the Egbe made an abortive effort to publish. 
Apart from the interest aroused in these works, the period 
between 1948 and 1955 saw the harvest of many local 
historians and chroniclers. These people were usually educa­
ted men who tried to glean the history of their people from 
myths, legends, folk-tales and praise songs. Such writers
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often supplemented earlier works with theirs or tried to 
correct what they regarded as erroneous ideas in them.44 , 
Today, their works constitute major sources of materials ’ 
on the history of the Yoruba people. Prominent among such1 
works are A.K. Ajisafe’s History of Abeokuta (1948), S. Ojo 
Bada of Saki’s Origin of the Yorubas (1952), I tan Oyo ati 
Afijio (1954), E.A. Kenyo’s Awon Olori Yoruba ati Isedale 
Won (1952) and Father A. Oguntuyi’s A Short History of 
Ado-Ekiti (1952).

In addition to this, the cultural activities of the Egbe 
led to the publication of a journal such as Odu (A journal 
of. Yoruba and related studies (edited by S.O. Biobaku, 
H.O. Beier and L. Levi). The journal was described as “an 
interpreter of the culture of the Yoruba and their related 
peoples to these peoples themselves and to the world at 
large.”45 That journal lived up to its aims and objectives. 
It soon became one of the most important and authorita­
tive vehicles for the dissemination of researched informa­
tion about the Yoruba people and their past.

The cultural renaissance championed by the Egbe pro­
foundly affected the attitude of many Yoruba people to­
wards their cultural heritage. Many Yoruba began to appre­
ciate things of Yoruba. They began to take greater pride in 
bearing Yoruba names and wearing Yoruba attires. It became 
fashionable to wear aso-oke (locally woven materials). The 
Yoruba leaders so pupukirised Yoruba traditional dresses 
that they were gradually being adopted as the national 
dresses of Nigeria. That was why Increase Coker was able to 
state as follows in 1955: “ Yes, we are developing a natio­
nal costume. What used to be an exclusively Yoruba tribal 
costume is developing in popularity and usage into a Nige­
rian National costume”.46

The Egbe’s enthusiasm for the revival and preservation of 
Yoruba history and culture reached its climax when in 1957, 
the Government of Western Nigeria was induced to launch 
the Yoruba History Research Scheme. The Government 
voted £40,000 for the project under a five Year Development
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Programme.4 7 The scheme was to be directed by S.O. Bio- 
baku, who was then the Registrar of the University College, 
Ibadan.4 8 He was to act in his private capacity as a historian 
of the Yoruba people.

In his speech at the launching ceremony, Anthony 
Enahoro, the Minister of Home Affairs, whose ministry was 
to supervise the scheme, stated that the scheme was an 
attempt to discover the true origin of the Yoruba people 
and *tb produce an authentic record of their past by means 
of archaelogical excavations, analysis of anthropological 
data, recording of oral traditions and a careful study and 
appraisal of documents and traditional ceremonies.4 9

Awolowo’s speech on that occasion was a clear indica­
tion of the importance he attached to the revival of Yoruba 
culture. He began by saying that the present way of life of 
the Yoruba people gave a strong indication that they had an 
ancient and illustrious past - a past, which because of lack 
of written records was shrouded in legends in an incoherent 
fashion handed down from generation to generation through 
oral traditions. Continuing, Awolowo declared:

Man does not live by bread and politics alone. Indeed, 
man’s economics and political instincts would become dull 
or behave wildly and aimlessly like a runaway horse unless 
they are blended and suffused with the cultural instinct 
in him.80

Speaking about the efforts of earlier historians and scho­
lars in Yoruba history, religion and culture, Awolowo poin­
ted out that the works of Arts of Ife were still the subject 
of controversy, that the origin of the Yoruba and how they 
came to their present habitat were matters which still had 
to be settled to the satisfaction of many inquisitive minds. 
He then concluded by saying:

In order to remedy those defects before they are too late,
to give Yoruba people, Nigeria and the world in general-, 
an authenticated history, this scheme has been instituted
by Government in default of private endowment.81

This elaborate and ambitions project was the brain child
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of the leaders of the Egbe Onto Oduduwa. As a cultural 
organisation, it lacked the resources to carry out this pro­
ject. It therefore persuaded its close ally, the AG which 
incidentally, was in power in the region, to undertake the 
project. In launching the scheme, the AG Government of 
Western Nigeria became the first government in the country 
to undertake such project. This was a clear evidence 
of Awolowo’s commitment to cultural matters, His interest 
in the history of his people was never in doubt. He was 
admired for this both at home and abroad. The Nigeria 
Year Book of 1958 wrote as follows:

His (Awolowo’s) interest in the history of his people has 
resulted in the setting up of a commission on the origin 
of the Yorubas, a project also welcomed enthusiastically by 
the Sudanese Government according to the Prime Minister, 
Sayed Khalil, during his December visit to Nigeria.52

After the formal launching of the scheme, its Director, 
Biobaku began to- organise conferences on Yoruba history 
from time to time in different parts of the Region.5 3 Spe­
cialists on Yoruba culture, history, literature, language, 
religion and sociology, were usually invited to present papers. 
Participants were urged to collect oral traditions from th«* 
elderly people in their different communities, to write the 
histories of-their areas and to encourage the teaching of local 
history in the schools in their areas. At these conferences 
a lot of Yoruba cultural awareness was kindled.

From about 1959-, the Scheme began the publication 
of a Yoruba literary journal called Olokun. The aim of 
the journal was to develop the Yoruba language in all its 
Kfcfflficatons. The early issues of the journal were edited 
by IA Akiryogbin. The journal published Yoruba poems, 
short ctories and book reveiws. It also published articles 
on divers© topics ranging from “the teaching of mathematics 
in Yoraba” to “the Yoruba language and Nigerian indepen­
dence”- Most of the big. names associated with the study 
of Yoruba language,, prose and poetry published articles
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regularly in Olokun. They included I. A. Akiryogbin, A. 
JBabalola, 1.0. Delano, A. Faleti, A. Olabintan, O. Esan, 
DA. Adeniji, Wande Abimbola and Oladipo Yemitan. The 
list is- much longer The journal certainly gave a big boost 
to the development of the Yoruba language. Indeed, what 
Odu had done for Yoruba history and culture Olokun has 
done for Yoruba language and literature.

Even though the Yoruba History Research Project has not 
produced an authentic history of the Yoruba, it has produced 
a book titled Sources of Yoruba History, which was edited 
by S.O. Biobaku and published in 1973. Apart from the 
activities of the Yoruba History Research Scheme, the AG 
Government of Western Nigeria had a programme for the 
collection and collation of folksongs and folklores from 
every division of the region. The assignment was given to 
a unit under the Mobile Free Cinema Scheme of the Govern­
ment.54 By 1959, the Government had acquired 40 cinema 
vans and 6 cinema barges.55 In addition to entertainment, 
the vans and barges carried enlightenment to every nook and 
corner of the region. Thus, the Government was actively 
promoting cultural awareness in the region. It should not 
surprise anyone to hear- Awolowo saying:

Of all the governments in Africa, the Western Regional 
Government is the largest film producer, having the largest 
government cinema audience as well.

Awolowo was not indifferent to other aspects of culture. 
In fact, he had significant admiration for Yoruba sculpture. 
This will be seen presently. Under the British colonial 
rule and the impact of Christianity, Yoruba sculpture decli­
ned tremedously. An effort to arrest the decline was under­
taken in the early fifties by a group of dedicated Roman 
Catholic priests under the leadership of Father K. Carroll ' 
The group gathered together, carvers, potters, weavers, 
bead workers and leather workers in Oye-Ekiti of Ondo 
State. The Fathers tried to infuse Christianity into tradi­
tional Arts, which for centuries had depended on the patro­
nage and inspiration of traditional religion.55 When the
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Dye project was beginning to make an impact,, it fizzled 
out. All hopes of revival of Yoruba sculpture seemed lost.

This was soon reversed. When the £370,000 Parlia­
ment buildings were completed in Ibadan in 1956, Awolowo 
as the Premier of the then West, ordered that the decora­
tion of major furniture in the buildings be done by tradi­
tional Yoruba craftsmen.57 One of the carvers on the Oye 
project; Lamidi Fakeye was commissioned to carve *'5 
thrones and 1 table for the House of Assembly” and “3 
large wall Carved Panels and 2 large Relief Doors for the 
Executive Council Chamber”. This move was hailed as a 
step in the right direction. Father Carroll wrote:

If this precedent is followed it would create a body of cra­
ftsmen integrated with modern life and a solid foundation 
for the flowering of a specifically Nigerian “Fine Arts”.58 

Indeed, the precedent was followed as many institutions 
and private individuals in the region began the commissioning 
of the carving of the doors of their buildings. For instance, 
when the ten-storey building of the newly established Co­
operative Bank was completed in 1957, Felix Idubor was 
commissioned to carve its doors.59 In view of what has just 
been said, we do not need any further evidence to convince’ 
us of Awolowo’s commitment to cultural revival.

In this paper we have discussed, first, how in 1939, Awo­
lowo demonstrated his cultural consciousness by sugges­
ting that a research be instituted into traditional medicine. 
In the prevailing circumstances in the country the call for 
the research was premature. It fell on hostile or on deaf 
ears. But the unique thing was that he made the call at all. 
Secohd, we examined how he emerged as a convinced Federa­
list. His argument was that because of the apparent diversi 
ties in the country only a Federal system of government 
was suitable for it. According to him, such a constitution 
would allow each ethnic group to develop its own unique
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