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Land Disputes and Inter-Group Relations
in West Niger Igboland*

J.G. Nkem Onyekpe

Introduction

tTr}ele-cropEling l::ad c:'astically reduced the portions left for food crops
€ problem 1s today aggravated by the large-scal 1ati :

communal lands by urban-based pr; i W Sl A e
| private interests. Land disputes h

natural results of the growing problems of land scarcity. Ai inte:::titn;

of land by strangers and

by a combinati i
iny A oillllbmauon of factors, viz, the absence of modern agricultural
Puts, the use of obsolete tools and technologies, the absence of

on the
ground. Consequently, state responses have been an abysmal

fa}xlure. It is the argument of' this chapter that the phenomena of land

Land Disputes and Inter-Group Relations in West Niger Igboland 183

ad and its allocation and distribution are fundamentally important in

wnomies where crops production is the major economic activity 1

secially where scientific methods and modern technologies are .

\dely used. The West Niger Igbo area is a rural economy based on the

wltivation of the land. The area is largely culturally homogeneous and

is was a major factor in the harmonious inter-group relations among
» communities. There were occasional disagreements and even
kirmishes among the communities but these were generally short-lived
d easily resolved. It is very important to note, however, that up to
bout the 1920s - 30s land was never a factor in the disagreements and
ponflicts among the communities. Of course, land was plentifully
available in relation to the population. Moreover, the pressure for
sxpansion of production was minimal until the ‘transformation’ of the
‘area’s economy following its incorporation into the colonial capitalist
“mode of production. It was the dynamics of this ‘transformation’ which
‘disrupted the ‘natural’ or ‘traditional’ economy and its equilibrium and
‘tranquillity. A major manifestation of this disruption was the emergence
‘and accentuation of disputes over land. The subject of this chapter has
“been examined under five subheadings, viz, (1) the peopling of the area
‘and the nature of the settlements and land use, (2), capitalist penetration
of agriculture and economic change, 1920s-1950s, (3) post-colonial
realities: encroachment by the elite and the state, (4) intercommunity
‘disputes over land, and (5) the continuing nature of land disputes. There
follows a conclusion.

The Peopling of the Area, Nature of the Settlements and Land
Use

- Research on the West Niger Igbo communities reveals that the area was
peopled between the 15th and 18th centuries by migrants from Benin,
Igala and the East Niger Igbo area.' There are three categories of
settlements, viz, (1) the proto settlements such as Adiani (later Onicha
Ugbo) which was the cradle of the Eze Chima communitieis - Obior,

' .GN. Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis and Land Question in West Niger Igbo Area, C.
1886-1987°, Ph.D Thesis, University of Lagos, 1996, pp. 33-62.
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® Oral Interviews
Intelligence Report

ng their sizes (the amount involved), especially those of the
politically they underlined the status of the stranger groups as
_opposed to owners of land; they were an acknowledgement of
t that the ultimate title to the land belonged to the host group (or

18 relevant to stress once again that land was abundantly available
s West Niger Igbo area in relation to population. As a result of this,
it groups were given farmlands on very liberal terms and those
were absorbed by the autochthonous groups in the villages
ed ownership rights.® Generally, land areas allotted to the
gers were never defined and so the strangers expanded the plots
use year by year.’” Moreover, the value of tributes was not
ermined by the size of land." In cases in which a host community
| different stranger groups on its land, the stranger groups paid more
Jess the same amount regardless of the land area they cultivated.

It remains to add that the low level of political centralisation and
e absence of the state (as it exists in the classical Marxist dialectical
jense as an instrument of class rule, conquest and exploitation) were a
basic factor in the liberal orientation in land matters. There was the
absence, in most of the area, of complex state systems and the
ompanying political class and army such as were boasted in
Hausaland, the Benin and Oyo Kingdoms, nineteenth century Ibadan,
and so on. This in turn meant that there was no mobilisation of surplus
(that otherwise would have been necessary for the maintenance of the
state and its organs and functionaries), no feudalisation of land and tax-
farming." Thus, the stranger communities were largely left on their

WS as cited

Aﬂl.o or, 1 s v
Ejemf Unozr'9-1897 9 ?;Okcf:’; ?koh P. Nwaka and il:péoghu}; w‘;ka Modeme, Ejeme :
2 < 7.0/ 1ef Ok, ncil of C i
}Jm“fu. 12.12.90. onye Asua and hj hicfs and Elders 7S, Berry, Cocoa, Custom, pp. 96-97,108; and G.1. Jones, ‘Ibo Land Tenure’, p. 320.

# Oral Interviews as cited in notes nos.2 and 3

® Oral Interviews as cited in notes nos 2 and 3 Also, Chief Obi Ibolokwu, Umutu,
12.12.90.

~ ° Oral Interviews as cited in notes nos. 2 and 3. This is true of most other areas not
~ associated with critical land pressures. An example of such other areas was Yoruba

~ land studied by S. Berry in Cocoa, Custom and Socio-Economic Change.

ee if-lso N.AIL CS.0 2 Fil "' This contrasted sharply with other areas such as Ibadan, Benin, Nupe and Hausa
tvision, Benin Province. 1 l'e No. 30927, land. See S.A. Akintoye, “The Economic Foundations Ibadan’ in A.L. Akinjogbin and
[ S.0. Osoba (eds) Topics on Nigerian Economic and Social History (Ile-Ife: University of

Tenure’ Africa
’ Journal
1949, pp. 309323 o the In
Ibid.

as cited in note no. 3, §
on Asabg Clan, Asaba D




R . . . ¥ 3

ries in the Mother Country and for the sale of metropolitan
jal products and consumables.” To meet the first aim, ie., the
for industrial raw materials, the British government and its
onial state in Nigeria emphasised agricultural production. In the West
ger Igbo area, the major crops Were oil palm and rubber.'* Initially
¢ peasants depended on wild oil palm trees and the communally
wned palm grooves for fruits. Similarly, they depended on wild rubber
ees such as Funtumia Elastica, Landolphia and Clitandra. Up to the
1920s, the peasants depended on wild sources for production. The wild
sources were, however, inadequate for the ever-increasing demand of the
expatriate trading firms such as John Holt and Company and United
African Company. To meet the growing demand, the peasantry took to
slanting. Progress in planting was quite fast. For example, by 1937, 75
acres had been committed to oil palm planting in Aboh Division alone,
and by 1938 152.5 acres had been committed to the same crop in the
Agbor District of Asaba Division."” The 1940s witnessed greater
' exoansion. British demand for these products rose steeply during the
Second World War. In particular there was an aggressive colonial
campaign for expansion in rubber production. The demand for these
products ~ was further increased by post-war reconstruction
requirements. At the same time, the Korean war of 1950 - 51 affected
rubber supplies from Korea which had been a major source. This gave
an additional fillip to expansion in the industry during the period."
A number of factors contributed to the expansion in the
ural raw material sector of the economy. Apart from the ever-

own. An im - :

T It-’}?ert;:; dthensl;on of the prevalent liberalism in lan

that the strangers w: 1 '
. ere given a f
production. Indeed i : B a free hand in
, production and its organisati
chsniiitald ganisation were planned and
not by the landlord but by the stranger wh E '-uul
producer. ger who was the direct
General . dgaabual

Niger Igbol ::;1 .the 1l'na_sswe availability of land in precolonial West
e S R a"fl relation to the population meant that friction ovér

S tia requent ftlaature of intercommunity relations, wheth
igenous settlements or be : r

™ tween them and

communities. T s and the stranger
Sy questil;e healt}g and peaceful relations ensured by the abse:q.
ik fOmgsu was further promoted by such potent unifying and

vy as c:imunon traditions of origin, common experienc
an . - e
of shared na;ura‘lzes“ o geneal?gxcal affinities, common exploitation
resources, especially streams, rivers and forests, trade

t )

and commerce, ex :
, exogamous marriages and ecessity
T nd t
in times of external threats." . he necessity to come together

Capitalist Penetration of :
1920s-1950s A bty e |

Colonial Nigeri :
ige .
i 0" ge nta was mcorpo_rated into the British capitalist system as
age to meet the industrial raw material requirements of
0

Ife Press, 1980), es
‘! 3 p- p. 57’ P_A. I baf :Th .
th : L e ARDERE, e Pres-colonial Ec : .
aefu?‘}}",.d,,m“g‘j;;‘b’ in Akinjogbin and Osoba (eds) Ifm ,Oe:;m: ﬁ:u;d:mm p
Kingdom, 1397-1933(1,: d:' inistration. The Impact of Colonial Rule on an jgbvafe’
Morton-Williams (ed ndon: Longman, 1979), p. 26; R.E. Bradbury, Benin § ”dl_rﬂc‘m
T. Falola and D. O ) n(tOxff:fd: Oxfor(':l.University Press, 1973), Ch;pter 13” > ;‘:_’71)'
Ife: University <;f I?: P omisin, The Military in Nineteenth Century Yoruba })51" 15;
wd Erchangs in Ni ress, 1984). pp. 56-58; A. Mahadi and J.E. Inikori 'Pr;dm (Ile-
Teaching of Nigeri nce, g gl prepared for the worksho e
M peE geria History from a National Perspective, organised b p on the
Foundzt;ns }_8;81?}';; ;? $ Univechity @ Lagos, >0 Feb;ua?;' 15986 }I:;h;&Hls"O"};?ﬁ
0, B i < ’ H i ason,

90, 113. ingdom (Zaria: Ahmadu Bello University Press, 1981) ;P 89
12 Stu di Cd . . r ] B -
COmmuni:?i.(g;fzI:eTgooo?y_ckPe’ Conflict and Cooperation among West Niger Igb

, iIn G.O. Oguntomisin and S.A. Ajayi (eds) Rediingsg 0

n

Nigerian History and Cultu i
listor re: Essays in M
Hope Publications Limited, 2002), c)l:apl':::r l;mory -8 g iy

agricult

1 1.G.N Onyekpe, ‘Agraian Crisis and Land Question’, chapters 3.4 and 5; RW.
Shenton, The Development of Capitalism in Northern Nigeria (Tororito: University of
Townto Press, 1986; O. Ikime, The Fall of Nigeria (London & Ibadan: Heinemann,

1977), Part one.
141.G.N Onyekpe, Agrarian Crisis and Land Question, chapters 4 and 5,

18 1.G.N. Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Cisis’, Tables 4.2 and 4.3, pp. 296-297.

1 JGN Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’, Table 5.2, p. 341, from R.O Ekundare, An
Economic History of Nigeria, 1860-1960 (London: Muthuen and Co; 1973), p. 285. See
also G.K. Helleiner, Peasant Agriculture, Government and Economic Growth in Nigeria.

(Homewood, Tllinois: Richard D. Irwin, 1966), p. 121.
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190 The Dynamics of Inter-group Relations in Nigeria Since 1960

Increasi 1
ng demand, or what is referred to as “vent-

had become pervasively monetised.®

economy. : } |
ik suZh a(iash learnmgs were required for the purchase of imported
e lelwt asses, hoes, cloths, bicycles, radios, kitchen utensils and
gated roofing sheets; for obligations such as colonial taxation and

an

levies; and for meetin
g th :
education. B especially children’s

the relatively bigger
wage labour of migrants ffgm‘
o districts. A good number of them

N ! v
Integration with the “world market” created
agricultural commodities, or wh !
b at Adam Smith ter
2361 » The Wealth of Nations (1776) ed. E. Cannan
o 3).‘For a summary of the subject of “vent fo
o ?ra.rlan Crisis’, pp. 2554-258; A. Apena, “A Soci
elta, 1914-1960, Ph.D Thests, University of Lagos

also H. Myinth, “The ical”
yinth, “The “Classical Theory of International Trade and Underdeveloped

Countries’, Economic Journa
vigh /, June, 1958’; j .
Countries, 4* Revised Edition $ idem, The Economics of uhe Developing

the opportunity for export of
ms the “vent for surplus”. See A.
(New York Bantam Dell Edition
r surplus”, see J.G.N. Onyekpe‘
o-Economic History of the Wcs;
1988, pp. 89, 97-99, 137-138. See

Onyekpe, Agrarian Crisis’, pp. XIX and

19
See JGN Onyekpe, Agrarian Crisis’, pp. 310-313.

for-surplus”,” e

Land Disputes and Inter-Group Relations in West Niger Igholand 191

ind their farmlands were acquired on liberal terms. Some
18 also sold their young rubber plantations to others.

massive availability of land was by far the most important
'in the development of the agricultural export crops industry. It is
it to note that, owing to the availability of land, migrant
talist farmers penetrated the area and acquired land from both
lividual peasants and the communities. These were mostly Urhobo
ters who had long been introduced to the colonial system both as
aders and planters. Indeed, participation in colonial trade had enabled
any of them to accumulate capital and, from the outbreak of World
r II onwards, they began to acquire virgin lands outside their
jomelands for rubber planting. Notable among the planters were Chiefs
Dafe, Agagaraga, Ogboru and Palmer.® Some Ukwani “native
strangers™ who had been introduced to the expatriate firms as agents
and subagents, and to the rubber industry, also acquired land in the
West Niger Igbo area and planted rubber. A notable example was Chief
Nelson Oji Anamali of Umutu.” Other notable Ukwani planters were
Chief Obi Ibolokwu of Umutu and Chief Joseph Osuya of Abbi. Two
areas of West Niger Igboland where Urhobo and Ukwuani planters left
a lasting impact are Ejeme and Nsukwa communities. At Ejeme, they
acquired expansive areas and converted them to large plantations. Here,
Urhobo and Ukwuani planters were aided in the acquisition of land by

® Oral Interviews with Diokpa. C. Modeme, Ejeme Aniogor, 1.9.87 and 12.9.87;
Diokpa O. Uzu, Ejeme Aniogor, 19.8.87 and 1.9.87; Chief ].N. Osondu, Obiaruku,
14.12.90; Mr. Uwabayo Oji-Anamali, Umutu, 12.12,90.

*' A term used by colonial writers and proconsuls to refer to the indigenous stranger or
migrant. In their context, the Native Stranger is “a native of Nigeria who does not
belong to the tribe or community having control over the land...”. See Lord Lugard,
Political Memoranda. Revision of Instructions to Political Officers on Subjects Chiefly
Political and Administrative,1913-1918. Third edition with a new Introduction by
A.HM. Kirk Greene (London: Frank Cass and Co. Ltd 1970), pp. 390-391. By this
definition, the following are Native strangers: An Urbobo migrant in Isokoland, a Tiv
migrant in Nupeland, an Egba migrant in Ijebuland, etc; or An Asaba migrant in
Onitsha, an Ibadan migrant in Ile-Ife, a Kano Migrant in Zaria, an Ogwashi Uku
migrant in Ibusa, an Utagba Unor migrant in Ejeme, an Owa Migrant in Agbor, etc.
 Oral Interviews, Mr. Uwabayo Oji-Anamali, Umutu, 12.12.90; Mr. Gabriel E.
Ashimonye, Ejeme Aniogor, 3.9.87.
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the fact of their settlement on the River Adofi at Iyi-Ogbe and
Mmokolokpor and their integration with the host towns of Ejeme
Aniogor and Ejeme Unor.” Some of the migrant Etua settlers from
Utagba Unor took part in the large-scale planting of rubber at their
three settlements, viz, Etua Uzor (or Etua Ukpo), Etua Etiti and Etua
Ime (or Etua Oliogo).

The massive conversion of the land to tree crops especially rubber
and the expropriation of communal lands by Urhobo and Ukwuani
planters generated fundamental contradictions in the economic life of
the people. First, the spread of rubber had serious implications for a
people whose only means of revitalising the soil was rotational bush
fallow or shifting cultivation system. Moreover, the cultivation of
rubber introduced the phenomenon of privatisation of land.”
Privatisation was a major manifestation of the planting of tree crops
even in situations where there was no large-scale planting. In the area
under study, rubber planting stimulated and progressively accelerated
this tendency. Tree crops are permanent crops which conferred
ownership of the land on which they are planted on the planter.

There was also the development of peasant differentiation,” a
phenomenon generated and promoted by privatisation of land.
Differentiation of the peasantry refers to the objective stratification of

® Oral Interviews, H.R.H Obi $.0. Aghannor and his Council of Chiefs and Elders,
Ejeme Aniogor, 4.9.87; Diokpa O. Uzu, Ejeme Aniogor, 12.9.87; Diokpa C. Modeme,
Ejeme Aniogor, 12.9.87, Diokpa Okoh P. Nwaka and his Council of Chiefs and
Elders, Ejeme Unor, 19.9.87.

* JGN Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’, pp. 401-402; P.A. Igbafe, Benin Under British
Administration, pp. 370-371, Lord Lugard, The Dual Mandala in British Tropical Africa,
5% Edition (London: Frank Cass, 1965), pp. 286-287; H.A. Oluwasanmi, Agriculture
and Nigerian Economic Development (London: Oxford University Press 1966), pp. 41-
43. T. Falola, The Political Economy of a pre-colonial African State: Ibadan, 1830-1900
(Ibadan: Africn Press Ltd, 1984), p. 183; G.B. Kay, The Political Economy of
Colonialism in Ghana A. Collection of Documents and Statistics 1900-1960 (London:
Cambridge University Press, 1972), p. 7-8, note 13.

® JGN Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’, p. 401-407; see also, V.I. Lenin, The Development of
Capitalism in Russia (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1964), chapter 2, p. 71-190; Y.M

Ivanov, Agrarian Reform and Hired Labour in Africa (Moscow: Progress Publishers,
1979), chapter 3, 93-170.
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sasantry into different strata each identifiable by (1) its distinctive
Mition in the allocation, distribution and, ultimately, ownership of
ind, (2) the methods and technologies of cultivation, (3) the extent to
hich wage labour is employed, (4) the extent to which the producer is
lienated from his produce, (5) the degree of commoditisation (or
production for the market) and (6) the degree to which agricultural
roduction is combined with industrial production; etc. In the area
',der study, the peasantry were, for the first time, split into “poor” and
rich” strata, defined by the sizes of their holdings.
~ The most serious contradiction in the growth and expansion of tree
or permanent cropping was the reduction of the land areas available for
food crops. This was simply a dialectical phenomenon, as the gains of
tree-cropping were paid for by the losses of food-cropping. By the 1940s,
this contradiction had become so acute that it attracted the attention of
the colonial authorities.” Indeed, efforts were made to regulate and
control the planting of tree crops and also to control the prices of
foodstuffs, although the efforts achieved no significant results.” For one
thing, the efforts were half-hearted and superficial. Again, the policies
were circumvented by those who were charged with their
implementation. Moreover, the planters thought they could not cope in
the monetised economy without export agriculture which was the
major source of cash earnings. With regard to the attempted control of
foodstuffs’ prices, the people resisted, albeit subtly, because the prices of
imported items were not similarly controlled.

* JGN Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’, p. 407-421; see also NAI. Agbor District I. File No.
Ag 600. Extract from Minutes of the Conference of Agbor Obis at Agbor on 3.8.1942;
NAI Kw DT 1, File No. 72¢, Letter No. 72¢/67 of 1.4.43, from D.O Aboh Division
to kwale Executive Connul, Amai, and Letter No 72¢/169 of 5.1.44, from D.O. Aboh
Division, Kwale to Senior Resident, Warri Province, see esp. para. 7; NAL Kw. DT.
1/1, File No. 72¢c; NAL Asa Div. 5/2, File No. AD/PA/BA; NAIL Agbor Dist 8/1:
Annual Reports for the years 1940, 1942 and 1943; NAI Asa Div. 8/2.

¥ JGN Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’, pp. 407-421. Idem, ‘Export Agriclture and Food
Crisis in colonial Asaba and Aboh Divisions of Western Nigeria: An Example of
Contradictions in Colonial Economy’, llorin Journal of History, Vol 1, No 1. 2003,
pp. 57-68.
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Post-Colonial Realities: Encroachment and Expropriation by
the State and the Elite

From the 1950s to the 1980s, there was an unprecedented upsurge in the
acquisition of communal lands. In addition to private individu,l
acquisitions, there was also the involvement of the state in plantation
agriculture. There were many reasons for state involvement ip
plantation agriculture First, there was a need for raw materials to feed

the Pioneer Oil Mills and Rubber Factories established by the Western

plantation system would pave the way for scientific methods and
thereby improve on the traditional precapitalist methods and
technologies adopted by the average peasant planter.” There was also
the additional argument that the plantation system would provide
employment for the youth® Thus, between 1952 and 1954 the Board
acquired large acres of land from local communities in the West Niger
Igbo area. Between 1952 and 1953 about 1040 hectares of land was
acquired between Umutu and Urhonigbe for rubber.* By 1987 the total
area under the management of the estate was 4012 hectares out of which
2405 hectares were fully planted.” Between the same period, 1952 and
1953, about 1300 hectares were acquired at Utagba Unor also for

* For a Comprehensive discussion of the subject, see JGN Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’,
pp. 362-367.

? Ibid, p. 365. see also, United Africa Company, “The future of the Nigerian Oil
Industry’, African Affairs. Journal of the Royal African Society, Vol. 47, 1948, pp. 41-51.
* Traditional rulers and Chiefs were generally promised job opportunities for their
people by the prospective large-scale farmers. Oral Interviews, HR.H Obi S.0.
Aghannor and his Council of Chiefs and Elders Diokpa Okoh Nwaka and his
Council of Chiefs and Elders, Diokpa O, Uru, Diokpa C. Modeme, Chief J.N
Osondu, as already cited. Also Chief Ikehi Oba, Ubulu Uku, 22.12.90; Mr. C.O.
Ojianwuneh, Egbudu Akah, 10.9.87, Diokpa Eboka Ojenoebo and his Council of
Chiefs and Elders, Agbor Alidimma, 26.8.87.

' NAL Kw. DT. 1/1, 149/2, Letter No. J. 61/33 of 25.8.52, from D. Westmacott, Unit
Manager Agbor to Projet Manager Western Regional Production Development Board
(WRPDB), Regional Secretariat, Ibadan.

* 1 owe this information to the Estate Manager, Mr. Mike Okolo, Interviews and
discussions were held with him at the Urhonigbe Rubber slete, Urhonigbe, 13.2.90.
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ser.” Similarly, the Board acquired largiexp.anses of lanc'! at Ufb?}l:;
0 and Akwukwu Atuma for oil palms.” With the_crzaul())n :)2023
Iy est Region in 1963, its Development Board acquire b; ou T
petares at Egbudu Akah in Ika Division fo'r the Atochi rubber ES l:;lueci !
y 1975 about 651 hectares of the zj\tocgl ll}:bb[:;ufsizg3 a;:ddigtional
tah had been planted.” It was projected t at a SR e
jectares of new planting would be done durmg0 }t7 ; tw:(;n enn
e elopment Plan period, between 197.5 and 1980.” Be i
i vernment acquired 3012.35 hectfatres at
] :I:izgh‘iwi;ifltaéi\iin;em Area (}orda;;l additional oil palm estate.™
: n planted. -
Yl(‘.:f7 F:fq?rzi;;h:l'll:n St:;:i l1)J€1:‘€i:\ralf.ce individuals were involved in the
) uisifia:)n of communal land with some of .them such as :l:aetii
meaucrats and ‘super’ civil servants.ffldmg behind t}}e state ;?Vidual
land deals with the local commum'necsi. k:\mgﬁi{pggfaft; dene]i §
quisiti 00 hectares acquired by - ;
g‘:ﬁ:ﬁ?zgﬁ Ef: :‘(9)6 1-62, 250 hectares at Ejeme Unor l.)y' Dr. Ag)ueklalz:
and Professor Ndika (1973), 234 hectares at Agbor 'Alﬁl?m:t c):rm :
Business Association (1974) and transferred to Nation cvt B “I:a
Production Company Limited, Enugu in 1981, 816 h;zctanlajs aMr s
by Dr. Isaac Okonjo (1974-75), 278 hectares at Nsu wab y Dr. i
Akpata (1974-75), an unspecified area at Nsukwa by 1 mé 3 ; ir;
Ogbemudia (1974-75), 1000 hectares at the Is.urnpeh selt\;.zde 8
Ejemeland by Mr. Ebinim Njede (1976-77) (By 1987 the Nj

1 ic Hi Delta’, p. 146.
4 ‘A Socio-Economic History of the Western . i
i g:;lf;flf:;iews Clhief TIkehi Oba, Ubulu Uku, 22.12.907; Mr. Joseph Aighobahi an
i O 87.
i , Oil Palm Company, Nsukwa, 28.8. .
ﬁflr(-)j::lnall:t:lc.:l:'v};:ergvesnlMr.C.O. Ojianwuneh and Mr. Patrick Okocha, Egbudu Akah,

; ; : g
’laagiiira 1 Ministry of Economic Development, Third National Development Plan

1975-80, Vol. I (Lagos: Central Planning Office, 1975) p. 28.

1: IIbid;ve this to Mr. Joseph Aighobahi and Mr. Amaechi Emeni, Estate Officer and
0 ;

1 ' .8.87.
Personnel Officer respectively, Oil Palm Company Estate, Nsukwa, 25.8.8
* As in note 38.
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had extended to 1500 hectares), 175.709 hectares at Ejeme Aniogor by

National Root Crops Production Company Limited, Enugu (1981), 718
hectares at Nsukwa by National Root Crops Production Company
Limited, Enugu (1981), and an unspecified area between Ogidi -
Nsukwa and Etua Settlement by Group Captain Akaraiwe, Others
included 500 hectares acquired in 1984-85 at Ejeme Unor by Mrs. Dele
Ehikwe, 200 hectares at Ejeme Unor by Mr. J. Aroro (1984-85), 250
hectares at Ejeme Unor by Mr. Okpa (1984-85), 500 hectares at Egbudu
Akah by Mr. Augustine G. Modeme and 200 hectares at Ejeme Unor by
Mr. Sam. Akam (1985-86).%

The pervasive acquisition, indeed expropriation, of communal
lands in the West Niger Igbo area, particularly in the Ejeme, Nsukwa
and Egbudu Akah triangle was facilitated by a number of factors.*! First,
the government presented jtself as the harbinger of progress which
needed the support of the local people. Similarly, private individuals
posed before the local people as agents of the government. It should be
added that the local communities were generally abysmally bereft of
social amenities and public utilities. Thus it was very much easy for the
prospective expropriators to bamboozle them with talks about bringing
development to them through the provision of amenities, utilities,
infrastructure and employment. The problem of land disputes of the
period (to be disused shortly) provided the expropriation with leverage.
Some of the communities leased out their lands to big private interests
to forestall the encroachment of thejr neighbours.

The Land Use Decree (later Act) of 1978 played a cardinal role in
the loss of land by the local communities.” The Decree vested all land in
the territory of each state in the Governor. Besides, it placed no limit on

* The information on land expropriation is based on interviews and discussions with
traditional rulers and Councils of Chiefs and Elders in the area, Leaders of Youths’
Associations and Movements, Members of various Progressive(or Welfare) Unions and
Development Committees, Management Personnel of the various farms and the
caretakers of lands not developed, etc.

*! For details, see JGN Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’, p. 372-383.

* For all references to the

!l)‘}‘
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of land the state may acquire frox? the local c‘or-nmumltxes fgr
¢ purposes”. The idea that the entire land within heac 1.ts:;z
ged 1o the government was foisted‘ on the. peol?le. Thus, i e
much easy for the government and its funcn‘onarles' to acquire t
les land. Thus again, the Decree bec:'time an 1d-eo.log1cal 1nstrurFetr;C
growth of capitalist interests in a hitherto existing communalis
omi social order. -

N?:c ::3 this section with an impc?rtant empha.sm, ltha;g zténn::
nomenon of loss of communal lands vErhlch began ‘durlng the sf
jy was exacerbated by the highly unbrldlec.i capitalist penetlratlon o‘
area in the 1960s-80s and its concomitant of large-sale expro

pter-Community Disputes over Land

Uith the loss of community lands first to permanent le'ee c‘rc;]_:t):
slantations developed by local peasants and .then to large-sc edpn:r.on
apitalist farmers and the state, the areas available for food p}xl'o uc :: PR
became progressively diminutive. The results have been the‘ p en;)zrrlo ;
of: (1) intensive use of available small p}ots, (2) reduced variety o i (;5))
cultivated, (3) fragmentation of t.he available land, (4) (;-em payment,
poor productivity and declining incomes, and (6) land iisputes. i
The last of the phenomena, 1.e., disputes over lan., are our nfl jhe
focus.” Disputes over land have been thf:' major mamfest;aonho tor
land problem and indeed “the agrarian crisis. Over. the ast three
4 I?ﬁlecades the West Niger Igbo area was assocxated. with f.ier(.:e
::)rL:Jrggles for ’farmlands. The struggles were at two levels, viz, (1) within

:l"‘ The other phenomena (i.e. 1-5) have been examined in JGN Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian
Crisis’, pp. 455-485. , . _
Sr;:s; fri: authoritative examination of the subject, see J.G.N Ony;k;_);, dAI:gr;‘l;x::
Crisis and Land Question’, see also Y.M. Ivanov, Agrarian J;Q;forms an ére 1 a - {
i > italism in Russia; idem, The Agrarian Question an
V.I. Lenin, The Development Ofclpltd. : i e Aoty o g
“Criti “Marx”, 2" Revised edition. (Moscow: Progress hers, 1
Il?iyas;:;;is)'Qngf::Mn India between the World Wars. A study of colonial-Feudal

i ; . P ¢
Capitalism. Translated from the Russian edition by Jane Sayer (Moscow: Progress
Publishers, 1985).
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were not satisfied with the ruling reserved the right to take their
 before the customary court.*

Some of the disputes involved violence. Where such disputes could
be resolved by the traditional administration, they were referred to
¢ police.” Indeed, disputes associated with bloodshed were reported
mightaway to the police. In this case, it was either that one of the
rties in the dispute or both by-passed the traditional authorities and
ok their case directly to the police, or that the traditional authorities
ed the police. Where the police were unable to resolve the case, it
referred to a court of competent jurisdiction for adjudication.”® We
jill now turn to the second level of disputes, i.e., inter-community
lisputes.

Inter-community disputes were extensions of intra-community

incapable of any meaningful resolution either by traditional mechanisms
or by the intervention of the police or the customary court. Indeed, the
resolution of a dispute did not mean that there would not be a
recurrence of it; and where it did, the loser was simply turned by his
loss against some other peasants or peasant households in the
community over land.” Consequently areas of dispute within the
community were progressively extended through the inevitable
occurrence and recurrence of disputes. As the pressure of land became
‘more and more aggravated, the phenomena of disputes also became
increasingly accentuated in their spread to all directions from the
community. The result was greater cultivation of the frontier and
boundary areas shared with other communities.” This in turn produced

* Oral Interviews, HRH Obi S.O Aghaunor, Ejeme Aniogor, 4.9.87, Mr. Clement
Chidi, Ejeme Aniogor, 1.9.87; Diokpa M. Uyamasi, Agbor Alidimma, 26.8.87;
Inspector Stephen Obi, Ogwashi Uku, 29.9.90.

¥ Oral Interviews, H.R.H. Obi S.0. Aghaunor and Inspector S.Obi, as Cited in note
no. 46 above.

*® Oral Interviews, as cited in note no. 46.

“ Oral Interviews, Diokpa M. Uyamasi, Agbor Alidimma, 26.8.87; Mr. C.
Ojianwuneh, Egbudu Akah, 10.9.87; Chief Edward Ogbodo, Abbi, 25.5.89.

% Oral Interviews, as in note no. 49. Also, Diokpa O. Uzu, Ejeme Aniogor, 1.9.87. See
esp. O. Adejuyigbe, Boundary Problems in Western Nigeria. A Geographical Analysis
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Ot be properly regarded as strangers.”® Moreover, the stranger
lnities began to hide behind the Land Use Decree which had
‘all land in the state in the Governor and thereby reduced both
 and strangers to tenants of the government.®
Some of the settlers or stranger communities began to deny their
45 as settlers or strangers, rejected their designation as such and even

claim to the settlements.” Typical examples of these stranger
pmunities were the Isumpe community on Ejemeland and Etua
amunity on Nsukwaland. There were also some stranger groups who
it beyond the claim of ownership - over the areas in which they were
sommodated - and laid claim to areas settled by their hosts.”® In such
es, the stranger groups distorted historical facts not only to claim
stochthonous status, but even to present their hosts as the actual
gers and tenants. The Isumpe community on Ejemeland are an
pitome of these groups.
Most of the land disputes in the west Niger Igbo area began in the
arly colonial period.” During the period the disputes were associated
with disagreement over the royalties on the exploitation of timber
resources. Communities in each locality simply laid claim to the forests
50 as to benefit from royalties paid by timber concessionaires. Besides,
the Native Administrations and Native Court Areas and their agents
sought to improve their tax returns, fees and fines by laying claim to
communities outside their jurisdiction, especially communities in the
boundary areas.

* Based on interviews and discussions with informants cited in notes nos. 53 and 54

* Oral Interviews, HR.H. Obi S$.0. Aghaunor, Ejeme Aniogor, 4.9.87; Mr. Austen
Osiegbu, Ogwashi uku, 29.9.90; Mr. Austen Ebinim, Lagos, 15.12.93. See also the
High Court Judgement of 20.4.79 on the Ejeme vs Isumpe Land Suit No 0/18/75
(High Court of Justice at Ogwashi uku).

7 Oral Interviews, as cited in note no. 56 . Also Diokpa Chukwuka Modeme, Ejeme
Aniogor, 12.9.87

* Oral Interviews, as cited in notes nos. 56 and 57. Also Diokpa Eboka Ojenoebo and
his Council of Chiefs and Elders, Agbor Alidimma, 26.8.87; Diokpa Okoh P. Nwaka
and his Council of Chiefs and Elders, Ejeme Unor, 7.8.87.

¥ J.G.N. Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’, pp. 502-506.
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However, the disputes from the 1940s onwards and especially thos
of the post-independence period were of greater intensity and agitatiof
than those of the preceding decades. As has already been emphasised,

this was the natural result of

capitalism in agriculture and the greater commitment of the land (g
permanent tree crops. Thus, the incidence and intensity of disputes were
highest in neighbourhoods most hard hit by land expropriation. Foy
example, the loss of large areas of land to rubber and later to the
production of cassava on a commercial scale in Agbor Alidimma and
Isumpe communities led to dispute between them in 1940s-1970s The
disputes between Ejeme Aniogor and Ekuku Agbor in 1939-1960s,
Nsukwa and Etua in the 1960s-1980s, Umutu and Urhonigbe in the
1950s-1980s, Mbiri and Ekpon in the 1970s, and so on, were the logical
results of extreme scarcity in land in the aftermath of large-scale
expropriations.

The high cost of the disputes, in both human and material terms,
and the desire to secure the land often forced some of the communities
to lease out or sell off the disputed areas or some portions of them to
some powerful interests, usually among the private capitalist class.*"
However, the unilateral transfer of a disputed land by a party in the
dispute to a third party simply aggravated the problem of scarcity and
provoked more conflicts. The cost of disputes was not only in financial
terms. Indeed, litigation on which huge sums were spent was mostly in
the last state of each dispute. Disputes generally started with physical
clashes and conflicts. Most of these were associated in different degrees
with violence and arms. The extent of violence and the level of resort to
arms - usually sticks, clubs, machetes and guns - in each case depended
primarily on the depth and height of the land problem in the
neighbourhood. It is important to note that inter-community clashes
and conflicts were generally more complex and startling than the
internal ones and, consequently, far deeper and greater in their impact
and significance. Apart from the involvement of larger populations and

% QOral Interviews, Diokpa Eboka Ojenoebe and his Council of Chiefs and Elders,
Agbor Alidimma, 26.8.8.

% ].G.N ‘Agrarian Crisis’, pp. 507-510.

e

the pervasive expansion of private
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whole communities, inter-community disputes concerned larger
::::;}d be stressed more particularly that inter—comn?umltly
s involved greater degree of violence and use of arms. While t (f;
ones did not go far beyond the exchang? of blows an
mes the use of clubs and sticks, most of t.he inter-community
licts took the character of war and were assoc1at.ed _Wlth blooc‘lshed
loss of human lives. In 1965, for example, an indigene of E]Efll'[.le,
aduamalije, was gunned down by the Isumpe in the armed oh 11-(11
jween both communities (i.e. Ejeme Aniogor a-nd Isumpe).” The
;pon-Mbiri conflict of 1974 also led to some killings. Althoughbthe
ualty figures are not available to us, it would appear to have been
igh on both sides. It is quite intriguing, even, tha.t people who 1:vere
sither Ekpon nor Mbiri got lost in the copfhct. As an }IIZ pc;ln
pformant told the writer, “strange persons found_m Ekpon and-t ought
0 be working as intelligencers for Mbiri were killed. Non-natlﬁes set‘ajn
ir Ekpon were regarded as spies; even mad people were thou%l 1t to be
spies in disguise.”” In 1984, the Ute Okpu - Egbudu Alfah con 1ctfo{xjrer
Ani Efume claimed over ten lives, most of whom were 1.nd1genes o : te
Okpu.* Apart from those gunned down .and.tl.lo’se kmfefl to dea:u in
these conflicts, there were people killed with ‘juju’ and poison - simp 3;
'plied to their water, palm wine and foods in the farmsteads an
farmland. There were also cases in which certain petrons (e not
reported killed but the conflict ended with such people missing. _
Part of the cost of the conflict were the .huge material losse}s1 11n
terms of destruction of, crops, barns, work equipment and even who E
farmsteads. In some cases the disputed areas were set ablaze. In suc

& Oral Interviews, H.R.H. Obi S.O. Aghaunor and his Council of Chiefs and Elders,
Ejeme Aniogor. 4.9.87.
1 i 0.

% QOral Interviews, Mr. Victor Igbogbo, Lagos, 1.2.9
o4 O(;raln lenterviews, Mr. C.O. Ojianuwuneh, Egbud_u Akah, 10.9.87. Maia{n
Onyebuchi Nwaefene, Egbudu Akah, 24.6.84; Mr. Patrick Okocha, Egbudu ]J;\ ah,
10 gS?- Mr. Kingsley Isichei, Ute-okpu, 19.5.87; Pastor Chuks Omeye, Egbe-Lagos,

7.05. \ _
358C7)ra11 Interviews, Diokpa O. Uzu, Ejeme Aniogor, 1.9.87; Inspector Stephen Obs,
Ogwashi Uku, 29.9.90.
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The Continuing Nature of Land Disputes

Over the post-colonial
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‘land have become a permanent feature of inter-community
tions in the area. One of the factors is that the system of cultivation
terms of inputs and technology has not changed in spite of the
fficult land situation. While intensive land use has been imposed on
¢ people by the reality of loss of their land, production has not
anscended the traditional “hoe and cutlass” technology.” Besides, the
se of scientific inputs such as fertilizers was generally unknown.
Second, much of the land lost to expropriators has remained
indeveloped.” The few portions that were planted in the colonial and
early post-colonial periods depended largely on casual workers.”! These
cluded the rubber estates at Umutu-Urhonigbe and Egbudu Akah and
the oil palm estates at Ubulu Uku and Nsukwa. The private holdings of
Chief Eneli at Ejeme Aniogor, National Root Crops Production
company Limited at Agbor Alidimma and Ejeme Aniogor, and
Nwaokobia farms at Ejeme Unor also depended on casual workers until
they stopped operation in the 1980s.

In the Ejeme, Nsukwa, Egbudu Akah triangle where the most
rapacious expropriation took place, the above farms were examples of
farms where there was some operation, and that was the nature and
' level of employment. On the other hand, most of the lands acquired
during the period were left undeveloped. These included those acquired
by: (1) Dr. Ajuebor and Professor Ndika at Nsukwa, (2) Dr. S.0.
Ogbemudia at Nsukwa, (3) Mr. Tayo Akpata at Nsukwa, (4) Dr. Isaac
Okonjo at Nsukwa, (5) National Root Crops Production Company at
Nsukwa, (6) Akaraiwe Farms at Nsukwa,”” and (7) Mr. Sam Akam at
Ejeme Unor.”

Thus, while most of the areas expropriated from the peasantry
were not developed, others where there was some development operated

“ W. Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (London: Bogle L’Ouverture
Publications, 1972) 23; ].G.N. Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisi, pp. 586-597.

7 1.G.N. Onyekpe, ‘Agrarian Crisis’ chapter 6 (3) pp. 421-435.

7' Ibid.

” Oral Interviews, Mr. Joseph Aighobahi and Mr. Amaechi Emeni, Oil Palm Estate
Nsukwa, 25.8.87; Mr. F. Odozie, Nsukwa, 25.8.87; Mr. Austen Osiegbu, Lagos,
28.9.90.

7 Oral Interviews, Mr. R. Okolo and Mr. S. Otuya, Ejeme Aniogor, 17.8.87.
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t the dispossession of ( i
i ttion Company Limited at the cost of N62,015.00.”7 At Egbudu
. the 500 hectares of land acquired by Mr. Augustine G. Modeme
ater handed over to Mr. Sam Akam who, in return, provided him
& machine for his palm oil mill at Ekuku Agbor.” At Ejeme Unor,
large area converted to cassava farm by Mrs. Dele Ehikwe was later
ded over to the Benin-Owena River Basin Development Authority.”
"The obvious effect of ‘encroachment without development’, or
jat might be termed the Indian type of development,” was the
sence of a rural agrarian proletariat. In other words, the rapacious
propriation of land was not accompanied by the creation of a working
lass out of the peasantry. In the very few estates where jobs were
ireated there was overdependence on casual labourers and hirelings.
‘I'his meant that the dispossessed peasants were merely reduced to a large
servoir whence casual workers could be ‘hired and fired” at will by the
estates. This was the universal reality in the area, the reality of pseudo-

i
Mmport-export  trade, shipping, [ocal
transportation.” Thus, the landg, i d
: . acquired from the varj
various communyjy;
1t1ey

other business ;
; L3
nterests. What little injtial development some of h
e of them

distribution of goods, an
3

proletarianisation.”'

economic trees. He lost the case on the grounds that he was a member of the Agbor
Alidimma Community which gave the land to the Modern Gari Industry. See, Court
Judgement, 13™ May, 1980, on the dispute relating to damage and compensation,
between Mr. Christopher Onwubuyah and Modern Gari Industry (Nigeria) Ltd. and
others, in suit No AG/15/77, High Court of Justice, Agbor, signed by Justice ].W.A.

Ohiwerei.
7 1 owe this information to the Project Manager, National Root Crops Production

Company, Agbor Alidimma (Mr. R].A. Lawal), 28.8.87.

78 Oral Interviews, Mr. C. Ojianwneh, Egbudu Akah, 10.9.87.

® Oral Interviews, Diokpa Okoh P. Nwaka and his Council of Chiefs and Elders,
Ejeme Unor, 19.8.87. Messrs R. Okolo and S. Otuya, Ejeme Unor, 17.8.87.

% A major feature of India’s agriculture especially in the inter war years, was large-scale
landownership characterised by absenteeism, and lack of employment for the mass of
the landhungry and landless peasantry. For an incisive study of this reality in India, see
R. Ulyanovsky, Agrarian India between the World Wars

¥ Pseudo-proletarianisation is the process of creating what only appears as, but not
really, a proletariat. While the emergence of a proletariat is associated with an
organised workforce, labour unionism organisational stability, permanence and job
security (or a possibility for it), the pseudo process is associated with casualism and the
characteristic lack of organisation, instability, and insecurity of job. Proletarianisation
itself is the process of creating a proletariat or wworking class. See JG.N. Onyekpe,

‘Agrarian Crisis’, chapter 6(3), pp. 421-435.

7"‘ One of the biggest rubberno. e

his case agaj
. ganst the Modern G
National Root Crops Prod::'t'
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B duals over the post-COON < F_ . @ 1ok
| for inter-group relations in the West Niger Igbo area. As the

and the peasantry lost more and more of their lands to tree

Heulture to satisfy interests outside the area, the portions left for

| subsistence became progressively fragmented,
d less productive.

{on and materia
ive, intensively used and, consequently, less an

psult was that conflicts and disputes OVer land became a regular
o of the sconomic and social life of the people.

While the different communities had maintained healthy and
ul inter-group relations in the period up to0 the growth and
of tree crops farming and state and private capitalism in
last four to five decades have been associated with

ence, armed and sanguinary conflicts, deaths and mutual destruction

farmland and farm-work equipment. It is important to note that as
communities engaged in their conflicts and disputes over land, they
still conscious of cheir common traditions of origin and migration,

etc. But the consciousness of

{storical relationships, commercial ties,
d shared traditions and experiences Was

heir historical relationships an

(and still is) of little or no import where the critical issues of subsistence

and bio-material survival were (are) concerned.
If the contradictory nature of agricultural change under colonialism

was at the root of inter-group conflicts and disputes OVEr land, the

post-colonial period and the blindness of the state

problems of the communities have compounded
them. For example, when an inquiry recommends that a people who

had inhabited an area for 100-200 or even more years should vacate it on
ttled as tenants, OF when the judiciary so

the grounds that they were se
rules through the courts, where are the people affected expected to go?
“This problem and others such as large-scale expropriations are critical

' ones and must be addressed as the people and the state search for
solutions to inter-group conflicts and disputes OVEr land.
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The Dynamics of Inter-group Relations in Nigeria Since 1960 is the
Ibadan School of History's attempt at celebrating one of its
icons — Obaro Ikime - on his attainment of 70 years and
recognition that he introduced Inter-group Relations' to the
History curriculum in Nigeria. Nigeria gained independence
in circumstances of intense inter-regional, inter-group, inter-
ethnic suspicions and hostility. This is against the background
of increased and very multifaceted interconnections amongst
its peoples. This book focuses on ethnic pluralism, relations
and competition; interrogating ways in which socio-economic,
political and cultural cleavages were transformed into sites of
~ struggle over identity, power and resources since Nigeria's
independence in 1960. These issues, interrogated by an array of
twenty-five scholars across the Nigerian Universities explore
the tapestry of various aspects of the network of relationships
amongst Nigerians. They bestride questions of citizenship,
constitutional developments, ethnicity, state creation, religion,
gender, economy and how they have shaped and continue to
dictate the matrix of inter-group relations in Nigeria in
contemporary times.
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