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TEXT OF THE SPEECH TO THE YORUBA FOUNDATION

ON SEPTEMBER 24, 2004, LAGOS, NIGERIA ON THE OCCASION OF THE 118TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE KIRIJI ARMISTICE. 
Casual observers of the Nigerian scene may very well come to the conclusion that these are not the very best of days for the Yoruba. The air is rent with the Afenifere tearing itself apart publicly over the leadership of the political party it and others founded even after the leadership of the party had been conceded to it. The Yoruba political society has already been rent asunder by the split in the leadership of the Afenifere leading to the emergence of the Yoruba Council of Elders. The 2004 elections have largely replicated the 1963-1966 period with its immortal words “bedibo fun wa bedibo fun wa, awa la ni joba – if you like, vote for us, if you like, don’t vote for us, we will form the government”. In Yoruba land, self-determination groups have become a dime a dozen, that not only is every village throwing up several self-determination groups, but the same individual turns up in several groups simultaneously without suffering split personalities which is quite an achievement. Only about two weeks ago, on September 9, 2004, to be specific, another Yoruba group called Igbimo Omo Oduduwa, was formed. In Yoruba land, royal thrones remain unfilled for twenty or more years while the case goes up and down the judicial ladder without any traditional sanctions being imposed. I remember an occasion in the old West when a young military governor invited all Yoruba Obas to Ibadan and appealed to them to borrow a leaf from the North where Emirs are appointed or elected without delay or rancour. The Obas told him to mind his business and that from time immemorial, Yorubas have always appointed their Obas through intrigue. “Idi ote ni Yoruba ti njoba”. The young colonel picked up his cap and took his leave.

The response from the Obas raise the intriguing question: To what extent does the present fragmentation among the Yoruba reflect the continuation of an age old phenomenon? I am still a learner when it comes to Yoruba history. Therefore the following simply reflects the present state of my knowledge about our history. A few days ago, I came across a piece written by a Nigerian from Oyo, resident in the United States, who informed the whole world that in the early days, a lot of the Alafin of Oyos were from Nupe and Ibariba nations. He concluded that he himself felt more affinity with these people than with the Ekitis or Owos. He also made a perjorative reference to the fact, earlier trumpeted ad nauseam by Dr. Bala Usman, the Fulani Historian, that even the term Yoruba, the name by which we are known was coined by the Hausa-Fulani to describe us. My answer has been to ask: If the Yoruba did not call themselves Yoruba, did this mean they lacked a consciousness that they were a cultural, distinct and political group? Among the Yoruba in Bahia, Brazil and in Cuba, the term Olukumi is used to describe themselves. The post-Ife political history, centred around the dispersal, reflected a consciousness of oneness even if it was originally restricted to the royal and noble circles. A question to which I have no answer is: to what extent is the dichotomy between pre-Ife and post-Ife Yoruba communities replicating itself even now in the mushrooming of political and civil-society groups among the Yoruba now? What we know, and what we are sure of is that whatever oneness was there or not there, it did not prevent disastrous wars from breaking out among the Yoruba. In fact the Kiriji armistice, the anniversary of which we are celebrating today, marked the end of 16years of a war that ravaged most of Yorubaland. This does not mean a thing. If wars between kith and kin were not a universal phenomenon, we would not have coined the special name – civil war – to cover the phenomenon. The critical issue scholars need to face as of now, is to what extent was the fact that it was the Pax Britannia and not exhaustion or defeat that ended the series of wars in Yorubaland that is responsible for the fragmentation among the Yoruba today? The latest pastime of the Yoruba royalty today is to abuse each other publicly; forgetting that ridiculing one oba ridicules all obas, and forgetting that the ability of one oba to ridicule another oba easily translates into the ability of commoners to ridicule royalty. Two illustrations from personal experience will suffice. I once witnessed the altercation between one important Yoruba Oba and one of his chiefs, publicly at a reception at the Island Club. All present in the room, including stewards were aghast. I was also at one public ceremony just two weeks ago, where one Yoruba Oba was loudly hailed by a palace aide as Head of Yoruba Obas. Those of us present burst out laughing instead of chorusing “Kabiyesi”. All these experiences remind me of the old Afro-American saying: “you gotta laugh to stop yourself from crying”.  There is a story concerning the Kiriji negotiations. It was said that when the joint Lagos Yorubas and British peacemakers first sought to intervene in the 16yrs-old Kiriji war, they were met with  joint resistance from the war parties who pointedly asked the mediators who told them that the warriors were tired of the war. Peace was only secured when it was explained to them that the British were now the new colonial overlord, and had ordered the end of the war.

The following question immediately demands an answer: Does the structural fragmentation among the Yoruba reflect fragmentation of norms, values and ethos? The immediate post-Ife dispersal period in Yoruba life was marked by same norms, same values, same ethos. However after the destruction of Oyo-ile in the late 1700s, the consequent disruption of settled communities by refugees, armed and civilian, affected some of the norms and values, as often happened in post-war societies. But the core values remained to survive even in the overseas slave societies.

Modern political values, which emerged in the post-second world war society led by the western educated elite, led to the evolution of such ideas as self-determination, independence, federalism and social welfarism. These ideas and political values were not exclusive to the Yoruba or Nigerian or even African political landscape. They were pretty widespread in colonial territories all over the world. But, thanks largely to the writings and advocacy, and personality of Chief Obafemi Awolowo, the Yoruba within the Nigerian landscape, have been largely identified with the principles of self-determination, federalism and social welfarism. I have deliberately used the phrase “largely identified with” because I do not want to give the impression that it is only the Yoruba who adopted these ethos. In self-determination, the term “self” in Yoruba political lexicon has come to mean nation determined by language affinity. But, and I must emphasize this, in his life time, through a tumultuous life history of victories and failures, of triumphs and tragedies, Chief Awolowo never contemplated secession. On June 12, 2001, I delivered a public lecture in Akure on the topic, “Nigeria: A Mere Geographical Expression?” Let me quote extensively from my conclusions in that lecture. “The Yoruba nation has had more episodes of political stress than any other nation in Nigeria. When the Action Group lost the 1959 Federal election, the Yoruba did not consider the secession option. In fact, the argument which was to tear the Action Group apart was between the wing of the party which wanted to exercise the broad-based national government option, and the wing which insisted on a virile-opposition option. The secession option was not canvassed. The second episode of political stress for the Yoruba nation came with the Action Group crisis in 1962, aided and abetted by the Federal Government, which led to the declaration of emergency in Western Nigeria, the detention of  Chief Awolowo and several Yoruba leaders, the arrest and trial of Chief Awolowo and several Yoruba leaders and the jailing of Chief Awolowo and several Yoruba leaders. The reply of the Yoruba nation was to start a low intensity urban warfare that lasted from 1964 to 1966. Secession as an option was not considered. The third episode of political stress came with the counter-coup of July 1966 that led to the execution of a much-beloved and a much-respected military Governor, Colonel Adekunle Fajuyi. The secession crisis which followed a year later provided the Yoruba nation with a perfect excuse to exercise the secession option. But that option was not exercised. The fourth episode of political stress came with the loss of the federal the elections of 1979 and 1983. On both occasions, the Yoruba nation did not contest its membership of the Nigerian state. Then came the fifth episode of political stress, and the unkindest cut of all, the annulment of the election of Bashorun M. K. O. Abiola as President of Nigeria on June 12, 1993. Did the Yoruba nation consider playing the secessionist card? I was a fairly senior member of the June 12 resistance movement. At no time did we consider the secessionist option. Most certainly, there was general agreement among those of us that were aggrieved that the annulment was such a grievous injustice, that the objective of the unjust act which was to perpetuate the monopoly of power constituted a threat to the corporate existence of Nigeria. But the consensus was to fight against the system, and within the system. I will concede that it was a close call. I will concede that for the first time, there was a substantial segment, and a significant one at that, that felt and still feels that the act of annulment effectively granted independence to the Yoruba nation.”

Therefore I must then emphasize that at no time has the core definition of “self” in the self-determination of the Yoruba include secession. Has anything happened between 1999 and now to now extend the concept of self-determination in Yoruba political values to include secession? The belief of the Yoruba has always been that we can hold our own in a level playing field. This is why the struggle for a level playing field has been and should remain at the core of the Yoruba political activity.     

The other two prongs which I have earlier identified have been Federalism and social welfarism. At independence, we got an imperfect federal structure that was arrived at by negotiation and consensus. Imperfect as it was, it had the benefit of having been arrived at through negotiations via several constitutional conferences. The next stage of the struggle should have been to make the imperfect structure less imperfect. For reasons which need not delay us here, but for reasons which include the imposition of military rule and the civil war, we went from an imperfect federalism to a proto-unitary system. We went not forward but backwards in our match towards federalism. This is what is behind the struggle for restructuring of Nigeria. It is not June 12 that is the reason for the struggle for restructuring. In fact, the struggle had started before June 12.

I must point out that between the 1940s and 1966, the Sardauna of Sokoto, Sir Ahmadu Bello, the Prime Minister, Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, representing the Northern Region, were also fighting for the entrenchment of Federalism on the Nigerian political landscape. But it was a different type of federalism. While Awolowo and the Action Group, representing the Western Region, advocated a nationality-based federalism, the Sardauna and the Northern Region advocated a geography-based federalism that allowed for several nations to live within the same political territory. This is the fundamental philosophy underpinning the present Arewa opposition to restructuring. It is not opposition to federalism per se. It is opposition to restructuring that would lead to a particular type of  federalism.

Social-Welfarism, was the ideology that drove the prosperity and the development of the Yoruba in the 50s, the 60s, the 70s and the 80s. But it is under attack now. Market economy, as an ideology, has been adopted since the mid-80s and has wreaked havoc on the social-welfare net which was put in place between the 50s and the 80s. We have put in place a market economy without a human face. I accept that an ideology that seeks to do for people what they can better do for themselves is untenable. But developing countries and developing economies are like growing babies. They need to be protected from predators whether in the name of globalization or any other type of -zation. As Lee Kuan Yu wrote in terms of the Singapore experiment “…because people are unequal in their abilities, if performance and rewards are determined by the marketplace, there will be a few big winners, many medium winners, and a considerable number of losers. That would make for social tensions…” That is what is happening in Nigeria today.

I doubt if anything I have said so far is controversial. But the following will most certainly be controversial. Any group of people who wants to influence the course of history in its environment has to be interested in becoming a participant in power play. Religion seeks to influence society and the lives of individuals in a particular way. Philosophers seek to influence through propagation of ideas. So are journalists. A political group seeks to acquire power to implement its ideas and its programme. If it only seeks to influence, then it is not a political group. If it only seeks to philosophize, it is not a political group. If it only seeks to moralize, it is not a political group. Admirable as these objectives are, it is not enough for a political group to adopt as an end in itself. A political group must seek political power as a means to implement its ideas. A political group that equates its status as an everlasting opposition as being in a political paradise has imbibed the doctrine of political failure as the highest form of political purity or morality. To avoid political extinction, a political group must seek power by all legitimate means including alliances and coalitions provided that it does not sacrifice its core values.

There are many high-faluting ideas littering the Nigerian political landscape and we the Yoruba must subject these ideas to a rigorous test before embracing them. Chief Awolowo first through the Action Group and later through the Unity Party of Nigeria lost three federal elections and yet, he never advocated for power rotation, power shift or zoning as a means to power. All Chief Awolowo ever advocated was free and fair and transparent elections. Chief M. K. O. Abiola contested and won the 1993 Presidential elections based on merit. He never campaigned either at the primary or during the general election on the premise that it was the Yoruba turn or that power was due for rotation. Zoning, power rotation, power shift: none of these was part of the political vocabulary of the June 12 movement of which I was a prominent member.

What Chief Awolowo asked for was free and fair elections. What M. K. O. Abiola asked for was that the results of a free and fair elections should be honoured. It is a travesty of democracy to embrace such concepts as power shifts, power rotation, zoning etc. The Yoruba political elite should steer clear of these dubious concepts. We have seeing the extension of these concepts to areas which never featured in the original debate. Offices of Vice-Chancellor, Secretary to Government, Chief Judge, etc are now covered by these iniquitous concepts. Offices of Governors, Deputy Governors, Commissioners, Local Government Chairmen are now covered. From concepts originally designed to cover specific areas such as the North-South divide, it has now been extended to Local Government divide, ward divide etc. Where would it end? Is it when we start to graduate university students on the basis of zoning that we will then wake up to the absurdity of these concepts which have been smuggled into the Nigerian political landscape?

Nigeria is not the only country in the world or in Africa that is multi-national or multi-ethnic. So, why are we the only ones with these dubious concepts?

I call on the Yoruba political elite to put on its thinking cap. Making a laughing stock of ourselves by the political chicanery that seems to have characterized our political moves since 1999 is unworthy of our heritage. Do we need more Yoruba organizations? Can all the Yoruba organizations put together put up a Pan-Yoruba conference on the level of the latest Arewa conference that was held recently in Sokoto? Those of us who read newspapers religiously are aware of the daily bashing that the Yoruba are subjected to from the pens of columnists. Rather than being engaged in rounds of verbal civil wars, the Yoruba elite should be engaged in vigorous defense of Yoruba values.

Enough of the ego trips and pompousity that impresses no one, achieves nothing and seeks to destroy a heritage. It is true that a Yoruba proverb says that we cannot all sleep and face the same direction. But the Proverb does not include an injunction that we should be kicking each other’s heads and biting each other’s ankles.    

The lesson of the Kiriji wars was that after 16 yrs of war, nothing was gained, but the Yoruba had suffered 16yrs of devastation. As George Santayana wrote “ Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”
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