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Abstract

What constituted acceptable protest in the colonial Nigeria? Put differently,
were there justifiable protests? Addressing these posers. this paper examinei
the activities of women in colonial Egbaland, against a backdrop of an
unfriendly tax  regime imposed on them by the British colonial
admumistration. Adopting primary and secondary sources. this study posits
that the British parasitic tax Impositions on women disrupted the unstable
balance between them and traditional authoritics. Although taxes were
imposed by colonial machinerics. cxacting the levies was the responsibiliry
of Sole Native Authoritics. whose exaction methods were exceedingly
demanding for and unacceptable to women. The women revolte <how o
clearly that the indigenous Egba women, led by Mrs. Olufunmitayo
Ransome Kuti, refused tq be Ignored as they stridently and vociferously
demanded for their rights from British colonial administration. The paper
found out that the immediate post-colonial Nigerian women did not. sadly.
build on the modicum of success which was achieved by the indefatigable
colonial women. The paper concluded that the colonial government attempts
at incorporating the women folks mto her taxation policy led to hiceups
which, conscquently, generated varicgated reactions from individuals and
women groups i colonial Yorubaland. The women’s calculated responscs
climaxed in concessions, which, though not total, went a long way in
ameliorating the socio-economic and political challenges faced by Lgha
women. ’

Keywords: Egba women riot, protest within colonial Njgeria, Fgba
women union.” Y orubaland
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General Introduction

Through one form of negotianon or another. and in exchange for
umpertal protection, Governor Sir Gilbert Carter of Lugos. on behalf of
the queen of England, signed the “Treaty of Friendslup and Commerce’
on the 7" January, 1893 {Webster, Boahen and Idowu, 1972: 105), with
three men, who held the rems of Abeokuta government. They were
Osundare, the Mado, Ogundeii, the Mogaji of Iporo and Sorunke. the
Jagunrnea ol 1gbehin and Balogun of Lgba (NAL C.92/1918). The 1893
“Ircaty of Friendship and Commerce’, guaranteed the independence of
Lghaland, until it was abrogated in 1914, as a result of the “liemo
ncident™ However, the remuming parts of Yorubaland, came under
Briush control in picee-imeal.

The Jremo incident was actually caused by the face-off between
one Chief Sobive Ponlade in Fidiwo an Egba village, and some colonial
sanitation officers. This ncident, which oecurred n 1914, led to the
massacre of some Egba men. women and children. and it finally
culminated m the abrogation of the treaty of 1892, which consequently
ranslated o the  deprivation of the Egba  government of s
independence and constitution’as a state. In other words. the 1914 treaty
that followed the “mcident” led 1o loss of independence of the Egba
people. Thus. the Afake and his suceessors. under the new treaty, became
‘the recognized head of Egba people,” and were also to ‘carty on the
Native Administration ot Egbaland subject to the control of the Governor
of the Colony and Protectorate of Nigeria® (NAL C. 9271918, Blair,
1938 268} Before the “ljemo {ncident”. Eghaland Was practically
mdependent of any polinco-cconomic control from Britain.

The treaty of 1914, de-facto. rescinded the treaty of 18393, and it
culmimated in the wathdiawal of self-government from the Feba. Before
e abrogation of the 1803 *Treaty of Friendshin and Commerce’, the
Egba United Government (EUG). usually called tor Lagos ussistance
el e a pohiteal cisis arose 1 Eubaland, Fredrick Lugaid, therefore,
behieved that since e Lgba people were trcapable of  governing

copehvos without~Lapos assistance (Crowder. M, & Abduliali. G
7159, Abeukuta’s special status had to be discontinued. and she
conseguently. e owporated sato the protectonie. | ugard actually

i ncaded o rect anachironism of the «astence vt 4 country
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within a counuy. The British, thus, ing arporated the Egba Unued
Government (EL ). by ensuring the total application of the Indireet Rule
system to the Egba-Owu people, thereby. finally removing the relies of
an independent country within an admmisiration.

When direct taxation was introduced by the British into Western
Nigeria in 19158, (Otewa, (1962: 77). a poil tax of five shillings (3&) per
adult male. and two shillings and six pence (2/6d) per adult female was
annqunced in Abcokuia and Tjebu provinces. At this time. the tax that
women had 0 pay was not considered burdensome as 1t was only two
shillings, six pence. (2/-6d) (NAL Comeol 1. C.C. 951: 29), which was
Just half of what the men were required pay. Even in Egba Division of
Abeokuta Province where anti-tax disturbances occurred. not o note of
protest was recorded against the taxation of women (Syers, W. C. (1919:
12 - 25).

The total tax collected yearly in the district was divided between
the Egba Native Authority and the British colonial administration. The
British authority needed fund to run s adommistzation and thus. thirty
percent (30%) of the generated revenue went to the British government,
while.seventy percent (70%) of acerued revenuc wen) o the Egha Native
Administration (NAL CSO. 26/3, 1928 6 - 12). The point to note 1s that,
whereas the obligation of taxation was hy 1914 solidly established in
Northern Nigenia, direct taxes were not collected in the Western
Pravinces before 1918 and the delay continued umtil 1928 in the Fastern
Provinces (Tamuno. 1972: 317). Speaifically. women agitation and
protests generally occurred in the Southern Nigeria during the colonial
period.

After the amalgamation of Southemn and Northern Protectorates
of Nigeria in 1914, the policy of Indirect Rule. which had been
suceessfully foisted on the Northern Mrovinces from the carliost duvs of
the British conguest. was gradually extended o Yorubaland. In Oy,
Abeokuta. Benm and many other commumities, which were alreadv well-
orgamzed stateskmedoms. it was fundamentatly held by the Briush
authorities that “if there was to be peacetul vovernmenl . conducied ai
an expense that cun be horne by loca! revenue that government must. as
regards the intcior, be carried on 1l wgh the mstrunientality, of the

chiels™ (Tkvme. 196, 421y Lugard wis, it this pennt. confronted with the
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challenge of how 19 manage the vast writory. gven the shorage of

funds and personnel and. he considere! |t necessary {o compensate the
Native Chiefs who hitherto traded in slaves, To address the problem. ke
coilected direct taxes in order to both compensate the chicfs for their
losses, and provide social services i the protectorate. He believed that
the culture of ax payment would inculcate in the people the habit of hard
work, and concretize his political settlenient and stability (Perham, 1960
104).

Before the inroduction of Lugard’s direct taxation. however,
extortion was fampant as women and children were secretly seized and
held for ransom. In fact, tax gatherers oppressed the people and there was
much discontent among the people. The British also recognized that no
meaningful progress could he made in the policy of eduy sating people in
the art of sclf-governance unless funds to establish native administration
were forthcoming in the shape of direct taxation (Crook, 1903: 3) With
the coming of Lugard’s new tax policy. the Yoruba chiefs were gradually
convinced that cooperating with the British was the appropriate solution
to the problem of instability Consequertly, between 1917 and 1920 the
Various native administrations voluntarily accepted the principle of direct
laxation as a means of rEIsing revenue for jocal development (Ikime,
1968: 459). While in strici theorv and prictice, the pre-colonial system
was ignored, the British, through the Indirect Rule System, as epitomized
by Native Authority. created the impression they were upholding the
tradhtional system (Lugard, 1965: 198).

Some commentators op colonial - Administration had  unuil
recently, crroncously . conchided that most protest
mevementsriotsirevolts in Nigenia during the British rule WETIe Just anti-
tax riots. They held that lemo incident of 1914, Iseymn-Okerho rising of
1916, the Adubi uprising of 1918 and even Abg rnots of 193¢, among
others, were oppositions to taxation 1n the various communities mvolved
(Atanda, 1960: 497). Recent detailed nvestigation of some of these
Lprisings have shown that the cause(s) of these Fots could certainly not
be located iy opposition to 1axation alone, but could also be traced to the
{uct that indigenous people were opposed 1o the changes that came as a
result of the impositions of the British rule. British rule, definitely,
engendered changes, which conflicted with the socio-political systems of
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the Yoruba people of South-Western Nigeria (Atanda. 1969- 497) The
causes of these ynresis were complex, and i would, therefore, not be
ustifiable 1o ascribe any sigular motive w them,

However, in order 10 demonsirate that opposition to colenial
laxation caused some of these violent riots noted above, some writers
were influenced by the report of the “officials on the spot”, whaose
knowledge of the Jocal environment were highly valued and respected,
But significantly, one should note that these “men on the spot™ from
whom this erroncous idex probably emanated. had also admitted that nt
was for “want of proper evidence™ (Tamuno. 1977 106). that they,
mitially, attnbuted the cause of some of these riots 10 taxation,
Apparently, the accumulated wisdom of these ‘men on the spols’ were
not brought to bear in resolving the, crises that were thrown up in colonial
Western Nigeria. There must always be a distinction between the
accumulation of wisdom and its proper application.

Although, taxation was 3 source of fnance for developmental
endeavours in colonal Nigeria. it provoked serious crises within the
pality. The indizenous People saw the imposition of taxes and rates as
too burdensome and unpleasant to bear. It was apparent that there was no
social equity berween the colomal ruler and the ruled. The people
became religiously anti-colonial, because they alse saw the growing gap

between the mereasingly affluent indigenous  middle class and the

peasantry. Peasants were the ones compelled 1o mortgage their items of
properties before they could pay taxes. They were the ones accustonmed
lo passing on the hardship of life to their children as inheritance (Beer,
1976: 41-49), and the women were. -mostly. at the huti of the Britich
unfriendly cconomie policies, as the Briush colonial government Ny
only attempted 1o meorporate women into her axing paolicy, the
women's economic eniCiprises were also taxed

Tax revolts thus became very cominon m the Western Region
during the Brinsh rule in Nigeria. Indeed, generalization regarding the
causes of the various tax riots in Yorubaland. in particular, and the enlire
southern parts of Nigeria, would be muslcading because some of 1) ese
tiots were not caused by issues arising from high taxation, There were
certamly other factors. .
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Perspectives on MWomen Protests in Colonial South-\W estern Nigeria

From ne end of the sineteenth century. women m Yorubaland
Degan 1o expenence puineds ol expanding uppoiiunctics The pasctation
ol European capital, which jed 10 the growth of towns and development
ol rade 1 agricultural exports, also transformed into miproved econonic
positsons for them. These led w0 a redefinition of thewr rolatioaships with
nude relations i oa way that reduced masculine anihority over their
lebour and lives. Unfortunately. mereased opportunities were unstable as
a result of colonial taxation policy. The improved coonomic power of
women, however. led them o demand for niore rights i the public
domamn. particularly, the right to partake in discussions on public
policies, representations on decision-making bodies. ete

Economie considerations were also significantly responsible for
the 1929 disasier v the Fastern Provinces. where approximately fifty
women were killed (Perham. 1960: p. 206) during the facc-off between
the British colonial government and the Aba women It was. howcver.,
not only in Aba (1929) and Lagos (1932 and 1940) that women
constituted 4 sowce of chalicnge 1o the British colonial auhority: there
were also significam cconomic issues in Egbaland in general, durig the
mter-war vears, and the scemungly unending econonue instability during
the period created conditions that favoured the formution of new
associations i Abeokuty To incorporate the women folks nto her taxing
pelicy, Bntish Colonial Authonty also taxed women cconomic enterprises
through indirect taxes, such as market fees and nmarket shed fees. both of
which began to cause a lot of distress among women taders as carly as 1918
i South: Western Nugerta (Byfield, 2003: 250-277),

It is significant 1w note that the- first mass-based women’s interest
group to recogize the power of collective action 1 amiculating and
promoting the rights of wonen i Westerh Nigenia, was the Lagos Market
Women's Association (LMWA). Apart from the submission of Baker (1974),

newspaper reports in the 1930s also indicated that FHerbert Macaulay was the
moving spirit behind the Lagos Market Women Associaton, (! \‘lWﬁ‘i}, '

while Madam Alimota Pelewnra was the dvnanuc leader behind
foundation (Johnson, 1982 137-157).

Olufunniilaye Ransome Kuti, born in Abeokuta around l'
was a foundation student member and indeed. the first girl to be enro
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m Abeokua € o hence, 1he

o Schie!, popclar appeliation, Boee, e
oll she was the tirst regisiered student She enminleted her Hiok Sehaat o

the Aaghcan \Mhission School 1 Abzokuta snd was sent 1w Brtin o

é: ?[Ll..lflill‘-' as o twacher, B the !';u'i:»m she crcountered there steered i
o into developing mierest in anti-coloniul pedtes. On her returm hony o
Al 1922, she organized the Abeukuta Ladies Club (ALC), & r't'rr-;-mn;'--‘-l ul‘.
wlt the Abeokuta Waomen's Unijon (AWL), which undertook charin I\.-.--;.i‘

and hlt'_mc_\ classes for market women One of tie most P L
assocralions that cmerged in Abeokuta dlter World War 11, was :i.v
Abeokuta Women's Unjon (AWU). whi, h was formed to ensure 1k .
‘fellow women. 1n and outside Abcokuta Town, were protected from 11\
lack™ (NAL Abe rof. 2, ABP. 2519). This was the produet of reflections
of two different. strands of women organizarions - the Market "“'l‘!'f‘;l'.ili
Christians and the educated women of Abeokinna Ladies’ Club (A1.C),
The leaders of Ladies” Club and market women felt the nead 10
_farm a more broad-based movement that wonld be less efire oriented. and
It was this decision that led to the birth of AWLL whose main goal wus to
umite women woorder o defend, praicel presaive and pooniote ilicn
socio-econoniie and political rights, Although. many cducated women
were members of the Union. the significam reason behind the successes
recorded by the movement was its strang commitment 10 market women
and their msolvement m politics of the time (Johnson. 1982 149y Mrs
K.lm_'h sincerity and enthusiasm soon infected other Fuba women
particularly the market women and waders who soon became mote
: politically conscious than any other community of women within the rest
g of ihx; country. By 1948, market women. m:'mhcrmg twenty thousand.
vonstituted it large number of the rank and file of 1l ¢ membership, While
f_ﬂai‘e Ademola, who became a paramoum chief of Egbaland m 1914,
g Was the first Pawon of the club. Mrs. Ratsome Kuti was clected the first
L Presidbnt (Byfield, 2003: 263)
Colonzalism, through the mtrodoenon of the ndirect Rule
YStem in Abcokuta. brought abon mmportant chunges i governs: o,
ich were mostly mimical o ' |

. romen’s wellare, as well gs to the
Ocratic characier of leadership, The British colonial government had
gh the mstrumentality of the Sole Native Authonty (SNA) system,

-« M sub-authority, on  which depended  in running  its
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Durisig the 1930s and 1940s, coloniud governments hewan 1o s

STemer attention 1w African womicn, when it became evident that even

female groups could Consuluic a potenual force of resistanee in the

colonies, a fact witich had ot been seriousiy anteipated before that ume.

As aresult of ths readization. the colomal authorines were constramed o

gmmui.s:-iun rescarehes, @ umes, and in places where it was Suspected

that wormen would, in some special ways, constitute serioys challengers)

ta colonial policies. For instance. Aba Commuission of Enguiry: was pkm il

place 1o invest leile causes of the not and find lasting solutions 10 such

veeuriences, but the findings and recommendations of the COMMISSIONS

ol enquiries were, shockingly kept on the shelyec and allowed to eather o
dusls.l Lhe same can also be said of ihe tindinps and recommendations off

1!1:: Comnmnssion of Enquiry of the 192728 anti-tax nets in Wam, These
Iindings were, sadly, no implemented as the complamts of the women
were largely jgnored. It was, therefore.

Hot surprising that i 1938, 1en
thousand coraged people staged & mass demonsiration m fiont of Alake s
palace 1 protest against hys tax collection nicthods. N-fe
his: regimse  Iniensified
overenthusnstic

elings awainsi
durmg the war vaars as o result ol s
mierpretation ul thie  coloingl goverminent's  order,
regarding requisiioning of foad (Daily Service 2% Oer 1938y
At the end of World War 1F in 1943,

with Nigeria Usnion of Traders (INUT) and provided assistance 1o womer
raders. whose rice had been confiseated by the government (Laily

Nov, 1945), On mvestigauon, Mrs. Kuti found that the
Hake. the waditonal ruler of Abcokuia, was mvolved i the diversion of
sovermments seized rice w personal siores, selling
procecds Significamly, up ull 1948 when Aluke wa
women mn Abeokuta and licbu provinees were the
paymg Poll Tax (Orewa, 1962

the ladies club cooperared
Serviee, 12

md pocketng the
s loreed 1w abdicate,
only ones in Nigeria
77) as they were, al times, much more

[
3
e
e

: R NI ,_." 4
frragest sorinpir Coppdian e i O oloiad Nigeria 1

ceoian sty viable B e micn Floseevar, dhe ok soome .'-\ -.,'r-;_n.,r!, .
taxed wihen the Eeba and [iehu women were taxed The 1,'\"1-'-.E ity of the
Iebu wne bEgba women o the central pants, nd l,‘:‘_‘-._n- il ‘-"up:.t;-sl uI"
Nigetio bl neadine activitiee They |'n'nk
aci\c part o the mmpoit and export irades (Orewa. 1962 16). The
argumant of Mrs, Kuo was that it was unfuir for the liebu and Egba

» e A g ¥ IS TR Hly o arts
women o continue 1o pay poll tas from which their sisters m other parts

Daroy. was what el

of Nigerit were exempted
A major grievance of the Abcokuta women was taation wulfolif

representaiion: indeed. they had no direet representiation o the f\iOk
Native Authority (SNA) councils, a situation that was mitensely resented.
As if this was not enough. the manner i which taxes were m!lcc_tcd was
also i cause for concern: the 1ax collectors were often coneened. msolent
al violent officials who chased women about the streets amd beat them
up In fact one'of the abuses that fucled the WOmEn's angeri was 111.1%
some overzealous and arrogant ones among tax officials ihough} 1t \.m,..
aceeptabie w strip the skarts of young girls, 1o assess thew ages in ordt.":
o determine whether thev were cligible to pay t::\..'and_llus_wa's d
commioi practice! For them. the prosence of bressis ,Il-u' pbi f:l;l]:’ \\m::i
major considerations i determining whether a il should be exempte

1 AXATIONT 01 not, '
o I\(d}t\l--::‘r1 th-..“ years, complamts increased. and finally rcnclwd.:,i point
where women decided  that they needed e redress 1?1:..11 grievance
through the adoption of (though non-violent) a more aulinmt ;1;7--]_.1mach.
lhe women were unhappy and angered that the tax hurden fell too
hemaly on thetr shoulders, Not only were thev paying income taxes and
water rate, they were —alsorequired 1o provide money fm_f market-
supervisors. They argued that ths was double taxation and m:u:sit.?d lh:il
since the entire community, which included buyers. as well aalm:llc:_-a.
used market facility. the entre community should be responsible for
defraving the cost of running the market.

- ‘-‘“‘Tl:'l‘: posttion foll u: deal ears: instead. ke increased tax l;atc
tor women an ke 1946, which consequently, resulted i the marclnn% of
thousands ot women to Hake s palace m order 1o {1:'0!:;31 tigse n;‘icrca:?-es;
Aluke s yesponsce to this was that if iy woman ‘reh that hier 1anxc§ _“f&
o ngh, such woman should appeal 1o him individually sinee 1t was “no

H
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S0P ey G Serve " Oct 1946 AW hes resoived 1o

comtest e @ax level an coun Uinvugh a west case, Uhaiving ome lane
st o rader, who Denes o T DI IS BN wdn eXCENSIVE,
Asuls ki her case when the Residem, ENLC A0S, refused 1o aceept her
MCONI iasesament and decnloa, nstead, to LHISC her lises tlohnson,
[O82: Er7-157, Daify Service, T caon 1946

He 1947, AWLL Cjoyed e support of the onire sowieiy, and it

had Rty articutated awg gone aivad 10 protest aghinst certain abuses of
the Atodc’s power. Tn fact (e people had a fairly broad front of

disapprocal (NAL Lje Prof. 1. 1215 16). The Abeokuta women protest
4gamst 11X paymen! was aided by the ‘Majeobaje {chicls that ensured
the smooth-running of the svsiem). while the made members of the
sucicly were opposed 16 the payment of edueation raie, which was
anather form of taxation. Those whose'chitdren were al schood age. and
had regrstered in Bovernment scheols, were compelled (0 pay the
cducation vate. These were some ol the vexing chailenges 1hat were
associated with British colonial government and Sole Naljve Authority
hai worked with the Brivsg ubiicisds. These were Par o 1he 1ssues tha
the Beere condenmed. and wih the support of e mdigenaus Egba
women, was prepared to fght woth, mil and s 1o ensure the
enthroneient of positive socio-ceonomie and  political chaiges in
tghaland, .

AWU protested this decision in a letrer i which it was charged
that the Resident. who was “the colonial man on . spot’, (Tamuno,
1972 106) was not conversanl with e condition  the woinen of
Eghaland lived {Daily Service, ¥ geh, 19473, which meant that the “men
ou the spot” had no Proper understanding of the people they ruled over,
Sadiv..4fake refused to reconsider his decision because he had too much
political poswer, and way exeecdingly arrogant and GHCOTPromising o
appreciaie the challenges that the women faced. 1t is siznificant to note,
however, that rulers in 1he pre-coloanal setting possessed no such power
and, o any ruler diempled 1o vvershoot his socio-ceanoniic and political
Hmit i Yorubaland, he was enher advised 10 abdicaie e throne or
sitler assassination, if he filed to comply promptly. _

AWU, on iy part, inicnsitied efforty to gami support for an all-
out prowest movement with three main objectives of cnsuring - the

fragest with i Comygivea, .o 0 dogigd Neser, 1%

hdicatton ot the diaee g
eplacement by o omoee rerresentaie o furm of povmimeni wieh woll
nclude women representatives, and the abolition of T rare tavation ar
women lohnson. TYS2 137 2 157 Wien 1o was abundamtiy clear tha
£0ing through the proper  nanels. such A% PRIUCD-, st cases 1 court
nd publicity in the prss produced e accemable results, the AW
wopted more radicad ethods such as  si-ins,  mass prowsl,
demonstration wund owrsie iy refusal 1o puy tax. Ihis new wnikitant
wproach actually begin CIEY I 1947 when Kuti sefised 1o pay hor iax
A was arrosted ¢ daihe Servige, 29 April 1947,

When she pleaded not guilty at her arrigmnent, eight thousand
women wathered at the conrt house to demonstrane their support (Daih:
Service, 29° Apri), 1947). and al her tnal where she pleaded ros guilty in

avostion of the s\ penilion and os

Jthe following  week, five thousand women conducied A4 protest

demonstration outside the count (Daihv Serdee, 8° Muay, 1947). At the.
conclusion of the cot proceedings, she was fined three pounds or onc
month imprisonment. She., however, decided 1hat it was politically
expedient to pav the Fne cinge ohe was ehrduhed o fove withip the
week with the NONC delegation, on a trip 10 Brinin for coistittional
talks. Part of the reason for her decision was her belic! that this was an
excetlent opportuniny to ke the women’s jssues belore the British
public {Colenin, 1904 22 - 3%}, When she agaim vetused 1o pav wxes in
e following year, she was then well prepared for {mprisonment.
necessary. i1 order 1o nake her points.

The women demonstrations were very effeciiver although K
Was banned [rem figke s palace because of her role in organiziny the
profest march, Aluke way forced o teconsider s positions, (Lreily -
Service, 2™ March, 19481 Many times throughout January and February |
he announced that worren should be appomicd o positions within the
Eoverament: two councilors to the central council. an Ivalode, two other
women chiefs, snd represematives 10 the financig] commitice i_’.;f)m':’,_r
Service, 2% fan. & 20™ Feb. 194%). By April. the AWU and ne
supporters had decided. and were determined 1o force the abdication of
Alake in order w achieve their demands. Kuu. who had refused 1o pay
her tax, was again scheduled 1o appear in court in April.
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AWL planned & massive demsonsitation pul cancelied 11 because
dilic whoiy ticas peisvn aad paid hier tax befor bl weal 1D0h Sosmvdee,
27 April. 1945). The anvaymous person in question was prohuibly either
Hane or a Brivsh effici. who were uaprepared for women premeditated
show-dowi. AWLU nest presented 1o the Resident a petition titled The
Women's Unien Grivvance, which rewerated nerr grievances  and
demands. meludimg the removal of 4lake from office, They followed tins
with a five-hour march through the streets of Abcokuta, chanting and
voetlerously mnsisting that therr demands be met (Mba, 1975 12-25).

By the end of 1947, the situation had changed: the Majeohue
society. an indigenous self-help union, presided over by Rev. Ransome
Nuti, offered support. For instance, on the 20" December. 1947, & niass
mecting of men was held at Sapon Marker Square. where they
unanimously endorsed women’s efforts i, the pursuit of happiness,
freedom from oppression and peace of Egbaland (Duil Service, 17 Jan.
1948). The editorials in the most important Afrcan newspaper in the
Westent Region also mdieated widespread support for the AWIs
demands. 11 was only a matter of time before the Sole Native Anthority’s
govermment capitulated,

To gain ume, Alake proceeded on vacation w the beginning of
June, and hoped that the stormy situation would cool off s absence.
Before he lefi. however. he appoinied a special committee of men and
women to myestigate the complamt of the AW (Dariy Service. 17 June.
1948). He also announced the suspension of taxation of women. and

agreed to women gepresentation on ihe central commuttee. but these

concessions-came  Hitle too fate. As result of the unpopulasty of ihe
Alake, his rule lasied only unul the AWU forced his abdication in194%.
Mies. Kuti. who spearheaded the AWU movement, was. indeed. g
first-class champion of women's rights who rose up to defend women
agamst “alleged unfair taxation... and indiscriminate arrests” in Nigeria.
These were 1esues of mjustice and msensitivity, which were prevalent in
the countiy's  socio-cultwral wwrain where the Briush  colonal
govermment operated, It was, therefore, inevitable that the Beere, who
had been exposed to the British culture and its demands as a result of her
sojourn in London, recognized the double standard, which was being
played out by the British colonial government. Her resultant reactions
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were, therefore. non to be wondered a1 as i cpiiommzed the He Cotiage
and streneth v he CBrere” Afrcanness She wass indeed. o firstclass
ghisrming of u
of mternaion:] tepute: AN ICON 1M Woman  SpOWCHnenl die
quintessence for all women in educatoin, pelines and soeic-ees o !.x
terrain i colonul Nigena, As carlier sand, she was a hervine v e
history of nanen building m Nigeriao and a rstclass champoon of

woimen's right, who rose up o defend women against alleged aniar

vien’< reht i Nigeria, an Amazon and a wonum aoiiist

taxation and indiseriminate arrests in Nzena

The Abcokuta Women's Uman  which was athihawed to -F':L‘
worldwide Waomen's International  Denoeratic chcr:luimj.. e.n.-'.h s
headguarters it France. challenged the philosophical basis of taxation
colomial Niveria, where taxanon was not connected won expanding
political " participation ;when compared with the roles j‘I:i}'t't_i.i‘} t}hc
fvalode during the pre-colontal penod. T'he women, und_cv Mrs. Kuti. felt
}Miucafl‘_\’ marginalized under colonialism and. therelore. mnsisted that
axation without representation in the local political structure was no
Lonaer accantablz (Byfield, 2003 250 - 277)

T The AWL had s temmcles spread beyoud Smuil—‘._‘. ¢sien
Nigeria. and e catually metamorphoscd nto the }"cdo::;nm-.; ol Nigeran
Women Socicties (ENWS) i 1953 Since it was political m character
and comtent. 1t called for political particinanion and direct 1\'1\:‘;--\311I-I;!.um
of women in all Jegslative houses (Democracy i Nigenaw 20005 110)
The anti-colomial struggle saw women  protesting \il\‘!!}_"l). ALAIns
raditional rulers, who were not conforming to the wraditions of the lund.
and, against coluinal Jut]lua'i_i_:;_\_ wlio ¢ie Inun}? m he ‘va;‘!:-“ii;'f ¢ It"liji
phight of the people they ruled over. The women m.j\ ciient qm”_tf.;“-
another opportunity for women to 1*.",;1:1;1111_!,\' question te ch:nm.lu of
governance in eolonial Nigera; the “suthortarianism of the men on the
:pn‘.‘ (Tamumo, 1972: 106). and the arbitrary namre of deciston-making
by the Sole Native Authority (SNA) were called to question by the Egba
wamen. N |

The leadershap proveled by the Beere for the Union a.‘!}.t]‘it't}“hl.:
Egba women io leave their children, farms, stails, <im;1.-'1. and petty ‘it!‘l;‘ilrn
to congregate in the palace of dleke Ladapo ,-"\dcn'm.a 1 i .mLFU t;a
protest against unfriendly practices by trade chiefs i the markets, as well
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as proposad i faciease. The weonen of Abeosuta canic v say “enough
IS enougs o axanon v oithow! representation” (Soyinka, (981 208). and
wther sovial vices that penneated the Lgbaland in the colomal period.
Stgeiflerntly, o owas al o pme when African women were wving o
recovet rom the hardship imposed by the inter-war depression and the
27 World War, that the Beere took a stand and led women agains
colomal oppression and mimidation, thus proving to women across the
world that the war agamst Brtish colomal rule could also be fought and
won without resort to violence and in compliance with the colonial law.

Significantly. one could aver that it was the Sole Native
Authory structure that allowed the Afake the latutude w excereise power
arbitrartly, and this, consequently, led to deterioration of the position of
women m Abeokuta under the British colomial rule. On the contrary, the
pre-colonial society allowed the participation of women in pelitics as
they were represented by the /vedode. whose duty 11 was 1o protect and
promote women's interest on siale councils (Awe. 1974, 10 - 30). Then,
a system of check and balances, which hitherto prevaiied. prevented the
Ak fram hecoming extremely powerful and despotic. Under colonial
rule, however, this check and balances did not funcuon cilectively, Thc
Brinsh colonial svstem actually provided 100 much protection for the
Alake. and this allowed him the prerogative to exercise power far bevond
those allowed under raditional coustoms.

The Alake's taxation policies and methods of collection during *

the war presented a huge burden on the women, who were the mamn
producers and distnbutors of food items. Afake police characteristically
sel up road blocks at strategic points along the Ibadan. Lagos and Ljchu-
ode roads, in-order to-examine women loads. seizing chickens. vam,
. Garm and rice from the women traders. And whenever there was any
protest, the Alake curtly dismissed such with the statement that. nobody
shouid cat until enough food was collected for the soldiers. The women
often received no compensation for seized produce, or when they did, n
wis ur a rate lower than ihat set by the administranon. These angry
woinen charged that the 4/ake pocketed the profit he made n sclling the
produce to the government at the price above the legally specified
(By field, 2003: 250-277).
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radicionad chie! dnd the Sole Nutive Authonis. Afake Ademols, sz
absusis e sones and soading pentions and letters 1o the press. It was g
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the longest sustamed protesis by womel ;
multi-class und rural urban coahtion. Though o was Ii.nrgcd.q.v.:l: !
political circumstanioes, the women did not ot themselves tw the Tox al
arena: they ifluenced the broader naiionalis! morvement i Nigena, wnd
urgauucd'\\nmm i wther parts o1 the countr -

The women movement radically called to gquestion the character
and nature of cotonial administration: ey questioned the dictaronal
nawre of the Brush officors. stationed i the colony \\']jn strictly
demanded political obedience. and the arbivary nature o di’.‘\.‘i‘-lbl.\.:}-
nuking by the Sele Native Authoniy. In fact. the .»\\_\ lJ.‘wln_m iad
pranches at ljebu-Ode, Aba and @ few other towns in Nigeria, and
boasted of a'membership of eighty thousand adult females. mc-:;:nnh.:ilg
fought against a constituted predatory and parasitic government. ad
outlived its usefulness in terms of service 1o the host community 1 was
meant o serve. The Umon spearheaded o protest .;;_-;ii:z"-.*.h the payment aof
wx i Ecbaland. and through uncompromismg militancy  and the
c\'uc:uu_anhnﬁ cultural threats, such as the baring of thew budms l m‘e
(iba s palace, they succeeded e laymg the foundatons for women s

1 Lis VT s (v » 1 e
cmancipalion i oa movement i culiminaied 1 the extle of the then

ke of Eebaland, by Ladapo Ademala 11 1o Osogbo (22" Lisaby Day

Celepranon: 2008 1.2) _ b
Evers after the Alake retumed from oxile. the Waomen Unton sl

: C o Waape  + TR
forwarded a petinon to the Lreutenant Governor of Wesiern Reglon,

aceusing Oba Ademola 11 of victnuzing those w ha disagreed \Hl!ll his.
administration. It was even alleged that dunng the first meeting ol hgba
Central Counetl, winch he attended on s returne the Majeobege §mr.:mty
wits banned. while the Egba Appeal Courte where one N .-mugunl.c
Soctan was president. was abolished. These getions were taken to harass
and intimidate both Majeobae Society and Mr. Soctan As ;_11:;0 mitcd by
one Mi. C. €. AL A, Ticombe. who was a member of the (T.l.:'iﬂl'-i'li
Council. the law agmnst drumming was made 0 prevem the Mujeobaje
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from convenmmg ther mectngs during a mevting that was anended b
Oha Ademola [ (8o thern Nigeria Dotomder 17" tune, 1052),

The Egba Women Union: A Prognosis of its vecomplishments

As the case was in Aba in the early danvs of colomalism, there
were also arbitrarivess, favoritism and pretwdice associated with e
newly 1mposed taxes m Abeokuta. and the entire Yorubaland o
nstance, il one had a4 clash with a councilor or (ne seduced a wife from a
councilor’s family. onc was sure to be heavily taxed. On the other hand.
if one was a friend o any of the councilors or traditional chicls. one wis
sure 1o be lightly taved (Martin, 1978; 16 - 28). Above all. these
government agents paid no tax at all. whether 141 rate or imncome tax.

With the Beere emincot presence in the socio-economic and
political life of Egbaland. there was no more room for oppression for the
Egba women; Mrs Kuti was their mouthpiece, as well as teacher. She
succeeded in putting an end to a regime of oppression and misery. Hes
London education, instead of changing her 1o » Nigerian “London lady™.
made her adaprable and unassuming The anti-tax and the anti-4/ake
agitation ot Egba women in 1948 was o peaceiul Tsitm’ that received ta
less attenuon than the Aba riots, probabiy because 11 was agains
traditional, rather than the colomal autherity  Significantly. the Egba
Women's Riots remained relatively “peaceful” heeause the police were
not Torcefully involved (Peil, 1976: 170) Mrs. kui stayed with women
in front of the Ake palace for three davs as they demonstrated agaimst
alleged unjust arrests and women taxation 1 Abeokuta (Liversin
Herald, Dec. 1950:17).

Their (Egba Women Union) role m the Abeokuta lax. riots. is
significant 1 this country because 1t marked the biggest first step
towards the emancipation of women 1 Nigeria. It was one of the loggest
sustamned protests by women (9 months and) and it relied on multi-class
and ruralurban coalition. They sueceeded in putting an end 1o u reghme
of oppression and misery
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I he British and Sole Native Authoritics Concessions: Victory for the
Women Movement?

The achievement of the women's movement o Uic political
sphicie wis astounding: taxes [evied on wornen were abolishied, while the
representution of women in the Faha Central Council was sudranteed
through the allocation of four seats to women. Beyond that in 1949
when the new Governor, Sir John McPherson. ealled for regional and all
Nigerian constitutional conference, 10 discuss the promulgation of a new
conshitution. Mrs Kuti was the only woman representative at the Western
Regional Conference in Ihadan (¢ niversity Herald. Dec 1950: 17),
Although. not all the issues for which women agitated  were
accomplished, they succeeded in making the British colonial
government to begin o pay greater attention to women's affaws. ht
became evident that they 100, like the Aba swomen, had the capacity to
aftect the Tevel of stability within the’ polity. The womeri’s movement
thus resulted in a temporary abolition ‘of the flat rate tax on women, a
temporary abdication of the 4lake, changes in the Sole Native Authority
system and the entrance of women into the local council.

O the 217 of May 1954, an instruction was issued that ali
persons who received taxable income should pay tax. whatever their sex.

It was also observed that disermmmation against onc particular class of

women was unfair. The Native Authority was advised that if they
actually . miended to assess all women, mcluding traders known or
belicved 10 be i receipt of a taxable income. and that 1f the income was
unknown, a return could be called for, from the person to be assessed
(NAL Ovo Prof. 1. 1927. Vaol. VIII). Apparently, the situation that was
prevalent in-Abeokuta-also obtamed in other parts of Yorubaland. and the
British Colonial Authority was determined to address the issue as a resuls
of the 1948 experience.

A decade carlicr. however, the reasons advanced by Native

Authorities who were consulted on the taxation of women income was
that they were “all petty traders™ who were not “w ealthy enough to be
subjected 10 pay income " (NAL Ondo Prof )1 N 663) Up 0
1960, the position was that throughout Western Nigeria, all women
whose income fell below 30 pounds per anaum should no pay the
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PROROTTRHSE S0come fade, ol o i e places. ey pand sope
i amiel woter (Orewa, 1962 N
T Abeokuta Tax Riots marked
Ol ol women o Nigerns, | he
v and spoke inooRe volee o

SpeCtad s oy such ey o

St bcaly, Mis Ky« o
LG DIgAUn, Loy SECR AOM Gl e 5
speatacic vt o hand of
confront percerved opnres<ion o
eallantry by women. Urdor thoship ol the Beere. the women
fearlessly contronted the 444 e was well fited into the colonial
administrative structure of Ingdrioor 2 iw She led women on a protest
against the pavment of i i Fobatood and through uncomprosising
miltancy. and ihe evocation of cu i mireats such as the barine of their
bodies at the Oba's palace. they succeeded in laymg the foundaiiens for
women's emancipation 1n Nigeria

Significantly, one gould sver tiat women who were politically
margmalized during the colonl neryod Yemembered the pahtcal roles
played by ihe hvaloda m the pre-catunial period. and msisied that there
should be ne taxation without representation. Colonial state, however.
defined political space 10 be oxelns vely male dominated and thus.
women phtiopuiien mothe Moo Sarnment ang poliws i the
colonial period was far below those of 1he men. Inospite of that, women
gave ieir support. whenever i was noeded by working with the men in
order to achieve the common societs mterestss such as the attanment of
mdependence tor Nigema, o wad): e immedine post-colomial Nigerin
women did not butld on tihe modicun of siiecess achieved through the
cfforts of such great heroines as Chitnnmitdayoe Ransome Kuti, Gambo
Sawaba, cte. who sacritficad v Hioney for the good of Nigena. The
post-colomal women mvolvement o Celines between 1960 and 1999
Was very. discouraging-und-unprofitahhy 1w 5 3 Tesali of the insincernty
ol the men. the major stake-holder Wi did not provide the needed
politico<gus crnmental empawerigl by ‘
mamstreant ol political activities

Adthough, adounediy, womien ke Sarah Jubril, Okonje Iweala,
Dora Akunyili, O Ereios esil, vade ther marks. within their
lmted power and influence. by bieabine anwithe centre of con erpmental
alfanrs, then effors only warsnied oo daiicntion as they have not really
made auch resounding  snpact e respective  spheres. The

bringing  women  into the

mest remarkahle demonstianon of
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insincerity of the mer Wi ety e gl wyes Vil disdain i
;M her  empowermi & LUPN -ul. W TREEH I F HetLononue
= Shuerommients. has boo l ! et have
&‘ characterized  the  Nizw, WOMEAN N iV olveryep: pulitico-

L governmental affans s i MWones's svels i m politics.
= however, got better wirl | s CoOmIng o1 torer President
i Olusegun Obasanjo 1 |0 s hoped har the post-cotonial Nigenan

women would again nse up 1o the oceasion as they did i the pre-
colomial and eolonial periol- ntoroles that cau lead to
the positive transformanon Nigenian society and even

bevond.

i pliv sat

the enbing

Conclusion

This study hus demoraitited tha wonen, buemng acutely aware of
the threat which calonial poticies posed o ther socia! status, organized
themselves through their poditical orgamzation. wilizing traditional
: mechanism, 10 coordinate women s sociely o Ll women's battle 1o
- 5 preserve and protect thors wotndc naln The Yo
% recognized the utility of modery westom sty le wehnigues and skills in
political and econonue Orgamzation i carryiiy on therr struggle agamst
the colonial authoriies Signaticantly, i she 19490s. they mereusingly
linked their particular obiccnves witl e wodoe aine cis ey of total seli
government. and were an importmt sowee o sipsport ter the nationalist
movement which developed di e the war

The anti-colonal strugole saw women peotesting - strongly

aomen also

the Tand and against other colorial atithoritios, wito were found 1o be
insensitive to the plight of the people over whon they ruled. The women
movement not only succesded 1a laving the fuindatons [or women's
emancipation, their actuviics also eulivinned 1 the evile of the then
Alake of Egbaland. Obu Ladupe Ademols || 1 (e webo The Buere's
struggle for justice and taimess wus essentialle directed agamst an dlake
who was found 10 be ootitpt aad A codoinsl admmistration that was
_ insensitive to the plight of the peaple.

3 Gambo Sawaba and Mrs. Funmilayo Ransome-Kuii were clear
& cases of solo feminine powers. who mobilized otliers to fight corruption

against traditonal mlers, o ho were not coifuuiise 1o the traditions -of —
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and unwarranted desecration of traditions held m we Stgtnlicaniiv. one
could say that during Briush rule in Nigeria, the Nigerian women's
serch lor relevance and aciualizauon. at both the local and miei national
domains. were largely successful. They were able 1 artculate 404 bring
their issues 10 global aention, thus, atiracting popular support and
sympathy for their modest and justifiable demands. The women revolis
showed clearly that the colunial administrators misaligned tax pulicies
with implementation in an age of extreme cconomie hardship,

occastoned by the world wars and the fall n the world market price of

coCon,

Significantly, the roles played by Mrs. Kuti n the struggle
against colonial economic policies, which had no human faces, were
sumply amazing, as. well as commendable. The Beere was 3 great woman
activist of international repute, an icon in woman empowerment, and u
quintessence {or all women 11 education and politics in colomial Nigeria.
She was. indeed, a heroine in the history of nation building. who largely
influenced the broader natnonalist movement in Nigeria and orgunized
women i other parts oi the country moorder w nd the country of socio-
economic and political imbalances that pervaded the entire political
landscape. Sadly, she died on the 13" of April. 1978 at age 78, followng
injuries she sustained at ‘kalakuta Republic™ as a result of the invasion by
the “unknown Soldiers’ (22™ | isabi Day Celebration, March. 2008: 15)
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