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folualiwrgmail.com; folukealivu.ai@ unilorin.cdu.no
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Abstract :
Proverbs arc generally considered to be wise and true sayings forged
from the power of obscrvation. Thus, through proverbs, it is possible to
glean a particular culture’s philosophy on issues such as how it perceives
of the woman. However, how valid are these observations about women?
Adopting the Afro-centric notion of feminism, we examined the proverbs
that denigrated women in Abimbola Adunni Adelakun’s Under fhe
Brown Rusted Roofs, and set them against the actions and declarations of
the male and female characters in their interactions with one another. The
investigation revealed a contradiction in the proverbs that were meant to
denigrate women and thus, the novelist seems to mnterrogate the wisdom
associated with proverbs. Our conclusion in ihe paper is that what the
author has done is indicative of the feminist agenda of challenging and
attempting to dismantlc any system that is oppressive of both genders,
cspecially the female.” Therefore. we recommended that, while sorie
proverbs need to be changed 1o reflect the ever-changing times, others
that hold some ‘truth” have to be shown as not being applicable to all
women in all situations through the creation of proverbs that will reflect
these other truths.

Keywords: proverbs, under the brown rusted root, afro-centric,
ferminism, upending ‘wisdom’
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PROTEST WITHIN COMPLIANCE IN COLONIAL
NIGERIA: RECONSIDERING THE EGBA
WOMEN RIOT

Afolabi, Abiodun
Department of Historv and International Studies
Unilorin Archives and Documentation Centre (UA D(C)
University of Tlorin, [lorin. Nigeria
abeafolabi@yahoo.com
+2348055201274; +2348030438315
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Abstract
What constituted acceptable protest in the colonial Nigeria? Put differentiy,
were there justifiable protests? Addressing these posers. this paper examined
the activities of women in colonial Egbaland, against a backdrop of an
unfriendly tax regime imposed on them by the British colonial
admunistration. 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 machincrics, cxacting the levies was the responsibiliry

of Sole Native Authoritics, whose exaction methods were exceedingly

demanding for and unacceptable 1o women. The women revolte show ed
clearly that the indigenous Egba women, led by Mrs. Olufunmilayo
Ransome Kuti, refused tq be ignored as they stridently and vociferously
¢emanded for their rights from British colonial administration. The paper
found out that the immediate post-colonial Nigerian women did not. sad] ¥
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 hiccups
which, consequently, generated variegated reactions from individuals and
women groups in colonial Yorubaland, The women’s calculated responscs
climaxed in concessions, which. though not total, went a long way in
.e¢bhy

Wwomen.

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

Through onc form of negotiation or another. and in exchange for
unpertal protection, Governor Sir Gilbert Carter of Lagos. on behalf of
the queen of England, signed the *Treaty of Friendship and Commerce’
on the 7" JTanuary. 1893 {Webster, Boahen and Idowu. 1972: 105), with
three men, who held the rems of Abcokuta government. T hey were
Osundare, the Mado, Ogundei, the Mogaji of Iporo and Sorunke, the
Jagunima of Igbehin and Balogun of Egba (NAL €.92/1918). The 1893
“Treaty of Friendship and Commerce’, guaranteed the independence of
Fgbaland, until it was abrogated in 1914, as a result of the “ljemo
incident™. However, the remaming parts of Yorubaland, came under
Briush control in picce-meal.

The ljemo incident was actually caused by the face-off between
one Chief Sobiye Ponlade in Fidiwo. an Egba village. and some colonial
sanitation officers. This mctdent, which oecurred m 1914, led to the
massacre of some Egba men. women and children. and it finally
culminated 1n the abrogation of the treaty of 1893, which consequently
translated mnto the  deprivaton of the Egbu government  of its
independence and constitution as a state. In ether words. the 1914 treaty
that followed the “incident” led 10 loss of independence of the Egba
people. Thus, the Afake and his successors, under the new treaty, became
‘the recognized head of Egba people,” and were also to ‘carry on the
Native Administration of Egbaland subjeet to the control of the Governor
of the Colony and Protectorate of Nigeria® (NAL C. 92/1918. Blair,
1938:-268). - Before - the *“fjemo Incident™, Fghaland was practically
mdependent of any politico-economic control from Britain.

I'he treaty of 1914, de-facto. rescinded the treaty of 1893, and it
culminated in the withdrawal of self-government from the Fueba. Before
the ahrogation of the 1893's *Treaty of Friendship and Commerce’, the
Egba United Government (EUG). usually called for Lagos assistance
cach time a pohincal ciises arose in Egbaland. Fredrick Lugaid, therefore,
behieved that since the Lgba people were eapable of governing
treniscly o without™>Lagos assistance (Crowder. M. & Abdullahi. G
L9790 159, Abeokuta’™s special stutus had to be discontinucd. and she

conisequently. incomorated mio the protectorate | ugard actuallv

the neaded to rectiy the anachronisin of the vustence of 4 country
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within a counuy. The British, thus, inc orporated the Egba Unied
Government (EUG), by ensuring the total application of the Indirect Rule
system to the Egba-Owu people, thercby, finally removing the relics of
an independent country within an administration.

When direet taxation was introduced by the British into Western
Nigeria in 1915, (Orewa, (1962: 77). a poll tax of five shillings (3%) per
adult male. and two shiflings and six pence (2/6d) per adult female was
annqunced in Abeokuta and Ijebu provinces. At this time, the tax that
women had 1o pay was not considered burdensome as it was only two
shillings, six pence, (2/-6d) (NAL Comcol. 1, C.C. 951 39). which was
Just half of what the men were required to pay. Even in Egba Division of
Abeokuta Province where anti-tax disturbances occurred, not 2 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 its admmistration and thus, thirty
percent (30%) of the gencrated revenue went to the British governiment,
while,seventy percent (70%) of acerued revenue wenp to the Egba Native
Administration (NAL CSO. 26/3, 1928 6 - 12). The point to note is that,
whereas the obligation of taxation was by 1914 solidly established in
Northern Nigeria, direct taxes were not collected in the Western
Provinces before 1918 and the delay continued until 1928 in the Eastern
Provinces (Tamnuno, 1972; 317). Specilically, women agitation and
protests gencrally occurred in the Southern Nigeria during the colonial
period.

After the amalgamation of Southern and Northern Protectorates
of Nigeria i 1914, the policy of Indirect Rule. which had been
successfully foisted on the Northern Provinces from the carlicst days of
the British conguest, was gradually extended o Yorubaland. In Oy,
Abeokuta. Benin and many other comnumities. which were already well-
orgamized states/kinedoms. it was fundamentaily held by the British
authorities that "1t there was to be peacetul governmment ... conducted at
an expense that can be borne by loca! revenue that government must. as
regards the interior, be carried on thiough the mstrumentality of the

chiefs™ (Tkrme. 196%, 421). Lugard was. at this paint. confronted with the
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challenge of how 1o manage the vy lemory., given the shoringe of

funds and personnel and, he considered it necessary to compensate the
Native Chiefs who hitherto traded in slaves. To addrecs the problem, he
collected direet taxes in order to both compensate the chicefs for their
losses, and provide social services in the protectorate. He belicved that
the culture of 1ax payment would inculeate in the people the habit of hard
work, and concretize his political settlement and stability (Perham. 1960
164).

Before the introduction of Lugard’s direct taxation. however,
extortion was fampant as women and children werc 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
meaningtul progress could be made in the policy of educating people in
the art of self-governance unjess funds 1o 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 chicfs werce gradually
convinced that cooperating with the British was the appropriate solution
to the problem of instahility Conscquently, between 1917 and 1920, the
Vanous native administrations voluntarily accepted the principle of direct
laxation as a means of rasing revenue for local development (lkime,
1968: 459). While in strict theory and practice, the pre-colonial system
Was ignored, the British, through the Indirect Rule system, as cpitomized
by Native Authority, created (he impression they were upholding the
tradhtional system (Lugard, 1965: 198).

Some  commentators on colonial - Administration had  until
recently, crroneously ¢ conchuded that most protest
movemenis/riots/revolts in Nigeria during the British rule were just anti-
tax riots. They held that ljemo incident of 194, Iseyin-Oketho rising of
1916, the Adubi uprising of 1918 and even Ahg rnots of 1939, among
others, were oppositions to taxation in the various communities involved
(Atanda, 1960: 497). Recent detailed nvestigation of some of these
uprisings have shown that the cause(s) of these riots could certainly not
be located i OpposHion to taxation alone, but could also be raced (o the
fact that indigenous people were opposed to 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

g
1|
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the Yoruba people of South-Western Nigeria (Atanda, 1969- 4971, The
causes of these unrests were complex. and it would, therefore, not be
lustifiable to ascribe any singular moiive w then:.

However, in order 10 demonstrate that opposition to ¢olonial
laxation caused some of these violent riots noted above, some writers
were influenced by the report of the ‘officials on the spot’, whose
knowledge of the local environment were highly valued and respected.
But significantly, one should note that these “men on the spot”™ from
whom this erroncous ides probably emanated, had also admitred that 1t
was for “want of proper evidence™ (Tamuno, 1972 106), that they,
mitially, attributed the cause of some of these riots to laxation.
Apparently. the accumulated wisdom of these ‘men on the spots’ 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 a source of finance for developmental
endeavours in colonial Nigeria, it provoked serious crises within the
polity. The indigenous people saw the imposition of taxes and rates as
too burdensome and unpleasant to bear. It was apparent that there was no
social equity between the colomal ruler and the ruled. The people
became religiously ant-colonial, because they also saw the growing gap

Ll

between the increasingly affluent digenous middle class and the

peasantry. Peasants were the ones compelied to mortgage their items or
properties before they could pay taxes. They were the ones accustonied
to passing on the hardship of life to their children as inheritance (Beer,
1976: 41-49). and the women were, mostly, at the buti of the British
unfriendly economic policies, as the Briush colonial government not’
only attempted to meorporate women into her taxing poficy, the
women’s economic enterprises were also taxed

Tax revolts thus became very common m the Western Region
during the British rule in Nigeria. Indeed, generalization regarding the
causes of the various tax riots in Yorubaland. in particular. and the entire
southern parts of Nigeria, would be msicading because some of these
riots were not caused by issues arising from high taxation. Therc were
certammly other factors,

e

| P e——
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Perspectives on Women Protests in Colonial South-\ estern Nigeria

From the end ol the nincteenth century., women m Yorubalund
Degan to expenience pericds ol expanding opporwniiics. The penctiation
o European capital, which led to the growth of towns and development
ol trade 1 agricultural exports, also transformed into fmiproved economic
posittons for them. These led to a redefinition of thew relationships with
mule relations m a way that reduced masculine authortty over ther
labowr and lives. Unfortunately. increased opportunitics were unstable as
a result of colonial taxation policy. The improved coonomic power of
women, however. led them w demand for more rights i the public
domain, particularly, the nght 1o partake n discussions on public
policies, representations on decision-making bodies. ete

Economic considerations were also significantly responsible for
the 1929 disaster in the Fustern Provinces, where approximately fifty
women were killed (Perham. 1960: p. 206) during the fuce-off between
the British colonial government and the Aba women. It was, however,
not only in Aba (1929) and Lagos (1932 and 1940) that women
constituted a sowrce of chalicnge to the RBritish colonial authority: there
were also significant cconomie issues in Egbaland in general, during the
inter-war years. and the scemingly unending econonuc instability during
the period created conditions that favoured the formation of new
associations in Abeokuts To incorporate the women folks into her taxing
policy. British Colonial Authority also taxed women economic enterprises
through indirect taxes, such as market fees and market shed fees, both of
which began to cause a lot of distress among women traders as carly as 1918
in South-Western Nigeria (Bvfield, 2003: 250-277)

It is signmificant 1o note that the first mass-based women'’s- interest
aroup to recognize the power of collective action i articulating and
promoting the rights of women in Westerh Nigena. was the Lagos Market
Women's Association (LMW A). Apart from the subimission of Baker ( 1974),

newspaper reports in the 1930s also indicated that Herbert Macaulay was the

moving spirit behind the Lagos Market Women Association, (LMWA),

Presidbnt (Byficld, 2003: 765)

Protest within Compliance in Colonial Nigivia R

m Abeokuta Craommar Sch !, hence, the

, Hie popalar appellation, Bees
she was the tira e

gistered student She completed her Hiok Scehol
the Angiican Mission School in Abeokuta and wias sent to Britain
qualify as @ tcacher

10

. But the racism she cncountered there steered e
o developing nterest in anti-colonial polizies. On her return homye
1922, she organized the Abookuta Ladies Club (ALC), a ri'!:'cﬁ:'unri-‘- )
the Abeakuta W omen’s Unijon (AWLU), wiuch undertook charity \n
and literacy classes for market women One of the most sm‘p-v' |

assoctations that cmerged in Abeokuta after World War Il was lli'l:,'
t!\bcukum Women's Union (AWL), which was formed 1o ensure 1
‘fellow women. in and outside Abecokuta 1own, were protected from :m.\.'
Ia:.:k’ (NAL Abc Prof. 2. ARP. 2519). This was the product of reflections
of two different.strands of women organizations - the Market "\\-"n'.vu'-;l-,
Christians and the educated woinen of Abeokuta Ladies” C'lub (Al l_")..
The leaders of Ladies™ Club and market women felt the nead 1o
form amore broad-based movement that would be less elite oricnted. and
it was this decision that led to the birth of AW, whose main goal was to
umite OMen dnourder o defend, proiect. presaive and promole tiewr
socio-economic and political rights. Although. many educated women
were members of the Union, the significant reason behind the successes
recorded by the movement was its strong commitment to market women

and their mvolvement in politics of the time (Tohnson, 1982 149} Mys
Kuu"'s sincerity and emthusiasm soon nfecied other Fuba \\:nm;n
parpgliar!_\‘ the market women and traders. who soon hlw:um; more
politically conscious than any other community of women within the res:
of tha_‘ counury. By 1948 market women. numbering twerity thousand.
eonstituted a large number of the rank and file of the anbcrﬁhip. While

Alake Ademola. who became a paramount chief of Egbaland in 1914,

was the first Patron of the club. Mrs. Rausome Kuti was clected the first

1 ¥ ) . : :
Colonialism. through the introduction of the Indircet Rule

tem in Abcokuta. brought abour mmportant changes in govermont.
ch were mostly imimical to vomen’s welfare. as well as to the
ocratic character of leadership. The British colonial government had.
h the mstrumentality of the Sole Native Authority (SNA) system.
d a sub-authority, on  which i depended 'in runm’ﬁg its
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anticipated before that ume.
colomial authorities were constramed 1o
it el T Aty dndr m j‘-i'Z'-ICL"il where ;l was suspected
s i some special ways, constilute serioys challengers)
t_m um:lzl p(!II.L‘lL‘n'. For nstance, Aba Commussion of Enquiry was put i
place 1o investigate causes of the rot and find lasting sutmi.nnk‘i [ ‘l l‘”
UL:L‘urt::n@cs. but the findings and recommendations of the ¢ am]ng ‘UC-?
ol crln!uff'sca were. shockingly kept on the shelyves and '-!Hnw:l 1 “:im”j
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e P only ones in Nigeri:
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/) as they were, at imes. much more
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ceononiesy wable than the men Howeser, the leadio womens were not ™
taxed wihien the kgba and [iebu women were taxed. The proesiaimty of the
Liebu and Egba women to the central parts, and the then capital of
Ngotia. | agos, was what enbanced their tradirg activities They tnok
active it the mmport and export trades (Orews, 19620 16), The
argument of Mrs. Kun was that it was unfair for the hebu and Egba
women o continue to pay poll tay from which their sisters i other parts
of Nigera were exempted

A major grievance of the Abcokuta women was taxation without
representation: indeed, they had no dircet representation on the Sole
Native Authority (SNA) councils, a situation that was imtensely resented.
As if this was not enough. the manner in which taxes were collected was
also a cause for concern: the tax cellectors were often conceited, msolent ~
and violent officials who chased women about the streets and beat them
up. In fact. one’of the abuses that fucled the women's anger:was that
some overzealous and arrogant ones among tax officrals thought 1t was
acceptable to strip the skirts of voung girls, to assess their ages in order
to detenmmine whether they were cligible to pay tax. and this was a
cominon practice! For them. the presence of brensts and pubic hair were
major considerations in determining whether a girl should be exempted
from taxation or not,

Over the years, complaints mereased. and finally reached a peint
where women deaded that they needed 1o redress thep  grievance
through the adoption ot (though non-violent) a more militant approach.
The women were unhappy and angered that the tax burden fell too
heavily on their shoulders. Not only were they paying income taxes and
water rate, they were alsorequiredto provide money for market
supervisors. They argued that thns was double taxatuon and msisted thay
since the entire community, which included buyers. as well as sellers.
used market facility. the entire community should be responsible for
defraving the cost of running the market.

[his postion fell on deaf cars: mstead. Hake increased tax rate
for women m late 1946, which consequently, resalted i the marching of
thousands of women to Alake s palace m order 1o protest these mnereases.
Alake s yesponse to this was that *if any woman felt that her taxes were
too high, such woman should appeal 1o him individually since 1t was “no
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rovp tusmess™ (Darlv Sorv . 19" O P96 AV Shon resoived 1o

vomest e tax level i cournt tireugh a test case, mvoiving one Janet
Asahoo L trader, who DCHCY G s aiu HCOINC Wy wids eXCessIve,
Asals insther case when the Resident, FNL Mylius, retused 1o aceept her
NCon assessment and deaided. stead, to raise her Laxes (lohnson,
1982 F272057, Daily Servico, T soov, 1946).

By 1947, AW enjoyed e support of the entire socieiy, and it

had fully articulated aud gone aiead to protest against certam abuses of
the Alake’s power. In fact, the people had a fairly broad front of

disapprosal (NAL Lie Prof. 1. 4215: 16). The Abeokuta women protest
against (ax payment was aided by the ‘Majeobaje (chicls that ensured
the smoath-running of the svsiem). while the male members of the
society were opposed te the payment of education raie, which was
another form of taxation. Those whose children were of school age, and
had registered in Bovernment schools, were compelled (o pay the
cducation rate. These were some of the vexing challenges that were
associated with British colonial government and Solc Natjve Authority
that woiked with the Briasn olicials. These were part o1 the 1ssues that
the Beere condemned. and with' the support of the mdigenous Egba
women. was prepared 1o fight woth, nail and st 1o ensurce the
enthronement of POsItive socio-ceonomic and political changes in
Fabalund. .

AWU protested this decision in a letter i which 1t was charged
that the Resident. who was “the colonial man on i spot’. (Tamuno,
1972 106) was nol conversant with the condition the women of
Egbaland lived (Laily’ Service, 3 tch, 1947), which meant that the *men
ou the spot” had no proper understanding of the people tiey ruled over.
Sadly. .dlake refused 1o reconsider his decision because he had 0o much
political power, and was exeeedingly arrogant and uncompromising (o
appreciate the challenges that the women faced. It is significant to note,
however. that rulers in the pre-colonial setting possessed no such power
and, 1 any ruler attempted 1o overshoot his socio-ecanonic and political
Hinut in Yorubaland, he was cnher advised 0 abdicaie the throne or
suffer assassination, if he failed to comply promptly. _

AWU, on its part, intensified efforts to gain support for an all-
out: protest movement with three main objectives of ensuring | the
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Whdication of the dake e aboition of the SNA posttion and s
replacement by g more representate e form of govemmeni. wihich wal]
mclude women representasives. and the aholition af flat rare txation of
women (lobnson. T982. 137 - 157). When it was abundantly clear that
going through the proper « sanpels. such as petitions. test cases 1 court
nd publicity in e press produced ne aceeptable results, the AW
adopted  more  radical  methods such  as si-ins. mass protest.,
demonstration and  oursiehy refusal 10 pay tax. This new militant
wpproach actually beean earhy in 1947 when Kuti setused to pay her ay
and was arrested (Daily Service, 29 Apnl, 1947).

When she pleaded not guilty at her arraignment, eight thousand
women gathered at the court house to demonstrate their support (Darly
Service, 29" April, 1947). and at her trial where she pleaded rsi guilty in

the following  week. five thousand women  conducied a protest

demonstration outside the court (Dailv Service, §* May, 1947). At the.
conclusion of the court proceedings. she was fined three pounds or one
month imprisonment. She, however, decided that it was politicaliy
expedient to pav the fine. singe che was schaduled o leave within thas
week with the NONC delegation, on a trip 10 Britain for constitutional
talks. Part of the reason for her decision was her belief that this was an
exeellent opportunity 1o ke the women’s ssues before the British
public {(Coleman, 1964: 22 - 3y, When she agam refused to pay taxes i
the following year, she was then well prepared for imprisonment. it
nceessary, in order to make her poinis.

The womer: demonstrations were very effective; although Ku:
was banned from Liigke s palace because of her role in organizing the
protest march. Aluke was forced (o reconsider s positions. (Daily
Service, 2™ March, 1948). Many times throughout January and February ,
he announced that women should he appomnied o positions within the
government: two councilors to the central council. an Ivalode, two other
women chiefs, and representatives to the financial commitice (,D.'u'/y
Service, 2™ Jan. & 20" Feb. 1948). By April. the AWU and s
supporters had decided. and were deterniined 1o force the abdication of
Alake in order w achieve their demands. Kuti, who had refused 10 pay
her tax, was again scheduled to appear in courl in April.
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AWL planned @ massive demonsiration but cancelied 1t because
sOilie aboiy ucus persen hiad pald her tax befors o wal (Dl Semvice,
27" April. 194%). The ABGIYIMOUS person in question was probably either
AHuke or g Brush officia, who were uaprepared for women premeditated
show-down. AWL next presented 1o the Resident a pettion titled The
Women's Union Gricvance, which renterated  thewr grievances  and
demands. mcluding the removal of dlake from office, They followed this
with a five-hour march through the streets of Abcokuta, chanting and
voctferously insisting that their demands be met (Mba. 1975: 12-23),

By the end of 1947, the situation had changed: the Majeohaje
society. an indigenous sclf-help union. presided over by Rev. Ransome
Kuti, offered support. For instance, on the 20™ December. 1947, a mass
meeting of ment was held at Sapon Market Square. where they
unanimously cndorsed women’s efforts in. the pursuit of happiness,
freedom from oppression and peace of Egbaland (Duily Service, 17" Jan,
1948). The editorials in the most important African newspaper in the
Woestemn Region also mdicated widespread support for the AWI's
demands. It was onlv a matter of time before the Sole Native Authoriiy’s

govemnment capiulated.
To gain ume. Alake proceeded on vacation at the beginning of
June, and hoped thar the stormy situation would cool off in his abse
Before he lefi. however. he appointed a special committee of men and
women to ivestigate the complamt of the AWU (Daily Service. 17 June.
1948). He also announced the suspension of taxation of women. and
- agreed 10 women representation on the central commutice. but these
concessions came a hittle o fate. As result of the unpopularity of the
Alake, his rule lasted only unul the AWU foreed his abdication in1948.

Mis. Kuti, who spearheaded the AWU movement, was. indeed. a
first-class champion of women's rights who rose up to defend women
against “alleged unfair taxation. .. and indiscriminate arrests™ in Nigeria.
These were 1ssues of mjustice and msensitivity, which were prevalent in
the country’'s socio-cultural teirain where the Briush  colonial
government 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. not o be wondered at as i opriomized the mnate COURage

and sireueth o e CBeere” Adricanness She was, indeed. 2 “
ch tan of wamen’s peht in Nigena, an Amazon and 2 woman st st
of imtermatiopal repule: 4an 1con 1IN Woman  SrpoOWeHCnl  die o

i ! u COLOY hnoes and W CCOTTEYHE
quintessence for all women m education. pohtcs and socte-c ‘

terrain in eolonmd Nigena, As carbier sard, she was a herome woie

historv of naten building w Nigena and a hrstclass champron .e?i
women's right. who rose up 1o defend women against alleged uniar
taxation and mdiscriminate arrests in Nijperna

The Abcokuta Women’s Unwon  which was affiliaied o L?':C
worldwide Women's International Dermocratic Federation, wi%_h s
headquarters in France, challenged the philosophical basis;.uf taxation in
colonial Niveria, where taxation was not connected voun expanding
political Hpm‘zécipati:_m;whcn compared with the roles piayud_h_\.‘ Ehr:
Ivajode during the pre-colomal period. The women. unc.l'cr— Mrs _}\utL feit
;501%“03[13-' margimalized under colonialism and. H_wrclm‘e. imsisted that
taxation without representation in the local pohtical structure was no
r acceptable (Byfield, 2003: 250 - 277) .

The AWL had its tentacles spread beyond South-\Wesiern
Nigeria. and eventually metamorphosed it the Federation of Nigenan
Women Socicties (FNWS) 1 1953 Since it was political m character
and content. it called for political participanon and direct representation

LY.

of women in all legislative houses (DDemocracy in Nigena ZVE'--\IH,.
The anti-colomal struggle saw women  protesting  strongi ‘:-.a:‘nnxl
raditional rulers. who were not conforming to the traditions of the land,
and. against colomal authorities who were found to be :nn‘}':r\i.l;\c m'.ilfc
plight of the people they ruled over. The women movement t.'}‘?*.l?‘x‘lil-/k.d_
another opportumty for women to nnhl:mﬁy question e character :‘w%
governance in colonial Nigeria; the “authoritarianism of the men on jlae
;pnt' (Tamumo, 1972: 106). and the arbitrary nature of ‘_Iccax:“-n?:mmng
by the Sole Native Authority (SNA) were called to question by the Egba
“ U”Ln"l'h: ieadership provided by the Beere for the l,'nma? cn.ﬂn}-\'flhc
Egba women to leave their children, farms, stails, shupﬁ‘. ;m:_: pw? ‘i‘.;'f::iﬂ'h
to congregate in the palace of Alake E.;!dupq ;‘.\dcmma I i ‘nu,?m':[]f;
protest against unfriendly practices by trade chiefs in the markets. as we
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as propesed @ax fncrease. The woinen of Abeokuta cane b sy "enongh
N cnouyh o taxation without representation’ (Sovinka, (9510 208). and
other secial viees that permeired the Egbaland in the volomal peried,
Sigrificantdy, 1t was at a time when African women were trving (o
ceover rom the hardship imposed by the inter-war depression and the
2% World War, that the Beere ook a stand and led women agamst
colontal oppression and mrimidation, thus proving to women across the
world that the war agamst British colomal rule could also be fought and
won without resort to violence and in compliance with the colonial law.

Significantlv. one could aver that it was the Sole Native
Authority structure that allowed the Alake the latitude o excreise power
arbitrarily, and this, consequently, led to deterioration of the position of
women i Abeokuta under the British colonial rule. On the contrary, the
pre-colonial society allowed the participation of women in politics as
they were represented by the /vadode, whose duty it was 1o protect and
promote women's interest on state councils (Awe, 1974: 10 - 30). Then,
a system of check and balances, which hitherto prevailed. prevented the
Alale from becoming extremely powerful and despotic. Under colenial
rule, however, this check and balances did not tunction citeetively. The
Briush colonial system actuaily provided too much proiection for the
Alake. and this allowed him the prerogative to exercise power far bevond
those allowed under traditional customs.

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

the war presented a huge burden on the women, who were the main
producers and distnbutors of food items. Alake police characteristically
set up road blocks at strategic points along the Ibadan. Lagos and fjebu-
ode roads, in-order to-examine womenloads. seizing chickens, vam,

. Garn and rice from the women traders. And whenever there was any

protest, the Alake curtly dismissed such with the statement that, nobody
should cat until enough food was collected for the soldiers. The women
often received no compensation for seized produce. or when they did.
wis ar a rate lower than that set by the administraion. These angry
women charged that the 4/uke pocketed the profit he made in sclling the
produce to the government at the price above the legally specified
(Byficld, 2003: 250-277).
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Srst 1 eombined meoodern and traditional nethods ot protest, st
and an occasion when women congregaicd mothe conipuuid
radidonal chief and the Sole Native Authoniy, Alake Ademolia, sz

] i s i b S { et Ok
ahpaive sones and soadme peutions and feters 1o the press. itwas ore ol

i ; — ' oavettae el v o)y d
the longest sustamed protests by WOImMen % iontias . Wi o i

multi-class and ruralurban coalition. Though 1t was zl_n'gcd' out '
political circumstatioes, the women did not frant lhcmscl\.u.\ to the ,nc..-.;
arena: they mfluenced the broader nationalst movement 11 Nigena, and
uraanizcd'u omen i1 uther parts ot the country.

: The women movement radically called to question the character
and nature of coioniai administration; they questioned the dl'\l:tia‘tlfi}
nature of the Briush officers, stationed i the colony \\'hn strictly
demanded political obedience, and the arbitrary nature loi dt‘ii‘!i'\lll\.ﬁi‘.'”
making by the Sole Native Authority. In tact, the A\.\‘Ll, Awhlqs had
branches at ljcbu-Ode. Aba and a few other towns n Nigeria. an
boasted of a'membership of eighty thousand adult females, aucci‘..«'.mliy
fought against a constituted predatory ;1!1(! parasiic government. lfmlt .‘ :_f'l.ﬁ.i
outhived its usefulness in terms of service to the host community i was
meant 1o serve. The Lnion spearhcaded a prosess against the payment of
wx in Eobaland. and through uncompromising militancy and tbc
C\'ocuunn‘mi' cultural threats, such as the baring of thewr h‘udscs al ih'kf
Oba's palace, they succeeded 1w faying the hnnm:nu!ns' jt‘l'..\\'t!l.]'xr.jl'l‘b
emancipation i a movement that cuiminated m the c\zﬁﬂ.m.zh;- then
{lake of Egbaland, (ba Ladapo Ademala 11 10 Osogbo (22 [.isabi Day
Celebration: 2008: 12) | E

Fuven after the lake rerued from exile. the Women l nion still
forwarded a‘pcl‘iunn to the Licutenant Governor of Wesicrn Re'gl?t;,
accusing Oba Ademola 11 of vicumizing those who d::aglu.cd with bis
;zdsnn’.i;l:‘nion. It was even alleged that dusing the first mecting ol i:gha
Central Council, which he attended on his return. the Mujevbare h(.:_uciy
was banned. while the Egba Appeal Court, where one M. .-Xdug.u.ﬂi‘ﬂ
Soctan was president, was abohished. These actions were taken to hzua}:s
and inumidate both Majeobaje Society and Mr. Soctan As a}l:;@ nq}cd )i
one Mi. C. C. A A. Titcombe, who was a member of the ft.cx1trc'1
Council. the law agamnst drumming was made to prevent the Majeobaje
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from conveming their meetings during a meecuine that was anended b
Oba Ademola 11 (Soutiern Nigeria Defender 10" lune. 1052y,

The Egba Women Union: A Prognosis of its vccomplishments

As the case was in Aba in the early davs of colomalisi. there
were also arbitrariness, favoritism and prequdice associated with the
newly imposed taxes i Abeokuta, and the entire Yorubaland. o
instance, il one had 4 clash with a councilor or cne seduced a wife from a
councilor’s family. one was sure to be heavily taxed. On the other hand.
if one was a fricnd to any of the councilors or traditional chicfs. one Wi
sure to be lightly taxed (Martin, 1978: 16 - 28). Above all. these
government agents paid no tax at all. whether {141 rate or income tax.

With the Beere emincnt 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 mouthptece. as well as teacher. She
succeeded in putting an end to a regime of oppression and nusery. Her
London education, instead of changing her 1o a Nigerian “London lady™.
made her adaptable and unassumine. The anti-tax and the anti-4lake
agitation of kgba women in 1948 was 3 peaceiid TSIt that received tar
less atienuion than the Aba rots. probably because 1t was agaimnst
traditional. rather than the colomal authority. Significantly, the Egba
Women’s Riots remained relatively “peaceful” hecause the police were
not Torcefully involved (Peil. 1976: 170) Mrs. kut stayed with women
in front of the Ake palace for three days as they demonstrated agamst
alleged unjust arrests and women taxation 1 Abeokuta (Uhniversin
Herald, Dec. 1950: 17),

Their (Egba Women Union) role m the Abeokuta iax riots.is
significant in this country because 1 marked the biggest first step
towards the emancipation of women in Nigeria. It was one of the lopgest
sustained protests by women (9 months and) and it relied on multi-class
and rural’wrban coalition. They succeeded in putting an end to a regime
of oppression and misery.

£
o
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Lhe British and Sole Native Authoritics Concessions: Victory for the
Women Movement?

The achievement of the women's movement in the political
splicic was astounding: taxes levied on women were anolished, while the
representation of women in the Fgha Central Council was suaranteed
through the allocaton of four seats to women. Beyond that. m 1949
when the new Governor, Sir John McPherson. called for regional and all
Nigerian constitutional conference, 1o discuss the promulgation of a new
constitution, Mrs Kuti was the only woman representative at the Western
Regional Conference in Ihadan (University: Herald. Dec. 1950: 17).
Although. not all the issues for which women agitated were
accomplished, they succeeded in making the British colomal
government to begin to pay greater attention to women's affairs. Ji
became evident that they too, like the Aba women, had the capacity o
affect the level of stability within ther 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.

On the 21" of May 1954, an instruction was issucd that all
persons who received taxable income should pay tax, whatever their sex.
It was also observed that discrimination against onc particular class of
women was unfair. The Nauve Authority was advised that if they
actually . intended to assess all women, including traders known or
belicved 10 be in receipt of a taxable income, and that :f the income was
unknown, a return could be called for. from the person to be assessed
(NAL Oyo Prof. 1. 1927, Vol. VIII). Apparently, the situation that was
prevaient in Abeokuta also obtained in other parts of Yorubaland. and the
Briush Colonial Authority was determined to address the issue as a result
of the 1948 experience. | ;

A decade carlier, however, the reasons advanced by Native
Authoritics who were consulted on the taxation of women income was
that they were “all petty traders™ who were not “wealthy enough to be
subjected 10 pay income tax™ (NAL Ondo Prof .1'1. No. 663) Up 1o
1964, tie position was that throughout Western Nigeria, all women
whose income fell below 50 pounds per annum should not pay the

A
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proportssig income rate . of a1 shme places. li'\'}' pand sorme
spectal rates oy sueh ey o ! e and winer (Orewa. 1942 s

Sigiiticantiy, Mrs. Kun s rote o the Abeokuta Tax Kiots marked
Hie DIGECSL Liusl slep towamas e winiciation of women in Nigena. 1he
spectacte of o band of woni wlh
confront pey
gallantsy by women. Undor e ol ship of the Beere. the women
ntromted the Adeke. whe was well ftted nto the coionsal
administrative structure ot imlaz ot Ru'e. She led women on a protest
against the pavment of tax in [ohy! wloand through uncompronising
muilitancy. and the evocation of cultirl i reats such as the baring of their
bodies at the Oba's palace, the: e, ceeded in laying the foundations for
women's cmancipation in Nigeria

Significantly, one gould aver that women who were politically
margmahzed during the coloninl period temembered the political roles
played by the /\aloda in the pre-cotunial period, and insisted that there
should be no taxation without representation. Colonial state. however,
defined political space to be exciusisely male dominated and thus.
women partcipation in ke N wnerament and polies o the
colonial period was far below those of the men. In spite of that. wonien
gave their support. wheneser
order to achieve

cseand spoke i oone voice to

fearlessly o

Aowas weeded. by working with the men in
> the comumon socien) mterests, such as the attemment of
Il]d\puhu\lkL tor Nigeria. But sad) thy '1'! cdue post-colonial N 1eria
women did not butld on the modicum of suceess achieved through the
cfforts of such arcat heremes as Olufin nmitlayo Ransome Kuti. Gambo
Sawaba, cte. who sacrificed tine aid n

mey tor the good of Nigena. The
post-colonial women involvemoni 1

pehtics between 1960 and 1999
was very discouraging and ur'rprnﬂmh 1w as aresult of the msincerity
of the men, the major stake-halder. whao did nol provide the needed
pnlttiw-ﬂuxunmm!1I empowerment by bringing women  into the
manstream of political activities

Adthough, adnuuediy. women iike Sarah Jubril. Okonjo fweala.
Dora Akunvili. Obi Frekw ostl. vie made their marks. within their
limited power and influence. by breakine mio the centre of Loy ernmental
alfairs, thew efforts only warranted scant siiention as they have not really
made much  resounding impact i their respeective  spheres.  The

CRIVEd OPRFCssIon wis o most remarkable demonstiation of
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msmeerity of Hie men. wine hit generady toned wosien wah disdain in
ther en]]'}f)\\’{.‘l""lk"’!i jHe TH Al i LG AL HOU-ClONnonue
envromments, has beon i e i o Ul o that have
characterized the  Niges; ROMAN s volvemert e politico-
governmental atfams sine. (1) soanveh s in politics.
however, got better with 1j o seeon camime  of formier President
Olusegun Obasanjo m 1690 1+ boped thar the post-colonial Nigerian

women would again nse up o the occasion s they did m the pre-
columal and colonial pertods plav stgmificant roles that can lead to
the positive transformanon ' the enur Nigenan socicty and even
bevond.
Conclusion

This study has demopstrated that women, being acutelv aware of
the threat which colonial poticies posed to therr soca! status, orgamzed
themselves through their political ergamzation. utilizing  traditional
mechanism, 10 coordinate wonien s society to [ight women's battle to
preserve and protect their oo nami agni The Yorebs women also
recognized the utility of moders westom style wehniques and skills in
political and economie organization i carryiny on their struggle against
the colonial authorities. S, gutficantdy, w ihe 19405, they increasingly
linked their particular objeenves wilh the widor obiccis oa of wtal self-
government, and were an inportint source o suppart for the nationalist
movement which developed during the war

The anti-colomal 4 uggle saw  women protesting strongly

against tradional vulers, wiy WO WeIe ot Conderuiiie 1o the traditions-of

{ thx_ l’ll\d and d{:di 15t other colonial awthoriti. wio were found to be

insensitive to the plight of mu mvnk over whom they ruled, The women
movement not only succe 1 laving the fuundations [8r women's

emancipation, their activiics alsa culminaed m e exile of the then
A/ﬂf\c” Uf Eund]anﬁ Obii f.l. b ‘\dcnum: Pl ooy Os webo Ihe fu‘f'rc' 5
struggle for justice and fairness was essentialls teamst an Alake

who was found to be corrupt. and a colonl u!‘?:luni’al‘ﬁ'l that was

msensitive to the plight of the people.
Gambo Sawaba and Mis. Funmilayo Ransome-Kut were clear
cases of solo feminine powers. who mobilized others to fight corruption
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and unwarranted deseeration of traditions held in awe. Sigmficantly. one
could say that during Briush rule m Nigeria, the Nigerian women's
SCAICh lor relevance and actualization. at both the locai and miernatuonal
domains. were largely successful. They were able to articulate aad bring
their issues 1 giobal attention, thus, attracting popular support and
sympathy for their modest and justifiable demands. The women revolis
showed clearly that the colonial administrators misaligned tax policies
with implementation in an age of extreme economuc hardship,

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

cocoa,
Significantly, the roles played by. Mrs. Kuti mn the struggle
agamnst colonial economic policies, which had no human faces, were
simply amazing, as. wel] as commendable. The Beere was a great woman
activist of international repute, ah icon in woman empowerment, and a
quintessence for all women in education and politics in colomial Nigeria.
She was, indeed, a heroine in the history of nation building. who largely
influenced the broader natonalist movement in Nigeria and organized
women in other parts of the country m order 1o rid the country of sociu-
economic and political imbalances that pervaded the entire political
landscape. Sadly, she died on the 13" of April. 1978 at age 78, following
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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