INDIGENOUS
AFRICAN INSTITUTIONS

George B. N. Ayittey

Transnational Publishers, Inc.
7‘/;{ ” Ardsley-on-Hudson, New York



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION: THE RAPE OF AFRICA xiii
Africa’s Deepening Crisis  xiii
What Went Wrong?  xv
Myths and Misconceptions About Africa  xxiii
The Problem With Afrocentricism  xxvi
The Common Sense Approach to Africa’s Ills  xxxwii
Elite Development Approach  xliii
Aim and Purpose of Book «xliv

CHAPTER 1: THE INDIGENOUS SOCIAL SYSTEMS

A. The Peasants’ Social Structure And Organization: A
Comparative Overview 1

B. African Beliefs, Religion And Customs
Philosophical Tenets 10
The Individual Versus the Society 14
The Fundamental Rights of the African People 22
The Concept of Wealth 23
Education 30

C. Summary 37

CHAPTER 2: THE INDIGENOUS LEGAL INSTITUTIONS

A. Native Courts And Customary Law 39
Jurisprudence in Stateless Societies 42
Jurisprudence in States 44

B. Contracts And Property Rights 54
Property Claims 56
Settlement of Disputes And Court Cases 60

C. Inter-Ethnic Conflicts And Disputes 66
D. Summary 67

CHAPTER 3: INDIGENOUS POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS
A. Introduction 71

B. Stateless Societies 78
Organizational Structure 80
The Igbo Government 82
The Fulani of Northern Nigeria 85
The Somali 86



vi INDIGENOUS AFRICAN ORGANIZATIONS

The Gikuyu of Kenya 87

The Kung of The Kalahari 88

Selection And Role Of The Headman In Stateless
Societies 93

B. Government In Chiefdloms 93
Day-to-Day Administration 96
The Selection And Traditional Role Of The Chief
108
The Functions Of The Chief 117
“Corruption As A Cultural Trait” - A Digression
122
Checks Against Abuse Of Power By The Chief
124
Religious Or Supernatural Sanctions 126
Institutionalized Sanctions 127
Private and public admonitions 128
Prohibitions Against The Office Of Chieftaincy
Or Kingship 129
Political Pressure From Various Groups And
Associations 131
Destoolment Of The Chief (Removal From
Office) 135
Spontaneous (Peasant) Responses 139

CHAPTER 4: AFRICAN KINGDOMS

A. Organizational Structure 151
The Serer State/Kingdom (Senegal) 154
The Kingdoms Of Sierra Leone (Temne And Mende)
155
The Mossi States/Kingdoms 157
The Ga Kingdom 158
The Kingdom Of Ife 160
The Kingdom Of Kongo 160
 The Basoga Kingdom Of Uganda 161
The Swazi Kingdom 161
The Zulu Kingdom 163

Exceptional Kingdoms
The Kingdom Of Dahomey 166
The Dyola Kingdom 171

B. Traditional Role Of African Kings
The African Concept Of The Universe 173
The King’s Link To The Universe 173



TABLE OF CONTENTS vii

C. The Selection And Removal Of African Kings 181
The King Of Cayor (Former Province Of Ghana) 182
The Bur (Serer King) 183
The Ga King 184
The Asante King 185
The Oni or Oba (Yoruba King) 188
The Kongo King 191
The Luba King 192
The Zibondo of Basoga 192
The Kabaka of Buganda 193

CHAPTER 5: GOVERNMENT IN NATIVE AFRICAN EMPIRES

A. By Assimilation 197
The Mandinka (Islamic) Empire, 1870-98 197
Eighteenth Century Zande Kingdom 198
The Zulu Kingdom 199

B. By Indirect Rule
The Ancient Empire Of Ghana 200
The Wolof Empire 202
The Mali Empire 204
Nineteenth Century Asante Empire 206
The Oyo Empire (Yoruba) 208
The Kingdom of Benin 217
The Kanuri Empire (Northern Nigeria) - 219
The Lunda Empire 224
The Kingdom of Kuba 226
The Empire of Mwene Mutapa (Great Zimbabwe) 229

CHAPTER 6: THE NATIVE SYSTEM OF GOVERNMENT: A
SUMMARY AND AN ASSESSMENT

A. Summary
1. Chiefdoms And Kingdoms 231
Swability 234
Indigenous Curbs Against Despotism 237 S

Native Freedom Of Expression 240
Peasants’ Power 242

2. The Empires 245
Checks Against African Imperialism 248
Absence of Strong Centralized Rule 250



viii

B.

C.
D.

INDIGENOUS AFRICAN ORGANIZATIONS

A Summary Of The Features Of The Indigenous
Political System 257

The Indigenous African Constitution 260

The Indigenous African Political System Weaknesses And
Strengths 266

CHAPTER 7: THE INDIGENOUS ECONOMIC SYSTEM

A.
B.

The “Economic Problem” 273

Production 279
Organization and Occupations 279
The Factors of Production: Supplies and Ownership
284
Land tenure 285
Land Reform-A Digression 304
Labor 306
Capital 308
Entrepreneurship and the Profit Motive 310

CHAPTER 8: THE INDIGENOUS ECONOMIC SYSTEM:
DISTRIBUTION

A.

C.

D.

Free Market And Free Trade Tradition 319
Markets Types and Organization 319

Market Regulations And Controls 324

Market Tolls And Taxes 325

The Importance Of Markets In Indigenous Africa

327

Media Of Exchange 336

Market Prices 339

Role Of Women In The Distribution System 347
Means of Transportation/Roads 356

The Role Of Government In The Indigenous Economy
356

Government Intervention 356

Taxes 364

Summary Of The Features Of The Indigenous Economic
System. 368

The Indigenous Economic System: An Assessment 370



TABLE OF CONTENTS ix

CHAPTER 9: THE INDIGENOUS INSTITUTIONS UNDER
COLONIALISM

A. Colonialism 378
Early Contacts and Scramble for Africa 378
Resistance Against Colonialism 381
Colonial Atrocities 384
African Chiefs Under Colonialism 386
Colonial Policies 390
The Native Institutions Under Colonialism 396

B. An Assessment 407
C. Summary 413

CHAPTER 10: THE POST-COLONIAL DESTRUCTION AND
BETRAYAL OF AFRICA

A. Black Neo-Colonialism 415
Independence And Aftermath 416
The Origins Of The African Crisis 418
Defective Leadership 419

B. Development By Imitation: The “So-Too-Must-We”
Syndrome 422
The Denigration Of The Indigenous 423
Misconstruction Of The Notion Of Development 423

C. Imposition Of Alien Systems On Africa 426
One-party State System 427
“Swiss bank” Socialism 429

D. The Economic Ruination Of Africa 432
The Golden Age Of Peasant Prosperity 433
Ghana’s Experience With Price Controls 436

E. The Destruction Of African Heritage 438
The Indigenous Versus The Colonial Institutions 439
The Plight Of The African Chief 442

F. The Political Destruction Of Africa 448
The Institution Of One-Man Dictatorships 449
Intellectual Repression 450
Military Rule: The Scourge Of Africa 458
How To Rid Africa Of Barbarous Military Regimes
472
Summary 474



x INDIGENQUS AFRICAN ORGANIZATIONS

CHAPTER 11: EPILOGUE: CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

A. Africa Beyond the 1990s 477

B. Botswana: The Shining Black Economic Star 478
The Keys To Botswana’s Success 481
Developing The Rest Of Black Africa 483

C. The Sequence Of Reform 488
Intellectual Reform (Freedom Of Expression) 493

The Futility Of Banning Books — A Digression 494
Political Development 497

How A Modern African Nation Should Be Governed
500

Growing Demands For Democratic Pluralism 502

Ghana’s District Assemblies — A Closer Look 506
Economic Development 511

Benin: A Test Case 511
Lesson Under A Mango Tree 514

MAPS

Map 1: Principal Peoples and Languages of Africa 517

Map 2: Trans-Saharan Trade Routes 518

Map 3: Pre-Colonial African States and Kingdoms, 10th - 16th Century
519

Map 4: Pre-Colonial African States and Kingdoms, 18th - 19th Century -
520 '

Map 5: Colonial Africa - 1913 522

Map 6: Political Map of Africa - 1990 523

BIBLIOGRAPHY 523
INDEX 537



