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Resurgence of Traditional I nstitutions of Governance: | mperative

for State-Building in Africa
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Abstract

The question of the rights-based institutions of governance capable of facilitating the
consolidationof state-buildingand democraticgovernancein Africa remainscritical as most
African countries continue to experiencewidespreaddisintegration of their institutions of
governancedespite the demiseof colonialism and autocracy in the continent. While some
scholars argue for selective application of some traditional African political models of
governanceas solutionto African deepeningrises,othershoweverdoubtthe relevanceof such
modelsin the 21% centurydemandof governanceBy examiningthe traditional African system
of statelegitimacyand civil obediencethis paperarguethat thoughthe viability of institutions
cannot be necessarilydeterminedby whether they are imported or indigenous,the present
African political and economiccrisis is unlikely to be reversedunder the existing mostly
contradictory duality of institutions. It recommendsamong others, a dynamicinterplay and
harmonization of Africa’s cultural ideological heritage and the agencies of the modern state.
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INTRODUCTION

Most countriesin Africa are characterizedy economicand political disintegrationdespitethe
euphoriaover the demiseof colonizationand autocracyin the continent.Severaldecadesfter
independenceMost African postcolonialstatescontinueto experiencewidespreadethnic and
civil conflicts, poverty,corruption,civil disobediencefrequentelectoraland post-electorastrife
and fragmentationof various aspectsof their institutions of governance.The contemporary

African stateis not ableto guaranteats citizensadequatesecuritywhile basicnecessitie®f life
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haveeludedits people.Despitethat the continentis rich in gold, petroleum,uranium,diamonds
andothervaluablemineralresourcesits political economyis in shamblewith mostcountriesin

the continentamongthe poorestin the world. The virtual anarchyin manypartsof Africa today

is an indication of the failure of the post-colonialstatein Africa. Most of these countries
essentiallyimitate westernpolitical institutions,while the overwhelmingrural populationsoften
alienated from the state continue to sickcipally to traditionakocio-politicalinstitutions asa
parallel system of governance. This thus create a dualistic form of institutions of governance that
are positionedback-to-back,eachone behindthe other and facing in oppositedirections.The
fragmentatiorof the institutions ofgovernance continues to contributectasis of state-building,
governanceand economicdevelopmenin Africa. Despitemodestprogressn somecountries,

the post-coloniabtate of Africa has been unable to establish rights-based political and economic
systems of governancethat would facilitate consolidation of state-buildingand promote
economic development.

Scholarshaveviewedthis asto alarge extent,a resultof Africans’ detachmenfrom the
institutional and cultural valuesof its constituency.The issueof what valuesand rights-based
political and economic institutions and systems of governancethat would facilitate the
consolidationof state-building,democraticgovernanceand promoteeconomicdevelopmentn
Africa therefore,remainscritical. While some scholarsof African political thoughtarguefor
selective application of traditional African political models and system of governance which was
distorted by the colonial administrationas the solution to the myriad of crisis ravagingthe
continent, others however doubt the relevance and applicability of such models iff teat2ity
demandsof governancelt is thereforeimperativeto examinethe perspectiveof the traditional

Africa on some of these concepts that are characteristic of political institutions.

STATE, GOVERNANCE AND POLITICAL OBLIGATION IN TRADITIONAL AFRICA

One of the fundamentalinterestsof political theory is the origin of the state’ Political

philosophersarevery keenat discoveringthe fundamentafactorsthat underpinnedhe creation

2 Appadorai A. (1974)The Substance of Politics (1Ed). New Delhi: Oxford University Press.
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of the stateand the institutionalizationof governmentn the society®> However, like any other
phenomenorin the field of political science variousdivergenttheorieshad beenpostulatedto
explain the subjectmatter. Thus Carnerid notedthat thoughthe Stateis the most far-reaching
political development in human history, its origérstill imperfectly understood. In the context of
the African traditional state,religion providesthe explanationfor the origin of the stateand
justification for legitimation of the authority dtfie ruler’ The origin of states in traditional Africa
is tracedto either the benevolenceof an all-powerful god or to the expansiveabilities of a
mythical or super-humarancestof. They areall thereforetheocratic The story of the origins of
the Yoruba in the Southwesterrpart of Nigeria, the Zulu, the Nyoro of the Bunyoro-Kitara
kingdomin westernUganda,the Tallensi of northernGhanaamongothers,are rootedin this
mythical supernaturaphenomenon. Though Africa is repletewith different versionsof this
mythical origin, Kinship is the connectionof the variousbeliefsandideasaboutsocial-political
order in Africa. Stateareregarded tdvave originated from oneriginal stock a belief thaholds
the communities together in political unibriThe mythical origin rooted in kinship also identifies
the limits of the ruler’'s poweraswell asthe rights of the citizensandprovidesthe standarddy
which behaviour is judged, crime identified and punishments apportioned.

Scholarson traditional African political systemsrecognizetwo main forms of statesin

Africa, namelythe non-centralizedr fragmentedraditional stateandthe centralizedstate® The
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non-centralizedraditional statesare fragmented,statelessacephalousand lack a sovereign.
They are characterizedby consensualnature of decision-makingin the areasof resource
allocation,law makingand settlementof disputes.Techniquesf social controlin this political
systemrevolvedaroundthe dynamicsof clanship.The normativeschemeconsistedof elaborate
bodiesof well- establishedulesof conduct,usuallyenforcedby headsof fragmentedsegments,
andin more seriousor subversivecasespy spontaneousommunityaction. Two major features
are noticed in this system- The existenceof well-defined norms despitethe absenceof a
hierarchical system headed by a sovereign; anditeet and pronounced participation of people-
members otlans, segments and so on in decision ma&swyiring a visible democratic process.
Examplesare the "Tallensi" of Northern Ghana,Baito of Eritrea, the Sukumaof Tanzania,
Oromo of Ethiopia, the Ibos of Nigeria, the KgatiaBotswana, the Nuer of Southern Sudan, and
the Kikuyu of Kenya.

The centralized states hadnore structured ansophisticategbolitical system. Examples
are Asante and Mole - Dabgani of Ghana, Yorubatdrdigeria, Zulus of South Africa, Barotse
of Zambiaand Bagandaof Uganda.Thesestateswere organizedunderwell-entrenchedhighly
structuredand sophisticategbolitical authorities.They had a political sovereignbackedby well-
organizedlaw enforcementigenciesand habitually obeyedby the citizenry. Infraction of well-
articulated legal norms attracted swift sanctions imposed by state officials. But thehi@igyr
the political sovereignyuled with his council of eldersandadvisorsin accordancevith the law,
and althoughautocracywas not unknown,the rule of law wasa cardinalfeatureof their system
of governance. The king was ultimately accountalnie liable to deposition upon the violation of
norms consideredubversive of the entire politicalystem or particularly heinous. In margses
the political structuresvere complementedby hierarchyof courtspresidedover by the king, the
headchief or the village chief. The conceptof law in thesestateswas, in substancehardly
distinguishable from that of a modem state.

In most of these states, there was provision for participation in decision-making by groups
of the citizenry eitherindirectly throughthe headsof their clans'lineagesor families; or more

directly through various types of organizations like the Asafo Companies of the Fantes in Ghana.

Relevanceln: Ayoade John;Adigun Agbaje (eds.): African Political Thoughtand Institutions Lagos: Centrefor
Black and African Arts and Civilization.; Agbakoba,J C. A. (2004): The SupremeBeing in Traditional Africa
Thought: A Logico-Ontological Approach. Ifthe Annual of Medieval Studigsl. 10., pp. 129-145.
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Eligibility for installationasking or chief waslimited to certainroyal families but amongmany
states of Ghana the institution of king-makers natsunlike the Electoral College in some other
countries. The Queen mother played a critical asléhe custodian of the "royal register" and the
person who pronounced on the eligibility of conditions for chiefly office.

The resolutionof political power is centralto the corporateexistenceof any group of
people, no matter their permittivity or civilization. There has been a considerabledebate
however,in the literature of political scienceand dating back to the period of hobbesas to
whether the state, as a sovereign, should be accountable to anyone or whether it should be treated
asa moral andresponsibleagent** The consensusiow seemgo be that while the statemustbe
self-accountingon the basisof the constitutionandthe laws of the country,the individualswho
exercisepoweron behalfof the statewhetherappointedor elected,mustbe accountabldor the
actions they take on behalf of the state'? The traditional African society was however,
characterized with the rule of law and leadership accountability to the citizens of the community.
As notedby Oculi*®, political powerin the African traditional governancevas held in trust for
the peopleby the king or the ruling council. For instancerulers who abusedtheir power and
authority in the Yoruba traditional society among others, were exiled and forced to commit
suicide.Similarly, the Jukun,the Attah of Igalaall thoughregardedas God but posses$o more
than constitutionalpower. It wasa sacredand symbolof unity of the people.The ruler wasnot
regarded as a person who could enforce his persatabut the will of the people. In this same
dimension,the traditional African societieshad rich traditional economicinstitutionsthat deal
with allocation of resources. The political econoafiyhe traditional African state was communal
and held in trust for the community by the rulers!* Land which was the major meansof

productionwas recognizedas belongingto the society. Throughcommunalland tenuresystem,
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every memberof the community had a right to the use of land. This communalsystem of
resourceallocationis foundationfor the traditional political structuresand democraticvaluesin
Africa (M). It ensuredrespectfor the traditional land rights of local communitiesand their
involvement in decision-making as well as in sharing the benefits of land and other geo-resources
allocation. Thaliessaland tenure system which was predominant in Eritrea for instance, ensured
distribution of arable lands equally amoaihouseholdsn thevillage. The system ensured that
single widows/widowers, spinsters and orphans are entitled to shares of arable land in the village.
Azikiwe'® identifies the pristine African economicideology as proto-welfarism.According to
him, this proto-welfarismis welfarism in its “purest form” aimed at guaranteeingeconomic
securityfor everyone,animatedby the goodwill and humanitarianisnof eachkindred, through
the family asa unit of the clan. Proto-welfarismplacesthe responsibilityof finding solutionsto
the socio-economi@roblemsof the societymainly on the elders,who are known asthe trustees
of the traditional African societies. They are tustodian of the law, and they made it their point
of duty to safeguard,and maintainthe welfare of eachmemberof their society. This proto-
welfarism as portrayedby Azikiwe hasthe potentialto promotematerial prosperityfor Africa
accordingto the resourcef eachindividual. As notedby Igwe, 1992, being motivatedby the
philosophy of live and let live, the proto-welfarism encourages the system of mutual aid and care
on the basisof familihood. It enjoinseveryoneto carefor the welfare of eachindividual. This
proto-welfarism designateshe principle of communalismand was the hallmark of African
traditional life before European colonization, dhd subsequent disruption of Africans economic
and social life®

Social cohesionin African traditional society was dominantover individuality and the
orderof dominancewasnatural,thatis, societyevolvedwith socialharmonyratherthantension
or crisis betweenthe two.!’” African traditional society was a systemof interlocking familial

relationshipsand destinies® This contradictsthe contemporanfrica which is characterizedby

15 Azikiwe, N. (1980)1deology for Nigeria: Capitalism, socialism, or welfaristiRyeria: Macmillan.
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XXXIII. Nol, IssuesNo129,p 92.; Igwe, A. (1992): Zik: The Philosopherof our Time Enugu:FourthDimension
Publisher.

" Kigongo, J. K. (1987)The Concepts of Individuality And Social Cohesi@nPerversion Of Two African Cultural
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deliberatecoercivetendencyagainstindividuality in the attemptto build a cohesiveharmonious

society and realize nation unityDespite its inherent oppression, this has beeffotiredation of

nation building?® Drawing credencefrom Nyerere,Bandé* notedthat the traditional African

societyis anintegratedwhole within which all socialinstitutionsareconcernedvith the welfare

of the groupasa single entity with politics, religion, andthe economyoverlappingone another.

This society is humane, socialists, and democrhtis.characterized by equality, mutual respect,

sharing, and an acceptance of obligation to work. It was a harmonious and classless yet pluralistic

society being characterized by an undisputableofaditversity of systems of social organisation.
Political obligation in African traditional statelerived from the acceptance of a common

descentcustomand a commonperceptionby the peoplethat they will be more ableto realize

their common aspirationsfor peaceand security, which are essentialfor their physical and

spiritual welfare and progresshoth asindividualsand asa community?” Justas political power

was legitimized by customs and common good of the society, the obligation to obey also follows

the samebelief??

Myths providedthe frameworkfor the relationshipbetweenthe ruler andthe
ruled in the African traditional societfhe communities’ acceptana® the myth of descenand
the superintendingole of the supernaturaivorld believedto give the infallible truthsinvolvesa
dispositionto obey words and instructionsemanatingfrom this platform. Thus communities’
authoritiesare believedto say the truth and heededto for the promotion of good behaviour
amongthe people?* The Diamain Bornu, Yoruba,Jukunand Onitshaall in Nigeria, the ancient
Egyptamongothersfor exampleconceivedtheir rulersasgod?® The traditional Africa believes

in the organic nature of the society. There is a belief in common descent, value and interest for all
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First International Regional Conference in PhilosopB8-27 May, Mombasa/Kenya.
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memberof the societyto protectandenhance® Civil disobedienceneansinvoking the wrath of

the gods or ancestorswhose existence provides an essentialingredient of social order?’
Accordingto Otubanjé®, the theoryof political obligationwhich is applicablehereis somewhat

an amalgamof prudentialtheoryand Hobbes’ssocial contract.By Prudentialtheorymanobeys

the statebecausef fear of the punishmenfor disobedienceavhile in social contracttheory,the
acceptancef political authority by the peopleis the fountain of men’s obedienceof rules?
Thereis evidencein traditional Africa of the omnipresentsanctionsof religion and the fear of
them in men’s relationship to each other and théers, but there is also the existence of a potent

feeling of shared antecedents and values which is the springboard of a willingness*fo obey.
ORIGIN OF CRISISOF STATE-BUILDING IN AFRICA

The political map of Africa was redrawnin Berlin in 1885 following Europeancolonization.
African territory was carvedout accordingto the colonialists’areasof influencewithout regards

to the pre-existingboundariesThis broughttogetherin most instanceserstwhile antagonistic
communities and dissimilar cultures while ethnic areas were arbitrarily split between two or more
countriesunder different Europeanpowers. Europeanpolitical structuresand processesvere
introducedand imposed.The imposition of colonialisminvolves a consciousor unconscious
processof imitation or adaptationby many Africans to Europeanlifestyles and values.
Colonialismin this contextentailsboth territorial annexatiorandinternal colonialisminvolving
political, economic and psycho cultural exploitatidfo Fanon therefore, colonialism is never a

modernizingfactor but destructiveto African valuesandwas a brake on the processof social

%6 MengisteabK. (2005): African Traditional Institutions of GovernanceThe caseof Eritrea’s Village Baito. In:
Vaughan Olufemi (ed.)fradition and Politics Indigenous Political Structures in Afri€aitrea: Africa World Press.
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(eds):African Political Thought and Institutionsagos: Centre for Black and African Arts and Civilization.
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Power: A Strategic-Relational ApproacdBiambridge: Polity.
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changein pre-colonial Africa.®* Since the imposition of Europeancolonial rule on Africa,
coercion provokes reaction in form of resistance, both physical and psychic, thus causing a crisis
betweensocialcohesiomand individuality.This mark the beginningf the crisis in stateébuilding
in Africa.>®

Another critical aspect of the crisis of state-building is the nature of the post-colonial state
of Africa. Many observers/iew the despoticandself-servingnatureof the African Stateto be a
major hindranceto Africa’s political and economictransformatior’* The nationalistleadersof
the decolonizing Africa instead of reclaiming and revitalizing the relevant aspectof their
traditionalinstitutionsand building uponthem, often simply adoptedwesterninstitutionswhich
was largely ineffective in advancinige interest®f the societyFollowing its degradation by the
colonialist, the nationalist leaders viewed Afridaaditional institutions of governance as archaic
and not suitablefor moderngovernancewhile the overwhelmingrural populationscontinueto
stick principally to traditional socio-political institutions. The resultant effect was a dualistic form
of political institutionsin Africa. Thusthe African State,in mostcasesjnheritedthe extractive
(rentier) production relations and repressivesecurity apparatusof the colonial state® Its
economicpolicies largely representedhe interestof externalforces— the imperial powersand
also remainedlargely outside the control of its citizenry, advancingprivate interestsat the
expense of public interestSAs a result, the general population often perceives the state to be an
apparatusof exploitationand oppressionwhile the elite seeit asa sourceof powerfor control

and self-enrichment.A State that is perceivedin this mannerwill definitely lack internal

32 Jinadu, A. (1980)FANON: In search of the African Revolutidtigeria: Fourth Dimension Publishers.; Fanon, F.
(1967):Wretched of the EartiNew York: Pequine Books.
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34 MengisteabK. (2005): African Traditional Institutions of GovernanceThe caseof Eritrea’s Village Baito. In:
VaughanOlufemi (ed.): Tradition and Politics IndigenousPolitical Structuresin Africa. Eritrea: Africa World
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Review Vol. 91, No. 5., pp. 1369-1401.
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legitimacy that is necessaryor political obligation and stability. A stateof this naturewhose
economyis closely tied to the interestsof external forces can hardly provide accountable

leadership or be an agent for the empowerment of citizens.
STEPIN THE RECONSTITUTION OF THE AFRICAN STATE

The constructionof democraticgovernancerchitecturesootedin African traditional systemof
governance constitutes a critical step in the reconstitution of the contemporary African state. As it
has beenshown in this paper, many of Africa’s traditional institutions of governancehave
valuable characteristicghat can inform the developmentof culturally relevantinstitutions of
democratic governancein contemporaryAfrica. African traditional political values should
therefore bencorporated into the modekaluesof governance. Decentralization and devolution

of power, consensual system of decision-making, resolution of conflicts by narrowing differences
through negotiations instead of adversarial procedures and establishing power-sharing
arrangementf governance,are key to mitigating political, religious and ethnic conflicts,
avoiding the winners take all modern electoral Binghtion system and bringing the State under
broaderpopular control, rooted in African political and cultural values. Reconstitutionof the
Stateand integrationof traditional institutions are thus complementaryprocesseshat must go

hand in hand.

The stateand politicalsystem havéeenviewed agarts of a broader collection of social
relationsof the society and thereforecannotadequatelyfunction outsideits being part of this
ensemblé’ There must be renewedefforts of African leadersto democratizethe state by
bringing it under the control of and linkage with the society. This is essential for state building in
Africa. Democratizationof the State, along with incorporationof traditional institutions of
governance can contribute to effective governmeadatinistration in Africa.

African traditional political values and customaays do not only converge with modern

democraticvalues but also have the potential to complementthe mechanismsof modern

37 Effland, R.(1998): The Cultural Evolution o€ivilizations MesaCommunity College.; Turner, B5. (2000):The
Blackwell companionto social theory (2nd ed.) Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers.;Mengisteab,K. (2005):
African Traditional Institutions of GovernanceThe caseof Eritrea’s Village Baito. In: VaughanOlufemi (ed.):
Tradition and Politics Indigenous Political Structures in Afri€itrea: Africa World Press.
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democracyby filling the gapsin the applicability of modern democraticmechanismsThe

institution of traditional rulerships an enduringartof African heritage thaplaysa critical role

as the custodian of these cultural values and customs hence their roles are indispensable. They are
closely linkedwith the grassroots andnderstand the problena$ the people. Thegan mobilize

the rural populacefor political participation, bring marginalizedgroups of society into the

political processand constitute forums where local interests are debatedand articulated.
Traditional authorities can therefore be a veritable instrumentin our searchfor grassroots

political participation, peace, order, security atability in our societies.

The traditionalinstitutionscan also serveas effective mechanisnfor complementinghe
efforts of the modernstatein mitigating resource-basedonflicts. The communalland tenure
systema traditional mechanisnfor resourceallocationis foundationfor the traditional political
structuresand democraticvaluesin Africa. It ensuredrespectfor the traditional land rights of
local communities and theinvolvement indecision-making as wellsin sharing the benefits of
land and other geo-resourceallocation. The communaltenuresystemcreatesaccesdo land for
all members of the communityhe diessalandtenuresystem which was predominant in Eritrea
for instance, ensured distribution of arable laegisally among all households in the village. The
systemensuredthat single widows/widowers,spinstersand orphansare entitled to sharesof
arableland in the village. While communalland tenure systemmay not necessarilyalleviate
poverty or ensuresocial equality, it createsa relative equality of accesdn the rural areas.The
governments’practice of issuingland by concessionto individuals, commercialfarmersand
mining corporationswith little regardfor the land rights andinterestsof local communitieswill
continue to create land shortages, adverse ecological changes and hence impoverish the economy
of local communities.This practice has beenthe sourceof violence, resource-basedonflicts
amongcommunitiesand betweenthe stateand communitiesin severalcountrieslike Nigeria,
Sudan,Liberia, and Sierra Leone amongothers. The communalland tenure systempromotes

egalitarian and democratic community.
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CONCLUSION

The deepeningcrisis ravagingthe continentof Africa’s is unlikely to be reversedunderthe

existingimport or duality of institutions.Viable stateinstitutionscannotbe sustainedf simply

imposed from above or from outside. They require the dynamic interplay of antecedent structures

and the agencies of the modern state. The formal institutions of the State, i.e., rules regulating the

structureof polity, property rights, and contracting,cannotbe effective if they disregardor
contradict the customaryrules of the traditional institutions, which govern the lives and
livelihood of large segmentf the population.For instance the Stateis unlikely to succeedn
state-buildingand in mobilizing the cooperationof large segmentsof its citizens for socio-
economicdevelopmentvithout connectingtself to and harmonizingits political apparatuswith
the institutions,cultural valuesandinterestsof all its constituenciesincludingrural populations.
Though the viability of institutions cannot be necessarilydeterminedby whether they are
imported or indigenousit is submittedin this paperhowever,that identification of a theory

groundedin Africa’s cultural heritageis an indispensabldactor to the constructionof viable

political systems in Africa. There must be link between culture, ideology, and modernization!
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