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Geertz, Melson and Wolpe, Huntington and others have argued that mo-
dernization promotes botentially disintegrative forces in developing areas, and,
in particular, often gives rise to powerful ethnic groupings. ! In this article,
we elaborate this hypothesis in the context of the developing nations of black
Africa. In so doing, we also attempt to demonstrate the relevance and useful-
ness to political scientists of the extensive work on modernization in Africa
produa;ed by students of related disciplines, and to draw from these studies
evidénce for our principal assertion: that in contemporary Africa, moderniza-
tion and ethnic competition can and do covary.

The first part of the paper is definitional: we clarify our usage of the major
terms of our argument. The second part is evidential: drawing on the social sci-
ence literature from Africa, we attempt to demonstrate that the goods of modernity
are desired but scarce; that modernization therefore creates new patterns of stra-
tification; and that both these phenomena engender patterns of ethnic competition
in Africa. We then move to our basic problem of explanation. Given that moderni-

zation promotes competition, why is it that this competition assumes ethnic form?



{n seeking answers to this question, we devote two sections of the paper to

the formation and persistence of ethnic groupings. In the last section of the
paper, we move to the task of specification. We argue that ethnic competition
can be present in varying degrees, culrﬁinating in ethnic violence; and we seek
to specify the circumstances under which the different intensities of competition

may emerge.

The major terms of our argument are modernity, modernization, ethnic
competition, and ethnic group.

In keeping with conventional usage, we define modernity operationally and
call those nations more modern which attain higher levels on the following vari-
ables: education, per capita income, urbanization, political participation, indus-
trial employment, and media participation. In practice, we will restrict our at-
tention to the first three of these variables. We feel justified in using a single
term--modernity--to refer to these distinct variables, for it has been repeatedly
demonstrated that they are highly interrelated and that their interrelation derives
from their tapping a single underlying dimension.

Modernization we define as the process of attaining modernity. While moder-
nity may be a highly interrelated and coherent set of variables--a system, as
Lerner states--modernization is an incremental process. It takes the form of
successive attempts to maximize the specific variables that comprise modernity.
From the point of view of those who are modernizing, modernization is represented

by the striving for more plentiful and better paying jobs, the search for urban

employment, the creation of fellowships for more education, the issuance of
trading iicenses, and the quest for a host of other immediate benefits.

By ethnic competition, we mean the striving by ethnic groups for
valued goods which are scarce in comparison to the demand for them. Our
definition of an ethnic group is, perforce, complex. In using the term, we
refer to a set of people who organize common activities, be they social
(e.g. age-grade initiations), economic (e.g. cattle herding), or political
(e.g. organizing behind a common candidate); who have the conviction that
they share common interests and a common fate; and who have devised a
cultural symbolism expressing their cohesiveness as a group. One factor
that distinguishes ethnic groups is the cultural symbolism which they employ:
it is characterized by collective myths of origin; the assertion of ties of
kinship or blood, be they real or putative; a mythology expressive of the
cultural uniqueness or superiority of the group; or a conscious elaboration of
its laﬁguage and heritage. Ethnic groups also differ from other groups in
their composition: they include persons from every stage of life and every
socio-economic level. 31

It is important to note that ethnic groups need not
be tribes. By our usage, the term tribe denotes a group bound by traditional
political structures, to which people are linked by the mechanisms of
traditional political obligation. Ethnic groups need not be based on traditional
political institutions; rather, many are based upon newly created political.

organizations, forged in the competitive environment of the modern era.



Moreover, the boundaries of ethnic groups may not be dictated by the tradition at . ) - .
. . wholesale adoption of new cash crops by the Baganda. In a discussion of the

all. Rather, ethnic groups are dynamic groups which use and redefine tradition in R . . o . .
. . most renownaed deviant case, the Masai, Gulliver persuasively argues that

a manner dictated by contemporary necessities; thus, persons from separate tribes -
their '"backward'' behavior is consistent with income maximization. The

may in the modern era be allied with a single ethnic coalition, and the history of their
: economic benefits of modernity are not rejected, he contends; rather,

past relations be reinterpreted to support the alliance. . - i
they simply are not certain enough to warrant the potential costs of

) . . - 8
I change. Studies of the flows of labor migrants in Africa also document

our point., The overwhelming consensus of students of this phenomenon

Moderrity is a cluster of desired goods. This is not to state }
is that the cause of these migrations is the desire for employment and

that it is uncritically accepted, nor thatAfrican people do not becry the B )
' the income it makes possible. As stated by Gulliver: '"the incentives to

obvious costs of modernization. The development of such philosophies ) _ .
labor migrants are primarily and preeminently a desire for cash and

as Negritude, Humanism, and the multitidinous versions of African _ 9
: material wealth which are not available at home. , ,."

Socialism by African intellectuals, and the spread of urban prophet
o The desire for modernity is also evidenced in the rapid

churches and anti-witchcraft movements among some of the African
expansion of urban areas in Africa. - The rate of expansion is truly:

masses, suggests the sensitivity of many to the costs of modernization. .
) impressive. According to available figures, the least rapidly urbanizing

Nevertheless, it is obvious that the components of modernity are strongly
’ state in Africa, Gambia, nonetheless experienced a 142% increase in its

desired. .
urban population between 1955-1965, an increase of at least three times

The desire for modernity: The widespread demand of Africans for

its rate of population growth. For the most rapidly urbanizing nation,

education has been amply documented; the promise of universal primary .
Malawi, the rate of increase was 617% over the same time period.

5
education is a political necessity in most African states.” Africans have :
Of all the modernizing trends in Africa, the growth of the cities has

demonstrated a willingness to alter life-styles and social structures in

perhaps been the most extensively studied. While most studies report
pursuit of higher incomes. For example, Scudder and Colson have documented

that the influx of urban migrants represents a search for higher incomes,
the transition of one isolated and impoverished community, the Gwembe .
6 recently collected materials lend greater credence to a popular hypothesis
Tonga of Zambia, through three major agricultural systems; the agri- ’
7 that has often been denigrated by scholars of the phenomenon: that
cultural transition of the Kipsigis and Kikuyu are well known; so too is the



urbanization also represents a quest for the modern style of life which

11
moncy can buy.

Competition for modernity: The desire for the components of modernity

in Africa is thus fully as incontrovertable as are the dissatisfactions to
wh_ich. modernity gives rise. Modernity is valued; equally as important,
the goods ’it represents are scarce in proportion to the demand for them.
The inevitable result is that people compete for these goods and for control
over the agencies which promote and direct the process of modernization.
This cdmpetition is best illustrated in the competition for income
and for several of the resources which create wealth: land, markets, and
jobs. In the agricultural societies of Africa, particularly where the
population is dense, the penetration of a money economy gives rise to an
intense competition for land. As Colson states: '"By themselves such
changes had an impact on local systems of land rights as men began to
evaluate the land.they used in new ways. They also led to an increasing
number of legal battles over land; for men were encouraged to establish
long-term rights in particular holdings either for immediate use or for
subsequent gain. ul2 While much of the competition for land is intra-ethzic,
much of it is inter-ethaic as well. Polly Hill has published accounts of
several major inter-ethnic land disputes in Ghana.13 The dispute between
the Kikuyu and Masai over control of the former white highlands has created
a major cleavage in the political life of Kenya..14 And a major source of

urban conflict is the tension between those indigenous ethnic groups who

have alientate their lands and those immigrant groups who have benefited
from the occupztion of urban real estate.

The competition for control of trade is equally intense, One
of I;he best analyses of this phenomenon is by Abner Cohen who documents
the intensive rivalry between the Yoruba and Hausa for control over first
the Kola trade and then the long distance trade in cattle in Nigeria.
G.I. Jones describes the 19th Century competition for control over trading
routes to the interior along the Southern Coast of Nigeria. and P.C.

Lloyd documents the rivalry between Itsekiri and Urhobo for marketing

facilities in Warra. 16 Such conflicts characterize Eastern Africa

as well. 7One need only note the pervasive rivalry between blacks and
Asians for control over commerce; specific instances of competition,
as between Bagandan and Indian traders in Kampala and Luo and Asian
shopkeepers in Kisumu, have been well documented, as have. the
consequences for the emergence of ethnic groupings.

Equally as pervasive is the competition for jobs. Parkin
discusses the rivalry between Luo and Baganda for employment in the
industrial and service sectors of Kampala; Grillo, in his analysis of
the East African Railways, notes a similar rivalry between Luo and
Abaluhya, 18 Competition for urban employment has been noted between
the Bamilékéand Douala in the Cameroons; between Nyanja and Bemba

speakers on the copperbelt of Northern Rhodesia; between indigenous

Africans and strangers in Abidjan; and between Kasai Baluba and Bena



. . . . 1
Lulua in Kasai province in the Congo. ? Exacerbating these tensions has
been the expansion of the production of educated employables at a rate
in excess of the expansion of job opportunities, a phenomenon that has

! 2
been extensively studied in Ghana, Nigeria, and elsewhere. 0

‘Modernity and stra.tifica.tion: Not only does fnodern?z_a.tion thus create
competition. But also, because the elements of modernity are valued
and scarce, they form the basis of a new stratification system in Afriéa‘
This is not to state that traditional criteria of social rankiné are totally
relinq\;ished; indeed, all evidénce is to the contra:ry, and we‘ shall argue

that the interplay between the two stratification systems is crucially

significant in explaining the emergence of ethnic groups in the modern era.-

Nonetheless, those who are educated, wealthy, and dwell in cities, and who
possess the power derived from competence in the modern sector, can .
successfully claim higher social rank in contemporary African society

than those who lack these attributes.

The creation of a new stratification systems is documented in
studies of occupational prestige in Africa. These studies find tha.tb
modern roles, such as those of the teacher or clerk, are given high
prestige and that in fact they are generally ranked highez.' than the roles
of traditional societies, such as those of craftsman or hunter. The
results of these studies go beyond suggesting that modern occupations

are prestigeful, howe{/er, ta emphasising that modern conceptions

of strztification are being utilized by African peoples. Thus, several
studies report a close correspondence between the ranking of occupations
by Europeans and Africans; Foster, for example, finds a correlation
of +. 88 between the prestige rankings of occupations by Ghanaian and
American samples, while Hicks reports a correlation of +. 80 between

. . . . R —
the rankings of occupations by African and white pupils in Zambia.
Xydias reports occupational rankings by Africans in the Congo which
’ 22
correspond closely to those produced in the more developed countries. .
And Hicks, in another study of oecupationa.l"prestige in Zambia, finds
the criteria for the rankings to be similar to those reported in industrial-
ized societies. The prestige of an occupation can largely be accounted for,
he indicates, by the degree of responsibility, service value, income,

23 .

education, and the nature of the working conditions associated with it.

The numerous studies of elite formation in Africa also suggest
that those who possess the attributes of modernity can successfully lay

claim to high status in many indigenous societies. This has been amply

documented in the primarily agricultural societies of West Africa. Thus,

. Lloyd, in a series of articles notes the rise of wealthy traders and

educated clerical workers as a new elite in Yoruba society; Austin discusses
the same phenomenon among the Ashanti and, like Lloyd, documents the
24

conflicts between the new elite and the traditional ruling classes. The

same pattern appears in the agricultural societies of East Africa as well.
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Studies of the Gisu, Chagga, Luo and Abaluhya report how the spread

of education and cash cropping generated new groups of literates and
wealthy traders and how these new segments of the population successfully
lay claim to elite status. In the urban areas, too, education, wealth
and an occupation in the modern sector, be it administrative or industriai,

represent enditlements to elite status; this is documented for Ibadan,

Kisangani, Kinshasa, and Jos at the very least. 26

Stratification and competition: Crucial to the emergence of ethnic

. competition is that societies as well as individuals tend to be evaluated

along the dimension of modernity. Those groups which are more wealthy,
better educated, and more urbanized tend to be envied, resented, and
sometimes feared by others; and the basis for these sentiments is the
recognition of their superior position in the new system of stratification.
Thus, for example, in Calabar, the indigenous Efik took readily to
education, while the immigrant Ibo lacked both education and the wealth
which would follow; the result was tension and hostility, sentiments which
were exacerbated by the Ibo's attempts to close the gap. 21 This case
finds its parallel in the famed rivalry between the Ibo and Yoruba.

Exposed to education at an earlier date, prosperous because of cocoa, and
the indigenous people of the urban areas which became the primary locus
of administrative and industrial development, the Yoruba claimed top

rank in the modern society of Nigeria. The envy of the Ibo, and the

tensions which resulted from their attempts to catch up with the Yoruba,

1
are too well known to warrant detailed discussion here, So too with
the northern peoples of Nigeria; their fear of the superiority of the
southern peoples in the modern sector led them to an explicit policy
of "northernization' whereby they gave privileged access to educational
and employment opportunities to residents of the north. Their unequal
status in modern society led another point of conflict with the southerners,
this time over the date of self-government in Nigeria. As related for the
Birom: ''Birom leaders expressed unease at the thought of rapid achievement
of selfgovernment--in fact at the idea of selfgovernment before the Birom
have produced enough professional men and traders and artisans to be
able to claim all the occupations of control which exist in their division. “28
As a result, the Birom aligned with the Northern Peoples Congress instead
of with one of the several southern parties which were competing for their
allegiance, for the Congress favored a later date for self-government.

The pattern of rivalry for equality along the modern dimension
finds its parallel in the competition between the Itsekiri and Urhobo in
Warri; the Ijebu and Ibandan Yoruba in Ibadan; the Bakongo and Bangala
in Leopoldville; and the Baluba and Bena Lulua in Kasai. 2? The pattern
of political alignments is paralleled throughout Africa.” Thus, for
example, the less develpedpastoralists less fervently pressed for self-

government in Kenya than did the agriculturalists; and when they saw

that their efforts were to fail, they sought to fragment power through a
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federal constitution. The pastoralists feared the perpetuation of the The political conflicts associated with the competition for modernity
disparity between themselves and the more educated, urbanized, and are intersified by the desire of ethnic groups to establish congruence

wealthy agriculturalists which would result were Kenya to become between their ""modernity status' and the political status positions.36 The goods of

independent under the political contro! of the agriculturalist tirbes. modernity 2re scarce,and as a result the less modernized persons tend to
This conflict was perhaps the major basis for the split between KANU be in the majority. Put another way, there is a disparity between modernity
and KADU in Kenya. 30 The political alignments in West African politics, status -- as measured by education, income, and urban dwelling -- and

such as in the Cameroons, Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone, and Liberia, are political power -- as determined by numbers. The result of this disparity
amenable to similar treatment, In these cases too party conflict tended is a feverish attempt by the leaders of the less modernized peoples to

to parallel the split between the more modernized residents, generally convert their majority position into political control over the allocation of

in the coastal areas, and the less modernized. peoples, generally dwelling modern r esources and thereby enhance their position in the modern sector.
in the hinterlands. 3 Similarly in Uganda, where the UPC represented A second result is the fear of the loss of power by the more modernized

a coalition of less modernized ethnic groups in common opposi#on to peoples. The consequence is strain and tension, as the majority converts
the prospects of a Baganda hegemony. 32 As Zolberg succintly states: numbers into power and power into the attainment of modern benefits.

"Many [of the changes introduced under colonial rule] have reinforced As studies of Zanzibar, Rwanda, Uganda, and Nigeria indicate, this process
old differntiations between tribes by adding to them new ones based on of attempted restratification can rapidly lead to violence, 38

modern attributes, such as wealth and education. " 33 ""On the whole

political activity has mirrored ethnic antagonisms that continue to prevail IV

34 . .
between groups." And as one Nigerian commentator states:
The basic question that arises from this discussion is: Why

Tribalism, then, exists when members of tribal groups must

compete as groups for places in the class, status and power should the competition for the components of modernity and for status
systems of the new nation. In a manner of speaking . . . it

is a form of social indecision regarding the strategy of equitable positions as defined by modernity involve ethnic groups at all? At
distribution of . . . advantages available to people in the new

African nations. 3° ' least two answers can be given to this question. The first is that

both the distribution of modernity and ethnic groups tends to be governed



to Nairobi and the highlands, are the most urbanized and educated, and

by the factor of space. Where modernization takes place often largely among the more wealthy of the ethnic groups in Kenya.40 Similarly,

determines who gets modernized. The second is that it is often useful Coleman and Abernethy argue that the initial advantage of the Yoruba

for those engaged in the competition for modernity to generate and in Nigeria derived from their proximity to Lagos and from the early

mobilize the support of ethnic groupings. establishment of missions in Lagos and Abeokuta. The Ibo, being more remote

The factor of space: It is the geographers who most forcefully portray the spatial from these areas,were initially less exposed to the centers of modernization;

patterns of modernization. Originating in '""nodes' or ''central places? "
modernity then spreads or '"diffuses" into the more remote regions of
the territory, they report. They also demonstrafe that the level of
quernity slopes downward with distance, with the centxjal places being
the most modergized, the proximate areas being the next most developed,
and the hinterlands lagging behind.39 While there is considerable debate
over whether territoriality is a required compdnent of the definition of
an ethnic groué, there is no denying that the members of an ethnic group
tend to cluster in space; nor can it be questioned but that colonial policy
made every attempt to assign ethnic groups to sta.ble and rigidly defined
areas. The result of this correspondence in spatial orderings is that
those ethnic groups which are most proximate to the locus of the impact
of modernity tend to be tixe most modernized; and thus the competition for
the benefits of modernity and for status positions in the modern sector
can become organized on ethnic lines.

The evidence for this assertion is persuasive. Soja, in his

analysis of modernization in Kenya, finds that the Kikuyu, being proximate

and being less proximate to the locus of mission activity, they lagged
. : . . . 41
badly in the attainment of education and well-paying jobs. The
preeminence of the Baganda, as well as the tensions which have resulted,
have also been éxplained in terms of their proximity to the administrative
capital and largest town in Uganda. As one analyst reports:
in Uganda (with the possible exception of the southeastern area)
geographical distance from the capital city is sufficient to provide
a rough indicator of the degree of modernity. Most Ugandans are

fully aware that the Baganda profited more than others from their
close proximity to the administrative center of the country. 42

1
So pervasive a phenomenon does this appear that spatial proximity is
sometimes offered as an alternative to classic notions of '"cultural
receptivity' in explaining differing rates of change. Thus, Kasfir,
discussing Apter's structural-cultural theory of modernization in Buganda,
notes that given the proximity of the Baganda to Kampala, the "argument
B 43 C .

. cannot be proved or disproved . L And Gugler, in discussing

the general resistance of pastoralists to the forces of change, comments

that "'the underlying more general factor [is] probably that many of these

are difficult of access to schools and administration alike, "
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Space, administration, and the incentive to orgaunize: We have noted that

colonial policy, andin particular indirect rule, ensured the correspondence
between levels of modernity and ethnic rnemb'ership, primarily by
reinforcing the permanency of the spatial boundaries of ethnic groups.
Colonial policy had anotler effect: it furnished an incentive to the formation
of ethnic organizatio_ns. The local administration, whatever its faults,

served as one of the primary agents of modernization in Africa. And the

colonial powers, by delineating administrative boundaries along 'tribal'f

lines, made it in the interests of their subjects to organize ethnic groupings

sa as to gain control over the administrative mechanisms which themselves

controlled the process of modernization.

This assertion is best demonstrated in the studies of one of the primary ~

source of income in Africa, land. Colson notes that colonial policy

produced two contradictory developments in land law. On the one hand,
the growth of the cash economy furnished an incentive for 1nd1v1dua1
on the other, the dominant mythology of the colqnial adminis -

ownership;

tration, that land was '"communally owned, " restricted permanent rights
to land to the members of the local ethnic group. A clear implication
of Colson's analysis is that as the benefits of land ownership increased,
as they did with the spl;ea.d of cash cropping, so did the importance of

retaining and affirming membership in ethnic groups. The political

consequences of this rapidly became evident in the conduct of the local

councils in which jurisdiction over land rights had in part been vested.

residents and indigenous ethnic group.

17

The local councils began to function as ethnic organizations, legislating

so as to protect the benefits brought to the local population by the

modernization process. Thus, Coleman reports that with the appreciation

of land values, councils in Owerri, Ibadan, Benin, Idoma, Tiv, and
Igala in Nigeria restricted access to land to the local ethnic group and
divested strangers éf the rights of permanent tenure. In this way, the
material benefits to be derived from the land were channeled to the local
46

. The powér of the local administration over economic resources
extended Beyond the control of land tenure to such other matters as access
to markets and market stalls, the regulation of crop production and animal
husbﬁ.ndry, the construction of roads for the export of produce, and etc.
At the behest of those who had the greatest stake in the modern economy,

often organized in 'improvement unions, ' many councils acted so as to

bias the distribution of these resources for the benefit of the local population

and away from immigrant strangers. Thus, La Fontaine reports that
local leaders sought to distribute roads and payments to coffee growers
around Mbale so as to benefit Gisu cash croppers exclusively. Lonsdale
doc‘umenfs the attempts by the Kavirondo local councils to restrict access
to markets to Abaluhya and Luo merchants and to alter agricultural
regulations for the benefit of Abaluhya and Luo cash croppers; both actions
in his discussion

were in opposition to Asians and Europeans. And Lloyd,

of Urhobo and Itsekiri rivalry in municipal elections in Warri, notes that



"It was said during the 1955 election campaigns that whichever tribe won
the election would restrict the lease of stalls to its own members and
thus give them a monopoly of the trade in the town. w7

Given the power of the local administration over the distribution
of the benefits of modernity, and given the correspondence between
administrative and ethnic boundaries, it was therefore natural that those
who sought to modernize would create politically cohesive ethnic groupings.} :
The dema.nd‘of ethnic groups for their own districts and councils represents
the logical culmination of this process, for by securing this demand tﬁey
can more perfectly ensure the diversion of the benefits of modernity to the :

members of their own group.

The behavior of the moderns: A second reason for the formation of ethnic

groups is that in the competition for the benefits of modernity, it has been in
the interests of the most modern elements to sponsor the growth of

"traditional'' consciousness in Africa. That the modern elements took

)

the initiative in organizing "traditional' groupings is extensively documented

in the literature.

The "educateds' often were the founders of ethnic unions. Thus,
Lionsdale speaks of ''the Christian establishment' of mission-trained literates
who helped to form the Kavirondo Taxpayers Welfare Association. Tv&;addle
writes of the '"'new men' created by missionary education' who helped to korm
And the role of the former mission students in

the Young Bagwere Association.

organizing the independent schools among the Kikuyu dand promoting ethnic

19

consciousness in that tribe has been discussed by many authors. 4 In
terms of income, it is often those who are better-off bybdint of their
occupations in the modern sector--the clerks, cash crop;;ers, and
traders--who form ethnic unions., Thus, for example, Ottenberg notes
that it was those who ""work as clerks for i:he local British Administration,
who teach in local schools, who work for traders, or who are traders

50
themselves'" who founded ethnic unions among the Afikpo Ibo. Sklar

notes that both the Egbe Omo Oduduwa and Ibo State Union ;'were created

by representatives of the new and rising class--lawyers, doctors,
' 51

businessmen, civil servants . - And George Bennett notes that

the Bahaya Union was led largely by relatively prosperous cash croppers

and members of cooperative societies whose economic interests were

threatened by the government's policies toward coffee cultivation and land

management.

The role of urban dwellers in the formation of ethnic unions
stands out most clearly in the literature from West Africa. There, ethnic
unions were most often formed in urban centers and only later exported
to the rural areas whose names they often bore. As stated by Offodile:
"It is signiﬁcant to observe that almost all the tril;al unions ﬁow existing
in.Nigeria were found, not in thé very towns of the tribes represented,

but outside their own villages, and sometimes outside their own tribal



53 . . .
h Thus, it was in Lagos where the Ibo came into

territories .
competition with the Yoruba and where Ibo tribal consciousness was
formed. It was in Leopoldville that Abako was founded; only later was
it exported to the majority of the Bakongo in the surrounding rural
territories. And even in the case of such minor tribal unions as the
Afikpo Town Welfare‘Ass.ociation, the origin of the organization lay in
the city: "An educated Afikpo man working at a trade-unioxvy‘pést in Aba,

. realized the need

who had travelled widely in the course of his work .

for a protective union to aid Afikpo people . At his own expense

he had 400 mémbership cards printed to organize Afikpo people . .- e
There were numerous motivations for the formation of these

unions but one stands out: the perception by the moderns that they 1;nust

organize collective suppdrt to advance their position in the compétition for

the benefits of modernity, something to which we now turn.

Competition and ethnic consolidation: We have noted that there are

good reasons for one ethnic group to be more advanced than another; in
part, the spatial diffusion of modernization makes this inevitabie. We

have also noted the forces that can account for an ethnic group consolidating
itself into a position of advantage. For one, because modernity creates
status differentiation, the members of an advantaged ethnic group are

motivated to defend their leading position; they devise methods for retaining

their privileged positions, such as by biasing local council legislation in the

ways we have described. Secondly, because modernity is desired, the less

21

favored members of ar ethnic group place immense pressure on their
more advantaged brotzzers to share the benefits derived from their

z
i 3
advanced positions.

Thus, family loyalties are activated to secure jobs;

the income of the more prosperous is claimed by kin, often to meet

school fees that will in turn secure future prosperity;ﬁ7 and urban dwellers

find their households being used by country folk in search of urban employ-

ment. Under the pressure of the less advantaged, a sense of obligation

resembling that usually extended to immediate kin is thus broadened to

include fellow village dwellers and even persons from other villages and

districts; and the language of relationships, such as the use of putative

kin terms, is broadened to suggest this expansion. The result of these

pressures is that the more advantaged members of the group are forced

to draw into their sphere others of their kind. And the social climbing

less advantaged generate a mythology of consanguity in search of modera

benefits. The initially advantaged group thus consolidateé itself in the

modern sector and comes to view itself as an ethnic grouping in the process.
The result of this process of consolidation is to create among

the members of other groups a sense of threat and disadvantage. In

the competition for jobs, it is the more modern elements of these groups

who most directly experience this threat and perceive it in ethnic terms.

They come to understand that they are placed at a disadvantage by their

inability to activate the sense of ethnic obligation so as to gain access

to the modern sector. Moreover, they perceive that their individual
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progress is closely determined by the collective standing of their group;
they therefore initiate programs of collective advancement in response.
The creation of ethnic support by the competitors for jobs has
been noted by Grillo in his analysis of the Railway African Union in
Uganda. High office in the Union often led to promotion to more advanced
jobs in the railway company, and so was much desired by railway employees.
In order to enhance their mobility prospects by gaining union office,
candidates would sometimes make appeals to tribal loyalty. As stated
by Grillo, "Although those seeking office . . may have little sense of
tribal interest, tribalism may be one of the weapons used in the struggle
. w9 A similar pattern has been noted in Kenya, where accusations
are made regarding the '""Kikuyuization' of the government services and
ethnic pressures mounted by the leaders of the less advanced groups in
protest over job discrimination. However, the most striking illustration
of the creation of ethnic action is to be found in West Africa. Perceiving
that their individual fate in the struggle for modernity was tied to the
collective standing of people from their own areas, the most modern
members of the less modernized groups organized large scale programs
David Abernethy furnished the best

of advancement among their people.

discussion of the phenomenon:

The struggle for employment was bound to produce frustration,
and those not chosen for the best jobs found it easy to blame
their plight on the advantages possessed by members of other
groups. Of course, different groups clearly did have
differential access to education, which in turn was the key

to job mobility . .

23

What was the best course of action open to the urban
migrant who was acutely concerned lest his ethnic group fall
behind others in the struggle . . . ? Certainly the rural
masses had to be informed of the problem. If the masses
were not aware of their ethnicity, then they would have to
learn who they really were through the efforts of ""ethnic
missionaries' returning to the homeland. These '"'missionaries"
would also have to outline a strategy by which the ethnic group,
once fully conscious of its unity and its potentia.l,' could compete
with its rivals. Clearly the competition required enrolling
more children in school, particularly at the secondary level,
for the graduates of a good local secondary school would be 61
. mobility within modern society .

assured of rapid .
In this manner, Abernethy accounts for the formation of ethnic unions

among the Ibibio, Ibo and Urhobo in Nigeria.

A similar paftern obtains in the political process, save that
the stakes are higher. Not only is pbwer itself at stake, but also the
benefits which power can bring: control over the distribution of modernity
itself.

There can be no doubt but that electoral competition arouses
ethnic conflict. The tensions arising from the 1964 elections in Nigeria
were one of the precipitates of civil war in that country; over a dozen
years earlier, ethnically based parties were formed to contest the first
general elections in that country. Similarly, the primary instruments
of the virulent ethnic conflict in the Congo were the numerous political
parties formed by politicians to contest the 1§60 national elections.
Elections, or anticipation of them, has also precipitated ethnic conflict
Zambia represents another interest-
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in Zanzibar, Rwanda, and Ghana.

ing case. As suggested in the sociology of the colonial period in Zambia,
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there was ar zbsence of ethnic conflict which was puzzling when viewed in
a comparative perspective; indeed, the seeming absence stimulated many
of the outstanding pieces of research onthe phenomenon. ' Nonetheless,
ethnic conflict has emerged in Zambia, and its parantage can be traced

to electoral politics. The division between the Tongé—l].a—Lenje cluster
and the rest of the country arose with the elections of 1959; and the sub-
sequent splits between the Lozi and Bemba, and the Nyanja speakers and
Bemba speakers, clearly date to the intra-UNIP elections of August 1967

65
and the general elections of December 1968.

Perhaps the main reason for these conflicts is that in the
competition for power, ethnic appeals are useful to politicians. Given
that most constituencies tend to be dominated by the members of one
ethnic group--a result of the politics of apportionment and delimitation--~
an ethnic appeal is an attractive and efficacious weapon in the competition
for office. Moreover, because ethnic groups contain persons of all
occupations, socio-economic background, life styles, and positions in
the life cycle, the appeal of common ethnicity can generate unified Suppox"t
where other issues would be divisive. As a result, in the competition
for power, and for the benefits of modernity and the prestige it confers,
politicians will stimulate the formation of competitively aligned ethnic
groups. As stated by Sklar: "It is less frequently recognized that
tribal movements may be created and instigated into action by the new

i , 66

men of power in furtherance of their own special interests . .
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Naturally, this is not to state that the politicians are alone to
blame for the rise of ethnic conflict. Indeed, while they do instigate
ethnic conflicts; they often behave like captives of the forces which they
helped to create. This leads us to the next question with which we plan
to deal in this paper: Having accounted for the formation of ethnic groups,

how can we explain their persistence?

Ethnic groups persist largely because of their capacity to
extract goods and services from the modern sector and thereby satisfy
the demands of their members for the components of modernity. Insofar
as they provide these benefits to their members, they are able to gain
their support and achieve their loyalty.

The capacity of ethnic groups to extract goods and services
from the modern sector is best demonstrated in their relationship with
those who have achieved positions of prominence in that sector. Ethmnic
groups exert powerful social pressures upon the modern elite in order
to satisfy the demands of their members. Perhaps the most persuasive
evidence for these assertions is the reaction of the modern elite itself.
Its members experience their positions not only as privileged but also
as onerous; they feel that they are at the center of tremendous social
pressures. As Victor Uchendu states: ''My town demanded leadership

from me. But this leadership is a tryingas well as a thankless experience.
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My town has a passionate desire 'to get up. '" Mainza Chona, currently
Vice-President of the Rep\;blic of Zambia, argues the same point:
modern leaders are subject to concerted pressures and forced to act

as spokesmen for ethnic interests, Rather than blaming members of the
national elite for instigating ''tribalism,' he states, the citizens of

Zambia should blame the "local leaders in the villages and towns'' who

"travel . . to Lusaka to meet leaders' in order to urge them to serve

parochial interests. Chona concludes:

Unless the local leaders in the villages and towns stop being

competitive against other groups and begin to regard top

Jjeaders as national leaders we shall not find a lasting solution

to [the problem of tribalism]. 68
The demands upon the modern elite are predictable. Characteristically,
they contain demands for material resources: financial contributions
from the moderns for the construction of new facilitiés and for the creation
of educational funds. Some groups even levy taxes upon their more
prosperous urban members. The members of ethnic groups also seek
advice on how to better their incomes. In response, ethnic groups retain
members of the modern elite as "economic advisers . . . to instruct
their members in the ups and downs of trade; they have also advised in

favour of joint stock enterprise. Different fields of trade are surveyed

) 70
and analyzed for the benefit of the members . . . " The demands of
ethnic groups are also for service: the use of the skills of the moderns,

be they technical, educational, or political, on behalf of ''their people. "
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The capacity of ethnic groups to extiract goods and services
from the modern elite derive from several sources. They control the
allocation of strong inducements. For example, because elite skills
are a desired commodity, ethnic groups are able to win the use of these
skills by making their acquisition contingent upon ethnic service. Thus,

Lloyd reports for the Itsekiri that '"'several lawyer -politicians who were
sent to England with community funds are expected on their return to
repay the debt either in cash . . . or by winning tangible benefits for
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their people. " Other inducements include prestige: symbols of status
are conferred or withdrawn by ethnic groups in recognition of services
performed by the group. Thus, Plotnicov documents the conferral of
status by ethnic groups in Jos; members of the modern elite, he writes

have the skills for dealing with government and the wider

community. Their knowledge in legal and economic matters,

secretarial and bookkeeping procedures, and their general

sophistication in modern and urban affairs is indispensible.

Their value to the ethnic group . . .[is] recognized through

the granting of high . . . offices . . and sometimes .

titles as well, which furthe» reinforce the modern elite's

powers . . . .72
Ethnic groups also possess strong sanctions, most notably the capacity
to withdraw elite status. This is vividly revealed in the political sector,
where, for example, in.recent elections the Luo, Sukuma, and Lozi
turned out of office several of their most renowned political leaders,

some of cabinet rank, The reported reason for the imposition of these

sanctions was the elite's failure-to serve local interests.
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There is another rezson for the ability of ethnic groups to
extract goods and services from the incumbents of the modern sector.
For many moderns, what is prestigeful is still defined in terms of
traditional criteria. For many, modernity becomes a resource which

they utilize to attain prestige within the traditional sector.

Evidence for the continued presence of traditional notions of
stratification is contained in the very studies which emphasise the
preeminence of modern stratification systems. Thus, for example,

Hicks finds that the standard deviation of the ranking of modern occupations
by Africans is higher than that of the rankings by Europeans; he attributes
this in part to the use by Africans of two sets of stratification criteria,

one traditional and the other rnodern.74 Similarly, Foster found that
Ghanaians give higher ranks to traditional political offices--chiefs and
councillors--than they give to many modern occupations ''despite the fact
that often holders of these [offices] had little education and received
little . . . pay. Clearly the respondents in Foster's study were using

at least two dimensions to rate the full list of occupations: one being the
western dimension and the other a traditional dimension. n?3

The acéeptance of traditional stratification patterns leads many
moderns to convert their success in the modern sector into prestige in

the traditional order by utilizing their wealth to obtain prestigeful positions

in their ethnic groupings. Many studies cite the purchasing of traditional

29

7
titles by the successful entrants into the modern sector. Others note
. s . 7

the use of wealth to purchase traditional offices.
of income derived in the modern sector to practice clientage and to

finance large-scale traditional ceremonies, both of which are conventional

means of enhancing one's standing in the traditional order. As Balandier

states:

[a wealthy person] can make ""sociological investments''; in
this case, he uses new economic conditions to actiieve or to
reinforce a traditional type of prominence. The size of his
"clientele'" and the extension of his generosity will reveal

his degree of success; his profit will be expressed in prestige
and authority . . . the economic ""game!' is still only a method
to achieve goals determined by the old social and cultural
system. 78

The ethnic groups are thus able to extract goods and services
from their members in the modern sector. We have already indicated
how they use this capacity to satisfy the demands of their members for
the components of modernity: income, education, and urban employment.
The result of this process is the generation of political support. Thus,
as Sklar notes, the tribally dominated parties of Nigeria seized power
at the regional level where:

The regional party leaders operated highly effective systems
of patronage, dispensing jobs, contracts, commerical loans,

. and scholarships. Young people in all parts of the
country were pressured in various ways to support the regional
government parties. . . . Opinion follows interest, and many
young adults furthered their careers by adopting regionalist
principles and tribalist ideologies. 7

Related to our point is a last observation: that ethnic groups

represent a successful mechanism for generating expanding benefits in

Still others record the use



the modern era. We have repeatedly alluded to the various components
of modernity-~-income, education, and urbanization--and noted how ethnic
groups are created as part of the process of attaining them. What we
wish to Vstress here is that many ethnic groups, and in particular those
that span the rural and urban sectors, combine these components into

a mutually rei nforcing system--one that produces expansion and growthv

and therefore increasing payoffs. We represent this system as follows:

Rural — Education ——————— Urban Migration
Income ?

|

School Fees
Teachers

-

Contributions to Rural Income, Remittances

Advice on Marketing, Trading, Transport, etc.

Formation of Credit Facilities
We have already noted the major linka.ges. in this system. We have also
noted the manner in which ethnic groups furnish these linkages, by
organizing cash cropping, education, and job placement‘, and by channeling
the benefits of urban employment into the rural sector in the form of
economic advice, remittances, and educational programs. Here we need
but stress the phenomenon of "positive feedback'' that perpetuates this
system. To emphasise but one kind of evidence for this feedback, we
mention the studies by Caldwell. He notes that those rural families which
are wealthier tend to generate more educateds; that the educateds are more

80
prone to migrate; and that they therefore obtain higher incomes. He

also notes that the families which contribute toward education fees get

Urban Employment
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back more money from the educateds than they contributed in the first

place. 81 As a result, the income of the rural families expands even more
and the cycle continues. As we have noted, in some cases, ethnic

organizations establish these feedbacks, and in other cases they lay hold

of them and institutionalize them. In both cases, they have helped.to

organize the components of modernity into the system of modernity

described by'Lerner and Deutsch. That ethnic groups have devised

organizations which enable them to cope with, and indeed utilize and

benefit from, the process of modernization helps to explain why they have

prospered in the modern era. For insofar as they serve the demonstratedly

strong demands of the African peoples for modernization, they can win

their support and thereby gain a heightened capacity to persist.

Vi1

. We wish to suggest that there are levels of intensity of ethnic
competition and that ethnic competition takes place to varying degrees. In
the first degree, there is non-political competition, that is, competition
for the scarce benefits created in the modernization process, In the second
degree, ethnic competition becomes politicised; not only do groups compete
for the scarce resources, but they also compete for the control over the
allocation of these resources. In the third degree, and one we have not
discussed up to now, political competition intensifies to the level of conflict;

at this level, coercion and violence are introduced into ethnic relations.
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In this section, we seek to suggest the factors that influeace the intensity

of ethnic competition,

The Emergence of Ethnic Competition

The arena of the competition for modernity is most often the urban
center; but not all towns in Africa are similar in their structure, and their
differing structures appear to influence the probability with which the
Several

competition for modernity transforms into ethnic competition.

major factors appear to promote this transformation. These include:

1. The degree to which the town is numerically dominated by
a single major ethnic group. Characteristically, numerical dominance
leads the modern elites of minority groups to form ethnic organizations
as a means for protecting and advancing their position ir the m odern urban
sector.
2. The degree to which the majofity group dominates the town politically.
Insofar as the town is governed by the traditional political institutions of
the major ethnic group, the elites of the minority ethnic group feel even
more threatened’'in the competition for modernity, and therefore

seek to form ethnic groups to protect and promote their interests in the

modern sector,

3. The degree of ethnic segregation in the city. Insofar as housing

policies promote the spatial clustering of persons of similar ethnic back-
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ground, they will tend to form ethnic organizations.
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4. The degree to which urban land tenure is regulated by customary
law. ‘When it is so reguleted, the competition for land becomes a competition
for a scarce resource whose allocation is governed by ethnic criteria. By

contrast, as in central Africa, when urban land is leasehold, ethnic group
membership is largely irrelevant in the allocation of this increasingly
valuable commodity. The allocation of urban land by customary law thus
promoted the formation of ethnic groupings. .

A second set of factors influences the likelihood of the formation
of ethnic groups under conditions of competition for the benefits of modérnity;
these factors are associated with the nature of urban-rural relations. As
we have emphasized, ethnic groups appear to emerge when they can organize
and promote a pattern of mutually reinforcing interactions between the city
and the countryside. Several factors facilitate the emergence of this pattern.

1. It takes at least a modicum of surplus income to finance the
export and education of manpower; and without the urban, educated moderns,
Thus it is that rural cash cropping societies

ethnic groups do not emerge.

appear to be the ones which most often form ethnic groupings.

2. Secondly, fragmentary evidence suggests that the organization
of labor in the rural society is also important. Where the organization of
labor is such that the loss of rural manpower leads to a net decrease in
rural income -- that is, a decrease in the quantity of marketable produce,

and thus of revenues, that exceeds the revenues created by remittances

from the urban sector -- then the .cycling relationship between urban
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immigration and rural income fails to materialize. 83 a5 we have indicated,
this relationship is essential to the generation of expanding modern benefits
and these expanding benefits are the source of support of ethnic organizations.

3. Thirdly, and by a similar argument, the severe overcrowding _'
of land appears to promote the "cycling' relationship between the urban
and rural sectors. Under conditions of overcrowding, the marginal product '
of the rural worker approaches zero. To release the worker to the urban
area is therefore almost assuredly to secure a net increase in income.\;vhich
can then be organized in the manner outlined above. Thus it is that n.u‘al
groups with high population densities, like the Ibo and Kikuyu, which appear
to be peculiarly prone to the formation of ethnic groupix;gs.

4, Moreover, the rural countryside must be sufficiently prosperous
to attract moderns back to it. Generally, where etknic organizati.on form,
they do so in rural societies characterized by the presence of young educateds;
indeed, these persons often form the local cadres of the ethnic groups in
the countryside, 84

But, unless the countryside is relatively prosperous, these

persons will not reside there, and ethnic groups will not form.

5. A last factor appears to be crucial: the maintenance of
relatively dense family networks between the city and the countryside. We
have noted that the strength of ethnic obligations experienced by urban
residents is a function of the magnitude of the kinship pressures to which
they are exposed. A determinate of this magnitude is the nuraber of kin

in their urban environment. Where a rural society tends to disperse its

members amozg =2 wide range of cities, as opposed to concentrating them

into a few majisr. towns, then the sense of ethnic obligation is less likely to

Thus. for example, Harries-Jones has noted the relative dispersion

emerge.
of close family rzlations of Zambian ethnic groups throughout the several
copperbelt towns; and, contrasting this to patterns elsewhere in Africa,
has relatevd the p‘nenorﬁenon to the f;cz.ilure of organized ethnic groups to

emerge in Zarz:bian urban societies. 85

The Politicization of Ethnic Competition

Several factors appear to be crucial in politicizing ethnic competition,
and thus in obtaining the second level of intensity in ethnic competition.

1. The first and most obvious factor is the degree of competition
allowed in the political sector. It is precisely because the independent states
of Africa, in contrast to the colonial bureacracies, made provision for
éompe.tit‘itive politics that ethnic competition could become politicized in’
th¢ post-colorial era. Moreover, it would appear probable that with the
restrictions on political competition imposed by no-party, military regimes,
ethnic compe:ition will again become depoliticized; and we would then
predict that it wiil be less intense than in the era of rival politicians,
competing parties, and contested elections in Africa.

2. A second factor affecting the degree of politicization of ethnic
competition is the maguitude of the revenues which the government disperses

for development purposes. Insofar as the government is rich, the stakes



for controlling it are high, and the incentive to seize power is therefore
strong. As a result, political competition between ethnic groups will
increase. Moreover, insofar as the government allocates revenues for
development purposes, the occasions for conflict increase: locational
disputes concerning the citing of plants, roads, and projects, for example,
multiply. Thus, for example, it is not surprising that a primary incentive
for the emergence of ethnic conflict in previously tranquil Zambia was the
sudden expansion of public revenues and the resultant growth of disputes
over this allocation. With independence and the breakup of the Federation
of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, the public revenues available to the government
of Zambia expanded enormously; and debates concerning the distribution of
these revenues led to a major split between the political leaders of the
Bemba speakers and the leaders of other tribes. In the eyes of some, the
Bemba had seemed to be prospering unduly from the patterns of public
‘expenditure.

| 3. A third major factor influencing the politicization of ethnic
conflict would appear to be the capacityof traditional political institutions
to utilize modern resources and thereby perpetuate their political roles in
the modern era. An examination of this phenomenon would require at least
a book, and indeed at least two fine ones have recently been written.
We can therefore but mention this factor and emphasize its importance.

Competition to Conflict

The last major task is to specify the factors which transform
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political ccmpetition into political conflict. Several crucial ones emerge
from the cases we have considered.

1. The first is the quantity of modern resources that are
available to be distributed among the competing ethnic groups. Thus, for
example, the Council for Inter-Societal Studies of Northwestern University,
in a major quantitative study, report a negative correlation between levels
of modernization and communal instability in Africa. 87 Their measure of
communal instability is the frequency of acts of coercion and violence:
civil wars, communal rebellions, and irredentism. We regard these
findings as suggesting that more modern societies can forestall ethnic
conflict, or alternatively, better accommodate ethnic competition. An
obvious explanation for this is that the more modern states of Africa are the
ones which have successfully generated a large quantity of benefits to be
distributed among the rival claimants for the goods of the modern era.

2. The second major factor is the intensity of political competition
among ethnic groups, Our assumption is that political conflict becomes more
probable the greater the intensity of political competition. The intensity

of political competition among ethnic groups depends on the strength

of the ethnic appeals made by rival politicians; the strength of these

appeals, in turn, is a function of the relative size of the politicians'
ethnic groups. We can represent a single politician's behavior in the
following way. We define an ethnic appeal as involving (1) the slandering

of other ethnic groups and (2) soliciting the support of one's own. We
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assume an electoral system with a majority vote determining the outcome
of the election, and the presence of only two parties per electoral district.

Two considerations are involved in devising an ethnic appeal:

The need to win the support of other ethnic groups and the need to consolidate
the support of one's own group. For a politician, both considerations are
a function of the relative size of his own group. We can represent thése
considerations as curves,

The utility of appealing to other groups starts high; when the‘
politician's own group is relatively small, he has no choice but to appeal
for votes outside it. The utility remains high, for as the politican's own
group approaches 51% of the constituency, the value of every vote in the
constituency increases, However, once the politican's own group can
ensure his election, he need but appeal to his own group and he can make
The curve therefore falls

such an appeal by attacking other groups.

directly to zero.
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The necessity of appealing to one's own group is never absént; and,

intuitively, the utility‘of such an appeal would appear to be a direct function

of the relative size of the group. The utility would naturally peak at the 51%
mark, and then decline. The reason for the decline is that as the group

approaches the total population of the constituency, appeals to sections

of the group may become more useful in winning the constituency.
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Combining the two curves yields the following composite curve,
representing the predicted strength of a politican's ethnic appealsas.a
function of the relative size of his group. We add ten to all scores so as
to avoid having negative scores when the candidate is appealing both to

his own group and to others.
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By this reasoning, and assuming that ethnic conflict is most probable
when ethnic political competition is the most intense, we would predict that
ethnic conflict, under the political rﬁles specified at-the outset, is most likely
where any one group.constituteé around 50% of the membership of the political unit.
3, Thethird major factor is the degree of ethnic stratification
in the society. Where any given ethnic group is ensconced in an elite
political position, other things being equal, then the greater the probability
that political competition among ethnic groups will lead to political violence.
Much work needs to be done on this proposition, but I would nonetheless
assert that the greater the degree to which ethnic political competition

involves political restratificiation, the greater the likelihood of ethnic
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competition intensifying into violence.

Vi

We have argued that ethnic competition is related to modernization
in Africa and that certain basic factors ensure this relationship. We haye :
also argued that, in certain situations, ethnic groups can persist and
prosper in the modern era. Lastly, we have suggested that there are
degrees of ethnic competition, running from the absence of such competition
to political violence, and we have indicated the factors that appear to
influence the level of intensity that will be attained. In conclusion, what
we have done is to suggest a way of looking at ethnic behavior tixat emphasizes
that it is dynamic and rational behavior; that it represents an attempt to deal
with, organize, and benefit from the modernization of societies; and that
it can change and alter in intensity when subject to the influence of certain
factors. We realize that our argument is but a beginning of an understanding
of the phenomenon, and not an explanation of it., If, however, we have
made the phenomenon amenable to theorizing, and amenable to the

development of theories applicable in Africa, the United States, and

elsewhere, then the paper will have served the purpose we intended.
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