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word gfder can mean dragon as well as smake. See Skjzrve, Khaleghi-
Motlagh, and Russell, “AZDAHA" 191,192; Cumburiyer 2 Kanuzn-i
evvel 1341 [December 2, 1925}, 1. Nurredin Paga, wearing 2 Kalpak,
a symbol of Turkish Nationalism, especially during the Turkish War of
independence, is depicted in the wide-open mouth of a snake. He could
cither be interpreted 25 a tooth of the snake of reaction himsclf, or as 2
victim of reactionism, swallowed by it and lost to the nationalist cause,

75, Cumbruriyer, Seprember 2, 1341 [1925], 1.

76. A member of an Islamic mystical order or fraternity.

CHAPTER 12

“Youth of Awo-Omama Will Boycott
‘Their Girls”; Men, Marriage, and
Ethno-Cultural Nationalism in
Southern Nigeria, 1920-1956

Saheed Aderingo

The tide of this chapter is the headlise of 2 news report in the January
8, 1948, issuc of the Nigerian Spokesman, one of the newspapers
published by Nnamdi Azikiwe, a foremost nationalist and one of the
founding fathers of independent Nigeria.! The newspaper reporied
about a resolution an assemblage of young unmarried men had passed
in December 1947 abour bride price in Awo-Omama, 2 community
n southeastern Nigeria. According 10 these men, bride price had
“soared to the Olympian summirs, inaccessible to most youths with-
out difficulties and strains.® The youth, under the auspices of the
Awo-Omama Patriotic Union {Lagos Branch) accused their elders
and chiefs of “profitecring and traffic in conjugal” affairs and “burn-
iog the candle ar both ends by sucking marriageable youths dry.”?
They resolved nor 1o marry women from their rown unless the clders
reduced bride price to £15 and £25 for educared and uncducared
girls, respectively. They also threatencd 1o ostracize members who
contravencd this resolution.® A similar organization, the Ngwa Yourh
Association, after a two-day conveation held in Aba (also in south-
eastern Nigeria), in 1953, directed its members DOT £0 pay mare than
£25 for a bride, regardless-of the educational status of the girl. So
heated was the ammosphere at the convention that one of the elders
demanded that “the temper of the youth be controlled by elderly and
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more experienced brains.™ Thus, conflicr over bride price, 2 socio-
cultural obligation and prerequisite for traditional marriage, was
emblematic of intergencrational and sacial-class crisis in post—World
War I Nigeria,
. The published texr of the voutrh's resolution firted adequarcly into
the prevailing culture of negotiating choice in the wake of economic
and political exploitarion by powerful people and instirnrions. Indeed,
the word “boycort™ was gencrally used in the 1940s and 19505 to cxrol
cconomic natiopalism. It denoted a rejection of Enropean merchandise
for Nigerian-made onces, because forcign goods were usually expen-
sive and exploitative. Henee the term, popularized by leading cultural
nationalist Mbonu Ojike (nicknamed, the “King of Boycottables™),
carried a significant tone of subordinadon in changing and uncqual
power relations.® The vouth literally reduced or cquated marrving a
wife 1o “purchasing a merchandise.” Bur beyond the relationship of
marriage to ¢conomic choice, the vouth were also reinforcing cul-
tural nationalism, by making intra-ethnic marriage rheir first choice
in a multiethnie colonial statc of Nigeria. Yer the story of exorbitant
bride price was not unique to Awo-Omama or Ngwa: individuals and
groups across southern Nigeria persistently lamented the impact of
high bride price on gender and gencrational relations. By the lare
1920s or carlicr, bride price was ameng the highest expenses incurred
by unmarried young men in southern Nigeria. Indeed, one of the
deliberations at the 1937 conference of Yoruba chiefs was the need to
impose a uniform bride price across the towns and communites in
southwestern Nigeria.® By 1954, the problem had become so serious
that the government of Eastern Region set up a committee to “inves-
tigate the social cffects of the payvment of bride price™ and to “make
recommendations for the removal of any anomaly or hardship.™”
This chaprer is abour the representation of the bride price conrro-
versy in a number of southern Nigerian daily newspapers—includ-
ing the Eastern Nigerin Guardizn, Nigerian Spokesman, Southern
Nigeria Defender, and Wese African Pilor—Dberween 1920 and 1936,
when the Eastern Region House of Assembly enacted a law limitiog
bride price to £35. It examines how voung unmarried men (predom-
inantly wage carners) used the print media to express the relation-
ship berween marriage and ethno-cultural nationalism and to contest
the exorbitanr bride price imposed on them by their communite.® |
demonstrate how the junior men constructed a subordinate status
for themselves as they negotiated the hegemenic masculine power of
the senior men (the chiefs and patriarchs) who moderated marriage
relations and served as cultural garekeepers. 1 then link this struggle
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berween hegemonic and subordinate men to the theme of cultural
nationalism. As young men presented their DErspectives over mar-
riage payment, they advertently and inadvertently unveiled 2 host of
sociocultural and economic matters thar conncer powerfully to the
broader social change under British imperialism. Henee, the debate
over bride price cannot be understood in isolation from the politi-
nw_,. economic, and gender history of a rapidly modernizing colonial
socicty.

RevisrTinGg Men, WaGE LABOR, AND NATIONALISM
1N AFRICANIST LiTERATURE: TaEe BLinD SpoTs

This chapter sits at the intersection of literature on marriage, gea-
der and masculinity, narion and nationalism, and labor historv of
Africa” Historians of Africa have documented the reansformation of
marriage as part of the wider sociocultural and economic impuact of
colonialism.!® The core idea running through this large and grow-
ing body of work is thar the entrenchment of colenialism led to the
monetization of the society and the rise of urban centers, mining and
military camps, and plantation—rthe epicenters of imperial economic
power. Bride price, a symbeolic payment made by a man o the Family
of his prospective bride, which used to be made with agricultural pro-
duce and farm labor in precolonial times, was substitured with cash
under colonial rule. Thus, marriage payment became “monetized™ or
“commaoditized.” Rural communities imposed new financial obliga-
tions on young men who were expected to work i the citics, mines,
or on plantations to raisc money for bride price and other marriage-
related expenses. The exorbitant marriage payment was just onc of
the numerous aspects of what some scholars such s Brete Shadle have
called “marriage crises™ in Africa.!! New colonial faws, such as those
on divoree, cmpowered women, giving them the opportumity w leave
unhappy marriages; the improvement of communication and trans-
portation nerworks also increased women’s presence in the city and
decreased the grip that rural patdarchy exerted on them 12 Using an
array of sources, including court records, scholars have shown that
disputes over marriage were emblematic of larger tensions over con-
traction of or uncqual access to political and economic resources,
which manifested themselves in conflict across and within genera-
tions, gender, social class, and even ethniciry.

This chapter docs not counter the ¢stablished historical fact that
marriage underwenr significant transformations that varied from one
parr of Africa to another. I'will not revisit the weil-known ambivalent
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situation it created as people responded in accordance with how it
affected them. Rather, I want to open up new perspectives for inves-
tigating the impact of colonialism on African masculinities and on
generatiopal relations by retrieving the voices of young Nigerian
men from the pages of newspapers. To be sure, cxisting scholarship
bas rclied almost exclusively on colonial archival documents, courts
records, and oral history. The credibility of these sources is not
questionable. However, by deploying newspapers, a uscful genre of
sources for researching marriage politics that historians have grossly
overlooked, this chapter offers the following methodological and the-
oretical perspectives in order to shed light on the masculinized poli-
tics of marriage 2nd ethno-cultural nationalism in Africa.

First, the representation of men and marriage in southern Nigerian
newspapers took the debate over conjugal affairs from its conventional
domains—in the inner chambers of the colonial courts, in the cor-
respondence among colonial officers, in private family and town hall
gatherings—to a much bigger public arena, providing young unmar-
ricd men literate iv English the opportunity to criticize their subordi-
nate situatien—sometimes using pscudenyms in order to escape the
sancdons or the punishment their actions could cause. In fact, the
newspaper was a significanr site through which youth masculinities
were performed, produced, and reproduced. Sccond, the print media
as a space for holding public debate not only gave young men the
opportunity to exchange informarion about marriage across ethnicity
and space, but also allowed them to create whar I call an “imagined
community of victims of marriage racketeering” To underestimate
the impact of the print media on youth’s consciousness abour mar-
rlage is to downplay the role that self-consciousness and self-fashion-
ing played in the everyday lives of colonial subjects in Africa. Third,
when young men wrote abour exorbitant bride price, they invoked
the language of vicrimhood. This language of subordination pirched
them consistently against the hegemonic power or influence of the
rural elders, mostly men, accused of exploiting “bardworking” young
men, and preventing them from fulfilling cultural obligation and rite
of passage from a young person to an adulr.

This third perspective demands rercading the term “masculinity”
in colonial Africa. Africanists have acknowledged the relevance of
R. W. Connell’s cclebrated work Mascufinitics in reconceptualizing
men’s role, identity, and status.*® They have yielded 10 her admoni-
tion by recognizing that “not all men have the same amount or type
of power, the same opportunities, and, consequently, the same life
trajectories.™# In addition, they have complicated her work by noting
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that diverse forms of masculinities existcd within the ranks of the
colonialists (hegemonic men) who maintained imperialism as a male-
centered edifice, and the African men they colonized.’S Local and
foreign ideals of gender roles, modernity, work place and bodily hab-
its, and sodiocultura! obligation produced complex outcomes for how
men saw themselves and were treated at various stages of their lives
and under shifting circumstances. Indeed, colonialism not cnly pro-
duced new forms of African masculinities through the entrenchment
of wage labor and missionary education, it also transformed the pre-
existing oncs, creating new sets of ofien contradictory standards for
achieving and maintaining masculine roles.'s

Drawing insight from Connell’s seminal work, the politcs of mar-
riage payment in southern Nigeria allows us to identify two types of
masculinitics, namely the hegemonic men, that is the rural patriarch
who imposed bride price, and the subordinate, that is young men
who worked in the dties, mincs, and on plantations to acquire the
resources to fulfill marriage rites and obligations. Yet, this typology
needs to be deployed with caution. The subordinate status of 2 young
unmarried man was situational and relational—that is within the
context of bride price payment and his status as an unmarried, young
male. The same young man would exhibit hegemonic masculinity if
he supervised other men at work or mentored new “boys™ who had
just moved to the dity or joined the numerous cthnic associations
that provided self-help and mechanism of acculruration in multieth-
nic urban space. He would not be a subordinate man if he fulfilled
other cultural obligations—such as paying communities dues, help-
ing to educate his kinsmen, or serviag as an English interpreter in
his community. This same logic applied to the hegemonic men, the
rural patriarchs, who exerted power over the young men. In main-
stream colonial paternalism, Jie was a “boy” regardless of his age and
legitimate culrural stams—such as being 2 pricst, chicf, or custodian
of his community’s heritage-—because he was an African in need of
European fatherhood, couched in the vocabulary of civilization.

Our discussion of the fluid meaning of hegemonic and subordi-
nate masculinities leads to that of nadon and mationalism. One can-
not agree less with scholars of African nationalism and politics that
the rise of urban centers, mines, and military bases as well as the
cxpansion of educational facilities created “de-tribalized” men and
women who lived in a multicaltural colonial sociery.)” If the British
colonizers” main goal for creating urban centers was economic and
political, the nnforeseen consequences manifested in the fusion of cul-
zuces.from diverse backgrounds. In theory, the detribalized men were
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expeeted 1o jettison ethnocentrism for the ideology of a culturally
and politically unived colonial state. They were expected to embrace
European culture and take pride in the idea of a united Nigeria,
and not cmotionally invest in:their cthnicity to the detriment of the
emerging nation-state. Indeed, the rerm “eribalism™ in mainstream
colonial culture resonated with the stereotypes of “primitivity,” “ret-
rogression,” and all manifestations that contravened whar colonial
civilization stood for or was expected to obliterare. For instance, the
numerous political cartoons and satire produced by Akinota Lasekan
and published in the 1940s and 1950s in the Wesz Afiican Pilor, the
best-selling nationalist ncwspaper in colonial Nigeria, provide the
most graphic insight into how the cducated elites believed Nigerians
across cthnic groups should be thinking about their status as “eth-
nic/tribal” and “national /detribalized” bodics. However, scholars
rarcly acknowledge the facr that as the colonial stare emerged as 2
melting pot of cultures, so did the expansion of space or avenues for
exclusionary intra-cultural interaction that comrravenced the idcals of
a “tribaless™ society. Indeed, scholars who have written on “cthoic,”
otherwise called “tribal,” unions rarely acknowledge that the agenda
of these associations promoted “cthnic natiopalism,” which disrc-
garded the idea of a united nation-state thar the leading narionalists
men advocated for during the 1940s and 1950s.18

What is more, historians have paid limited artention to the rela-
tionship between social class and masculinized nationalism. Indeed,
the idea of 2 united multicultural colonial state was largely the pro-
jeet of hegemonic or “big™ men, that is, educated, upper-class, male
nationalists, most of whom doubled as frontline professionals and
public intellectuals. Most single, lower-class men who felt the neg-
ative impact of marriage payments among other cconomic avarice
of colonialism were mostly concerned about fulfilling cultural and
financial expectations within their immediate communities and eth-
nic alliances than embracing the idea of a united colonial state, which
at best was far removed from their daily struggles. 1 the dites exhib-
ited political nationalism in their antcolonial activities and sought
independence from Britain as the solution to the problem of impe-
rial exploitation, the unmarricd young men exalted ethno-cultural
narionalism and dirccted their grievances at their own kinsmen, call-
ing for a fair system that reduced the hardship of meeting the financial
requirements for marriage. Ethno-cultural nationalism manifested in
scveral shades—from the choice of residential neighborhood to dress
and socialization. Arguably, it was in the selection of spouse rhar it
was most visible. Marriage, as-a process through which family was
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formed, was central to the preservation of socioculteral idenrities that
guaranteed protection. The unmarried southern Nigerian men who
registered their grievances about marriage payment on the pages of
the newspapers were not coneerned abourt development in other com-
mugities and cultures. As the titles of their articles clearly demon-
strate {sce notes and references), they deeried the cost of marriage in
their ethnic groups, because they cared more abour their ethnicity
than what obtained in other communities, .

I am nor suggesting that af! young unmarried did not believe in
the idea of a “detribalized” Nigeria. There werc several eXCepLions.
It would also be naive to conclude thar all the upper-class, educated
clites belicved in 2 united colonial state, where ethnic boundaries
collapsed 1o give way for a borderless culture mix. Indecd, several
well-respected nationalists among whom were doctors and lawyers
extolled the supremacy of their cthnic group over others. Herberr
Macaulay, the so-called father of Nigerian nationalism, was both a
cultural nationalist and a firm believer in a united Nigerian stare.!”
Thus, nationalism did not parade as 2 uniform ideology shared by all.
Rather individuals and groups at different stages of their lives and
under a range of situation exhibited a variety of nationalisms (eco-
nomic, political, ideological, and cthno-culrural, among others) 1o
satisfy their self-fashioning and the obligations imposed on them by
the groupings they belonged to. As men’s sodal strus changed ac
different srages of their Hves, so also was their perspective toward
their position within diverse space. Thus, a young urban man who
crizicized his elders for exploitation could later in life become a highly
educated and influential leader pushing fora society, where the inter-
est of the larger national state superseded the ethnic.

*

CONTEXTUALIZING THE MARRIAGE CRISES: WAGE
LaBor AND THE Maxing oF Nzw MaAscuLINITIES

It is impossible to understand the masculinized politics of mar-
riage payment exhibited on the pages of Nigerian newspapers with-
out acknowledging that one of the enduring legacies of colonialism
was the emergence of new working-class men, whose identities werc
shaped by the kinds of work they did, the income they made, where
they lived, and the social expecrarions imposed oo them by individu-
als and instirutions that wiclded enormous power. As 2 male-centered
cdifice, colonialism erected strucrures thar placed men at the cen-
ter of statc-making, By the latc 1940s, tens of thousands of the new
African men were to be found in the new sites of imperial power such
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as the mines, the military camps, and the cities.?® Mine, military, and
railway workers were predominantly unskilled and semiskilled tabor.
Much of Nigeria's skilled workers were to be found in government
offices working as boolk-keepers, sccrerarics, clerks, interprerers, or
teachers, By 1960, the year of Nigerias independence from Britain,
there were halfa million registercd wage employees in a country with
a population of over 50 million.** Although many men sought jobs
in the government cstablishments, the largest percentage worked in
informal sectors of the cconomy as artisans and traders. Men, not
women, monopeolized the urban sector of “dornestic-helpers™ pop-
ularly called “houseboys” who performed such chores as cooking,
child-care, and gardening. Indeed, the house-belper job was one of
the most popular city jobs, artracting a strearn of unskilled [aborers
from the villages. They were generally well paid, lived frec-of-charge
in their masters® (usually European and African elites and expatriares)
home, and enjoyed most of the splendors of quality life found in high-
class segregated neighborhoods and recreation fadilities.

Historians have documented why men across generation and
class songht wage labor by abandoning agriculftural work, trekking
hundreds of miles from their villages to the dties and mines.?? Eor
instance, the acute land shortage in eastern Nigeria inhibited reliance
on subsistent farming.?¥ Men were attracted to the eolonial army both
in war and peacetime, not just because its wages were better than most
offered in many low-cadre emiployment, but because it provided the
opportunity to exhibit valor and muscular masculinity. Some people
cmbarked on permanent and! seasonal migration to acquire mouncy
to pay taxes and orther izvies imposed by the government and their
communities. In addition, the new consumerist cultures, which ook
strong root as Nigeria was firmly integrated into the world-capitalist
systera, also fucled the need for cash. Access to cash was important
for negotiating new social and political relations: men who had cash
stood a better chance of vying and wining important chieftaincy
tiles, accumularing and maintaining large political parronage, and
playing important roles in their communitics. The artractiveness of
the city complemented its reputation as 2 major employer of labor.
Nor only did the city present men with the opportunity to experi-
ment with new social and sexual relatdons, which the village would
frown against, it also boasted of modern amenitics such as clectricity,
pipe water, and educational institutions rarely found in the country-
side.?* However, several unmarried men went to work in the city and
raines for bride price. A 1950 survey revealed that many of the Igbo
men in Lagos aged 15 to 34 came “in search of the high bridewealth
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[bride price] demanded in their home communities.™ Carolyn
Brown, in a detailed study of labor and masculinity in Nigertan coal
mines, has noted thar most young, unmarried men risked the unsafe
environment of the mines, “to carn income to pay bride price.”?6
Kenneth Little has also argued that the search for bride price pulled
most young men o the dty.?” According to the Eastern Nigerian
government’s “Report of the Committee on Bride Price,” which was
released in 1955, men enlisted in the Nigerian army during Werld
War I because the military was paying marriage allowance. After the
war, the demobilized soldiers returned home with so much cash thar
“men with daughters of marriageabic age were dazzled by the money
they were offering and often made their daughters marry them, irre-
spective of the fact that they had already been berrothed to others and
in complete disregard of the girls” wishes "2

Workers® compensation varied widely, mirroring the wide ccoromic
incquality across social class and generation. The government’s annual
minimum wage in the 1940s was £36. Most semiskilled employces
working with high school diplomas or certificates as book-keepers
and clerks carned around £48 per annum. The highest-paid Nigerian
workers belonged 1o the minority group of highly educated clites,
including doctors, lawyers, and newspaper editors. During the 194.0s,
an African magistrate’s maximum annuzl income was around £720,
a stark contrast 1o the £48 carned by most middle-class Nigerians
working with a high schoo! diploma.??

The cpileptic character of the coloaal cconomy that manifested
strongly during such periods as the Grear Depression and the world
wars, and poor working conditions, prevented men from fully max-
imizing the gains of working away from home. Thus, berween the
1930s and the 1950s,avorkers embarked on strikes to demand better
working condition.*® Unemployment was strife, Az least twenty thou-
sand unemployed people registered with the government labor office
in Lagos during the carly 1920s, and these numbers increased during
the depression decade.® High cost of living worsened the financial
starus of most young men, preventing them from fulfilling mone-
tary obligations to their famifies and communities. Between 1939
and 1942, the cost of living in Lagos jumped from around 50 to
70 percent.®* In summary, wage labor did not automatically create
wealthy colonial subjects; in fact, very few people accumulared wealth
through it. Rather, it provided access to regular pay checks, which
helped people 1o meet basic daily needs such as food and shelrer, bur
was inadequarc to generate wealth or satisfy high financial demands
such as marriage payment, without sacrifice, long years of labor, and
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distress. In addinion, wage inequaliry meant that some men would be
able ro afford bride price, while several others would not.

MARRIAGE, THE PriNT MEDIA, AND
Erevno-Cuorrurar NaTIioNALISM

As previously mentioned, whenr men criticized their elders in the
newspapers for imposing cxorbitant bride price, they <xrolled cul-
tural narionalism by privileging intra-cthnic marriage over intercth-
nic marrizge. Their writings provide clear insights into the advantages
of an intra-cthnic marriage conducted in the village, not in the city.
First, it enjoyed cuitural legitimacy because newlywed couples would
not have to negoriare rhe cultural, linguistc, and sometimes reli-
gious barriers evident in interethoic marriages.’® A man who marricd
within his communiry stood a berter chance of competing favorably
for chieftaincy ritles or traditional offices. Intra-community marriage
alliances helped strengrhen: bond between clans and lincages. More
so, it maintained existing conflict among commaunities since inter-
ethnic marriage could revive old dispures and create problems for the
new family. Bert, 4 newspaper contributor and an advocare of intra-
ethnic marriage, believed that interethnic marriage was not only an
aberration, but that people usually entered into it ander coercion. He
thonght that interethnic marriages ended vp in 2 disaster: “If a Nupe
man marrics a Diobu girl and expects 1o be happy with ber,” Bert
wrote, “he-is mistaken, because such marriage has always been, not
for love, but for the errors committed through questionable habits.
Morcover, what does a Diobu girl care about the welfare of a Nupe
man? A stranger is a strapger, no matter whatever amount of con-
fidence is reposed in him or her...Who bur a fool would expect a
happy home from such marriage?” He advised men nor to risk inrer-
ethnic martiage. 3

But not all newspaper commentators shared Bert’s view about the
-danger of an interethnic marrage. An edirorial that was published on
Auvgust 24, 1946, in the Eastern Nigerin Guardian, lamented: “We
scc nothing against people marrying outside their towns.”3% Another
writer who selfidendfied as “Bee-Bee-Jay™ not only extolled inter-
ethnic marriage, but viewed popular preference for intra-ethnic mar-
riage as an obstaclc 1o a united Nigeria free of ethnic discrimination.
“I was shocked to think,” he wrore, “thar despite the various sermons
on mental emancipation, tribal discriminarion and all that call for a
united Nigeria, there are still some who cannor sce the good thae is
in other tribes.” Bee-Bee-Jay then went on to criticize the assumption
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that intercthnic marriage was susceptible to failure: “Unhappincss,
therefore is not 1o be attributed to inter-tribal marriages.” There
was 2 social-class dimension to marriage across ethniciry, Littlc has
shown in his Afifcan Women iz Towns, that members of the upper
class were more likely to marry across ethnic groups than working-
class Nigerians. Although Little did not dewi) why intercthnic mar-
riage was common among the clites, one could suggest thar the
lower-class men preferred intra-cthnic marriage because it enhanced
protection against sociocconermic problems.??

Second, marriage conducted abroad, especiallyin the city (evenwhen
both the bride and groom came from the same ethnic group) poscd
some problems for male authority. Some men’s general assumption
was that village girls were better behaved than their city counterparts
who were exposed to excessive Westernization and its consequences
such as “bad” mannerism (drinking and smoking) and exotic fashion
such as wearing sexually provocative and body-revealing dresses and
charred hair.™ Village girls, several writers belicved, were much casier
to control than their city counterparts. They were the real African
worman, equipped with all the skills to run « good African home. A
writcr who simply identificd himself as TY was explicit in his pref-
crence for a bride from his community. After enumerating how he
changed jobs five times within a year to raisc his £50 bride price, he
concluded that “a villape girl is not like a Lagos girl. She would not
leave the housc just becausc of a disagreement. She will wash your
clothes, cook good food. You won’t miss the village life.”®

City girls, inn the men’s writings abour love and romanee in the
Migerian newspapers, were best for enjoying Fast, socal life in a tran-
stent relarionship. What is more, city girls were likely to be cducated
and in favor of female socioeconomic independence, which was widely
promoted in the growing advice manuals in the newspapers during
the 1940s and 1950s.* Gleaning from the debate over marriage and
female independence in the newspapers, the idea of women’s finan-
cial independence was not popular—even though some men wanted a
educated, working-class girl as a wife. The contrasc berween “sophisti-
cated” city girls and “primitive™ village girls is well represented in carly
African written literature. In the People of the City (1954), the first
Nigerian novel in English language to gain global recognition, Cyprian
Ekwensi described the contrast between Lagos and village gitls as well
as the dilemma faced by bachelors like the 26-year-old newspaper crime
reporter Amusa Sango, the novel’s main characrer who struggles with
parental pressure to marry: “Of women Sango could have had his pick,
from the silk-clad ones who wore lipstick in the European manners and
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smelled of scents in the warm air to the more ample, less sophisticated
ones in the big-sleeved velver blouscs that feminized a woman. ™ Yer,
not all village girls were uneducated. Indeed, many had primary and
secondary school diplomas and participated in Jove letter writing—a
significant aspect of colonial literary culrure that defined the idea of
modern romantic passion.*? It would appear thart the longer women
stayed single in the dity, the moze morally corrupr they would be, in the
men’s framing of moral respectability.

The third clement of the rclationship of rmarriage and ethno-
cultural nationalism was the difference berween native/traditional
marriage and the English/church marriage, introduced through
colonialism. The crisis of marriage paymenr rook the dimension it
assumned partly because middle- and lower-class men tended to prefer
native marriage over English ceremonies. Both men and women were
aware of the advantages of English marriage, which some thought was
less expensive because it did rot have to be conducted in the village,
Men could circumvent culrural obligations of marriage if they mar-
ried in the city before the magistrate or in the church. But English
marriage, otherwise called “Ordinance or white martiage,” was not
as culturally legitimate as rhe traditional ceremony. While traditional
marriage enhanced patriarchy, English marriage was more favorable 1o
women, not only because it criminalized polygamy, but also because
it gave women enormous power in matters of inheritance, divorce,
and sociocconomic mobility.*? Writing in support of what he called
2 “moderately refined” bride price, one Ligbor contrasted European
and native marriage in terms of opportunities and Habilities accrning
to husbands and wives if divorce happened: “Girls who insist upon
the Enropean forms of marriage should bave no dowry or bride price
paid on their behalf, but rather they should bring something to their
husband’s honse as dowry, so that when the evils of that one sided law
of alimony arise, the man can have only one loss 1o suffer.™

The debate over the advantages and disadvantages of native/tra-
ditional and English marriage predates the 1930s. Between the late
nineteenth and the early vwenticth cenrurics, the subject of English
marriage created complex politics, predominantly among the educated
elites who were also Christian converts in colonial Lagos.*® However,
in the 1940s and 1950s, the debate over pative versus English marriage
in the newspapers was grafted into the politics of marriage payment
among lower-class and semi-educated men who consistently weighted
their options.*® Like the debare over inter and intr2-cthnic marriage,
prefercnce for or against English or native marriage had a class dimen-
sion. [t would appear that English marriage was more popular among
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mernbers of the upper class, who sought to usc it 1o gain access to colo-
nial privilege. One editoria) titled “Imported Marriage™ plainly estab-
lished the prevailing idea thar European marriage was strictly an elitist
mﬁ.mnnnnnn” “It is 10 our way of thinking ridiculous to maintain that the
imported [English] form of marriage is the only one fit for decent peo-
Ple as some of our girls scem to hold.” Itwent on to exagperate the level
of acceptance of African marriage: “As a matter of fact we are definitely
of the opinion thar for every 100 Africans it is diffieult to have onc who
would find the European form of marriage suitable.*?

_ Brde price was determined not so much by the age of 2 girl, fam-
ily background, or beauty, but by her literacy level and the “grencral
prosperity of the people”—that is the level of development of her
community.** Generally, the bride price for cducared girls (mostly
with primary or sccondary school diploma) was higher than the
one for uneducated brides* The reason for this is not far-fesched.
Some parents saw bride price as a compensation for investing in the
cducadon of their daughters. In Owerri, in the mid-1950s, men
paid about £100 for uneducated gids, £200 for girls holding pri-
mary school diploma /certificate; and £300 for those who acquired
post—primary school certificare in teaching, nursing, and midwifery. s
The bride price for uncducated and educared girls in post-World War
1L southern Nigeriz generally ranged berween £18 and £300.5 The
advantages of marrying an educated girl were legion. Mot only did it
fulfill the agenda of men who wanted to raise “modern” familics pat-
terned along European culture, educated girls also stood the chance
.Om securing the kighly regarded clerical jobs and contnibuting to fam-
ily’s income. As popular as the classificarion of girls into “educated”

‘and “uneducated” for the purpose of bride price was, some contribu-

tors Delieved that “civilized humanity canzot but be rudely shocked
at the suggestions of classifying girls as though they were specimens
in a laboratory!™5? Other critics thought that bride price should naot
be used to recoup educational investment. “The fact that certain par-
ents spend a lot o the education of their children is conceded, bur
this fact we contend, is no justification for parents expecring to get
heavy dowries [bride-price] from prospective husbands™( the Ezszern
Nigeria Guardian cditorialized on June 13, 1940).5+

THE PrinT MEDIA AND THE Morar Economy oF
MaRrrIAGE PayMENT

Young men ﬂ,aan_ the following methods to mobilize against exorbi-
tant bride price: they selectively deployed certain aspects of African/
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native marriage culture that they believed was “good™ while criticiz-
ing those that were viewed as “bad™; educzted their kinsmen in the
village abour their rravails in the city; debunked the popular assump-
tion that wage carners had a lot of disposable income; blackmailed
their elders for monetizing marriage and asscdating marriage with
slavery; highlighted the impact of exorbitant marriage paymenr on
the individual, the community, and the nation as 2 whole. Let us take
2 closer look at these methods of mobilization against bride price,
one at a time.

When men criticized their communides for imposing high bride
price on them, they occasionally compared and contrasted European
culture with African culture and contended that payment of bride
pricc was net a requirement for marriage in Europe, the continent
that served as a templare for development in Africa. They tried to
redefine the conditons for marriage by recommending that “mar-
riage must be solcly prompted by genuine love which is far from
being a marterial object that can be purchased with money™ and that
the wish of the prospective bride and groom must supersede that of
their parents.’® This proposal attempted to individualize marriage by
removing the extended family from interfering in conjugal marter in
contravention of existing norms that trested marriage not solely a
relation berween two individuals but families, clans, and communi-
ties. The ideas of “individualizing” marriage or attempting to limit
parcatal involvement resonated powerfully with other components
of coloniat culturc and everyday life, which 1 have termed “sclective
modernity”—the nodon thac Nigeria can trail the path of advanced
European states by selectively appropriating “positive” practices of
social advancement and doing away with those constructed as “ncg-
ative.”%¢ Sclective modernity was riddled with inconsistencies, not
because those who espoused it did not know what they wanted, but
because both African and Euro-American culture presented contrast-
ing benefits and demerits that Nigerians manipulated for different
purposcs and in changing conrext.

Hence, a young man like Timileyin of Ieba who preferred intea-
cthnic over intercthnic and English marriage in an article that was
published in the Seuthern Nigeria Defemder on March 12, 1942,
utilized the language of modernity by associating bride price wirth
“backward” clements of African culture thac had to be eradicated in
the interest of “civilization™ and “modernity.” He asked the British
government to intervenc in the marriage crisis in his community by
directing the chicfs to stop collecting bride price or return ro the
precolonial practice of paying it with agriculrural product and labor.
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Hwn}mvw 1o other writing that I have seen demonstrates more effec-
tively how selective modernity reflected in the polidcs of marriage
than ﬁr.n opening paragraph of another article in the Eastern Nigerin
Guardian, which read more like 1 thesis statement: “Traditional cus-
woms are always covered and much has been the controversy which
.rmm takep place in many places at any arremptto change them. History
itself has it on record that custom must be respected bugt not without
exception. Ethically, if the existence of a certain custom is not repug-
Dant to the progress and the wellbeing of a community it would not
Emﬂ@ any atternpr 1o eradicate the same merely for the pleasure of
nmoﬁm 50. At the same time, commonsense permits that if the reren-
ton of a custom threatens the progress of any people, that custom
should be scrapped.™ Bur as complex as the debate over “progres-
sive/modern™ or “primitive/retrogressive” was, it is apparent that
most men wanted bride price 10 be reduced, not completely removed.
They understood the importance of bride price as rhat component
of traditional marriage thar legitimized men’s status as husband.
Another writer named Obi clearly cxplained the impact of the non-
payment of bride price on gender relations in marriage: “A woman
whase husband has paid no dowry [bride price] for her, usually takes
unduc advantage over him. She teascs or abuses him on the stighrest
pretext. *You regard yoursclf a man, what have you spent on me?’ she
would ask. Thesc and similar remacks are common.”58
When men wrote about the problem of marriage, they alsoarzempted
to educate their community abour their ordeal in the city. They tried
to repudiate the notion thar urban dwellers, miners, and soldiers made
.mhom of money. Hence they saw communication as onc tool to press-
ing home their demand for reduction of bride price. “Everyonc who
understands the truc position of the cconomic life would support the
spirir of his article,” wrote Ndibe, wio agreed with another contrib-
utor named Obiako that the bride price for educated and uneducated
gitls in Awka needed 10 be reduced.” The youths® narratives in rhe
newspapers include the harsh conditions under which they worked in
the city, the kinds of work they did, and everyday life of the working
&mmmw all of which made fulfiling marriage rtes difficalt. Chris Olisa
@.HoSn_nm a very textual writing about the toils of young men in the
city by chronicling their experience ar different stages of life as they
struggled 1o meet socieral expecration in 2 colonial socicty character-
ized by unpredicrable economic circumstances: “Afrer sending a boy
1o 2 college he comes out to find his living. Naturally, he is not worth
a .H..mn.nEnm because whilst in the college his parents were responsible for
his fees and clothing, Now it happens that by the time he has finished
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his studics, something inevitable befalls his parents and he could not
thercfore, pursue his studies. The young man comes out of the college
to lock for a means of livelihood. Whilst on this venrure, he falls in
love with a girl, who is fully marured. He has now succeeded in get-
ting an employment and after making provision for a few odd things
cssendal to life, he wants to marry his fully developed girlfriend. After
complying with the necessary formalitics, be is asked to pay a dowry
aggregate to his year’s emolument before taking his girl as a wife.”%0
Other writers like A. L John, who wrote about marriage payment in
Mbaise, was more confrontational in his rendition of how he thoughe
his community wanted him to spend his hard-camed money: “Would
it not be criminal folly to ask the young man to use-up all kis cight
years saving just to marry a wife?”s

Men realized thar opposition to high bride price required the
deployment of vocabularies capable of elicitng public opinion against
their elders and community. The colenial calrure of the English rhe-
toric developed partly because the print media was respected as a site
through which people could hold public debate, demonstrate their
mastery over language, while generating large volume of interesting
information that increased readership and sale of the newspapers.®?
Critics consistently associated high marriage payment with slavery,
one of the most emotionally charged words in a modemizing sod-
ety that credited European “civilization” for helping o end the hei-
nous trade in humans. They claimed to be speaking for the “hapless™
young village girls who were “sold” into sexual slavery. “Every right
thinking person will agree with me thar it is purely stave trade,” J.
W. I. Wubani, an opponent of high bride price, argued.®® Another
writer, Chas H. Olisa, submitted: “To my mind, the dowry system is
an indireet form of slavery.”® To A. L John, bride price was a “shame-
ful act of indircer slave dealing.”® Such admonitions as the one by
Ndibe of Awka, who argued that parents should “discover the intrin-
sic value of their daughters. They are not simply chatecls for making
money,” or apother that claimed, “Our women folk are thereby lit-
erally placed in the public auction for the highest bidder,” were all
meant to associate marriage with capitalism and unequal socioeco-
nomic relations between junior and scnior men.%® Yet another writer
made a moral case for marrfage by drawing a relationship between
humans and inanimate objects of rrade: “The suggestion of grading
{pricing] human beings for purpase of the holy institudon of marri-
mony appears to us to be very scandalous for it fowers the starus and
dignity of man and removes all full stops separating human beings
from mere and immobile commercial commodities.™?
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.H,rn. problem of the “commercialization of marri age” went beyond
monetizing bride price; it also extended to the success of marriage
and the value of the wives being “bought™ with meager wages.
Payment of bride price and compliance with all wraditional rites and
cxpecrations did not guarantee a successful marriage. The headline
of a front-page article in the Somthern Nigeria Defender spoke to
mwm large number of failed marriages in the era of exorbitzar bride
price: “Marriage ar Ibadan Costs Almost £40 and Yet no Safety,e¥
Em,h.numnm failed because of numerous factors ranging from infidelity
to incompatibility.®” But men attempted to link marrizge instability
to payment of high bride price. They argued that it deprived new
husbands of the resources needed ro live a decent life after macriage.
O_.:.. Obi, among other writers, attributcd domestic conflict to high
Uw&n price: “Many men use their hands, sticks or canes frecly on their
wives for the smallest offence. Such rmen, no doubr think that this is
one way of getting their dowry [bride price] worth. They think of the
ao,.ca, and beeome pugnacious. They regard themselves as lords over
their wives, and therefore, flog them to their satisfaction.”® Another
writer from Port Harcourt who selfidentified as Uzo, criticized the
elders of Imuma for giving out “untrained girls who purt their under-
wear on top of their gowns and can’t correctly serve kola to any visitor
oor say good morning. ™!

) Beyond associating high bride price with slavery, men did high-
light other negative consequences of inflated marriage payment on the
individual, their community, and the city where they lived. Indecd,
the more they were able to relate the problem beyond the narrow eri-
scs of a poor, working-class bachelor to that of the larger community
and the colonial state, the more they invited debate from like-minded
men or securc their sympathy. Some men were forced to practice
intercthnic marriage by “loak{ing] for a thing where it is cheap” 10
use the words of Ben who wrote abour his hometown Nkwerre. For
him, the best means of preventing a community and their culture
m‘.oa €XtiNCon was intra-community marriage. Without referencing
his sources, Ben went on to state the impact of Jate marriage on pro-
creation: “Before young men could save enough money for marriage,
they grew so old that even if they suceeed in marrying, their issucs
[children] are either weak or unprogressive.””2 “Do you want increasc
of population? Are we not to marry our products?” another man,
named Uzo, queried :

Buc the most obvious implication of high bride price, which most
of the writers pontificated, was the clongation of bachelorhood. When
men could not maxry within a culturally acceptable period of time,
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they developed, in several writers’ convietion, “disgust for marriage”
and remained in perpetual ibachelorhood, squandering their money
and time on prostitutes anditransient refationships, The situation was
described as a vicious cycle. High bride price created a pool of unmar-
ried pirls who migrated to the ity 1o become prostitutes after waiting
endlessly for qualified suitors.”* “Today, when we look around,” one
contriburor wrote, “we potice prostitutes in grear multitude swarm-
ing into ditics from various villages. This is one result of the high
bride price permeating the: Iboland. Many young girls have found
marriage in their towns unaccornplished.””s

Concrusion

The central focus of this chapter was the representation of the poli-
tics of bride price payment in several southern Nigerian newspapers
within the context of relarions berween subordinate and hegemonie
men on the onc hand and ethnic natfonalism on the other. Young
unmarried men turned newspapers into 2 site for performing sub-
ordinate masculinity by decrying the impact of high bride price on
their abiliry to fulfill the conditfons needed for marriage and ritc of
passage to adulthood. However, they also-expressed strong notions of
cthnic nationalism by promoting intra-cthaic and intra-community
marriage in a multiceltural colonial state of Nigeria. Thus, one of
the main contriburions of this chapter to African rescarch on gender,
masculinity, and navionalism js its use of newspapers to map out the
contest among men of different social class and genersdon, and its
relations to the significant theme of ethno-nationalism.

However, discussion about bride price in the ncwspapers is replete
with numerous inconsistencies. These inconsistencies should be
expected. Marriage expenses varied fram one part of southern Nigeria
to another. Most men preferred intra-ethnic marriage, yet they ques-
tioned the legitmacy of cultural obligations that had so much ¢f an
impact on their financial stabilicy. The contradiction in the men’s
agenda cannot be divorced from the broader problem of colonial
modernity. During the first balf of the twentieth century, Nigerians
selectively deplored the discourse of Western and African civilization
in opposition and contradictory manner to satisfy their shifting posi-
tions on core issues, like marriage that affected them.

Nigerian masculinity studies is a viable area of scholarly research.
Althongh some interesting works have appeared in recent years, there
are still a lor of blind spots. For instance, we stll de not know much
about what it takes to be an ethnic man vis-2-vis a male member of
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the nation. Information about the transformarion of ethnic masen-
linity under colonialism is replete with several iiterary and historical
works.”® Bur scholars need to pull these studies together to create
strong narratives about the intersections of ethnic rasculinity and
the idea of nationality. In other words, how does the trapsformation
of the ethnic construction of miasculinity woder colonialism influence
people’s understanding of their role and status as members of the
ammou.v When and how docs ethnic masculinity manifest itselfin the
discourses of nationaliry and nation-building? As I have highlighted
above, the colonial man was not just an ethnic man, but a coloniat
subject or member of a nation-stare thar was comprised of several dis-
similar ethnic groups.

In terms of periodization, much of the present work focuses on the
colonial period. We nced works that historicize the reconfiguration
of the intersection of masculinizy and nationalism since the demise
of colonial rule in 1960. Did new forms of masculinities emerge
after independence? Whar kinds of political and social conditions or
changes pave the way for the rise or consolidation of new forms of
B.mmnc.msiw For instance, the rise of strong men through military
dictatorship in postcolonial Nigeria introduced a new form of male
authority, guided by a different ser of ideologics about public order
and obligation or loyalty toward the nation-state, Military national-
ism also needs to be placed in proper historical perspective within
the context of what is takes to be a man and a soldier from a partic-
ular ethnic group or community. It is a well-known fact thar mili-
tary masculiniry worsened interethnic relation. Bat the dynamics of
cthno-military nationalism need urgent artention. For example, what
can miliary masculinity teach us about posteolonial gender relations
and about the excrcise and distribution of political authority? What
Is more, significant political and cconomic processes since indepen-
dence have influenced virtually all areas of Nigerian life. We sull
need historical research on how new information rechnology, con-
traction of socioeconomic opportunitics, the new diaspora, popular
and expressive culture, expansion of educational institutions, among
other developments since independence rule, have transformed mas-
culinity and intergenerational celations.
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