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Abstract

Urban ethnic-based associations in Africa are generally known for supporting their members to adjust to life in the cities. It has long been realized that members of ethnic, clan and village unions that dot African cities are significantly better adjusted to the urban environment than non-members. The various ethnic and cultural associations they belong to provide members with critical information on opportunities available in the cities, and also on how to access them. They serve as a platform for bringing various actors together and also facilitate the consolidation of resources, which in turn maximize the value of individual activities and earnings in the urban centres. In doing all these, urban-based ethnic associations functionally replace the extended family units within whose tradition of socio-cooperation the new entrants into the cities were brought up. This no doubt has implications for civil society and its engagement with urban processes. For example, a variety of voluntary associations have emerged in African cities especially since the economic crisis of the 1980s, often in response to the failure of the state to provide a modicum of public services. In this regard the importance of urban ethnic-based associations as agents for political mobilisation is not contested. This particular function of the ethnic associations in urban centres in Africa dated back to the colonial period. The existing ethnic-welfare associations that littered African urban landscape are indeed off shoots of the ethnic associations formed in the context of socio-economic hardships and anxiety that characterised colonial rule in Africa. During this period these associations assuage the difficulties of urban life for their members. In post-colonial period they have continued the task of mitigating the difficulties of urban life as well as helping their members to adjust to life in the cities. Associational ethnicity continues to be active in Africa’s urban areas, however, questions about how these associational forms have evolved, and how they work, as important as they are for conducting the mapping and assessment of the capacities of contemporary African cities, have not received adequate scholarly attention. Also of importance is an understanding of the operational dynamics of these associations. Thus the following questions guide the study of urban ethnic associations and politics of resource allocation in urban Africa: What practices are entailed? What is the glue that cements real collaboration beyond ethnic ties? While we know, for instance, that ethnic and cultural associations shape urban politics, provide platforms for competition and struggle for space, opportunities and resources, limited knowledge exist on the conduct of the relationships between associations, and also with public institutions. In this paper we attempt to provide answers to some of the questions highlighted above.
ETHNIC-BASED ASSOCIATIONS AND THE POLITICS OF RESOURCE ALLOCATION IN URBAN AFRICA

Victor A.O Adetula

Introduction 

Urban ethnic-based associations in Africa are generally known for supporting their members to adjust to life in the cities. It has long been realized that members of ethnic, clan and village unions that dot African cities are significantly better adjusted to the urban environment than non-members. The various ethnic and cultural associations they belong to provide members with critical information on opportunities available in the cities, and also on how to access them. They serve as a platform for bringing various actors together, exert influence on individual’s political preference and behaviour, and also facilitate the consolidation of resources, which in turn maximize the value of individual activities and earnings in the urban environment. What ends do urban ethnic and cultural associations seek, and through what means do they pursue these ends? What are the operational dynamics of these associations? What are the various normative organizational practices establish and deployed by these associations in order to accomplish the task they set out to accomplish? What are the resources and means they apply in their operations? In doing all these, urban ethnic associations functionally replace the extended family units within whose tradition of socio-cooperation the new entrants into the cities were brought up. 

In many African cities associational forms dated back to the period of colonial rule when urban welfare associations provided the springboards for nationalist agitation against European rule (see Arifalo, 2000). Indeed Tade Aina observed that “in reality the waves of the nationalist protests of the nineteen-forties and nineteen-fifties, the origin and centre of these protests and movements are urban-based” (1994). Even when not so obvious or overshadowed by “larger national governance issues such as constitution-making, multiparty, representative democracy and human rights”, the essence of politics in African countries “in its organization, style and constituencies is primarily urban politics” (Ibid). In post colonial Africa urban associations have continued to thrive. Ethnic-based associations are mostly associated with urban areas, however, questions about how these associational forms have evolved, and how they work, as important as they are for conducting the mapping and assessment of the capacities of contemporary African cities, have not received adequate scholarly attention.

Much has been assumed about the role of ethnic-based associations in Africa’s urban environment. For instance, we know that they facilitate access to accumulation, provide critical information as to how economic opportunities can be accessed, and constitute a domain that brings various actors together, enabling a consolidation of resources which maximize the value of individual activities and earnings. However, in many cases, there is gap in our knowledge. How do these associations work? That is, what practices are entailed? What is the glue that cements real collaboration beyond ethnic ties? While we know, for instance, that ethnic and cultural associations shape urban politics, provide platforms for competition and struggle for space, opportunities and resources, limited knowledge exist on the conduct of the relationships between associations, and also with public institutions. Ethnic and religious identity as well as survival strategies exerts considerable influence on the form of social capital in Africa (UNCHS–HABITAT, 2001, 48). Under what circumstance will urban dwellers develop solidarity networks which transcend ethnicity? Also, given that ethnic identity is vulnerable to political manipulation especially by the elites, what are the implications for ethnic-based associations? This paper will attempt to provide explanations for some of the issues and questions raised.

Conceptual clarifications and key assumptions

The concept of civil society is central to the main issues in this paper.  However, the larger question is how to conceptualize civil society. The prevailing definition of civil society has been expanded to cover more forms of associations. Mohamood Mandani has drawn our attention to the serious task involved in conceptualizing civil society in a series of questions:

 What is civil society?  Does it exist or is it emerging?  Is it confined to the “modern sphere, whose organizations are predicted on a differentiation between the political and the social, the social and the economic? Or does it include the “traditional” sphere where the organization of life process proceeds on the basis of diffusion, and not differentiation, between the economic, the social and the political? Is the problem solved by making a distinction between “modern civil society”, and “traditional civil society”… Or is it thereby shelved? On the other hand, does the notion of a “civil society” as a modern construct lead at best to a one-eyed vision of social and political process (1995, 3). 

Mark Robinson and Gordon White warned against the tendency to invoke the “ virtuous stereotype” of civil society: 

Actual civil societies are complex associational universes involving a vast array of specific organizational forms and a wide diversity of institutional motivations. They contain repression as well as democracy, conflict as well as cooperation, vice as well as virtue; they can be motivated by sectional greed as much as social interest. Thus any attempt to compress the ideas of civil society into a homogenous and virtuous stereotype is doomed to fail. It is intellectually harmful not only because it misrepresents the reality of civil societies, but also because it distorts development discourse more broadly by encouraging simplified but overwhelmingly negative conceptions of other societal agencies whether state or market (1997, 3).  

The expectation of some is that the civil society can help tame the state in Africa. Also some in North America have advocated for the substitution of states services with civil society. However, Mamdani’s critique of state-centrist and society-centrist perspectives is very instructive. He further questioned the universalist pretensions of civil society-governed perspectives and rejected the conventional simplistic state-civil society dichotomy, the prescriptive modernization perspective, and also the denial of the existence of civil society in Africa (1995). 


Mamdani is not alone in his rejection of the claim that Africa lacks a civil society. Peter Ekeh has observed that limiting civil society to civic organizations “points up the danger of transposing the raw notion in the West in its entirety to African circumstances and it raises the important question of what types of associations qualify for inclusion in the conception of civil society in Africa (1992, 194).The dilemma of applying the notion of civil society to urban associations that unite individuals on the basis of ascribed identity (such as ethnicity and kinship) rather than shared professional or political interests  confronts urban researchers in Africa, where most urban associations are ethnically based. Some of these operate as tribal union, hometown association, development union, or progressive association, which in addition to helping their members adjust to urban life, serve as link between the urban and the rural, for the benefits of the home communities (usually the hometown).2 In some cases the so-called ‘cultural association’ or ‘development unions’ are in practice ‘regional’ associations made up of community of people from the same region or province. Usually these are local populations of people that belong to different social classes, but are bound together by common cultural, ethnic or language identity, which they emphasize and exaggerate. This they do through ‘retribalization’, which, according to Abner Cohen, is the process through which a cultural or ethnic group reorganizes its own traditional customs, or develop new customs under traditional symbols, ‘often using traditional norms and ideologies to enhance its distinctiveness within the contemporary situation’ (1969:1). This form of group dynamics in the urban arena is the basis of urban ethnicity. 

In many African cities the struggle for public space is a characterizing feature of inter-ethnic relations. In this situation ethnic and cultural associations are used to project group identity that has increasingly become crucial for the political behaviour of the individual (Nnoli 1994:18).  The 1980s economic crisis aggravated the trend through economic policies and programmes which further estranged the State from the people, leaving few (in some cases none) authentic connections to the people. In Nigeria, for example, the structural adjustment programmme, to which Nigerians were subjected, intensified urban ethnicity and gave urban ethnic associations a new prominence (Osaghae 1995). What ends do urban ethnic and cultural associations seek to advance, and what means and resources are employed in their operations? What are the material and social resources available to the associations, and how have these – especially social resources such as social networks – been deployed to promote the general well being of members? How have these associational forms evolved, and what political spaces do they occupy or seek to occupy? 

Peter Ekeh provides a useful insight on the public realm in Africa, which he maintains is not a single consolidated public realm, “which effectively offer common platforms for the activities of the state and the public behaviours of individuals”. In contrast, the public realm in Africa is segmented into ‘civic public realms’ over which the state presides and enjoys some monopoly, and also the “primordial public realms” which offers platform for individuals’ public behaviours (1992, 200). In many African cities ethnicity has become the key instrument of fostering social cohesion. Associational life is dominated by identity solidarities (ethnicity or kinship), operating within the confines of their particularistic concerns and ethnic/clannish orientations. In western political thought, this would be considered a limitation. In Africa, however, ethnic associations unite individuals on the basis of ascribed identity (such as ethnicity, kinship, and culture) rather than shared professional or political interests. This pattern of associational life is prominent in regions of the world where the development of commodity relations is still at a rudimentary stage. In such societies, Claude Ake said, ‘the elements of civil society are a mixture of secondary and primary groups’. He explained further that those primary groups ‘especially, ethnicities, nationalities, kinship groups, communal groups, language groups and religious sects tend to be very influential in such societies’ (1997: 6). The extent of “pressures and anxieties’ in developing societies, which are largely the consequence of ‘state building and the push of development,” create a strong tendency among the people to focus on holistic identities, which provide “the requisite solidarity for dealing with threats that are cultural, ubiquitous, and multifaceted” (1997,6).

In Africa, “individuals are not perceived as being meaningfully and instrumentally separate from the (various) communities to which they belong”, but rather are “placed within the family, kin and community networks from which (s) he is issued” (Chabal and Dalox, 1999, 52). Thus, whenever (s) he is confronted with the challenges of urban life, ‘the ordinary individual’ has always “sought to attain his security and welfare needs” from ‘kinship organizations which have accordingly grown bigger and bolder in African history, experiencing a path of development directly opposed to that in European history’ (Ekeh 1992: 191).  This is the context in which ethnic associations in the cities replace the principle and practice of extended family – the tradition of social cooperation under which urban residents were raised in the rural areas (the hometowns) – and are now expressed in the association’s function of ensuring the socioeconomic and psychological well-being of fellow kinsmen. Thus, a new entrant into the extra-tribal community of the urban environment through the kinship associations is provided with traditional social support to facilitate his adjustment. In this regard, the association creates a new solidarity with which the entrant can identify. Thus ethnic associations, generally taking the form of kinship organizations, reinforce traditional social values, and also legitimize community social structures. These different ethnic-cultural groups in African urban centres are in competition over scarce resources. In the face of this competition, the associations function as adaptive mechanisms for individuals who have migrated from the ‘hometown’ communities in rural localities to the unfamiliar urban centres. The function of these associations transcends the social, economic, religious, and cultural realms to include ‘the political’ in a “more inclusive and more extensive” sense than in the West: It is more inclusive in that it contains the multiple aspects of the relationship between individual and the community…so that, for example, the fact that a person belongs to a particular village or age group may have significance for some political activities. It is more extensive in that it projects with varying degrees of intensity into the other realms of human existence; social, economic, religious, cultural, etc… (Chabal and Daloz 1999, 52).

One key underlying assumption that guides our analysis is that ethnic and cultural associations are regarded as important political institutions in the urban polities that are capable of generating ways to engage the political process. That is, they are capable of functioning as part of broader institutional networks, which mobilize people into public life through the provision of political information and participatory resources. This assumption, if expanded, shows urban ethnic associations as capable of connecting people to the political process. In this context, urban ethnic associations are seen as helping to build ‘social capital’, or the features of social life – networks, norms and trust – that enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives (Putnam, 1993, 167). The dynamics through which urban-based ethnic and cultural associations enter and consolidate their influence in the public sphere (either in the cities or their ‘home’ communities) is examined. we argue that urban ethnic associations have potentials to serve as agents of political mobilization and intermediary between the individual and the state, fostering political connection and engagement. However, the operations and activities of some urban ethnic associations in Africa reveal many constraints on their capacities as political actors.

Urban Africa – social, economic and political dynamics  

In the consideration of urban politics, one is confronted with the same issues that significantly define Africa’s larger issues of governance, transparency and accountability, constitution-making, human rights etc.  Given the nature of urban Africa, in most cases national politics is often urban-derived, urban-based and urban-driven (O’Connor, 1983, Simon, 1992). The importance of urban space in the discourse about Africa’s development in broad terms cannot be overemphasized. The United Nations Centre for Human Settlement (UNCHS)  had one time highlighted the importance of the city, and concluded that the latter “will increasingly become the test bed for the adequacy of political institutions, for the performance of government agencies, and for the effectiveness of programmess to combat social exclusion and to promote human development” (UNCHS – HABITAT, 2001, 10). UNCHS further noted that burdened with the problems of unemployment, environmental degradation, lack of urban services, poor and inadequate infrastructure and housing facilities, “cities are increasingly subject to dramatic crises, especially in developing countries” (Ibid).  

The most useful way of studying urban politics in Africa is through a historical perspective. There are historical evidences that reveal the raison d’etat of urban politics in Africa. The colonial origin of Africa’s urban centres, and indeed the logic of colonialism were responsible for both the emergence and initial character of urban politics in Africa especially during the period of colonial rule and also the early post-independence period. While it is plausible to argue that there are carryovers from the colonial and immediate post-colonial period especially the “colonial legacy of urban containment”, analysis of the dynamics of contemporary urban politics in Africa should consider the problems associated with growing urbanization. Urban growth in Africa has caused the region a lot of social and economic problems including religious conflicts flavoured with class and ethnic overtones.  Upsurge in migration and demographic pressures occasioned by ecological crises, famine bad governance and wars that forced many to “vote with their feet” contributed to urbanization in many African countries.

Some African countries experienced rapid economic development in the seventies, notably Nigeria, Cote’Ivoire and Kenya. This also contributed to significant increase in the urbanization rates in these countries.  Fast urbanization rates resulted in increase in rural-urban migration. The development of urban centres, especially where the latter was not accompanied by sustainable rural development programmes,   resulted in massive movement of adolescents and young adults from the rural areas to urban centres in search of white collar jobs. Apart from the pressures on urban governance such as the need for the expansion of infrastructural facilities and social amenities in the receiving cities and towns, the surging population of new entrants has implications for urban politics. For example, frustrated urban residents, while in search for social and economic opportunities in the urban areas for themselves and fellow kinsmen, often displayed aggression towards members of other ethnic and cultural groups. During the period of the eighties and nineties many African countries were ruled by authoritarian regimes and were able to curb the wave of violent identity conflicts, using the threat of force mostly to prevent them from escalating into major civil unrest. Notwithstanding, urban deterioration that resulted from poor inefficient delivery of social services and infrastructure has continued to make tensions rise in urban centres all over Africa.

In Africa generally, economic reforms dated back to the era of the structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) under which some African governments introduced a measure of market reforms. The reform programmes were essentially guided and protected by authoritarian rules and procedures that generated a lot of civic actions such as protests and street demonstrations, especially against obnoxious policies such as the removal of subsidies and the withdrawal of the State from the provision of public goods. This trend in turn provoked mass actions in demand for political liberalization and opening of the public space. Because this internal processes were never allowed to run their logical courses, the outcome in many instances was the replacement of old authoritarian regime with new dictatorial regimes that initially put in place democratic “decorations” as` was witnessed in Nigeria and Egypt, but took no time in retuning to the same authoritarian rule and procedures to support neo-liberal market driven reform programmes. This is the paradox behind the poor democratic development and poor performance in the provision of infrastructure and social services for citizens in many African countries. Thus, in spite of the introduction of political and economic liberalization programmes, beginning with the structural adjustment programme (SAP) in the 1980s and most recently some aspects of the deregulation programme, many Africa countries have suffered bad governance and management styles that alienated the majority of the people whose living condition did not directly benefit from the reform programmes. Governments all over the world and at all levels – federal, state/regional and local - are paid to serve the interests of the people. However, the experience in many African countries with respect to their performances leaves much to be desired which account for low citizens’ support and trust in political institutions. 

In a situation of growing deprivation and impoverishment resulting from the failure of the state to provide for the people, kinship ties were quickly rekindled to provide for the individual's basic needs. Consequently more people in Africa developed closer affinity and trust in ethnicity than the state. As pointed out by Berman in several African countries the bureaucracies - the most important first contact people have with the state - have failed to develop the requisite social trust that would make ordinary people associate with the state more than they do with ethnicity. These failures explain the salience of ethnicity in Africa and its continued growth as a competitor/alternative to the nation-state. As the economic and living conditions of the masses deteriorated, many Africans especially those in the urban centre became more attached to primordial ties. In many African countries this has resulted in   increased identity-based conflicts that usually leave the people more impoverished and vulnerable and many people have became more disposed towards increased involvement in social and violent conflicts and other form of criminal behaviour. Cities in Africa are primary sites of these forms of violence.  In cities like Lagos, Johannesburg and Ibadan these processes have produced an alienated youth in the mould of Lagos’ “area boys”(see Louw and Bekker, 1996).  As access to goods and jobs was getting worse, the deprived and impoverished people in the urban centres are the worst hit. They not only lost confidence and trust in government, some have become disposed towards increased involvement in social and violent conflicts and other forms of criminal behaviour. 

The UN-HABITAT’s State of the World’s Cities Report 2008/9: Harmonious Cities shows that 39 per cent of Africa’s population lives in urban areas. It is projected that, if current trends continue, half of Africa’s population will be urban by 2050. Africa will have an urban population of 1.2 billion. This trend has grave implications for urban politics. Shortage of housing, failing services, unemployment, and environmental problems and inadequate local government structures have compounded hardship for urban residents that increasingly seek the protection of their respective ethnic and cultural groups.  Also, while some countries in Africa may be experiencing economic growth, a large majority of their populations in the urban areas are not benefiting from the wealth. African countries have the highest levels of urban poverty in the world mainly due to very high income inequalities in the cities which are reflected in unequal access to adequate housing, good diet, and good education. This is the case of Kenya, Namibia, South Africa, and Botswana. 

In 2005 six out of every ten urban residents in Africa was slum dwellers. According to UN-HABITAT’s report - State of the World’s Cities Report 2008/9: Harmonious Cities, the proportion of people living in slum conditions in urban areas is highest in sub-Saharan Africa where 62 per cent of the region’s urban population lives in a slum. The slum proportion is particularly high in countries such as Ethiopia, Angola, Central African Republic, Chad, Guinea-Bissau, Madagascar, Mozambique, Niger, Sierra Leone, and Sudan. In Central African Republic, Chad and Ethiopia most residents in the cities are living in extremely deprived settlements. Large slum concentrations are present in Benin, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Gabon, Kenya, Ghana, and Senegal.  

Except in Northern Africa’s urban centres with a relatively egalitarian pattern of income distribution, most cities in Africa exhibit income inequality. In urban Africa the Gini has an average value of 0.46, above the international alert line of 4 per cent. Freetown in Sierra Leone, Dire Dawa in Ethiopia and Dar es Salaam in Tanzania are among the most equal cities in sub-Saharan Africa, with Gini coefficients of 0.32, 0.39 and 0.36, respectively. In urban Kenya, for instance, the Gini coefficient rose from 0.47 in the 1980s to 0.575 in the 1990s largely as a result of structural adjustment programme (SAP), poor governance and other factors that adversely affected the urban poor. According to a UN-HABITAT source, in Nigeria, the urban Gini coefficient increased from 0.37 to 0.416 for the same reasons as in Kenya, and in Abidjan, the devaluation of the currency provoked an increase in the income Gini coefficient from 0.497 in 1992 to 0.529 in 1998. Inequalities are most pronounced and extraordinarily high in South African and Namibian cities. The average Gini coefficient for South African cities is 0.73, while that of Namibian cities is 0.62. Maputo, the capital of Mozambique, also stands out as a city with high levels of consumption inequality, with a Gini coefficient of 0.52. In South Africa the massive income inequality and high unemployment rates are the likely driving forces behind the high rate of crime and violence in the urban areas. Also, the ISS National Victims of Crime Survey reports that people's feelings of safety decreased. The number feeling unsafe at night had more than doubled from 25 percent in 1998 to 53 percent in 2003.  

While the logic of colonialism may explain the emerging of urban politics in Africa, the contradictions of neo-colonial state policies and programmes, the economic crisis of the eighties, new “wave of democratization” that ushered in electoral politics in several African countries that were previously under authoritarian, globalization in its various dimensions, and other indicators of neo-liberalization, are acting as pressures on urban centres in Africa to produce changes in the direction and intensity of urban politics.

Urban associational ethnicity in Africa 

As members of the same clan, village, ethnic or language group come together to provide their kinsmen and kinswomen with sense of socio-economic and psychological security, either through guardianship and actual provision of materials, associational forms developed around group interests. The concept that adequately captures this is ‘associational ethnicity’, which Eghosa Osagie describes as “organization-based ethnicity”, which “derives from the ethnic group or category, but does not have to be located in the ethnic territory” (1994, 7). In many African countries ethnic and cultural associations in the urban centres emerged during colonial period in reaction and response to the logic of colonialism which encouraged ethnic segregation in emerging modern towns and cities. During this period public spheres were constructed to serve the public interests of different ethnic and cultural groups. Ethnic solidarity groups such as those found in colonial Nigeria and many other colonized countries in Africa constituted earlier forms of nationalism. For example in southwestern Nigeria during the colonial period there was Egbe Omo Oduduwa, a Yoruba pan-ethnic tribal union, which was formed to increase the Yoruba share of resources in the Nigeria. It later metamorphosed into the Action Group (AG), which exerted greater influence on the political directions and affairs in the old Western Region of Nigeria. Similarly, the Ibo State Union wielded significant influence on the Igbo dominated National Council of Nigeria Citizens (NCNC In central Nigeria the Berom Progressive Union (BPU) was one of the early ethnic associations in Jos through which the ‘indigenes’ made appropriate representations to government. It was organized in 1945 ‘to foster pan-Birom unity and partly to agitate for the payment of fair compensation to the Birom people in return for the use of their lands by British tin-mining companies on the Jos Plateau” (Sklar 1963, 345). The Berom Progressive Union was one of the ethnic solidarity groups that joined with other similar ethnic associational groups that came together and formed the United Middle Belt Progressive Union (UMBC).
In East Africa there were urban ethnic associations with considerable influence on the political behaviour of their kinsmen. Such include the Luo Union with very visible presence in such cities like Nairobi (Kenya) and Kampala (Uganda). The Luo Union not only supports kinsmen through a host of welfare activities, it also provides politicians from among the Luo people the necessary platforms to deliver their messages and make demands on the political system. Also, in Ethiopia there is today an intensified tribalism and stronger bonds between members of the same ethnic group bonded most importantly by language (O'Conner, 1983, 109). In the city of Addis Ababa there is the Oromo Development and Advancement Association which has been able to develop a formidable organization with branches spread beyond the national borders of Ethiopia, and with a mandate to promote the identity of the Oromo group even to the extent of demanding self-autonomy which the Ethiopian government has continually resisted. Apart from the Oromo Development and Advancement Association, there are ethnic development associations for each of the ethnic-language groups in Addis Ababa which include Amharas, Galla, Gurage and Tigray. These ethnic development associations help to facilitate the adjustment and integration of their kinsmen to urban life. In his book, The African City, Anthony O'Conner summarizes this phenomenon and suggests that Addis Ababa is truly unique in its segregation of ethnic groups: “Possibly to a greater degree than anywhere else, the layout of Addis Ababa is based upon quarters originally allocated to specific ethnic groups or sub-groups” (1983, 221).

In post colonial Africa not much has changed in the nature and character of the state as well as its relationship with the society. Thus the role perception of these associations has remained largely unchanged. Peter Ekeh remarked that although these associational forms are associated with ancient structures of kinship, they are essentially “modern social formations whose goals are to enhance the collective welfare of unique primordial groupings in the modern circumstances of multiethnic and polyglot nation-states in Africa” (1992, 205). Apart from the character of the post-colonial state, the deepening economy of the 1980s played critical role in the upsurge of ethnic and cultural associations in urban centres in Africa.  Closely related is the adoption and implementations of the structural adjustment programmes in many African countries that brought more hardship to the urban dwellers. One of such ethnic association that was formed partly in response to the economic crisis of the 1980s is the Kazanga Cultural Association in Lusaka, Zambia (van Binsbergen, 1995). The association was founded in Lusaka, the capital of Zambia, in 1982, at a time when Zambia was going through economic stress.
Authoritarian and dictatorial rule in many African countries affected the operations of ethnic and cultural organizations. For instance in Nigeria during military rule ethnic associations came under serious scrutiny; successive military regimes were generally intolerant of social movements that might advocate alternative style of governance. However, beginning from the early 1990s, several African governments, mostly in response to internal pressures, but with reasonable support of the international community, embarked on political reforms programmes that ushered in the era of transition to democracy in Africa. With the democratization process on, and the prospect of regular electoral competitions, many ethnic solidarity groups have bounced back to life along with other ethnic associations in Jos.  There is the sense in which it can be said that the opening of the political space contributed to the consolidation of some of the existing ethnic and cultural association, and also facilitated the springing up of some new ones. In Nigeria the period of the 1990s witnessed the birth of new  ethnic-based associations such as Afenifere for protection of the interests and welfare of the Yoruba, Ohaneze for the Igbo and Arewa Consultative Forum for the Hausa-Fulani, all playing roles similar to as those of the ethnic and regional based associations of the colonial era.,

The welfare contents of these ethnic and cultural associations are deliberately highlighted for the outside world to see. Thus most of these associations are “couched in development associations”.  For example, cities in Ghana like many other urban centres in Africa have many of such “development associations” whose functions range from the initial reception of new immigrants to the burial of urban residents. These associations are formed by people from the same village, district, region, or ethnic background. Apart from supporting their members and new immigrants to the urban environment, these associations contribute to the development of their hometowns. One example is the Kwahu Development Association, established by urban residents from towns and villages in the Kwahu Plateau. They are spread all over the urban centres, and popular for organizing mutual aid societies. They also contribute the development of their home communities (usually hometowns) by supporting the development projects such as school building construction, rural electrification, and general beautification projects in their villages. In most cases when urban ethnic and cultural associations function as “hometown association”, “development union”, or “progressive association”, they serve as link between the urban and the rural. The rural-urban linkage that these associations facilitate provide the urban dwellers with opportunities to engage in the political process of their various home communities that benefits from resources remitted back to the localities from the urban centres to aid development programmes.  

It is possible to view urban ethnic associations in Africa as platforms for promoting patriarchy. This is in consideration of the exclusion of women from mainstream activities of these associations, and in most cases women are hardly objects of consideration during deliberations and meetings of these associations except by some defaults. Arguably there are some religious and social values that do not accommodate public association of male and female. In this regard women are allowed to form their own organizations, usually tagged “women’s wing”, and they are expected to limit their activities to domestic, familial, and community issues.  Concerns for the material survival of members are a major consideration for urban women’s associations as well. Consequently, these associations do undertake considerably narrowed activities to garner material and psychological support for their members. Because low-income women in urban centres are generally more vulnerable than their male counterparts, women associational forms have revolved around activities that are close to women in terms of their gendered character. Though engaged in collective activities, these associations rarely show interest in pursuing more generalized goals, their activities are centered on savings and credit, which essentially support members’ involvement in the urban informal sector. Thus savings schemes are found in almost all the women associations.  Also, these associational groups are deeply involved in religious ceremonies, burial rituals and rites, wedding ceremonies, cultural festivals, recreational activities, and sports events, which in effect prove the essence of nonmaterial coping strategies against urban vulnerability.  
Also, it does not appear as if the youths are well integrated into the activities of urban based ethnic associations. In most cases youths are encouraged to form “youth wing” of the main associations and the activities of the former are often restricted to recreations and spots. One example is the Yoruba Elders’ Council (YEC) in Nigeria – a pan-Yoruba group that claims to be coordinating the thoughts of Yoruba elders on wide range of issues. This group operates mostly in the urban areas and it has age restriction.  It was partly in reaction to this that the Odua Peoples Congress (OPC) emerged to represent the Yoruba youths. The latter has been severally associated with the use of violence to settle score with other ethnic or cultural groups in the urban centres of south western Nigeria. In the same way the emergence of the dreadful Bakassi in the eastern part of Nigeria is partly as a result of non-accommodation of Igbo youths in some of the ethnic-based organizations for the advancement of the interest of the Igbo people, such as the overtly elitist Ohaneze. The exclusion of the youths from mainstream activities of their ethnic solidarity groups has the tendency to dispose them towards displaced aggression, and thereby constituting high risk for other urban residents especially members of other ethnic groups that may be in competition with their ethnic solidarity groups over scarce resources or political appointments.

The practice of exclusion by urban-based ethnic associations in whatever forms is not limited to women and youths. Indeed there have been cases of divisiveness within some ethnic and cultural associations that suggests that the latter are not free of intra-group conflicts. In actual fact, the so-called ethnic and cultural associations are in practice ‘regional’, ‘district’, ‘province’ or ‘state’ associations made up of community of people from the same region, province or district. Usually members are made up of people that belong to different social classes and religion, but are bound together by common cultural, ethnic or language identity, which they emphasize and exaggerate. In consideration of the possible disputes arising from perceived exclusion or marginalization by sections within the solidarity groups, some associations have been able to put in place mechanisms for resolving conflicts to avert the break-down of order within their groups. Where such arrangement does not exist, perceived marginalization by some members as well as poor management of divisiveness can result in major conflicts that can in turn erode the sense of belonging and solidarity among members of ethnic associations. Such situation normally encourages urban residents to seek comfort in the membership of detribalized groups like professional associations and recreational clubs that are fast spreading in Africa’s cities.  

Operational dynamics: economic, social and cultural strategies

Ethnic and cultural associations in urban centres typically seek to address the welfare and material needs of their members. Characteristically these associations strive to maintain their distinctiveness and exclusiveness and in turn promote and consolidate identity formation through various strategies. Such strategies include the inauguration of cultural and social activities. The most common of such activities is annual festival that is usually associated with the specific history of the ethnic group or some myths and other forms of oral literature (songs, praise poems, proverbs, and slogans) about the heroic accomplishments of the group. These annual celebrations provide platforms for the flamboyant display of the richness of the culture of the urban ethnic associations. 

Urban cultural associations in Africa have institutionalized a number of cultural events and activities to encourage interaction among kinsmen and women, and promote shared cultural values and identities. It is normal, for instance, for ethnic and cultural associations in African cities sponsor ‘cultural day’- a celebration that takes the form of socio-religious festival and ritual. In some urban centres such celebration of festivals and rituals has become potent political tool in the hands of the elites that have now introduced political communications into what was originally conceived as platform for cultural display. In many African urban centres today especially during electoral competition the elites use these platforms to engage in the manipulation of cultural resources for ethnic mobilization with the purpose of enhancing their political capital. This form of social behaviour is associated with the Kazanga Cultural Association, a recent ethnic movement in the capital city of Lusaka, in western central Zambia, that engages in strategic identity construction of the Nkoya people of Zambia (van Binsbergen, 1995). Apart from providing support for kinsmen, the Kazanga Cultural Association has contributed to Nkoya Bible translation, supported the publication of ethnic history texts, and also championed the cause of the Nkoya district, including campaigning for the Nkoya cause within various political parties and publicity media (van Binsbergen, 1999). It is in the annual celebration of the Kazanga festival that the association has recorded its main achievement. It is an occasion during which the people present, especially the national dignitaries, are treated to various aspects of the Nkoya culture, including Nkoya songs, dances and staged rituals (Ibid). 
It is possible to argue that manipulation of ethnic symbols by urban elites that mostly use the platform of ethnic associations is a source of urban conflict in Africa. Some ethnic-based organizations consciously or unconsciously create the conditions of exclusion that have engendered and sustained the cycle of violence in many parts of Africa. Such is the case of some ethnic youth associations in northern Ghana that reportedly engage in the reconstruction of ethnic histories and identities to demand for more political space for their ethnic groups. Recent examples of ethnic-based associations in Ghana with high propensity to cause conflict are the self-styled Ga-Dangbe Youth Association and Patriots for the Protection of Western Region’s Heritage (PPWR). Both are in the forefront of demand for the protection of indigenous resources of their people. For example, the Ga-Dangbe Youth Association claims that it is representing the Gas people whose lands that were initially seized or leased by the State are now being issued to individuals.


The welfare contents of the activities of the ethnic associations in urban centres in Africa have served to further consolidate group consciousness and identity among members.  Some ethnic and cultural associations engage in specific benefit-yielding activities such as the establishment of schools, the building of halls and shops, as well as other forms of investment. For example, the Hausa-speaking population in urban Lagos is mostly concentrated around Agege, Sango, Isale-Oja and Alfa–Nla. This settlers’ community had been able to organize itself into “middlemen” in the kolanuts trade. The success of the settlers’ community in the economic sphere has spilled over to the political domain which in turn has facilitated the integration of Hausa migrants into the wider community and also their participation in the process of local governance. The welfare contents of the activities of the Hausa community have been deepened to include the establishment of educational institutions for the benefits of their members. Today the Hausa community in Agege has build mosques and schools in which Arabic and English are languages of instruction (Olukoju, 2005). Also, this strategy has been extended to the economic spheres by putting in place initiatives to assist members’ business interests. In times of crisis the members of the Hausa Community usually find comfort in the intervention of the Community which usually serves as a link to the larger Hausa family outside Lagos, especially for the purpose of support and assistance to Arewa (northern) brothers and sisters. Such ethnic-based arrangements to facilitate the accumulation of capital by members of their ethnic groups can be found among other urban ethnic communities in many urban centres in Nigeria. With the active support of their respective ethnic associations, these ethnic-based trading networks have been elaborated to consolidate a hold over particular economic sectors. Over the years, the Igbo have dominated the trade in motor parts, electrical supplies, clothing and shoes, and long-distance transportation services.

Although it cannot be said that there are as yet clearly discernible patterns in all the urban centres in Africa, but ethnically-marked occupational groups are evolving around trade and other informal activities in some Africa cities. The organization of a particular ethnic or tribal monopoly around particular trading activities and services is observable in some urban centres. For example, in Addis Ababa each ethnic group differs in its occupation and lifestyle. The Amhara, who consider themselves the “hosts” of the city and have long been the ruling class, typically occupy the “nobler” professions including government, law, medicine, and trade (O'Conner, 1983, 109). The Galla likewise have an image of themselves as an 'elite' class and avoid unskilled labor. The Gurage on the other hand, do not believe they are hard-working and therefore who occupy positions the Amhara and Galla tend to ignore. Similarly in the city of Accra in Ghana, the Yoruba enjoy a monopoly in the sales of plastic products and toiletries, and the Muslim Hausa have organized monopolies in the sales of foreign currencies. This development comes with the risk of ‘industrial actions’ by different ethnic occupational groups either in protest or in solidarity with their parent ethnic or tribal unions. For example, in 1994 the Hausa/Fulani butchers in the city of Jos slaughtered cows on the streets to protest perceived political marginalization when their kinsman, Mallam Aminu’s appointment as Chairman of Jos North Local Government Council was suspended. Also, in the city of Jos, following the 7 September 2001 civil disturbance, during which the Igbo communities lost their kinsmen and millions of naira worth of property, Igbo traders “closed down shops” for some days in solidarity but more in complaint. And in aftermath of the May 2002 civil disturbance in Jos, the Yoruba traders came out on 18 July 2002 to declare “a day of fasting and prayers”.

Mostly in response to their marginalization in the urban public space, urban women in Africa are becoming more visible in urban politics and governance as they are increasingly being mobilized for the reconstitution of the urban public space. However this development is only noticeable in few urban locations where women have enlarged opportunities to participate both in the urban economy and political process. Arguably, rising global consciousness on gender equity and also the experimentation with democratization in many African countries may have contributed to this development. For instance, in the Magreb in the late 1960s feminist movements emerged in the urban areas. Urban areas in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia witnessed street demonstrations by women groups demanding enhanced status for women.  In Nigeria, since the return to electoral democracy, there has been a re-activation of women activism in urban areas. Recently some women associations have resorted to using non-violent modes of social actions, including non-violent peace-walk and nude protests to renegotiate their role and status in the public realm. One instance of non-violent protest by women associations in Nigeria was the 28 September 2002 non-violent demonstration in the city of Jos by hundreds of women from different parts of the city, and of different religion and ethnic backgrounds. The women took to the streets to protest against “continuous killings and destructions”.  The protest, tagged “peace walk”, was organized by the Plateau State chapter of the Women Council of Women Societies (NCWS) which is a national umbrella organization for women associations in Nigeria. The women, all dressed in black attire, carrying leaves in their hands, and some with cooking utensils on their head (in the manner depicting the horrors of fleeing refugees),  chanted peace songs as they walked with police protection. The women matched through major streets of Jos, with some carrying placards that displayed various messages and demands.  At the Government House the women presented their written petition to the Governor. The women lamented: "not only our lives those of our husbands, children and fellow women being destroyed overtly or covertly, but some women in the rural areas are being raped.” The women appealed to the Governor to urgently address the problem of insecurity in the state, and also to seek constitutional means of addressing the ‘indigene’ question.

Conclusion
Let us recapitulate the thrust of our presentation thus far. We have discussed how the associational ethnicity that emerged in urban Africa since the colonial period has developed, essentially through formal and informal social networks that unite people around ethnic, cultural, and religious identities. Also, we have been able to show that politics, as the struggle for power and resources among constituents within a political system, exist in urban centres in Africa, with ethnic and cultural associations as main players. At different times, the struggle has involved competition over resources and political power. The most common pattern has been the struggle and competition between the so-called indigenes and settlers communities, mostly to ensure the security of economic spaces they either already occupied or seek to occupy. Our analysis included among other things the underlying factors that motivate and induce people to active membership of ethnic and cultural associations. Further more we analyzed how these associations perform a number of survival tasks in the face of urban hardship. Also, we discussed the strategies through which urban ethnic-based organization promote identity formation and also engage in urban politics. 

Does urban ethnicity portray the communal orientation that significantly defines the political culture of the African peoples? In the context of on-going democratization project in Africa, how much of the inherent social capital in communal orientation can be deployed to challenge the liberal democracy’s projections of possessive individualism that has been imposed on Africa’s democratizing countries?  Ethnic associations are assets only to the extent that their activities and operations promote the age-long commitment to sense community in Africa. Robert Putman’s thesis on the “declining American social capital” and the general decline in the vibrancy of American civil society somehow brings out the growing preference for “the isolated individual” as against ‘the group’ “at the very moment when liberal democracy has swept the battlefield, both ideologically and geopolitically” (Putman, 1995, 76). According to Putman, one of the main causes of the decline in civic engagement among the Americans is the weakening of family and other cultural changes such as the legitimation of birth control, abortion and divorce. The increasing dominance of electronic media is another major cause of American declining propensity for forming voluntary associations. These factors have rendered the family less effective in political socialization and the transmission of norms as the citizens are “now provided with ‘virtual reality’ helmets in order to be entertained and edified in isolation” (Putman, 1995, 77).  

Beyond the public declarations of their mandates, goals and objectives, the actual activities of many of the ethnic and cultural associations in urban Africa show a lot of the contradictions. Also, these association exhibit varying capacities to wield significant influence over the political behaviour of the individuals, or even be involve in serious political engagement beyond the primordial public space to contest the civic public space with the State. For instance, in many African countries there is discontent with government performance. Inefficient and ineffective service delivery, ineffective complaints mechanism, poor corruption reporting mechanism, lack of faith in the integrity of public office holders and the political and bureaucratic processes and non inclusiveness in policy articulation have generated more discontent in Africa. There is high level of discontent with the State in Africa which is marked by growing lack of trust in the governments that have failed to respect rule of law, provide security and deliver socio-economic goods and services. The people regularly complained about the pains and burden of economic reform programs, and also have become less supportive of the governments.  In no other place is the crisis of governance more evident than in the urban centres. Yet the many ethnic and cultural associations in Africa’s cities have not seriously engaged the State in either advocacy or campaigns for improvement in the provision and maintenance of public amenities. In contrast, the associations have been largely hijacked by the urban elites and used for their narrow interests. Expectedly, ensuing competition for space in the public realm through access to State resources has generated more of conflicts than cooperation among different ethnic and cultural groups in the cities which in turn has further compounded Africa’s urban crisis. 
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� Some officials of the NCWS and COWAN provided useful information. The author had series of interviews with these officials especially Mrs. Jummai Madaki, the Secretary -General of NCWS, Plateau State Chapter.  
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