


Cultural Mélange in the Twenty-first Century: 

 Land Resource Practices in Ngwaland, Southeast Nigeria 

 

 

Culturele Mélange in de 21e eeuw:  

Praktijken van landbezit in Ngwaland, Zuidoost-Nigeria 

(met een samenvatting in het Nederlands)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Proefschrift 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor aan de Universiteit voor Humanistiek te Utrecht op 

gezag van de Rector Magnificus, prof. dr. Joke van Saane, ingevolge het besluit van het 

College voor Promoties in het openbaar te verdedigen op 12 september 2022 om 16.00 

door  

Blessing Onyinyechi Uwakwe  

geboren op 27 juli 1979, te Aba, Nigeria 

 

 

 

 



ii 
 

Promotoren:  

Prof. dr. Guido Ruivenkamp Universiteit voor Humanistiek, Utrecht, Netherlands 

  

Co-promotor:   

Dr. Caroline Suransky Universiteit voor Humanistiek, Utrecht, Netherlands 

Dr. Kristian Steiner  Malmö University, Sweden 

  

Beoordelingscommissie:  

Prof. dr. Laurens ten Kate Universiteit voor Humanistiek, Utrecht, Netherlands 

Prof. dr. Sawitri Saharso Universiteit voor Humanistiek, Utrecht, Netherlands 

Dr. Bright Alozie Portland State University, Oregon, USA 

Dr. Ir. Joost Jongerden Wageningen University, Netherlands 

Prof. dr. Sitharamam Kakarala Azim Premji University, India 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 
 

 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

First and foremost, I would like to express my warmest gratitude to my supervisory team for 

their immeasurable supports and contributions. I sincerely thank my lead supervisor, Prof. dr. 

Guido Ruivenkamp, and co-supervisors, Dr. Caroline Suransky and Associate Prof. Kristian 

Steiner, for their unwavering motivation and patience throughout the research process. Their 

guidance and constructive criticism were so valuable during the fieldwork and writing of this 

dissertation. I could not have had better or more knowledgeable supervisors for my PhD 

program; they have been the best support system I could have ever asked for. I have 

particularly appreciated Dr. Suransky for being more than a supervisor. Her patience, 

attention, and continued encouragement have helped keep me on course and contributed 

immensely to the finalization of this dissertation. I also appreciate Associate Prof. Steiner for 

sticking with me and believing in my aspiration way back from Malmo University, Sweden 

as a supervisor during my MA dissertation. 

 

Beyond my supervisors, I would like to thank the members of my dissertation Assessment 

Committee—Prof. dr. Sitharamam Kakarala, Dr. Bright Alozie, Dr. Ir. Joost Jongerden, 

Prof. dr. Laurens ten Kate, and Prof. dr. Sawitri Saharso—for their critical feedback. 

 

I want to express my deep appreciation to everyone who has rendered me support to ensure 

the success of this PhD journey. My warmest thanks go to Dr. Caroline Varin of Professors 

without Borders, for her critical comments on the manuscript. I also acknowledge the 

contribution from Prof. dr. Ted G. Jelen (Late), Department of Political Science, University 

of Nevada, Las Vega, USA, who was among the first to read and offer critical feedback on 

my research. May his gentle soul continue to rest in perfect peace.  

 

I cannot thank enough all the research participants who welcomed me into their homes or 

offices and opened their ears to attend to my questions, which they answered to the best of 

their ability. This dissertation would not have been possible without their participation and 

contributions. My thanks also go to my research assistant, Mr. C. Isaac, whose unwavering 



iv 
 

support and knowledge of Ngwaland terrains made my entire fieldwork experience 

worthwhile and manageable.  

 

I appreciate my fellow PhD candidate, Angela Pfaff, her husband Niels and their sons for 

always welcoming me into their home in Utrecht, Netherlands during the foundation year of 

my Ph.D. programme. I thank your family from the bottom of my heart. I also acknowledge 

all the financial supports I have received from friends. Particularly, I appreciate Bara Dieng, 

Head of Office – Political Affairs, United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization 

Mission in the Central African Republic (MINUSCA), for his financial support during the 

editing of this dissertation. And I cannot forget to mention the professional contribution from 

Andy Hilton ensuring that the dissertation is error-free, concise, and readable. I sincerely 

thank you for giving me your time.  

 

Last but not the least, I want to express my sincere thanks to my family—particularly, my 

mother, for all her prayers, and my husband and children, for their love, support, and 

understanding.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 
 

Cultural Mélange in the Twenty-first Century:  

Land Resource Practices in Ngwaland, Southeast Nigeria 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation examines the changing land resource practices in contemporary Ngwaland 

in Southeast Nigeria. Applying an ethnographic, constructive methodology, a framing of 

cultural mélange is used to investigate the local experience of globalization among the people 

living there in relation to land, including its historical and ongoing commodification as a 

resource. The dissertation problematizes these experiences by examining the fluid, plural, 

heterogeneous and disjunctive convergences and interactions of global flows and 

endogenous conditions in the construction of the new, presently observed land culture. It 

documented and explored the transition from land as a common to owned and financed 

land as a commodity, and it focused on the hybridization process of Westernization and 

local traditional values leading to glocalization, or production of a glocal.  

 

The research contended that the actual changing land resource practices are shaped not only 

by global socioeconomic and cultural forces that spread and blended into local Ngwaland, 

but also by the individual and collective experiences and imaginations of the people living 

the Ngwa’s land resource experience, constructing new bargaining sites around local land 

practices. This emphasis on the specificities of the local situation facilitated the recognition 

of local agency in the process of cultural negotiation. Thus, the research revealed the 

historically and socio-culturally (politically, economically, technologically) constructed 

interactions in the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland that have emerged from 

multiple, varied, and dynamic interactions between the global flows and endogenous 

conditions. 

 

Further, it showed that the Ngwas’ land resource practices in the local cultural setting 

represented a continuous site of converging glocal commonalities and disjunctions, 

advanced through migration, identity (ethnicity), language, spirituality (religion), politics 
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(policies), capital (trade) and technology. By forwarding a cultural mélange approach to the 

sociopolitical and economic analysis of changing land resource practices, this dissertation 

addressed an understudied aspect of ‘development’ in respect to land resource practices and 

the transition from common to commodity. The case of Ngwaland presented here can thus 

aims to contribute to scholarly debates around the frictions and temporalities of 

glocalization and the confluences and negotiations of cultural differences.  
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Culturele Mélange in De 21e Eeuw: Praktijken Van Landbezit in 

Ngwaland, Zuidoost-Nigeria 

 

Nederlandse Samenvatting proefschrift 

 

Deze studie onderzoekt het veranderende landgebruik in Ngwaland in Zuidoost-Nigeria. 

Middels een etnografische, constructieve methodologische benadering en een conceptuele 

lens van culturele mélange, is onderzocht hoe lokale bewoners de invloed van globalisering 

ervaren in relatie tot praktijken van landbezit, inclusief de historische en continue 

commodificatie van land. Het proefschrift problematiseert deze ervaringen door de fluïde, 

meervoudige, heterogene en disjuncte convergenties en interacties van globale stromingen 

en endogene omstandigheden in de ontwikkeling van landcultuur nader te onderzoeken. 

Het proefschrift documenteert de overgang van land als gemeengoed naar land in eigendom 

en gefinancierd als handelswaar, en concentreert zich op het hybridisatieproces waarin 

lokale traditionele waarden verwesterden hetgeen leidde tot glokalisatie, oftewel de productie 

van het glokale.  

 

Het onderzoek constateert dat feitelijk veranderende praktijken van landbezit niet alleen 

gevormd worden door globale sociaaleconomische en culturele krachten die zich 

verspreiden en vermengen in het lokale Ngwaland, maar ook door individuele en collectieve 

ervaringen en verbeelding van mensen die nieuwe ruimtes voor onderhandeling construeren 

rondom lokale landbezit praktijken. Door de nadruk te leggen op de specifieke kenmerken 

van de lokale situatie wordt de macht van het lokale in het proces van culturele 

onderhandeling zichtbaar gemaakt. Het onderzoek laat zien hoe historisch- en 

sociocultureel (politiek, economisch, technologisch) geconstrueerde interacties een rol 

spelen in veranderende praktijken die voortkomen uit meervoudige, gevarieerde en 

dynamische interacties tussen globale stromen en endogene omstandigheden. 

 

Verder laat deze studie zien dat er in de lokale culturele omgeving continue ruimte wordt 

gegeven aan zowel convergerende glokale gemeenschappelijkheden als disjuncties, onder 

invloed van migratie, identiteit (etniciteit), taal, spiritualiteit (religie), politiek (beleid), 
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kapitaal (handel) en technologie. Door de sociaal-politieke en economische analyse van de 

veranderende praktijken van landbezit conceptueel te benaderen door de lens van culturele 

melange, behandelt de dissertatie een onderbelicht aspect van 'ontwikkeling' met betrekking 

tot praktijken op het gebied van land en specifiek met betrekking tot de overgang van land 

als gemeengoed naar handelswaar.  Als casus levert Ngwaland op deze manier een bijdrage 

aan het wetenschappelijke debat over de fricties en temporaliteiten van glokalisatie en de 

samenvloeiingen en onderhandelingen in contexten van culturele verschillen.   
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PREFACE 

 

Being Ngwa is in the mind, but writing Ngwa is an obligation. 

 

I was waiting to learn the grade for my master’s thesis in 2011 in the wake of the Arab Spring 

and contemplating whether to return to Nigeria or look for work in international development. 

The never-ending media highlights of the Arab Spring triggered many questions in my mind 

that met with no answer. As I followed the developments, one question I kept asking myself 

was what the local religious and other secular community leaders were doing to deal with the 

volatile situation. And if all this were happening in Nigeria, what would happen to the world, 

thinking about the consequences of forced migration given its huge population? I imagined my 

immediate family, large extended families, what would they do? My imagination gave way to 

a feeling of wanting to know and understand the thought processes of the local leaders expected 

to maintain a certain level of social order.  

 

This feeling was borne out of the coincidence of the Arab Spring with the peak of the Boko 

Haram insurgency movement in Nigeria. Nigerians generally felt the efforts of religious leaders 

and traditional rulers in the management of the movement were not strong enough considering 

the authority they commanded and their influence over the people. Many of us felt that our 

local leaders had failed their families, communities, and the world. The recent clashes between 

the nomadic herders and rural farmers in southern Kaduna in Nigeria had registered similar 

perceptions, with the religious and political leaders inciting discord among already embittered 

locals as large numbers of human casualties were recorded, including women and children. It 

was saddening to know that the conflict in southern Kaduna was land-related, as were the 

deaths from land encroachment in the Nigerian states of Plateau, Benue, Delta, Oyo, Ebonyi, 

Edo, and Enugu. 

 

I had wanted to pursue further studies but not immediately after my master’s program. This 

changed from the moment I scribbled down my questions, and I started to conceive this PhD 

project. The actual questions have changed during the dissertation through the committed 
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tutorship of my supervisory team and a few dedicated professional associates whose feedback 

has been invaluable. The initial recurring questions posed to try to understand the minds of 

local Nigerian leaders shifted until finally, I located them within a most delicate issue: the 

intricacies surrounding land resources. Perceiving land resources as a “life-providing 

subsystem” for cultural beings, I took their different components to be “intrinsically and 

dialectically” interwoven as inseparable practices (Lumumba-Kasongo, 2016).  

 

Interestingly and sadly, during the preparation of this project, I lost a close relative to a land-

related issue. Hence, even when I wanted to give up, the almost undiscovered terrain motivated 

me to continue. I focused my study on the Ngwa region in Nigeria. Land structure and practices 

in Nigeria may vary extensively, and a large percentage of the populace may well lack adequate 

knowledge of actual land practices, traditional or contemporary. The intricacies associated with 

land issues in Ngwaland may seem only to pertain to the Ngwas and other residents in 

Ngwaland, but they should not be underestimated. In fact, the complexities go beyond the 

region, as observed through incessant conflicts. The types of complexities in land matters that 

abound in Ngwaland may replicate in various ways across Nigeria, in Africa and around the 

world in general. It was in this context, therefore, that I was motivated to research and to write, 

for Ngwaland, for my late relative and beyond.  

 

Using a theoretical framework rooted in cultural globalization, this qualitative research centers 

on understanding the realities and complexities of the global-local interactions in the domain of 

land resource practices in Ngwaland. The argument presented is that the changing land 

practices are shaped by the individual and collective imaginations of the people living there and 

the assigned meanings of their experiences. Although these experiences of global-local 

interactions in the context of land resource practices are socially constructed and validated 

within the Ngwa cultural environment, a critical reflexivity on my part was also needed to 

interpret them. This concern is particularly pertinent since, as contended here, these interactive 

land realities equally assume a relationship of interface between the ‘Western’ global and 

‘traditional’ local.  
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In researching the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland, I have been asked why 

Ngwaland? Why not the Niger Delta or the Northern Region? Indeed, I could have traversed 

any of the regions in Nigeria and learnt with a more open mind about areas that were more 

‘other’ to me. However, I had nowhere else observed such an ample presence of contemporary 

global materials as in Ngwaland – meaning new innovative technologies, diverse languages and 

cultures, cross-cultural fashion styles, the latest information and communication systems and 

an awareness of agronomic and other advances related to food production almost nonexistent 

before the 1990s. The motivation to make use of my own locality heritage was thus stronger 

than the reasons not to do so. In deciding to take up Ngwaland as the research site, I enjoyed 

the luxury of being a granddaughter from the region. In fact, I had spent most of my adolescent 

years there. If maternal origins are regarded as place of origin, I could easily have made such a 

claim because Ngwa culture has had a significant influence on my worldview. In the initial 

stages of this research, I began with an assumption of knowing ‘everything’ about the Ngwa 

culture. How disappointed I was when discovering what an illusion this assumption was! And 

that the methodological approaches I had earlier created were insufficient for the task at hand.  

 

On arrival at the site, I found that I did not know the society I claimed to know. My imaginary 

construction of a traditional ruler with a ‘traditional symbol of authority’ was met with a ‘bible’. 

Instead of meeting with women challenged by sets of cultural norms, I met women who were 

very much aware of their rights but had given up fighting a ‘lost battle’. Women who live and 

experience ‘landlessness’, women who have been ‘commodified’ and ‘objectified’ yet filled with 

the imagination of their fundamental human rights, which may never be realized. My being 

Ngwa through personal history and maternal ancestry did not, in fact, give me knowledge of 

the region I call home. The identity of a ‘half-Ngwa’ did not allow me to assume the views of 

the farmers I questioned or of the youths whose future seemed bleak, of the chiefs who had lost 

power or gained it from local politicians with their own divergent views of land issues or of the 

migrants whose immersion into the local scene signaled a new dimension in all aspects of the 

Ngwa society. Thus, I concluded, this research project was a process of discovery for me as 

much as an obligation.  
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For the marginalized, this research project – the simple concern of an outsider – could 

sometimes signal the possibility of emancipation. Indeed, this research might seem to function 

as a type of instrument of emancipation for those people whose realities are captured in 

narratives expected to transcend the cultural boundaries of Ngwaland and move into other 

societies. As a woman from the ‘bounded South’ as well as a researcher from the ‘liberal West’, 

I am well aware of these worldviews as I tell the narratives of the Ngwa.  

 

Indeed, I cannot ignore that part where I experienced what it means to be female in Ngwaland. 

As I remember walking to the farm and streams miles away during holiday periods, playing 

moonlight games and listening to bedtime stories and witnessing the changes over the years – 

and their little effect on women as homemakers, housewives, childbearers, and caregivers. For 

them, upon my ‘return’, it seemed like nothing had changed. While for the male youth, it 

seemed like nothing has remained the same as they were now forced to make their way in a 

world that no longer gave them even the ground of their forefathers to stand on. Meanwhile, in 

the discussions I had with male participants throughout this research, who were all very much 

literate, including chiefs, the traditional communal leaders, I was impressed by the way they 

truly unbundled what it meant not just to enact a particular reality in respect of women and 

young people in land practices but also how to condition it. Coming face-to-face with the 

realities of those whose own marginal voices are often neglected but whose roles in society can 

never be overemphasized revealed also how the conditioning is itself subtly conditioned 

through the will of human agency. Thus do I endeavor to tell the many stories as they came to 

me, by way of an obligation.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 
LOCATING CHANGING CULTURAL LAND RESOURCE PRACTICES 

 

 

 

1.1 Introduction 

This study examines the changing land resource practices in contemporary Ngwaland in 

Southeast Nigeria. It does so in the context of the political and socioeconomic pressures to 

transform land resource practices there and the individual and collective actions and 

imaginations of the people living the Ngwa’s land resource experience. It investigates the 

cultural conflicts that result from these processes – pressures and actions that are constant and 

conflicts occurring across Nigeria, the African continent, and the world at large (Manji, 2006; 

Lumumba-Kasongo, 2016; Akinola and Wissink, 2018). In examining this process of change 

in land resource practices, the primary focus is placed on the commodification of land as a 

resource and the local experience of globalization among the people living in Ngwaland. 

Constructed thus in terms of the subjective social experiences of the people, a cultural framing 

is employed as a lens through which to characterize and investigate land resource practices via 

their expression in a specified territory – contemporary Ngwaland. 

 

The term land resource practices is used here to refer to actions and relations to land that shape 

society, taking land as a physical resource determining social structures and dynamics. As 

variously conceived in the literature, practices in relation to land as a resource involve its usage, 

control, allocation, and ownership, together with the conflicts arising from these and their 

management (Jones, 1949; Dekker, 2005; Moyo, 2008; Ogirri, 2012; Lumumba-Kasongo, 

2016). Commodification, meanwhile, refers to the transfer of land as a common to private (and 

public), thus, to the commodification or the monetization of land resource practices. Common 

here is not exclusive to land resource practices in the past, but also as an important trajectory 

for current and future social changes (Ruivenkamp and Hilton, 2017). In relation to 

commodification, the particular dynamics of globalization have profound implications as a 

driving force for change. I therefore examine the issue of land and social relations in relation to 



2 
 

global-local cultural interactions; I place changing land resource practices in a glocal context and 

explore the effects of contemporary processes of change as they bear on these.  

 

The term ‘glocal’ is introduced to refer to the process in which a variety of global and local 

sociocultural, political and economic conditions and activities interrelate. Specified in terms of 

experience – people’s conceptualizations of and feelings about land resources practices, which 

are inevitably part grounded in human relations – provides a sociocultural perspective on or 

interpretation of the glocal, that of “cultural mélange” (Nederveen Pieterse, 2015, 2020). The 

concept of cultural mélange provides an important conceptual lens in this study, used to gain a 

sense of the flux of land resource realities as practiced and experienced by the residents of 

Ngwaland. It is properly introduced and discussed in Chapter 2, but basically, it involves 

expressions of diverse cultural relationships and hybridization, assuming that local people 

construct their own realities based on their own perceptions of the world as an ongoing effect 

of constant encounters with various others. The cultural is not isolated from the context of the 

mélange frame but rather represents those material elements that assume and express in 

separate realms the capacity to influence relationships and behaviors. 

 

The rest of this chapter has five sections. The next section (1.2) outlines the research context, 

problematizing the changing land resource practices based on an overview of the literature and 

a gap in this locating the present research. The third section (1.3) introduces and situates 

Ngwaland in the research context. The fourth section (1.4) presents the main research questions 

and subsidiary research questions that guide this dissertation. The fifth section (1.5) briefly 

discusses the methodological choices, with reference to Chapter 3 for further elaboration. The 

final section presents the composition of the remaining chapters of the dissertation.  

 

1.2 Context: problematizing the changing land resource practices 

Land resource practices across Africa are shifting massively in an era of immense upheaval. 

Social scientists and historians have linked “land practice reforms” with civilization, modernity, 

and, now, globalization (Shipton, 2009; Baye, 2008; Woodman, Wanitzek, and Harald, 2004; 

Bernstein, 2003). Traditionally treated as a symbolic phenomenon, land resource practices in 

Africa have undergone a vigorous process of reconfigurations over the past one and half 
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centuries since the ‘mad scramble’, with the colonizers’ administration of territory and 

employment of land for imperial production morphing through political independence into the 

present-day regime of global trade and financing. Instead of the typical ‘common’ heritage, land 

resource practices have become a distinctive resource with a complex character that revolves 

around the new commodification. 

 

The fundamental change in land resource practices has been shift away from the tradition of 

common land tenure, which was a much broader phenomenon in Africa before the end of the 

20th century (Simons, Malmgren, and Small, 2008; Falola and Achberger, 2013; McAuslan, 

2013; Boone, 2013). The trend from shared and communally organized lands to private 

property has been widespread across countries such as Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana, Uganda, and 

Angola, where land tenure reforms represent the penetration of Western land values into the 

African continent (Woodman, 1994; Iwarere and Megbolugbe, 2008; Home, 2011; McAuslan, 

2013), and have created widespread adverse sociocultural, economic and environmental 

conditions (Moor and Rothermund, 1994; Bigman, 2002; Endeley, 2010; Peter, Fateye, Oloke 

and Praise, 2018). These adverse conditions also represent the ongoing challenges of land 

resource practices in Nigeria to be discussed in this dissertation. 

 

Nigeria has experienced numerous inter- and intra-ethnic disputes, environmental and 

economic degradation, and conflicts of cultural values related to industrial, economic, and 

urban development processes due to land resource politics (Iyayi, 2008; Nwokafor, Obasi, and 

Ejinwa, 2020; Chielu, 2021). Land management policies create conflicts involving families, 

ethnic groups, governments, and multi- or transnational corporations (M/TNCs) (Abbink and 

De Bruijn, 2011; Fatile, 2011). The consequences of these experiences, often focused on land 

ownership and control struggles, include the loss of life, destruction of property, and internal 

displacement (Falola and Achberger, 2013; Lumumba-Kasongo, 2016). The enormity of the 

consequences of the renegotiations of local (indigenous) land ownership and management 

policies has consequently influenced how scholars view the development of land resource 

practices (Evans, Goodman and Lansbury, 2002; Surralles and Hierro, 2005; Cotula, 2013). 

This development reflects the prevalence of global pressures. 
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1.2.1 Global pressures on land resource practices 

Different scholars have interpreted the meaning of this shift in land resource practices in 

different ways. One that is commonly stated refers to the idea that globally standardized 

sociopolitical and economic principles can increase disparities in land resource accessibility and 

usage. This occurs through the policy models of the poorer countries of the so-called ‘Third 

World’, ‘undeveloped’ or ‘developing world’, or ‘Global South’ (Ghosh and Guven, 2006; 

Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2009; Lumumba-Kasongo, 2016). The standardized ‘Westernization’ 

principles and policy models are mostly anchored on the global mandate of foreign agents, such 

as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank (WB), and the United States Agency 

for International Development (USAID), which underpin the financing mechanisms of 

investment and trade (Njoh, 2006). 

 

Economic modernization is also considered a pointer to the effects of globalization on local 

structures and practices (Jones, 1949; Woodman, 1994; Danaher and Burbach, 2000; FAO, 

2007; Adesina, 2012; Treichel, 2012). Following the initial movements from land usage for 

local subsistence to raw material (primary food) provision for the European ‘home’ countries 

under the tutelage of empire, many of the underdeveloped and emerging economies of newly 

created and liberated postcolonial countries were now drawn into the dynamics of the global 

political and economic order, which required them to attract foreign investments in their pursuit 

of economic growth (Alao, 2007). Initially, guided by the 1944 Bretton-Woods agreement, the 

liberation of international capital through the ‘neoliberal’ period of the Washington Consensus 

from the 1980s is argued to have contributed greatly to the reconfiguration of land resources 

activities and management in Africa over the last two decades (Manji, 2006; Alao, 2007; 

Mensah, 2008; Ogirri 2012). 

 

Foundational, here, has been the Western concept and associated practices and policies of land 

tenureship. These have shaped the shift from common to private ownership and have 

functioned through the implementation of commercial/state or private/public corporate 

landholding land and property rights, development of financial land transfers, and 

formalization of land transactions by recourse to titles of deeds or court documents. These 

changes have been noted by scholars as a cause of the destruction of the commons, such as for 
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the pastoral Maasai of Kenya (Blewett, 1995) and for earth priests in Ghana (Wardell and Lund, 

2006). Scholars such as Ambreena Manji (2006) and Ambe Njoh (2006) have concluded that 

compliance to Western-oriented policy regimes has made local land management in Africa 

particularly vulnerable to outside pressures. These assumptions are often motivated by concerns 

that opportunities based on financially motivated accumulations of land resources lead to 

conflicts over rights of control and ownership (Ejobowah, 2000; Frynas, 2001; Federici, 2002; 

Ikelegbe, 2006; Falola and Achberger, 2013). They have led to the negative impact of 

globalization on Nigeria generally (Adesina, 2012; Eke, 2020) and motivated wider-scale 

conflicts, such as in Douala, Cameroon (Eckert, 1994).  

 

A second related interpretation of how traditional land resource practices have changed has 

focused on the connection between the fragile nature of policy and its socioeconomic effect on 

people’s everyday experiences. Most studies following this line of argument have highlighted 

the strong correlation between the porous nature of land resource policies and the standard of 

living of ordinary citizens (Zeleza and Kalpeni, 1999; Platteau, 2000; Dibua, 2006; Petracco 

and Pender, 2009; Evans, Mariwah and Antwi, 2014; Archambault and Zommers, 2015). 

Basically, these scholars argue that the appropriation and commercialization of agricultural 

(farming, grazing, etc.) land for economic development distorts the livelihood conditions of 

rural people. The result, as reported by FAO (2007), is widespread poverty, hunger, and 

unemployment in many African households. In other words, if available rural lands were not 

converted for commercial purposes, local people would have adequate access to farming 

opportunities and their economic status would be improved (Obayelu, 2015; Onwuemele, 

2015).  

 

Developing this perspective, some scholars have linked increased land loss to urbanization. 

From the beginning of the twenty-first century, they argue, rural lands became highly sought-

after for development by the state and private domestic and foreign investors (Igoe and 

Brockington, 1999; Homewood, Kristjanson, and Trench, 2009; Dowie, 2009; Borras et al., 

2011; Basu and Scholten, 2013; Noah, Abdulganiy, and Moshood, 2015; Osabuohien et al., 

2015). Inevitably, the effects of this have included the displacement and the dislocation of 

individuals and communities. 
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A third approach has focused on gendered land resource practices. Work oriented to this 

perspective tends to focus on the disparity between men and women in Africa regarding the 

accessibility and usage of land resource. Again, however, the consequences of this are largely 

pinned to the effects of globalization (Carr and Chen, 2001; Ako-Nai, 2013; Archambault and 

Zommers, 2015). In relation to sociocultural practices and policy development, such studies 

suggest that the relational gap in land-use practices between men and women is broad and that 

changes to land tenure policies affect women differently from men (Ali-Akpajiak and Pyke, 

2003; Oberhauser and Anumonwo, 2014; Sheldon, 2016). Dasgupta (2004) has explicitly linked 

the challenges women face in the world today in terms of the outcomes of globalization, 

emphasizing that the rise of feminism as an international movement and its call for reform has 

yet to change the harsh sociocultural and economic conditions that women face daily (ibid., 

33). In other words, globalization negatively affects the way women at the local level participate 

and engage in land resource practices.  

 

There is no doubt that these different perspectives on the global pressures on local land resource 

practices can generally be related to the conditions and realities of land resource practices in 

Nigeria. There are gaps, however, in the analysis. 

 

1.2.2 Globalization research and gaps 

Although extensively researched, land practices are generally presented through a one-

dimensional representation of global processes that have negative local impacts (e.g., Manji, 

2006; Njoh, 2006; Alao, 2007; Ogirri, 2012; Onwuemele, 2015). The few exceptions that 

question the larger sociocultural, political, and economic conditions of land resource practices 

appear to overemphasize globalization (external factors), paying insufficient attention to local 

conditions and the voices of local people, the individuals who most need to gain from what the 

land space has to offer them. Thus, there has been a lack of work on the hybrid developments 

of glocal interactions (Igoe and Brockington, 1999; Winter, 1999; Homewood, Kristjanson, and 

Trench, 2009, Borras et al., 2011). 
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Overall, the literature as cited has rather ignored the relationships of global-local cultural values 

that give today’s land resource practices their modern structure. There has been a lack of regard 

for how the changing traditional land culture has been expressed in and itself induced the 

development of spatial and integrated communalization, individualization and/or privatization 

(see Henderson, 1999; Bello, 2001; Rowbotham and Linkogle, 2001; Obayelu, 2015). As 

observed by Zommers (2010: 429),  

 

…any analytical framework that focuses on only one or two processes that drive the global 

land space offers a narrow perspective on this complex process, and therefore, is not adequate 

to capture the full range and extent of social changes that occur in the land resource spaces. 

 

Because land is so emotive in Africa regarding identity and livelihood, how it is encultured 

depends, to some extent, on how individuals encounter and negotiate their ways around land 

practices at the local level and how this shapes their everyday lives. Such encounters and 

negotiations, often structured around the process of change, calls for empirical inquiry. 

 

Like several other parts of Africa, and notwithstanding the heavy presence of globalizing forces, 

Nigeria has witnessed limited empirical research into its dynamics of land resource practices. 

Works by Ndidi Nkeki (2016), Ghebru, Amare, Mavrotas, and Ogunniyi (2018), and Seun 

Bamidele (2020) have marked out this still rather impoverished field. Historically, the country 

has had firsthand, cross-cultural experiences of essentially one-way flows in the domains of 

trade, education, politics, religion, migration, and information (Akpan-Obong, 2009; House-

Soremekun and Falola, 2011). Land resource practices have not been exempted in the struggle 

against iniquitous power relations and the inequalities on which these are founded, through 

which they have been expressed and that now still continue (Nwaogaidu, 2013: 271). In a 

society where common land resource practices are mostly expressed in sociocultural terms, their 

global economic aspects not only impact on the current situation (Igoe and Brockington, 1999; 

Cotula, Odhiambo, Orwa and Muhanji, 2005: 3ff) but are likely to impose further challenges 

via the rapid and ongoing industrialization, urbanization and rapid infrastructural development 

with increased struggles to grab and utilize land (Meyer and Turner, 1994; Boas and Dunn, 

2013; Eke, 2020). This inevitability in the continuing era of globalization also impels an 
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empirical study of land resource practices in Nigeria, particularly given the increasing economic 

activity of the country.1 

 

Based on Annelies Zoomers’ (2010) observation of gaps in previous studies and the suggestion 

for analytical frameworks that capture the complexities of local practices, it is clear that close 

attention needs to be given here to global-local cultural interactions and the power relations that 

affect and define these (Giddens, 1994; Appadurai, 1996; Massey, 2005; Hopper, 2007; 

Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2015). Nigeria is experiencing the impacts of rapid globalization 

(Durrschmidt and Taylor, 2007), and it would be instructive to examine land resource practices 

as a cross-cultural object that individuals encounter, relate to, and assign across different 

sociocultural (economic) meanings as they experience them (Oyebade, 2002; Pierce, 2005; 

Ogirri, 2012) but without overlooking endogenous conditions (c.f. Alabi, Lasisi and Azeez, 

2018; Iwarere and Megbolugbe, 2008; Uwadibie, 2000). 

 

Given these identified knowledge gaps, this dissertation addresses Ngwaland resource practices 

in a global-local context, embedding the empirical research in the local experiences of 

individuals as they encounter the realities of the land for them. My aim is neither to dismiss the 

various perspectives of existing scholarship in this domain nor to offer an alternative 

explanation of what makes the shift unique. Instead, I aim to contribute to the existing debates 

on shifting land resource practices in Nigeria that recognize the limitations of existing analytical 

frameworks and are thus grounded in the glocal cultural paradigm (Dalley, 2013; Lysonski and 

Durvasula, 2013; Barau, Maconachie, Ludin, and Abdulhamid, 2015). I investigate the actual, 

changing land resource practices on the understanding that the forces of cultural globalization 

construct new bargaining sites around local practices and activate global cultures that can 

spread and blend into other local cultures. In short, this change is examined using the framing 

of cultural mélange as a glocal phenomenon to understand the process of the transition from 

common land to commodity as these relate to – are practiced and experienced by – a particular 

group of people in a particular setting, namely the residents of Ngwaland in Nigeria. As this 

study concentrates on the processes of change, then, in addition to contributing to the academic 

                                                           
1 E.g., A PWC (2015) study of 32 (mostly ‘newly emerging’) economies ranked Nigeria first in terms of projected 

growth to 2050, putting it into the top 10 by total GDP (ahead of Germany, the UK and France). 
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debate, I hope it can also inform the actors presently involved in those processes, such as the 

ordinary local people, national policymakers and local peasant groups, for future action.  

 

1.3  The land and the context 

Ngwaland is in Abia State, situated in the geo-political zone of Southeast Nigeria. The area is 

made up of small villages comprising several autonomous communities in seven Local 

Government Areas (LGAs) in Abia. Ngwaland’s geographical size remains contested, with 

different records indicating an area of between 1,328 and 2,300 square kilometers (around 500 

to 900 square miles) (See Nwaguru, 1973, 2012).2 Numbering approximately 1.3 million people 

as of the 2006 census,3 the Ngwas are the most populous of the two dozen or so sub-ethnic 

groups constituting the meta-ethnicity grouping of Igbo peoples located in the broader region 

of Igboland, and, as the names imply, predominate in Ngwaland. ‘Igbo’ also names the people’s 

mother tongue and ‘Ngwa’ its local (regional) dialect. Thus, the Ngwa Igbo people mainly 

speak Ngwa Igbo (or just Ngwa) and live on Ngwaland, which is in Igboland (officially, 

Southeast Nigeria). 

 

Initially, a societal and territorial grouping of small villages scattered across a large land area, 

Ngwaland has now become one of Nigeria’s most important commercial hubs. The region has 

a long rainy season from March to November and annual rainfall of between two and two-and-

a-half meters and is richly fertile for agricultural production; despite the economic growth, 

therefore, farming continues to dominate at the main occupation of the people (Oriji, 1981; 

Martin, 1988; Echebiri and Mbanasor, 2003; Elum and Kanu, 2018). Although agriculture has 

remained at the heart of the sociocultural and economic landscapes, these experienced rapid 

transformations at the beginning of the 1990s (Martin, 1993). Politically, also, there were 

changes when the autonomous communities were created from eight original villages and the 

new LGAs headed by elected representatives. Created to bring participatory and inclusive 

political and economic governance closer to the grassroots, the autonomous communities also 

exerted pressures on land management (as regard to partitions and portioning of new 

boundaries). 

                                                           
2 Also, see en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ngwa. 
3 National Population Commission of Nigeria; National Bureau of Statistics; en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ngwa. 
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Figure 1.1 Map of Africa showing location of Nigeria in the continent. 

Source: Cartographic Section, Department of Field Support, United Nations (2018).  
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Figure 1.2 Map of Nigeria showing location of Abia State in the Southeast. 

Source: Cartographic Section, Department of Field Support, United Nations (2014).  
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Figure 1.3 Map of Abia State showing Local Government Areas (LGAs), including the current seven 

Ngwaland LGAs (Aba South, Aba North, Obingwa, Osisioma, Ugwunagbo, Isiala Ngwa South, and Isiala Ngwa 

North). 

Source: Abia State Government, Nigeria (2011). 
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Figure 1.4 Map of Ngwaland showing the four regions and eight original villages.  

Source: Oriji (1981). 

 

 

Ngwaland has a long history of globalization processes rooted in migration and colonialization, 

which it shares to some extent with other regions in Nigeria. Situated inland and upriver from 

the Bight of Biafra and Niger Delta, which was a center of slave trading to the New World from 
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the 1500s, the region became a flourishing refuge for regional immigrants in the last quarter of 

the 17th century. Large numbers of pioneer settlers from other Igbo groups in the southeastern 

region of present-day Nigeria sought refuge in Ngwaland, where they were not only warmly 

received but also granted free land for settlement. Wide chains of settlements were formed 

during this later migration movement (Nwaguru, 2012: 38 ff.). After the arrival of Europeans 

in the late 18th century, the economic importance of the region continued to draw a huge influx 

of diverse immigrants who effectively became part of the region’s modernization project. These 

historical migration movements contributed enormously to the consolidation of trade activities 

in the region. Thus, there was a gradual quickening of the developmental context from the early 

19th century as “the long-established trading links between the Ngwas and the outside world 

were greatly strengthened by colonial efforts” (Martin, 1993: 311) – a history that is reviewed 

more closely in relation to land resource practices in Chapter 4. 

 

The early European immigrants encountered resistance from the Igbo in the Southeast, unlike 

in the western and northern parts of Nigeria. Between 1896 and 1902, however, the British 

gained control of Ngwaland (Nwaguru, 2012: 58 ff.). The socioeconomic and political 

significance of the region was consolidated thereafter, in the first half of the 20th century. The 

British colonialists controlled labor resources through the local chiefs and promoted agricultural 

diversification, intensification, and commercialization for market production (Martin, 1988; 

Turner, Hyden and Kates, 1993). This is reviewed here in Chapter 5. The role of the Ngwa 

region as a trade link for regional economic expansion attracted planned transformation 

projects. Alongside consolidation of the region’s role in economic development, Aba city was 

selected as the local administrative center and modernized through infrastructure projects 

(Nwaguru, 2012: 108).4 Thus, the city became the new Europeanized project promoted by the 

British colonialists as they negotiated their authority in Ngwaland. This history is reviewed 

more closely in relation to land resource practices in Chapter 6. 

 

                                                           
4 Between 1915 and 1920, Aba was linked to Owerri with a river bridge at Owerrinta and the Eastern Railway was 

established, prisons were developed with separate provision for female prisoners, the Court and District Officer’s 

was reconstructed, and the Old Aba Post Office built (Nwaguru 1973, 2012: 108 ff.). 
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This was just the first of several urban transformation plans that changed Aba’s premodern 

environment during the 20th century as the city was further transformed through the post-

independence destruction of dilapidated heritage and construction of a new edifice in line with 

modernity. As a result, Aba became the fastest growing metropolitan city in Ngwaland, the 

most developed commercial hub in Southeast Nigeria, and the focus of attention for economic 

migrants, regional and state actors, and M/TNCs. The city thus connects Ngwaland to the 

outside world through vigorous international trade relations facilitated by various political and 

cultural linkages. Despite governance challenges affecting the development of rural areas in 

Nigeria, Ngwaland continues to be influenced by the speed of development in Aba. Since the 

1990s, most of its villages and communities have been developed into what can be classified as 

urban or suburban areas. Ngwaland has evolved as a territory from rural farming settlements to 

what can now be compared to a train on the move. These developments are also reviewed more 

closely in relation to land resource practices in Chapter 6. 

 

Regarding the movement of people in this “train on the move,” rural-to-urban migration 

increased primarily due to the concentration of development in the urban center (Aba city) and 

the lack of agricultural land to create economic stability for rural peasants (Nwajiuba, 2005). 

As in the case of migrants from neighboring states, economic deprivation forced many Ngwas 

from rural villages to move to the metropolis and other suburban areas in search of better 

economic opportunities and white-collar jobs (Okali, Okpara, and Olawoye, 2001). Some of 

these migrants, like their counterparts in the Brazilian cities of Sao Paulo and Buenos Aires in 

the 1980s (Souza e Paula, 2013), had settled in rural communities on the outskirts of the Aba 

city on arrival, largely due to the lack of housing facilities to accommodate them as the influx 

of migrants exacerbated the already overcrowded housing situation in the city. Efforts to 

remodel the region in order to accommodate the rising population, among other local 

development challenges, only intensified the land resource pressures (Martin, 1988; Nwankwo 

and Okonkwo, 2012). Thus, people who had settled in the metropolis began “back-migrating” 

to what are now the semiurban areas that had previously either accommodated the poor or been 

uninhabited. Although statistics are lacking, it has been observed that this type of urban-to-rural 

movement is on the rise in the Ngwa region, as well as across Nigeria generally (Okali, Okpara, 

and Olawoye, 2001). 
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The transformation over the last three decades in particular has changed almost every aspect of 

life in the region. Land that used to be practiced communally has become subject to a 

commodity structuring – or commodified. The recent developments have brought to the fore 

the daunting issue of social order and land resources practices in the context of sociocultural 

and economic marginalization in Ngwaland. The unequal access to and use of land divides not 

just the rich from the poor but also men from women and adults from youths, while public land 

tenure policies tend to constrain usage of the ground for agricultural activities (Chapter 7). This 

has all fueled issues with heritage and land disputes, which are evident through the incessant 

cases and dispute resolutions involving land-grabbing and trespassing across the region. These 

disputes themselves then further challenge the traditional mechanisms, those of land conflict 

management by local traditional leaders. This broadly comprises the subject of Chapter 8. 

 

The marginalization made into a social reality through the shift in land resource practices from 

commons to commodity has been accompanied by a similar shift in perceptions of 

modernization. It is worth noting that, until the 1990s, most Ngwas perceive the effect of 

globalization as developing the region in positive ways, as ‘progress’, experienced through the 

transformations recorded in religion, politics, education, and ease of travel. In Nigeria today, 

as in the world at large, perspectives are divided (Korieh, 2010; Amadi and Agena, 2015). The 

consequences of globalization on local land resource practices – interpreted here through 

modernization as a process of commodification – involve an ongoing process of interactions 

between diverse value systems that is neither complete nor stable. On the contrary, the process 

and its outcomes are complex and flexible and liable to change through people’s encounters 

and interactions. This again also speaks to the idea of cultural mélange (explicated in Chapter 

2) – as well as the methodological emphasis on interview (Chapter 3). 

 

Finally, in order to connect Ngwaland with other regions and parallel or similar experiences of 

globalization, the site as case study is situated here as a territory demarcated by and embedded 

in but yet also beyond its physical characteristics. It is a socially defined place and space, informed 

by the dynamic social relations through which diverse realities are constructed, imagined, and 

interpreted (Lefebvre, 1991; Massey, 1994; Soja, 1996). To understand the shifting land 
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resource practices in Ngwaland as such a social space, a place made by human constructs and 

ruptures, I ultimately aim to establish the ground for an investigation of the ways in which the 

case of land resource practices in Ngwaland bears analytical fruit for abstraction and application 

more broadly in terms of the idea of cultural mélange (Chapter 9). 

 

1.4  Research questions and rationale 

This dissertation examines the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland, Southeast 

Nigeria, through the lens of cultural mélange. It investigates the shifts from common land 

resource to commodity as a consequence of cross-cultural flows/values structured through 

heterogeneous, fluid, and disjunctive complex interactions of global-local sociopolitical and 

economic (technological) actions. Previous research has shown that the role of land as a 

resource in the culture of local societies cannot be overemphasized and that this involves 

complex relations with external cultures (Wolf, 1956; Migdal, 1974).  

 

Given that such relationships go beyond the usual face-to-face interactions to include distant 

social actions and exchanges that inform critical decisions people make in their day-to-day 

interactions with the land, previous research suggests the need to examine the complexities of 

local land resource practices from a glocal perspective (Moore, 1996; Chauveau et al, 2006; 

Geschiere, 2009; Boone, 2013). This suggestion is motivated in particular by the inherent 

problem with conceptualizations of African land resource practices within modernization 

theory, as framed (exclusively) within a homogeneous global framework that does not 

necessarily reflect the realities of local conditions (e.g., Lund, 2011; Boone, 2013; Lumumba-

Kasongo, 2016). Without a doubt, the homogeneous global framework has provided insightful 

opinions and empirical results in understanding the land transformations taking place on the 

ground. However, the assumption of a Western hegemonic representation of Africa's social 

space remains a shortcoming (Said, 1978; Mudimbe, 1988; Semmes, 1995).  

 

The study of land resource practices in Ngwaland can also represent a phenomenon poorly 

understood if approached from a homogeneous global approach, as has been the case across 

the African continent. Like Peter Geschiere (2009) and Victor Roudometof (2016), I maintain 

that the glocal perspective can advance a fluid and plural narrative of the new global conditions 
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in which local (land) resource conditions are conceived from a space of cultural mutuality, 

differences, and frictions. This reflection, which is expanded in Chapter 2, positions the study 

to question changing land resource practices in the context of global localization – with the 

framing of cultural mélanges. From a glocal perspective, the concept of cultural mélange can 

become a valuable supplement to understanding changes in local land resource conditions. 

Therefore, the main research question of this dissertation is the following: 

 

How does cultural mélange inform hybridized land resource practices in Ngwaland, 

and - how does an appreciation of this - broaden our understanding of shifting 

cultural practices of land resources? 

 

In this dissertation, I use cultural mélange as a conceptual framework to discuss ways in which 

the cultural values of the Ngwa people create and reconfigure local land resource practices 

within the context of ongoing global political-economic pressures. The changing cultural land 

resource practices, I argue, open spaces for a constant disjuncture and crisscrossing of cultural 

values and flows through the process of mélange. The emphasis on cultural mélange (Chapter 

2), therefore, got at in various ways but mainly through first-person experience (Chapter 3), is 

not primarily aimed at exploring the assumed continuation of land commodification. Rather, 

in the detailing of historical development (Chapters 4 and 5) and empirical reporting ‘from the 

field’ (Chapters 6, 7, and 8), the interactions across dispersed cultural values are investigated for 

the local responses leading to continued commodification and hybridized forms of land 

resource practices (Chapter 9).  

 

In order to address the main research question, I pose three subsidiary questions: 

 

I. How were precolonial land resource practices organized in Ngwaland? 

II. How did global cultural values interact with precolonial Ngwaland resource 

practices, and how have the residents of Ngwaland experienced and negotiated 

the process of transition from communal to commodified land? 
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III. How do local reactions to the continued commodification and hybridized land 

resource practices shape new social relations, and transformed approaches to land 

conflict management? 

 

The subsidiary questions point to different ways in which the shifting land resource practices 

are experienced and perceived by the residents of Ngwaland. The subsidiary question (I), to be 

addressed in Chapter 4, explores the historical constructs of Ngwaland resources practices prior 

to colonial influence. This is achieved by studying historical and archival documents and 

interviewing local people (oral histories). The aim is to examine the region as it was in an earlier 

state and thus gain a base for comparison through which to appreciate land cultural adaptations. 

This sub-question embraces Martin’s (1988) historical approach to support the investigation of 

the Ngwaland resource phenomenon.5 I take up history as an essential part of human existence 

in this part of the dissertation, understanding that the oral history data generated can provide 

rich narratives (diversity) on the shifts in contemporary Ngwaland resource practices. 

 

The second and third subsidiary questions (II and III) are largely deduced from the conceptual 

framework of this study. Here, the general assumption employed contends that global cultural 

values are expressed and reflected in the change process itself as reflected and consolidated in 

new social relationships and local structures. In other words, global cultures help to shape the 

development of local cultural ideals, practices, and perceptions through the way societies, 

groups and individuals react and respond to them (i.e., through the cultural mélange). 

 

The second subsidiary question (II) is addressed in Chapters 5 and 6. In focusing on the 

influence of colonial rule and the consolidation of postcolonial states, the question aims at 

critical land reforms of the periods from the early 1900s to late 1950s (colonial period) and 1960s 

to the present (contemporary). This question also explores how colonial materials were 

imported to Ngwaland and how these materials were negotiated and affected by the local 

conditions. It delves into the context and pressures that have led to the development of the 

                                                           
5 In her research of the economic history of Ngwaland through an examination of palm oil production, family 

relationship and conflicts through the 19th century, Susan Martins (1988) used a historical approach to uncover and 

understand changes that had occurred over time in the region to draw implications for the 20th century.  
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culture of land commodification. The question assumes that global cultural flows/values 

manifest themselves through capital, urbanization, industrialization, migration, 

communication, ideas (policies), and technological interactions and that these interactions have 

the potential to influence dominant land structures (Appadurai, 1996; Gibson-Graham, 2008; 

Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020).  

 

It is common knowledge that land commodification in Africa is a colonial production and 

reflection of modernization process (Peters, 2009; Masitera, 2021). Acknowledging that land 

practices evolve over time provides the space to identify and reflect on how the expansive 

production of global cultural values potentially challenges and changes a society’s dominant 

land cultural practices. It is claimed that when different cultures diffuse and converge and ideas 

are exchanged through global flows/values, the dominant structures or practices of both 

exporting and receiving societies change. I take the reforms of land resource practices during 

the colonial rule to be representatives of divergent cultural flows with the capacity to move in 

different directions to reshape and unsettle traditional, bounded geosocial spaces or territories 

(Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 2015, 2020). This reform consolidated during the 

postcolonial regime sets the stage for an understanding of the process whereby the preexisting 

common land resource practices in Ngwaland shifted to commodified land practices.  

 

The third subsidiary research question (III), addressed in Chapters 7 and 8, identifies and 

reflects on the influence of the shift in the creation of new relations in the cultural practices of 

land, and whether the new relations augment or reduce disparities (Appadurai, 1996; Gibson-

Graham, 2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). The reflection is achieved by interviewing the 

locals (oral histories) and reviewing other relevant secondary materials. This subsidiary 

question is intended to provide a deeper understanding of how the transition process, the 

continued commodification of land and hybrid forms of land resource practices shape new 

relations and effects a transformed approach to land conflict management. I examine this 

historical shift and associated frictions as they play out in the present-day context largely 

through the eyes of individuals experiencing the changes. Thus, I aim to get at the ways in 

which local traditional conflict management mechanisms express the interactions and 
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reciprocal mixture of the glocal in flows and counter-flows. This (cultural mélange) is thus 

treated as a critical reality of contemporary land resource practices in Ngwaland.  

 

The second and third subsidiary research questions (II and III) also assume a diversity of values 

and practices in the lives of Ngwa residents based on their actual experiences, imaginations, 

and perceptions, which enable them to articulate their interactions with the shifting land 

resource practices. These questions thus also involve a focus on the articulation by residents of 

their own perspectives of global pressures on everyday land resource activities in a more 

concrete way. Their responses can open possibilities for a critical evaluation of the various 

interactions, such as in terms of barriers encountered. In other words, I examine the human and 

sociocultural realities of the shifting land resource practices; yet, this articulation of practical 

experiences equally involves an imagining of the world of shifting land resource practices, which 

again speaks to the notion of cultural mélange (Appadurai 1996, 2001; Nederveen Pieterse, 

2009, 2020; Bardhan and Weaver, 2011). 

 

The findings from the subsidiary questions will broaden the scientific value of this study 

(Chapter 9). The findings on cultural mélange in Ngwaland as a case study offer a basis on 

which to comprehend the changing cultural practices of land resources in other localities. As I 

investigate the practices in Ngwaland, I focus on evaluating the interactive processes in 

contemporary human experience. As Wendy Griswold (2013: xvi) emphasized, the point when 

researching global processes is “neither to celebrate [n]or bemoan the inexorable processes of 

globalization and differentiation but to understand them.” While I take this critical route, again, 

I assume that cultural flows cannot function without the imagination of various individuals 

who negotiate and construct these cross-cultural flows/values.6 

  

1.5  Method of inquiry: critical constructivism of global-local interactions 

Given the complexities of cultural change in today’s world, a critical constructivist approach has 

been deployed as the empirical methodology for this investigation. This offers a way not only 

                                                           
6 Axford’s (2013) suggestion for individual researchers’ precise conceptualization and operationalization of global 

processes is highly appreciated here; it correlates with Dierks’ (2001) pluralistic urge on the need to move away 

from a single conceptualization of globalization towards a multidimensional analysis of the processes and effects 

of global conditions and forces on different contemporary societies. 
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to conceptualize and thus identify the global forces influencing local conditions but also and in 

particular, facilitates an understanding of how local conditions can be explored from different 

directions within the global influences. A fusion of critical theory (epistemology) and social 

constructivism, critical constructivism rejects deterministic assumptions whereby things 

(individuals, institutions, etc.) are treated like objects, as (if) shaped silently or independently of 

major social, cultural, technological, economic, and political expansions. It is committed to 

change and to the idea of individuals constructing their own human realities and to human 

emancipation (Wyn Jones, 2001: 4 ff.).7  

 

The adoption of a critical constructivist approach as empirical methodology affords 

opportunities to raise fundamental questions about the nature of power relations associated 

with inequalities rooted in global-local social relations in the context of land resource practices. 

It further allows a questioning of the processes through which local structures, patterns, and 

practices of land resource and management are shaped into something perceptible and becomes 

validated knowledge replicating a different social order (Kincheloe, 2005: 8).8 In employing this 

critical constructivist path of inquiry, I thus aim to identify power relations in the practice and 

management of land resources, where, ideologically viewed, “whoever owns the land wields 

the power” (Jacoby and Jacoby, 1971: 1).  

 

However, while assumptions about power may reflect the socioeconomic history of land tenure 

in terms of the actual control structures in the patterns of land distribution, ownership and usage 

(Dunbar-Ortiz, 2007: 173), it may not reveal so much about the interrelatedness of glocal 

politics and land resource practices and its management. Therefore, in researching how local 

land resource practices are pressured by their global relatedness, I will also use the work of 

scholars such as Appadurai (1996), Whatmore and Thorne (2004), Chauveau et al., (2006), 

Gibson-Graham (2008), Nederveen Pieterse (2009, 2015), Geschiere (2009), Yifeng (2009) and 

                                                           
7 Originally drawn from the critique of traditional Marxism developed by the Frankfurt school and first applied in 

the 1960s in the field of education, critical constructivism became prominent through the works of Andrew 

Feenberg (1999), Joe Kincheloe (2005), Maria Bakardjieva (2005) and Milton Campos (2007). It has since been 

introduced into various fields (including sociology, legal studies, political science, psychology, anthropology, and 

communication studies) and/or is at least consistent with the views of Jurgen Habermas, Herbert Marcuse (see 

Littlejohn and Foss 2009), and other scholars, such as Michel Foucault (1980, 1982) and Arjun Appadurai (1996). 
8 See also Neimeyer and Levitt (2001).  
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Boone (2013) in conceptualizing global-local sociocultural, political and economic 

connectivities. Along with Campbell (1994), Dandekar (1998), Gould and Grein (2009), Risse 

(2013), and Ezumah (2019) have all addressed the interactions of global processes and local 

traditional structures and practices through a critical constructivist approach. This approach 

and its associated research strategies are further elaborated in the methodological chapter 

(Chapter 3).  

 

1.6 Research outline 

The following outline of the chapters serves as a guide to the issues addressed in the dissertation.  

 

Chapter 1, Locating Changing Cultural Land Resource Practices, has introduced the context in 

which the study is embedded. This chapter has sought to problematize changing land resource 

practices from various perspectives, including global development, its challenges and criticisms, 

and identified a knowledge gap in this work, as addressed in this thesis. It has situated the Ngwa 

region historically within the context of global pressures on local land resource practices, thus 

pointing to the particular glocal significance of this case study. This chapter has also introduced 

the (main and subsidiary) research questions, rationale, and methodological choices, along with 

this outline. 

 

Next, Chapter 2, Cultural Mélange as a Conceptual Framework for the Analysis of Changing Land 

Resource Practices, discusses the conceptual framework guiding the analysis. It examines the 

relationship between globalization processes and local traditional practices in the context of the 

research questions. In synthesis with other relevant theoretical concepts, this chapter defines 

and establishes the main conceptual construct used to frame the study – that of cultural mélange. 

In the context especially of African complexities (e.g., Lumumba-Kasongo, 2016), it develops 

the concepts of cultural flows (Appadurai, 1996) and glocalization (e.g., Robertson 1995, 2007, 

2013; Roudometof, 2016) to get at hybridity and cultural mélange (Nederveen Pieterse, 1994, 

1996, 2009, 2020), with reference to the Ngwaland case and the changing land resource 

practices there. 

 

Then, Chapter 3, ‘Doing Research as an Insider-Outsider, details the research methodology, 
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particularly the methods and strategies adopted in the data collection and the major decisions 

made in the execution of the research. It explains how the research questions were advanced, 

thus creating a space for the empirical findings and analysis. Neimeyer and Levitt (2001) and 

Axford (2013) have urged researchers to use critical constructivism as a methodological tool 

through which to appreciate the local as dynamic, complex, and a site of power relations. In 

this chapter, therefore, I elaborate on how I relate to and express this methodology. Given that 

the analysis is framed around interactions between globality and culture in the context of a local 

site, the combined approach of constructivism and interpretative methods provide a gateway for the 

analysis of the forces that are shaping the construction of local conditions in different directions. 

 

As indicated (above), this investigation of land resource practices in Ngwaland draws strength 

from articulated local histories. This aspect of the research is thus approached through an 

ethnographic study (see LeCompte and Schensul, 2010). In Chapter 3, therefore, I detail the 

methods and strategies deployed in the anthropologist’s onsite ‘rite of passage’ along with 

sampling and data collection issues encountered (including archival material stored in London 

and Nigeria) and triangulation of the data. This chapter also discusses concerns, including 

ethical aspects, around representation and reflexivity in respect of the research process. It 

considers how the empirical results are informed by my position as a researcher, the 

consequences of choosing a single local site, the approach applied to dissect the power relations 

of research and the site of the ‘local’ as well as how the analytical themes are developed in line 

with the empirical data.  

 

Beginning the empirical report with the establishment of a history in response to Subsidiary 

Question I, Chapter 4, Precolonial Land Resource Conditions, discusses the precolonial land 

resource culture through a critical historical reflection of land resource practices in the region. I 

take history to operate as a significant element in its shaping not only of material givens but also 

of cultural reminiscences and imaginations of the present. While tracing the earlier land 

arrangements, I elucidate a comprehensive account of how the land was used, controlled, and 

managed in the past, including the management of land disputes arising from the outcomes of 

common land resource practices. Data is sourced from primary and secondary materials 

(mostly archival and government documents), supporting oral interviews with research 



25 
 

participants from the region. Essentially, these empirical findings afford insights into the earlier, 

common-land tenure conditions and associated practices prior to the region’s entanglement 

with forces of modernity/coloniality. When compared to the present-day situation, this affords 

our recognition of a noticeable process of land-culture adaption (to be considered in Chapters 5, 

6, 7, and 8 as responses to subsidiary questions II and III). 

 

The analysis in this chapter is not a simple narrative of the history of common land resources 

in Ngwaland; rather, it is limited to some significant historical accounts of earlier practices prior 

to Westernization. The intention is thus for this chapter to serve as an entry point for 

understanding how land was practiced among the early Ngwas and the gradual immersion of 

the territory into modernity, particularly as also told by the elders alive today. Appreciating the 

divergent views of the locals, this chapter also explores how power relations were negotiated 

and conditioned in the politics of land resource practices in precolonial Ngwaland. The analysis 

here highlights the strength of the politics of belonging in Ngwaland and how this has contributed 

to shaping contestation of land rights as well as the negotiation of power relations entrenched 

within access to land. The analysis aims to critique the negotiation process as it developed 

through the precolonial (and colonial periods) and investigate possibilities for the 

‘contemporary’ regarding the convergence of present-day global flows and their related effects 

on local land cultures (Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8). 

 

Comprising the contemporary (in part, historical) report at the heart of the empirical findings, 

Chapter 5, Beyond Colonial Cultural Heritage, and Chapter 6, Culture of Commodification and 

Urbanization, discuss the interactions of global flows/values (external cultures) in Ngwaland 

with local land resources practices and commodification processes. As a response to the second 

subsidiary question, Chapters 5 and 6 should be regarded together, with each supporting and 

advancing the other. Broadly, they tackle various dynamics of the cultural flows contributing to 

the change of land practices as experienced and imagined by residents in the region. Since the 

present cannot be analyzed without a critically understanding of the past, the findings from 

Chapter 4 are taken to have laid the foundation for these chapters (as noted), while further 

indicating possibilities for making sense of the imported cultural practices (as 

experienced/imagined by the residents interviewed).  
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Examining available global cultural value indicators (as explained in Chapter 2), the analysis, 

beginning with Chapter 5 and advances to Chapter 6, centers on the empirical global values as 

expressed through issues ranging from migration, investment and trade to craftsmanship and 

industrialization, ideas (policy), new technological innovations (rail, bridges, mobile phone, 

etc.), privatization, and urbanization. In Chapter 5, the introduction of British land reforms 

(imposition of colonial law) is highlighted to indicate the formal and structural changes. The 

findings here are explicitly linked to a shift in the pattern of land culture resonating with colonial 

and modernity development and post-independence local conditions. Chapter 6 addresses the 

dynamics of the transition process by shedding light on the impacts of The culture of 

Commodification and Urbanization on (the transitioning) Ngwa society. 

 

Chapters 7 and 8 go on to address the resulting pressures that arise from cultural overlaps and 

disjunctions in the transition process, continued commodification and hybridized forms of land 

resource practices. While the voice of the local people was introduced in Chapters 4 and 5, it is 

in Chapters 6, 7, and 8 that this becomes central and the reliance on secondary sources relegated 

to a supporting role. Chapter 7, The Cultural Fault Lines, reflects on the cultural fault-lines 

(dislocations) as a consequence of land resource shifts, continued commodification, and 

hybridized forms of land resource practices. Particularly, how the outcomes of the interactions 

and changes in land resource practices affects women and youths in Ngwaland. Chapter 8, 

Hybrid Practices and Cross-Cultural Disjunctions, analyses the effects of the cross-cultural 

interactions, disjunctions, and changes in land resource practices in shaping new forms of land 

conflicts, including a transformed conflict management approach mediated by traditional leaders. 

These fault-lines and cross-cultural disjunctions in chapters 7 and 8 are analyzed from gender 

and also age, leadership and migrant perspectives to show how women along with young people, 

traditional rulers, and migrants are structured within the social, political and economic 

pressures inherent in the contemporary practices of land. 

 

Finally, Chapter 9, Summary of Findings and Concluding Reflections, concludes the dissertation 

with a review of the main research question, pulling together the findings from the subsidiary 

questions. It looks at how the evidence and conclusions from the subsidiary questions might 
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contribute to knowledge development in the context of the main research aim. The interactive, 

heterogeneous, plural, and disjunctive approach to the construction of cultural mélange is 

described as enabling the conception of cultural flows – fluid, complex, and shifting movements 

of people, capital, technology, and ideas (via migration, communications infrastructures, etc.) 

– in the context of the changing land resource practices in the Ngwaland. The result is the 

portrayal of cultural mélange as a space of continuous cultural reproduction and negotiation 

involving complex economic, sociopolitical, and technologically dynamic and disparate 

relationships constituted within a state of temporal tension in the commodification of land 

practice. To this end, there is a consideration of the critical constructive contributions that may 

broaden the existing theoretical assumptions, along with a brief listing of research limitations 

and suggestions for further research. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

CULTURAL MÉLANGE AS A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE 

ANALYSIS OF CHANGING LAND RESOURCE PRACTICES 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter establishes the overall conceptual framework for the empirical analysis. It reviews 

previous theoretical traditions to better position the study of changing land resource practices 

in Ngwaland as a case study within the existing literature. To understand the process of change, 

I took a broad theoretical perspective that seek to understand the context within which local 

experiences of land practices can operate.  

 

Many researchers with different perspectives on the political, sociological, and economic 

complexities of land activities agree on the importance of determining the global and local 

conditions that shape human experience of land activities (Moore, 1998; Geschiere, 2009; 

Boone, 2013; Lumumba-Kasongo, 2016). Engaging with this work to explore the changing land 

resource practices of Ngwaland as they relate to the broader structures within which local 

practices are rooted, I turn to scholars who have further acknowledged that most traditional 

practices are territorially grounded social constructs with plural cultural values advanced through 

interactions of diverse processes, flows and interconnections that are themselves negotiated by 

overlapping socio-spatial arrangements (Appadurai, 1996; Scholte, 2005; Durrschmidt and Taylor 

2007; Hopper, 2007, Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). 

 

Organized around dynamic activities and socio-spatial arrangements, land resource practices 

can be viewed as processes that mediate plural cultural values. In these processes, a hybrid sense 

of social constructs emerges that encompasses combinations of national and nonterritorial affiliations 

(Scholte, 2005; Hopper 2007) – which are themselves advanced through cultural processes and 

flows as products of global-local cultural interconnections (Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 

2009, 2020). All these dynamics influence the space in which a territory is situated. This space 

is in constant flux as a function of change, as is the case with the topic of this study. In 



29 
 

considering the complexity which is inherent in land resource practices in Ngwaland, I assume 

that the processes and products constitute a category of socioeconomic change. This I explore as 

cultural practice constructed within the framework of global-local interactions – that is, as a cultural 

mélange (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). 

 

It is also assumed that the dynamic, developmental process of diverse interactions in social, 

political, and economic relations that occur in Ngwaland operates as a function of power in the 

broader contemporary context of globalization, which has played an important role in the 

history of land commodification. Since the effect of globalization is not just a simple imposition 

on the local situation but rather a production and consumption agent that operates – somehow – 

in combination with the specifics of (local) place, such as Ngwaland, it is dubbed ‘glocalization’. 

And insofar as the glocal context is treated as a social space, the glocal may be approached in 

terms of cultural challenges and opportunities informing shifts in land resource practices. As 

these, in turn, evolve and are negotiated, moreover, old problems are changed and potentially 

exacerbated. New relations, resistances, and conflicts emerge that affect the preexisting conflict 

management approaches, which themselves thus evolve in response. This, in essence, 

characterizes the idea of cultural mélange as employed here as a conceptual framework for 

analysis. 

 

Crucial to this research is the exploration of the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland 

within the context of the local experiences of land interactions. It is this assumption of 

glocalization as playing an important role in conditioning the changing land resource practices 

in Ngwaland – as experienced (felt, conceptualized, engaged with, resisted, performed) by local 

actors – that makes cultural mélange an appropriate approach. This dissertation, therefore, 

places the experience of interactive processes of complex and plural cultural values of the global 

and local at the core of the analysis.  

 

From a glocal standpoint, the concept of cultural mélange provides a way of conceiving of 

change in local land practices as neither just the effects of global cultural contents nor as 

something that can be reduced to local conditions. Rather, there are plural cultural connections 

between the representation of land resource practices at the global level and the activities of land 
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experiences at the local level. Thus, this is an essentially nondeterministic approach. The 

treatment of global level land resource practices and activities of land through their representation 

(as experienced) further underlines this. The emphasis on local subjectivity profoundly 

problematizes the transition of land towards commodity under the globalizing regime of capital, 

such that the result is well observed as and in terms of cultural mélange. Clearly, the possibilities 

inherent within the plural cultural interactions tend to counter the dominant perspectives on 

cultural homogeneity as a sole driving force for changes in local land resource practices 

(Robertson, 1995; Swyngedouw, 1997; Khondker, 2017). This interaction thus constitutes the 

perspective that shapes the research questions guiding this dissertation. Essentially, the plural 

complex interaction is condensed in the idea of cultural mélange. 

 

Basically, this chapter is oriented to a discussion of relevant perspectives and key issues that 

gradually moves toward the consideration of the idea of cultural mélange. The discussion draws 

on literature from various academic disciplines (anthropology, area studies, history, etc.) for its 

framing of global-local interactions and the forces shaping the interaction process. Focusing on 

glocalization as informed by the common and capital and thus contributing to developments of 

socioeconomic culture, the construct of mélange as an alternative perspective on changing land 

resource practices is approached, defined, and developed. This, as fleshed out by the more 

specific considerations of methodology (Chapter 3), establishes the grounds for the investigation 

of the case of Ngwaland (Chapters 4 – 8). 

 

The remainder of this chapter is divided into five sections. The next section (2.2) introduces 

perspectives on the connection between land, culture, and globalization in relation to 

commodification and then moves to locate the theoretical position of the dissertation. The third 

section (2.3) explicates the idea of glocalization and its relation to land resource practices. The 

fourth section (2.4) discusses local change in terms of a reconstruction of global contents, 

including the idea of cultural flows and hybridity, while the fifth section (2.5) elaborates on the 

notion of global mélange. Section 2.6 presents the idea of cultural mélange as a conceptual 

framework organizing the empirical analysis in this study, after which the final section (2.7) 

summarizes the theoretical discussions presented in this chapter. 
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2.2 The theoretical position of the dissertation 

Critiques have sought to develop an integrated theoretical framework to understand the 

dynamic changes in land resource practices in societies of the Global South (Geschiere, 2009; 

Boone 2013; Lumumba-Kasongo, 2016). This effort is shaped by the dominant analysis of land 

transformation, particularly the capitalization, urbanization, privatization, and 

commodification of land through a homogeneous global framework (Peters, 2009; Chauveau 

and Colin, 2010; Lund, 2011). The majority of scholarly literature on African land culture has 

strongly criticized the supposed transformations of land resource practices as a result of all 

things ‘Western’ or ‘global’ (Easterly, 2009; Lund, 2011; Loehr, 2012; Obioha, 2013; Anaafo 

and Guba, 2017). Reference to a homogeneous global framework is essentialist, rigid, and 

positions ‘otherness’, and it limits in-depth understanding of the complexity of changing land 

resource practices in Ngwaland during this period of rapid sociocultural, political, and 

economic fragmentation and heterogeneity (Appadurai, 1996, Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020).  

 

Manifestly, the homogenization of changing land resource practices vis-a-vis capitalization, 

urbanization, privatization, and commodification is considered as a function of the ‘Other’ 

(Western, global) in this dissertation. The ‘Other’ here is a consequence of globalization that 

imposes its principles, logic, and regimes on the preexisting, indigenous state of social nature 

and practices, as it were, dubbed in this study as the ‘common’. However, the common as a 

quasi-natural state of society (to be defended against hostile powers) has its roots in English 

legal history, with the concepts of common rights, common law, and common land enabling 

shared access and community usage as a default assumption.9 While the common – verbalized, 

literally, by ‘commoning’ as the continuous creation of new forms of social struggles (sociality) 

and collective practices by interacting individuals against the dominant forces of cognitive 

capitalism (Ruivenkamp and Hilton, 2017) – may be posited as an ideal, however, the idea itself 

of ‘commoning’ has been homogeneously contextualized to be very much grounded in the 

English context and other external factors. This very homogeneous assumption makes the 

                                                           
9 Continuing the restrictions on the king’s power enshrined in the Magna Carta, the first statute in England signed 

in 1236 had as its fourth chapter the ‘Commons Act’; see, e.g., Juergensmeyer and Wadley (1974). 
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investigation of the complex idea of changing land resource practices hypothetically vulnerable 

in numerous ways when applied to the case of Ngwaland. 

 

First, there are the dangers of essentialism – viewing the common as a fixed thing, always, 

everywhere, as though naturally arising rather than humanly constructed. This is evident also 

when changing land resource practices are viewed as being homogeneously (or externally) 

shaped without local agency. Second, there is the threat to any reading of African traditions in 

terms of the English common posed by a postcolonial rejection (pushing back against yet 

another imposition of the Western order).10 Although access to land held in common may be 

shared, this implies specific ways of sharing, and in assuming usage as communal, the concept 

of community must itself be detailed. Is this applied at the level of the (extended) family, for 

example, or the neighborhood or the village?11 Consequently, at the very least, the actuality of 

commoning as traditional land practice in Ngwaland requires in-depth examination. To make 

sense of what exactly was being transformed in the transformations of land resource practices, 

it is necessary that we understand how the Ngwa common really operate. This inquiry is 

expressed here particularly in the first two research sub-questions (I and II) and represents an 

ongoing background theme in the empirical investigation (Chapters 4 – 9). 

 

The critiques, meanwhile, of the shift in land resource practices away from the traditional, or 

‘common’, have mostly been based on the long-lasting assumptions that “markets never existed 

in African land tenure systems” and that “Western land market ideas and reforms… drive 

economic development in Africa” (Obeng-Odoom, 2016: 661 –3 ff; see also World Bank 

Report, 1989: 150ff). This view develops a capitalist orientation in which the old (traditional, 

common) requires development (modernization, commodification) for progress. It assumes 

that unless land rights are owned by private individuals, there will be little incentive to put land 

to the highest and best use and that there will be equally little interest in ensuring that it is used 

sustainably. 

                                                           
10 In fact, the idea of the common-commodity binary (and thus of the politics of the common as oppositional to 

capital) then being applied to an African context (for a reading of and against modernization) is supremely ironic; 

the West not only exports its force for change (now as globalization) but also its own opposition to that change. 
11 Thus, the binary here involving land resources as ‘property’ with rights and restrictions to access and usage is not 

private vs. public (state) but private vs. communal. 



33 
 

 

From this perspective, people are seen as mainly driven by self-interest, which, in turn, spurs 

them on to be productive. In this view, communal property rights are considered to be 

inefficient because, without any private or individual interest in a resource, people are likely to 

become irresponsible and act in ways that will injure the common good – what economists, 

following Garrett Hardin (1968), widely refer to as the ‘tragedy of the commons’. As two 

advocates of private property rights, Armen Alchian and Harold Demsetz (1973: 19), assumed, 

“persons who own communal rights will tend to exercise these rights in ways that ignore the 

full consequences of their actions.” Thus, it is more efficient (productive) to commodify and 

create markets in traditional land. These assumptions are then extended to property rights 

theory, whereby land tenure in Africa – as elsewhere – is assumed to be better secured by 

“private ownership with formalized, state-authorized private titles and deeds” (ibid.). Then, in 

a type of ultimate abstraction of administration, modifications to private rights will be produced 

by governance systems independently of policy and based rather on pressures from population 

growth and market conditions (Bates, 1989; Bruce, Migot-Adholla and Atherton, 1994; De 

Soto, 2000; Klopp, 2000).  

 

Critics of the abovementioned approach have questioned the modernization positioning of 

globalization processes on traditional societies. They fault the homogenizers of the modernization 

philosophy for their exclusions of local agency (Robertson and Lechner, 1985) and  

proclamations of unfulfilled production and anticipation of the declining effectiveness of 

traditional local land resource politics over time (Matunhu, 2011).12 This critique appears to 

emerge based on one dimension of modernist assumptions, namely that the fundamental 

changes occurring in local societies are driven by Western economic agents such as the WB and 

IMF and their economic development and capitalist policies (Beck, 1992; Bradshaw and 

Wallace 1996; Inglehart and Baker, 2000). Beyond that, in the African context, one may easily 

                                                           
12 On the other hand, while Guido Ruivenkamp (2008) seeks the possibilities (and concrete practices) for bottom-

up and glocal development of biotechnologies, which he refers to as “tailor-made biotechnologies,” he criticizes 

both proponents and opponents of biotechnology development for beginning with an anthropocentric instrumental 

vision of technology development, in which technology and society were viewed as two separate entities with either 

negative or positive effects on society. This research looks for possibilities for local agencies that are not viewed as 

separate entities in globalization positioning. Essentially, this study, like Ruivenkamp’s, seeks possibilities for a  

glocal development of land resource practices. 
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equate the traditional and common that requires modernizing for progress with what is typified 

as ‘primitive’ and ‘savage’ and recognize how this analysis is underpinned by a very 19th 

century, colonial anthropology. In other words, this line of thinking provides the basis for 

scholarly work in postcolonial studies as a critique of developmentalism.  

 

Yet, postcolonial theory itself has been critiqued for its supposed rigid and one-sided inference 

that the prevalence of land scarcity, land resource conflicts, and unfavorable land reforms are 

the sole product of European colonization (Macamo, 2005; Bayart, 2009). This critique suggests 

that postcolonial theory has tended to adopt a homogeneous approach in its analysis of 

globalization processes that strips away the local specificities. By definition, Westernization 

implies Orientalism (Said, 1978), and globalization as the latest expression of the modern (or 

postmodern) implies the Global South – but the Global South has no local context. Thus, local 

cultural practices are denied in the framing of the analysis, along with all conditions of agency 

in the entire construction and transformation process. All these assumptions practically held 

within the homogeneous global perspective spur the interest in the present case for analysis that 

is flexible. Ideally, it should accommodate and offer voices to local agency within an assumed 

plural and heterogeneous practice of land resources that are also not independent of frictions. 

The effort to create such a flexible and inclusive analytical space is the main focus of the research 

sub-questions II and III. It is precisely this perspective that prioritizes local voices – in this case, 

the voices of the residents of Ngwaland (Chapters 4 –9), which lies at the heart of the 

methodological approach adopted in Chapter 3. 

 

Scholars from Sally Moore (1998) to Catherine Boone (2013) and Tukumbi Lumumba-

Kasongo (2016) have all critiqued these analytical flaws, reflecting on the complexity of 

changing land resource practices in Africa.13 Specifically cautioning against Westernizing the 

conception of the transformation of the African system of land resource practices, Moore (1998: 

33) noted that even though “international development institutions (including state legislations) 

may predict innovative programs transforming African land resource practices,” the fact is that 

“local pressures and competitive struggles truly determine much of the change in African land 

                                                           
13 Lumumba-Kasongo’s (2016) edited volume, for example, includes analyses of and cases from Cameroon, 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Ghana, Ivory Coast, Liberia, South Africa, and Uganda.  
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holdings and practices.” Those local pressures and competitive struggles as experienced, 

expressed, and emerging in Ngwaland constitutes a large part of the present study. 

 

If the critique of modernization is assumed, a space for investigation of its ‘failure’ on the 

ground is created. Using empirical data, the ‘postcritical’ scholars referred to have provided 

African examples where some aspects of the modernization process have been defied.14 These 

cases depict a continent whose land resource practices are far more varied and politicized than 

postcolonial analysis has acknowledged. It has exposed a continent faced with rising physical 

infrastructure and population growth pressures, which bear systematic correlation to all aspects 

of land practices. Crucial here is the pressure of urbanization (as an expansion of land usage for 

settlement outwards, into previously agricultural areas) and migration (primarily out of the 

village). While these are standard concepts in globalization generally, their actual expression 

needs to be detailed in the particular. Those specificities for the case of Ngwaland represent 

another background theme to the empirical evidence collected here, expressed in two research 

sub-questions (II and III) and addressed in Chapters 6 – 9. 

 

Even in the most ‘primitive’ case of traditional (common) arrangements, land resource practices 

already go beyond subsistence to encompass claims, negotiations, identity, and power. That is 

certainly the situation today, where contemporary analyses call for appreciation of, for 

example, dimensions of class and gender along with the dominating thrust of capital in its 

contemporary form of global mobility (as an aspect of neoliberalism). Thus, in their attempts to 

deconstruct the myth of globalization and the rigid depiction of the culture of land resource 

practices in local societies, scholars suggest that all land-based activities must be analyzed from 

the standpoint of the complexity of the practices as an expression of the local cultural conditions. 

Studies must be grounded, in terms of where (place, the geographic site) and what (practice, the 

actual land usage, and its changes), taking the why and the how into consideration (James, 

2007; Geschiere, 2009; Mitchell, 2009; Lund, 2011; Boone 2013; Bamidele, 2009).  

 

                                                           
14 Tanzania, Kenya, Ghana, Uganda, Senegal, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and South Africa are good examples of 

countries where local policy development and complex land market issues related to democracy and local 

developments drive critical questions and debate about land practices (Moore, 2006; Boone, 2007, 2013; 

Lumumba-Kasongo, 2016). 
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As Moore (1998: 33) stated in her study of land practices in Africa, “to have a right to land 

summarizes in one word a complex and highly conditional state of affairs which depends on 

the social, political, and economic context” in which “the place, the setting, the history, and the 

moment, all matter” (emphasis added). Or, to put it another way, the land itself may be 

profoundly natural, but our concepts and organizations of land are cultural. Even the rocks, 

rivers, and soil for farming become items of culture to human society. As a result, one could 

argue that the critique of a homogeneous global framework (or globalism) is itself globalizing 

but spurs space for glocalization as an interweaving sociocultural (political, economic, and 

technological) response to the over-essentialization of the transformations occurring within the 

practices of land resources.  

 

2.3 Glocalization and land resource practices 

Acknowledging the critique and suggested alternative interpretations in the existing literature 

on how to study the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland, it is essential to 

conceptualize glocalization within the context of the problem raised. First advanced by Roland 

Robertson (1992), the idea of glocalization has continued to attract various interpretations; 

indeed, there is still no widely accepted definition. For Robertson (1994: 39ff), glocalization 

was a reflexively substituted conception of contemporary globalization. George Ritzer (2003: 

193) builds on this conception, arguing that it is “the interpenetration and interrelationship of 

the global and the local, resulting in unique outcomes in different geographic areas.” Later 

refined on the basis of a widely accepted criticism and employing a more clearly cultural 

dimension, Robertson (2013: 28) defined glocalization as “the process in which phenomena 

that spread, flow, or are diffused from one ‘place’ to another have to be, and indeed are, adapted 

to the new locality where they arrive.” Without overlooking the (anthropological) tradition of 

diffusion, Robertson argued, this adaptation process is, in fact, the crucial motif of glocalization. 

 

Building from these works by Ritzer (2003) and Robertson (2013), Roudometof (2016: 79) has 

advanced glocalization as a “refraction of globalization through the local.” Roudometof takes 

power as a prior, as something that intersects with the persistent and continuous ability of a 

locale to originate and so, most importantly, undermines its ability to alter or reconstruct the 

determinations of power introduced from the outside (2016: 401 – 2). Thus, the importance of 
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locality is stressed as primary but on the strict understanding of the operation of global power 

within this. This conceptualization of glocalization is the most relevant to the aim of this 

dissertation, considering the emphasis it places on cultural flow, diffusion, place, power, 

interaction, and adaptation. 

 

Ritzer, Robertson, and Roudometof’s definitions of glocalization are reflective of global 

plurality, cultural heterogeneity, and hybridity rather than cultural homogeneity or imperialism 

(Appadurai, 1996; Manschot and Suransky, 2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). This 

conceptualization, like others with complementary interpretations (Featherstone, 1995; 

Alexander, 2003; Beck, 2016) obviously challenges the assumption that Westernization is solely 

accountable for the changes in economic, political, and cultural structures across localities. The 

idea of glocalization focuses rather on the complex interplay between local context and global 

content than on arguing for the primacy of one over the other (Wilk, 1995). In other words, 

such glocalists would consider it “empirically narrow and historically flat” (Nederveen Pieterse, 

1994: 163) or even “misleading” (Robertson, 1995: 25) to assume that the changing land 

resource practices in Ngwaland are driven solely or even mainly by Western/global contents. 

 

For glocalists, the primary argument is that land resource practices and other local phenomena 

may critically adapt or resist global contents and thus can reveal the way in which the very 

creation of localities represents a standard component of globalization (Giulianotti and 

Robertson, 2007: 134). Central to the idea of glocalization, therefore, is the ‘interactive process’. 

Most of the leading scholars of glocalism have argued for this as something that is neither 

oppressive nor essentialist, of either the global or local (Canclini, 1995; Cohen 2007; Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2009; Roudometof, 2016). The interactive process, it is argued, allows for the 

possibility of the local to negotiate and thus alter the external currents that pass through. Seeing 

the world from an imaginary perspective, it was a quarter of a century ago that Arjun Appadurai 

(1996) depicted the interconnected and complex nature of the new global landscape. It is no 

longer news, therefore, that global contents are being negotiated at the local level and local 

cultural conditions influencing global behaviors, practices, and policies in relation to domains 

as diverse as economics, ecology, technology, and politics (Dandekar, 1998; Dasgupta, 2004; 

Scholte, 2005; Hopper, 2007; Jackson and Klobas, 2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020; 



38 
 

Roudometof, 2016). For example, M/TNCs entering into local societies for business are 

typically compelled to comply with existing land resource controls, which in turn reconfigures 

their own business culture, but yet with consequences that can alter the localness of the 

preexisting land resource culture and practices (Luo, 2004; Meyer, Mudambi and Narula, 2011; 

Rueda and Lambin, 2013). This dissertation relates closely to this idea, using a research 

approach that aims to understand the complex interactive process of the global and local 

cultural values on changing land resource practices. 

 

Local context can be thought of as more important than the global context and vice versa. 

Glocalization does not claim to promise a world free of challenges and differences but rather 

focuses on the relationship as an interactive process. As Habibul Khondker (2005: 188) claims, 

this glocalization offers a more “historically grounded and pragmatic way of viewing the 

complex interplay of both global content and local context/phenomena.” The process of global 

localization must reflect through the complex (Ger, 1997: 116) “forces that are constantly felt 

in the lives of those trying to get from one day to the next” (Friedman, 1994: 193). Thus, the 

demands of the local and global experienced as contrary – somewhat, at least, in tension – may 

be said to synthesize through the individual (person), the group (family, fraternity), and society 

(village, local community) as dialectic. And it is the balance and interplay and dynamic, 

everchanging combinations of these that produce the totality of glocal culture. 

 

How local people make sense of their daily experiences when faced with new, complex 

structures and practices becomes an essential consideration when seeking to understand the 

dynamics of global and local power relations (Ger, 1997: 115). It is therefore vital to the present 

research that this interaction process be critically determined to understand how residents of 

Ngwaland operate within this dichotomy in view of the changes in land resource practices, and 

it is in an effort to determine this that the data collection methods are determined (Chapter 3). 

Thus, the interaction component with which this research engages is mostly focused on the 

empirical construction of the direct and indirect experiences of diverse actors – from 

smallholder farmers and migrants (local and foreign), traditional community leaders, women 

and young people, political elites, business people and others who are key components in the 
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negotiations around this dynamic entanglement of global content and local practices of land 

resource in Ngwaland. 

 

With this focus on the interaction process, the study aims to escape from idealizing either the 

global or local context but instead assumes to observe a plurality of localities and values and 

the cultural practices of land resource even within the situation of Ngwaland as nested in the 

overall picture of the always itself developing global system (Morley and Robins, 1995: 116). 

This study is anchored, therefore, in the understanding of glocalization as a representation of a 

“new global-local nexus” and “new intricate relation between global space and local space” 

(Morley and Robins, 1995: 116), and most importantly, spaces of plural cultures and practices 

intersecting to bring to light new constructed land knowledge (Appadurai, 1990; Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2009; Yifeng, 2009). This notion of a new construction points to the main research 

question in Chapter 8, reflecting on what the present Ngwaland resource case study can offer 

to the general theory of glocal developments. 

 

The complex relations between the global and local and the way these are organized around 

varied phenomena across different spaces have been empirically investigated in a number of 

domains. These include identity and politics (Campbell, 1994), urban design (Hatuka and 

Forsyth, 2005), sports (Giulianotti and Robertson, 2007), hip-hop music (Motley and 

Henderson, 2008), education, politics, media, and fiction (Wodak, 2010; see also, Shakuntala, 

2009; Ezumah, 2019), education (Patel, 2017; see also, Patel and Lynch, 2013), tourism 

(Soulard, McGehee and Stern, 2019; see also Cawley, Gaffey and Gillmor, 2002; Salazar, 2005; 

and Soulard and McGehee, 2017), and fashion (Danilova, Yipeng and Ismaeva, 2019). The 

complex relationships are generally organized as alternatives against dominant production of 

power imposition and disruptions, including unbalanced political, economic, and cultural value 

exports and consumerism (Zwi and Mills, 1995; Miller, 1996; Ger, 1997). 

 

In fact, the complexity which is embedded within glocalization may be conceived itself as an 

expression of or response to the limitations or failure of globalization as a hegemonic (Gobo, 

2016: 382) and also essentialist project (Robertson, 2013). Building on this complexity, it is 

hoped that the analysis of the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland may unveil new 
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connections and dichotomies (Appadurai, 1996) and advance spaces where glocalization 

responds better to the demands of human imaginations (Mendis, 2007: 24). As Sun Yifeng 

(2009: 91) has argued, the complex relations between the global and local is a reflection that 

there is rarely anything purely local – or global, indeed – rather, all is glocal. This alternative 

approach of engaging with local cultural phenomena appeals to the context of this study where 

the everchanging local land resource practices in Ngwaland could suggest new ways of 

reasserting interconnectivities and diversities without undermining the possibilities as well as 

inevitabilities of global contents and local contexts. 

 

Roudometof (2016: 83) argues that a key to understanding changing local practices or 

phenomena when thinking glocally is to appreciate the dynamic outcome of the spatial relations 

between modernity and glocalization. The assessment of local (land) practices in terms of 

change must focus on unrestricted and overlapping cultural values, driven by global-local 

interactions of diverse flows (Appadurai, 1996; Scholte, 2005; Durrschmidt and Taylor 2007; 

Hopper, 2007; Ezumah, 2019). Global-local interactions can thus be conceived as the movement 

of ideas, ideologies, people, goods, images, money, information, technologies, and techniques 

that are equally intertwined with and politically, economically, and technologically constitutive 

of culture, both protecting and transforming local economies, phenomenon, and practices 

(Appadurai, 1996, 2001; Tomlinson, 1999; Hopper 2007; Quaye, Jongerden, Essegbey, and 

Ruivenkamp, 2010: 358). 

 

In addition to globalization and glocalization, theoretical concepts such as “indigenisation” 

(Appadurai, 1996), “global meets the local” (Thorns, 1997), “grobalization” (Ritzer, 2004; 

Ruivenkamp, 2007), the “global-local nexus” (Llambi, 2000; Teo and Li, 2003), and 

“hybridization” (Nederveen Pieterse, 1994, 2009) all mirror the scholarly interest that has been 

advancing our understanding of how global-level development relates with and affect local-level 

conditions and how globalization interacts, shapes, and mediates local influences, particularly 

in emerging localities, such that that the global-local relationship produces “general and local 

unique solutions” (Quaye, Jongerden, Essegbey, and Ruivenkamp, 2010: 358), including the 

reproduction of new knowledge of local practices and phenomenon (Appadurai, 1990; Morley 

and Robins, 1995; Yifeng, 2009). In other words, one may say, these are all concerned with 
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aspects of the production of space as the locus of the various movements and flows and the site 

of the meetings, hybridizations, and other developments. 

 

The investigation of space, propelled especially by the work of Doreen Massey (1994, 1999), 

has chiefly distinguished between space and place. Largely, what is envisaged in this study is a 

social space that is distinguished from physical space, or place. Thus, ‘place’ and ‘space’ refer 

to the literal and the conceptual, respectively. These two concepts may be quite different (c.f. 

today’s ‘virtual space’, which tends to the global but in an unspecified way), or they may be 

more or less closely tied (c.f., ‘territory’, the country as nation-state, where the land is linked to 

its people and their culture). It is this latter case, where the land is tied to a people and their 

‘indigenous’ practices, that comprises the subject of the current research. The notion of space 

itself is not problematized or investigated but rather implied. The well recognized, formally 

established physical border of Ngwaland is taken as determinant, like a fixed variable, with 

issues of movement by people (migration) and place (urban expansion) considered within this. 

Then, beyond these very tangible entities and activities, the more nebulous aspects of society 

and culture inform the idea of the territory as a space. As presented here, that is the space of 

this glocal.15 

  

Overall, glocalization theory promotes an unbundling of the complexity of land resource 

practices. As an alternative approach to globalization, which tends to standardize local practices 

(Robertson, 1995: 27ff), the idea of glocalization recognizes the creation of space around place 

in terms of the convergences of differences between global cultural contents and local 

developments (Khondker, 2005). In exploring the Ngwaland resource practices, the negotiating 

element of glocalization is factored into the land commodification process to understand how 

the changing land practices and the accompanying realities in the lives of Ngwaland residents 

play out in the globalization process. This negotiation idea of glocalization as that which drives 

specific relationships between global cultural contents and local influences can promote a new 

                                                           
15 Also unproblematised is the notion of a people, or ethnos (the Ngwa), as well as the broader ethnological context 

of the Igbo and political geographies beyond Ngwaland (Abia state, Nigeria as a country) widening to Africa and 

Africans. 
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awareness of the impact of the modern on tradition in the form of land policies and practices 

across spatial localities (Geschiere, 2009; Duru, 2011; Boone 2013). 

 

In a broad sense, glocalization’s emphasis on interactions between the global and the local itself 

reflects change. Here, I particularly use the term ‘change’ to depict foreign, external, and global 

influences that affect local practices within a specific traditional society. Insofar as the place is 

specified by the land itself (Ngwaland) then anything external is ‘foreign’ (such as national 

programs implemented from the federal capital, Abuja). Changing land resource governance, 

its policies and practices in Africa are the product of myriad interactions between actors and 

institutions in a multitude of arenas (Chauveau et al, 2006: 39; Moore, 1998: 33) and historically 

constitutive of and inseparable from shared cultural exchanges (Neuman, 1997; Margulis and 

Porter, 2013). This notion helps to understand that change in land practices in Nigeria may not 

have been solely a product of external actors (such as British colonial administrators), 

institutions (IMF, WB, World Wildlife Fund [WWF], etc.) and legislation (English land laws) 

but also the role of local actors, institutions and policies. Thus, importantly, land practices 

become the provision of the local arena for the negotiation of these interactions. 

 

2.4 Local change as a reconstruction of global contents 

Contemporary perspectives on land resource practices in the Global South have a propensity to 

emphasize change regarded and perhaps critiqued as ‘development’. This is taken to be a 

process involving diverse actors and their interrelationships in the social, political, and 

economic conditions within which the land resource practices operate. In the context of global-

local development, these are rooted in plural relations among the various actors and arenas 

where actions and practices are constructed, implying also the possibility of reconstruction. This 

glocal mixing, therefore, also promotes the advancement of theoretical perspectives aiming to 

explain how global-local relationships spur unique processes of change in land resource 

practices, as well as others that can be applied more widely across world transitioning societies. 

 

Chauveau et al., (2006) explains the process of changing land resource practices with the 

concept of mobility. His idea of changing land resource in its glocal sense is of a process that is 

closely contextualized by socio-cultural, political, and economic movement and flexibility as a 
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product of a new, global (mobile) cultural economy (system). For Chauveau et al., (ibid.: 39ff), 

the social interactions between plural actors, authorities, arenas, and practices span largely 

uncoordinated actions and procedures, which are tied together in the construction of complex 

and multilocalized governance of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ actors and land resource practices.  

 

Such a view is quite compatible with Appadurai’s (1996) approach to change within this new 

global cultural system as extensively promoted through interactive worlds of social relationships 

and differences under multifunctional networks of what he terms “scapes.” The expressions of 

mobility or products of flows as spaces may be identified as “ethnoscapes,” “technoscapes,” 

“finanscapes,” “mediascapes” and “ideoscapes.” These scapes represent the negotiating tools 

for the change process. The schema below maps the ways in which cultural flows can shape 

local land practices across traditional societies and initiate opportunities for the reconstruction 

of new imagined land practices (Figure 2.1).  

 

 

Figure 2.1 Global cultural flows (Appadurai, 1996). 

Landscapes of 
global cultural 

flows

Ethnoscapes

↓

Migrants, travellers, tourists, 
refugees, expatriate workers, exiles, 

displacements, etc.

Technoscapes

↓

Mobile phone, computer 
softwares, telecommunication 

systems (internet & world wide 
web component), cd, video 
audio & visual devices, etc.

Finanscapes

↓

Flow of capital, currency, 
investments, trades, etc.

Mediascapes

↓

Newspapers, magazines, 
television, radio, film, cassette, 
billboards, electronic screens

Ideoscapes

↓

Freedom, welfare, rights, 
sovereignty, representation, 

democracy, ideas, terms, etc. 
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In Appadurai’s perspective – and in parallel with Chauveau – these scapes can be observed in 

the processes of changing cultural practices within traditional societies, reflectively functioning 

as cultural values (flows) that spread through today’s unprecedented movements of people, 

information and communication systems, capital, investment, and currency markets, including 

the distribution of electronic infrastructures, flows of ideas, terms, counter-ideologies, and 

images, such as freedom and democracy, welfare rights and representation. Given the fluidity 

of the scapes, Appadurai (ibid.: 33) argues, dispersed cultural values can overlap, adapt and 

evoke deeply (re)constructed relationships that are shaped by the historical, linguistic, and 

political situatedness of different kinds of actors, ranging from nation-states, M/TNCs, 

diasporic communities, subnational groupings and related movements (e.g. of political, 

religious, or economic groups) and all kinds of intimate face-to-face groups (families, 

fraternities, neighborhoods, villages, etc.). 

 

These dispersed cultural values as locally specified – or glocalized – have been used to explain 

changes in a variety of local cultural phenomena. For instance, migration, migrant-local 

relationships and capital remittances from diasporic communities can influence reforms of local 

land governance, including patterns of land distribution – as in rural Guatemala (Aguilar-Stoen, 

Taylor and Castellanos, 2016) and oil palm frontier regions in Papua New Guinea (Curry and 

Koczberski, 2009). This underlines a crucial facet of these complex cultural values that they are 

incomplete without the role of the individual actor. Indeed, Appadurai (ibid.) stressed the 

significance of the individual actor in the change process, as a social agent, as one who imagines 

the world, navigates the scapes, experiences, and constitutes larger formations and constantly 

seeks to makes sense of what the available landscape offers. The individual actors within the 

new global cultural system are agents of change who experience and imagine travel, trade, 

political ideas, innovative technology, and communication infrastructures, who make choices 

and, most importantly, transport cultural values. Thus, people as agents are themselves the 

vehicles of change. 

 

In this research, the individual residents of Ngwaland may be regarded as such actors, situated 

and operating locally within and on the new global cultural system. They constitute the glocal 
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gaze through their experiences of and responses to the cultural values in relation to land 

resource practices. In order to address the challenge of conceptualizing the interface of the 

global and the local, the ‘active’ role of the global cultural flows/values in the local change 

process needs to be augmented by the activity of the local – as resisting, embracing 

characterizing, adjusting, etc. – involving the individual as agent – and thus the family, 

community, etc. – and then emphasized as encompassing, in (re)constructive terms, 

interconnected worlds (scapes) of multilevel relationships crisscrossing multifunctional 

networks of cultural values – in a plural and thus hybridized context. In other words, the global 

cultural flows and the actions of the local people can create change processes leading to renewed 

hybridized land resource practices.  

 

As Jan Nederveen Pieterse (1994) argued, an expansion of the perspective of the new global 

cultural system that moves away from the old model of a simple homogenization and toward 

“globalizations plural” involves a hybridization of the global and local. This is a concept that 

fundamentally depicts change in socio-cultural practice as (a consequence of) the process of 

mixture (recombination); at the level of inquiry, hybridization refers to the complex, relatively 

small-scale interactions of diverse cultural values and conditions that move and function on a 

larger scale – hence, to the reconstruction of global contents. Rather than question whether a 

particular place or changes in practice might or tend to generate specific outcomes without 

external or internal interference (Massey, 1991; Cox, 1998; Cabus, 2001), hybridization is based 

on the premise that changes in and across specific localities/places can be emphasized from the 

perspective of constructed mixtures of relationships and differences. The hybridization 

perspective in understanding the new global cultural system in relation to changing local 

cultural practices may be advanced through the framing of global mélange. 

 

2.5 Local reconstruction as a global mélange 

In rejecting a monolithic and one-sided model of globalization through a recognition of the 

hybridity of its products, Nederveen Pieterse (1994) began a body of work on “cross-over 

culture” that he conceived as a “global mélange” (Nederveen Pieterse, 1996, 2009, 2015). This 

synthesis of global and local was not just an innocent fusion, however, as Nederveen Pieterse’s 

(1994: 169) analysis recognized in the “politics of hybridity,” namely, the ‘actual unevenness, 



46 
 

asymmetry, and inequality in global relations.’ The departure point for global mélange is thus 

rooted in the idea that the complex (re)productions of cultural exchange incorporate aspirations 

for cultural equality, or, of the nondominance of the modern over the traditional and rather 

mutual respect and interplay. This then opens the way to distinct translocal processes opening 

novel possibilities for mixing (recombining, fusing, etc.) (Friedman, 1990; Featherstone, 1990; 

Cvetkovich and Kellner, 1997; Cohen, 2007; Gould and Grein, 2009). 

 

The term ‘mélange’, according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary (2016), refers to a mixture 

often of incongruous elements or, simply, a mixture of different things. Preferring ‘global 

mélange’ over terms like ‘creolization’ and ‘orientalization’ (for various reasons), Nederveen 

Pieterse (1994: 169) did, nevertheless, concede that “Global crossover culture” might better get 

at the actual conditions of the “North-South mélange.” The concept has always been primarily 

cultural, that is, involving the idea of crossover, where “hybridity” is used in recognition also 

of a “loss of purity” (Nederveen Pieterse, 1994: 169; 2009: 78). At a worldwide societal level, 

this cultural mélange reflects a postmodern view that contextualizes social change in terms of 

the merging of different categories of cross-cultural values (Hassi and Storti, 2012). 

 

Cultural categories, according to Nederveen Pieterse, are reflected in the production of music, 

clothing, behavior, body language, theatre, advertising/visual communication, migration, ur-

banization, capital, nations, ethnicities, status groups, classes, genres, and other social 

phenomena. Thus, an examination of the cultural category and social phenomena through 

which particular cultural crossovers and relationships occur is vital to the understanding of 

changes in traditional societies (Nederveen Pieterse 2009: 65ff) – such as in the present case, of 

land resource practices. 

 

Cultural mélange represents the far-reaching movement for the glocal (re)connection of cultural 

values for social change. Nederveen Pieterse (2009) maintained that cultural crossover involves, 

for example, the adoption of black cultural traits by European Americans and of white elements 

by African Americans (with issues around the inequalities in these expressed in phrases like 

‘cultural appropriation’ and ‘Uncle Tom’). Here, this characterization brings into focus 

Appadurai’s global cultural flows and their ability to travel distances and become immersed in 
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other cultures and localities in the development of new and potentially innovative practices. 

The realities of cultural flows do not need to be physically moved, of course, not even virtually, 

since they may also travel through the fantasies of people who never cease to imagine. 

 

In this new global cultural system, rather than being weighed down by the oppression of the 

globalizing order, the flows and the imaginations may be seen as inherently progressive. Just as 

international capital can shift its position, as production and technology generate different 

needs, as nation-states adjust their policies on refugee populations, the flows and fantasies never 

cease their imaginings and aspiration (Appadurai, 1996: 33 – 34). With the continuous desire 

to travel (the contemporary conditions of human mobility), in addition to this imagining and 

aspiration, cultural values are transported in contested process of (re)combination with local 

traditional structures and practices to (re)constructs the behaviors and social structures of both 

the receiving and originating societies (Appadurai, 1996: 33 – 34, 2013). 

 

By way of a parallel for how the concept of cultural mélange can help to make sense of changes 

to local land resource practices, the new modes of organizing business exemplify the fluid 

movement of cultural values/flows across world societies. The works of Reddy (2009) and 

Cotula (2009) show how corporations are no longer confined to geographical locations. The 

various components of new technological components and business arrangements for the 

transfer of capital, extension of franchising, and suchlike ensure that a business in Africa may 

develop multiple interests from other continents, for example. The process is not simply a one-

way “CocaColonization” (Nederveen Pieterse, 1994: 161), however, as the local norms must 

also be observed, out of which new codes of behavior emerge. Again, this is one of the peculiar 

features of the idea of cultural mélange, where dispersed technological components and 

business arrangements are not necessarily unidirectionally shaped by any obvious economies 

of scale, of political control, or even of market rationality; rather, they become involved in and 

themselves a function of increasingly complex relationships among diverse actors, money flows 

and political possibilities. 

 

Equally, new inputs have been observed to provide the framework for national indicators for a 

comparison of various economic, cultural, and political features with those of other societies 
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(Appadurai, 1996: 34). This then flows back into the whole for another new synthesis, which is 

argued to be “fostering a world culture without boundaries and encouraging a renewed sense 

of cultural consciousness, not only in terms of establishing new boundaries rooted in ethnicity, 

religion, and geography” (Griswold, 2013: xvi). The world culture as an imposition of 

globalization then becomes a product of that process. Thus, the global mélange becomes a 

source of what is a nominally single ‘global culture’ yet never actually singular or fixed. In the 

present context, this is translated through, for example, the creation of responsible, transparent 

governance for smart land management interventions (Timo de Vries, 2021). 

 

In fact, the role of capital in the hybridization process has been extensively observed and led to 

the development of crucial arguments about social trends of interest that may be pertinent to 

other cases across world localities. Some scholars see the rapid movement of financing for 

investment as a flow that can shape every aspect of our lives and systems (Appadurai, 1996), 

including land resource practices (Home, 2011). To show that capital in trade relations can form 

cultural exchanges and interactions that drive change, Sarah Whatmore and Lorraine Thorne 

(2004) used the concept of “nourishing networks.” These networks, they argued, can facilitate 

shifts in local trade practices as the product of global capital markets that go beyond a strictly 

capital-central profitmaking approach in creating space for local markets to flourish. Expanding 

this argument, Whatmore and Thorne (2004.: 236) explain that the claim that cultural flows 

have reached a global dimension “depends upon the intricate interweaving of situated people, 

artifacts, codes, and living things and the maintenance of particular tapestries of connection 

across the world.”16 

 

                                                           
16 This connectivity is argued from a reframed idea of their study on “alternative geographies of food,” with the 

example of the Fair Trade Organization as represented by four trading nonprofits (Oxfam Trading, Twin Trading, 

Traidcraft and Equal Exchange Trading Limited based in four UK cities (Oxford, London, Newcastle and 

Edinburgh) and their southern partners of small-scale farmers (in Costa Rica, Peru, Mexico, Tanzania, and 

Uganda) comprising the consortium Cafedirect; this is used to emphasize not only the idea of a global commodity 

network but how its reach is developed through the procurement, import and marketing of coffee. The nature of 

contemporary global commodity and market reach, for example, removes space, culture and time barriers and 

boundaries yet is intrinsically rooted in the innumerable sociopolitical abilities, activities and actions of individuals, 

institutions and associations. Thus, the force of such commodity reach enacts a “variety of partial knowledges and 

strategic interests” through networks which simultaneously involve a “lengthening” of spatial and institutional 

reach and a “strengthening” of environmental and social embeddedness” (Whatmore and Thorne, 2004: 240ff). 



49 
 

To further elucidate the character of cultural mélange, Gibson-Graham (2008) similarly argues 

that global economies are not only a proliferative space of difference but one also in which 

ethical values may be central to creating spaces for other economies or markets.17 Gibson-

Graham (2008: 7 – 9) used the idea of “diverse economies” to explore these spaces for diverse 

flows by means of different material links, such as local and complementary currencies, 

informal international financial networks that promote easy migrant remittances and 

cooperative alliance groups offering solidarity to producers, workers, and consumers. 

 

The studies mentioned (above) that have shown how capital diversification can facilitate trade 

relations between global and local partners offer ways of understanding that there is no single 

‘global reach’ of capital aiming to access and gain control over the Ngwaland resource practices. 

Even within the domain of trade – thence business, the essence of capitalism as a globalizing 

force, thence commodification – the dispersed flows are also themselves endogenously 

conditioned. This approach of understanding the effectiveness of diverse economies and 

nourishing networks of capital from a global-local transactional context implies a space for 

examining the diverse realities of communal and commodified land resource activities beyond 

profitmaking. It is postulated here, therefore, that land resource practices should be explored in 

a heterogeneous context. Such an approach to land resource practices is proposed as valuable 

in deconstructing a hegemonic, unilinear, socio-cultural (political and economic) representation 

of land resource practices. 

 

Clearly, global mélange as a whole – both process and product – does not exonerate the 

possibilities of differences and disjunctions in global relations being developed through 

overlapping cultural values nested in power relationships. Nederveen Pieterse (2009: 78) argues 

that the process of cultural mixture that produces social change cannot function outside of 

power because of the dichotomy between the global and local components, the center and 

margin, and hegemony and minority. This indicates, however, that contemporary interactions 

produce conflicts, with the varied relationships in the case of land resource practices also being 

                                                           
17 Haberl et al. (2014) captured such socio-spatial relationships involving local communities and their Western 

counterparts, where land governance exchange practices involving diverse trans-local actors created a hybrid 

sociocultural and economic space for the production of food for both local consumption and distant markets. 
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no more restricted or committed to a single cultural sphere than any other product of such 

binaries. Rather, they may traverse through distinct cultural flows and networks during 

everyday socialization and arrangements where multiple influences can be absorbed into 

emerging land markets and thus involved in the practices of land. 

 

To a large extent, it is the very globalization incorporating the power relations nested within 

the mélange process which affirms that the experiences of people at the receiving end of global 

flows are no longer organized as an “atomized, self-ignorant, and absorbent periphery” and 

mere object of cultural exchange (Pilkington and Bliudina, 2002: 3) – and that they may rather 

be (re)productive socio-cultural agents (Jenks 1993: Hopper 2007: 42). Nederveen Pieterse 

(2009: 141 – 5) claims that such interactions of global-local components are not just about 

weakening identity and boundary rigidity but also involved in recognizing that social realities 

are socially constructed. By this, he connects power relations and conflict at the center of 

cultural practices and argues that power relations are social constructions embedded and 

encoded in cultural claims. Which gets further to the core of the actual operation and makeup 

of cultural mélange. 

 

2.6 Cultural mélange as an analytical concept  

In approaching changing land resource practices in terms of cultural mélange, the pivotal 

question concerns how change manifests and how it can be understood within social structures 

and practices at the local level. According to Nederveen Pieterse (2009, 2020), the key to 

understanding whether change in social practices of traditional societies is taking place is to 

study the process by which cultural values shape new practices as they mix and engage with 

local phenomena. Cultural mélange, as many scholars have shown, serves as a lens through 

which to view the hybridization of cultural values and how these operate through different 

phenomena, such as localities, identities and migrations (Howes, 1996; Held et al., 2004; 

Hopper, 2007; Baubock and Faist, 2010) as well as in land resource practices (Chauveau et al., 

2006; Stephenson, 2001; Boas and Dunn, 2013). The sense of ‘cultural’ here as applied to values 

and mélange has a wide conception including, for example, social culture, political culture and 

economic culture, material and immaterial culture, involving the myriad of subjects, objects, 

and relationships in which all these are involved.   



51 
 

 

Land resource practices are changing in a world where cultural, political and economic ties are 

becoming increasingly intertwined. Shaped by the increasing level of technological innovation, 

the access to transportation, information processing and telecommunications are pushing 

forward a close-knit and distant yet imaginary network of relationships that are reshaping all 

facets of land resource structures and practices in local societies (Appadurai, 1996; Khondker, 

2004; Smith, 2018). The outcome of the ties implies change. Questions about the process of 

change and what constitutes the changing experiences of those who are living the realities of 

land resource practices is a critical factor in the concept of cultural mélange. To reiterate, the 

main emphasis of cultural mélange is on the idea of change and its processes (Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2020). Change and the process of change are deeply rooted in the global flows and 

local space, among global and local individuals and the social structures, practices and 

phenomena around them. Change does not happen in isolation and is neither rigid nor straight 

forward (Appadurai, 1996; Baffes, Kshirsagar and Mitchell, 2019; Nederveen Pieterse, 2020).  

 

To explain how cultural mélange operates to shape change, Nederveen Pieterse refers to the 

flows of technological and communication infrastructures, political ideas, migrations, diaspora, 

tourism, urbanization, capital and trade relations function as modes of production. These 

modes of production represent the cultural values or flows that are exported and consumed as 

products of cultures and have the capacity to change preexisting social structures (Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2009: 70 – 89) – as is evident in the commodification of cultures and land resources 

practices in Africa (MacCannell, 2001; Bond, 2005; Kelly and Peluso, 2015; Akaateba, 2019). 

All these modes of production are nested in Appadurai’s (1996) scapes.  

 

Appadurai’s various scapes operate as a frame to determine the presence of change in local 

societies. These scapes – considered as cultural flows or values – are depicted in Figure 2.1 as 

the global cultural dynamic pushing global-local mélange. The hybridization or mélange of 

these flows occurs when these flows are consumed and re-adapted by the locals, and the 

outcome is shown through a reconstruction of social structures, modes of production and 

practices (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009: 70ff). By investigating the changing land resource practices 
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in Ngwaland, I focus on the practicality of the aforementioned flows as agents of social change. 

In Chapters 5 to 8, these practicalities are examined and made manifest. 

 

Nederveen Pieterse (2015: 59) argues that the process of intercultural mixing of global flows 

and local modes of productions (leading to new landscapes) is itself a deeply innovative process 

that even enables change across localities. This process is embedded not just in contemporary 

time but also in history. He views the process of mixing and the movement of flows as dynamic 

and collective, the concomitant cultural effects as constantly reinforced and interpreted by 

meaning-making individuals and the process of mixture as beginning and ending with people. 

It is human beings who function as the agents of cultural values, who operate across scattered 

meeting points at global to local levels where cultural values are communicated and negotiated 

as material contents to drive change. In other words, the interconnectedness of people in 

Ngwaland with these modes of production or cultural flows/values means that changes in land 

resource practices will shape every facet of their lives. The process of mixture also challenges 

the politics of power relations, which conditions plural social interactions across varied social 

phenomena. Thus, the present study may be taken to represent a phenomenal space in which 

cultural hybridity operates.  

 

The critical claim of the mélange standpoint here is that the hybridization of global cultural 

flows (Appadurai, 1996), cultural heterogeneity (Chandra and Mahajan, 2007), and pluralism 

(Young, 1976; Manschot and Suransky, 2008; Toffolo, 2012) can enable changes in land 

resource practices. The claim includes changes in other locally based cultural phenomena. In 

other words, different cultural landscapes can emerge as a result of plural cultural mixtures, 

configuring different perceptions and imaginations of land resource practices within a local, 

traditional setting. Observing such multivalent processes, cultural mélange, according to Webb 

(2014: 92), involves  

 
…a mixture of particular elements within geographic spaces that are shot through with 

specific strands of peoples, patterns of immigration, cultural imports and exports, political 

and religious spheres, etc. All these elements develop a particular trajectory that involves a 

global-local (personal addition) dialogue and a new pattern of meanings. 

 

Webb’s explanation of cultural engagement agrees with the way in which Griswold (2013: xv) 
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attempts to explain the plural process of cultural mélange wherein global culture ranges from 

transnational media through tourist art, the movement of peoples and international production 

of manufactured goods to technological advances in communication. Griswold’s articulation 

also reinforces Nederveen Pieterse’s (2009: 89) promise of what the idea of cultural mélange 

could provide analytically: 

 
[I]n relation to the global human condition of inequality, the hybridization perspective 

releases reflection and engagement from the bounds of nation, community, ethnicity, or 

class. Fixities have become fragments as the kaleidoscope of collective experience is in 

motion. It has been in motion all along, and the fixities of nation, community, ethnicity, 

and class have been grids superimposed upon the experiences more complex and subtle 

than reflexivity and organization could accommodate. 

 

The idea of cultural mélange, one may say, offers a space to understand the totality of 

hybridization in the lived context. Several studies on the global-local nexus have used Nederveen 

Pieterse’s idea of cultural mixing to lend further credence to his critique of connecting all things 

global to the West. For example, empirical qualitative research on the Africanization of fast-

food restaurants in Ghana has shown results substantiating Nederveen Pieterse’s cultural 

mélange as, further to McDonalization, hybrid forms of glocal food patterns have also emerged 

in the Ghanaian context (Omari, 2014). Both Cristina Evangelista Torres’ (2010) consideration 

of the Americanization of Philippine socio-political systems and James Sweet’s (2011) of the 

Americanization and Europeanization of Africa have concluded from the evidence of hybrid 

forms of indigenous and international modes of dress, music and language along with political 

and economic trends that cultural interactions emerging from global flows contribute 

significantly to changes in cultural practices.  

 

This hybridizing effect, claims Brooks (2014: 92), creates a picture of how to understand a 

variety of global processes that cannot be explained by simple notions of cultural imperialism 

or local resilience. Here, the aim is to specifically examine interactions as informed by the idea 

of cultural mélange in exploring the conditions of land resource practices as the outcomes of 

cultural hybridization, pluralism, elaborating on relationships between external factors (global 

flows) and endogenous conditions in the changed and changing practices of land resource 

practices. 
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To further expand understanding of how global cultural values can interact with preexisting 

social structures and practices, Nederveen Pieterse (2009) argues that cultural mélange mediates 

dispersed cultural flows in a framing of relationship rather than subjugation but also of power 

relations instead of a static spatial approach or essentialism. It recognizes the power relations 

that exist in cultural relationships as important determinants of the various powers shaping 

global values and related processes (Papastergiadis, 2000). Cultural mélange needs to be placed 

in time and geographic locations to understand the geometry of actual social (e.g., gender) 

relations across socio-cultural practices (Massey, 1994, 2005). It is in the context of the 

importance of power-geometry in social relations that the perspectival constructs of diverse 

actors based on the different interpretations of their various experiences of land resource 

practices are reflected in the analysis of the empirical data highlighted in Chapters 6 to 8.18  

 

The conceptual explanations so far presented indicate the need to investigate the hybridizing 

and interacting effects of global cultural flows on the commodification of land practices as 

imposed, negotiated, ameliorated and rebuffed; and how the still evolving process has and 

continues to inform different perceptions based on direct and indirect experiences. And, in 

particular, whether the outcomes of the change satisfy the needs of different (groups of) people. 

In examining the process of interactions in relation to the experiences of Ngwaland residents, 

the heterogeneous and hybrid performance of cultural mélange can open possibilities for the 

development of new understandings of the broader experiences of land resource practices in 

Ngwaland. Considering a broader experience of land resource practices in terms of 

heterogeneous and hybrid performances draws on cultural mélange as a plural, interactive, and 

continuous process that is constantly changing and being shaped by the contradictions between 

global and local forces, which are also shaped by the existence of asymmetric power relations. 

Against this backdrop, we can focus here on how individuals, especially women and young 

people, traditional leaders and migrants, experience contemporary practices in relation to 

traditional cultural and present-day socio-economic factors. Furthermore, investigating the 

broader land resource practices in a heterogeneous and hybrid context will help in developing 

                                                           
18 By perspectival constructs (Appadurai, 1996: 33), I mean the various constructed ideas or views of the different 

participants, shaped by their different historical, linguistic, political, social and economic experiences.  
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an understanding of the local realities of the various plural networks of human, familial and 

communal relations involved in the accessibility, allocation and utilization of land resources in 

Ngwaland. 

 

Thus, cultural mélange is implied when investigating the continuous process of engagement in 

the recombination of diverse cultures for novel creations (Nederveen Pieterse, 1996, 2009, 2015; 

Hassi and Storti, 2012; Webb, 2014). It is important to stress that the emphasis on cultural 

mélange through the space of land resource practices does not dismiss the global human 

conditions that are saddled in conflict, marginalization, and inequality. In fact, Nederveen 

Pieterse (2009, 2020), and others (Appadurai, 1996; Thornton, 2000; Yifeng, 2009) have 

stressed that cultural mélange does not dismiss frictions and marginalization from the complex 

global cultural interactions; rather, it recognizes the existence of disjunctures and fault lines in 

the differences that exist within plural cultural relationships.  

 

Thus, the fundamental thesis of this study is hinged on the ability of cross-cultural interactions 

to merge, meld and mold the variable rigidities of nation, community, ethnicity, profession, and 

class – in other words, for the interactive outcome of cultural mélange to enable located 

convergences. And this always occurs as a process that includes resistance and frictions. The 

notion of cultural mélange is hence also employed to reveal oppositions and make conflict 

visible. In the present study (Chapter 8), this is effected through a focus on specifically 

contemporary issues around land (inheritance, boundaries, etc.), the stresses and strains on 

conflict resolution procedures, and the emerging developments (individual and social practices) 

that deal with all of this. 

 

Within the space of convergences and frictions as a glocal siting or locus of hybridity, a plurality 

of land resource practices is assumed to be in a state of motion, which places cultural mélange 

itself within the process and construction of change. In this state of motion, change is juxtaposed 

through a hybrid experience of cultural values. Nederveen Pieterse (2009, 2015) even used the 

idea of motion to explain the process of hybridity, echoing Appadurai’s (1996) cultural 

“mobility,” in which cultural mixtures are subject to the global cultural values (flows) and 

beliefs as perceived by local people. To a large degree, the idea of cultural mélange presumes 
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that local practices are engaged in a constant struggle to adapt and enact forms of social agency 

that are compliant with globality. Inevitably, people’s performance at the local community level 

in enacting ideas, behaviors and attitudes and creating connections and movements in the 

overall context is constructed and constricted by the iniquitous power relationships (Hopper, 

2007). Yet, nevertheless, they are doing this enacting and creating, engaging in the struggle – 

so, crucially, they are claiming agency and the room to maneuver and appropriate that this 

affords.  

 

Therefore, this dissertation investigates the power relations entrenched within the changing 

land resource practices in Ngwaland as an effect or expression of the process of cultural 

mélange. It does so, informed by the following assumptions or hybrid, glocal, reference points: 

 

• Land resource practices in Ngwaland, like other cultural practices, are directly changed 

and indirectly influenced by external cultures that move with people (including 

migration), urbanization, industrialization, capital (trade, investments, remittances), 

artifacts (goods, technology, etc.) and communications (media) as well as institutions 

and governance (administrative power, companies, etc.); 

• Beginning with the colonial period, the continual influx of foreigners, colonial land 

policies, M/TNCs, etc., altered the traditional land resource practices of the Ngwa 

people; 

• The typical, essentially nonmonetary culture (common) of these traditional practices 

was, has been and is still being affected by Western/global (commodification) culture, 

a process that has extended also to land conflict management; 

• The individuals, families, communities, etc. resident in and moving in and out of 

Ngwaland are not just passive recipients of this external input; in addition to carrying it, 

they also experience it (conceive, promote, dispute, etc.) and play roles as active agents 

in a variety of ways (through forms of resistance, adjustment, etc.); 

• Although the natural gravity of tradition itself acts as a social buffer against change, the 

change is nevertheless cumulative and empowered (as an expression of the inequality of 

the power relations and local agency dynamics); 
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• Thus, the constant influx of new land politics and transaction cultures results in a local 

absorption of and negotiation with the flows advancing new local interactions 

(convergences, frictions) affecting (ameliorating, consolidating, etc.) existing differences 

and frictions in the practices of land;  

• Ngwaland is situated and specified as a glocal by the totality of this ongoing and 

everchanging development (the process and product of cultural mélange). 

 

Just as Nederveen Pieterse (2009: 123ff) generally characterized cultural items like cities, dress, 

music, and language as generally hybrid, the territory of Ngwaland itself is essentially a cultural 

hybrid, including its land resource practices. In a similar manner, the British Court, police, and 

prison systems both have directed land conflict management and engaged with trends that 

emerged in contemporary Ngwaland practice as European colonial culture diffused into Ngwa 

society. Representations of the local as having to adopt and adapt Western approaches to 

conflict management into the existing, traditional management methods are tangible realities 

in Ngwaland that demonstrate complex interactions with external cultures. In exploring the 

Ngwa absorption of these foreign cultural representations, application of the concept of cultural 

mélange specifies data (the empirical evidence selected). Its analysis (perspectives on this) aims 

to deepen our understanding of the complex convergences, overlaps and disjunctions that 

characterize the relationships between foreign cultures and local traditions. Thus, cultural 

mélange frames the investigation so as to guide interrogation of the conditions under which 

developments in local, traditional practices manifest. As a result, the concept of cultural 

mélange promises new insights into the functioning and consequences of globalization on the 

changing practices of local land resource in Ngwaland. This, in turn, offers possibilities to 

extrapolate, both in terms of a critical representation of the typical land resource culture in 

Nigeria and, reflexively, of the concept and application of cultural mélange itself.  

 

It is to these ends that Chapters 5 to 8 of this dissertation explore the changing practices of land 

as a resource through the permeability of various cultural flows. Focusing on the perspectival 

constructs of diverse actors regarding the land resource practices, the various ascribed meanings 

of the local experiences of the changes in practice are critically analyzed, referring to past and 

current situations and future possibilities. I argue that, through the process of cultural mélange, 
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the interactions of the global and local within the practices of land resource are enacted through 

the comprehensions and imaginings of individual and collective actors aiming to both maintain 

cultural stability and effect social change within a heterogeneous public sphere. Thence, 

Ngwaland residents are themselves constructed as coparticipants in the face of the continually 

evolving cultural practices of land. 

 

2.7 Summary 

In this study, cultural mélange as a concept for analysis should be understood as a process and 

its product as constructed on the assumption of a hybridization of cultural values. This induces 

relationships with and differences from the global in and across identifiable localities with 

specific meanings and outcomes. These may be reflected upon as glocal land resource practices. 

The relationships and differences of cultural values are socially contextual and deeply historical. 

I argue that the plural relationships of cultural values that play a role in changing land resource 

practices take place in a process of mixing or recombining and thus reproduce cultural 

relationships/differences. Since change is assumed here to be grounded in relationships of 

difference, land resource practices constitute a socially constructed phenomenon that is also 

susceptible to continuous changes in space and place.  

 

This analytical thesis of cultural mélange has not previously been applied in the context of West 

Africa, Nigeria, in particular, Ngwaland. Exploring the change process (especially 

commodification) of land resource practices, while using the idea of cultural mélange will 

require this dissertation to be based on an investigation of the trajectory of land resource 

practices that were, remain present, and have the potential for continuity to solve social 

difference. The study will explore the various realities and Ngwaland people’s experiences of 

the subsequent, recent, new and ongoing changes in land resource practices and thus provide a 

local lens on how cultural mélange works more generally, particularly in relation to changing 

land practices in Africa and the Global South. 

 

The process of changing land resource practices and the construction of relationships and 

differences of experiences of this process can be considered from individual and collective 

perspectives. Cultural mélange leads this research to investigate the processes of contemporary 
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glocalization, in particular, the heterogeneous and hybrid cultural values that respondents as 

unique persons and as members or representatives of a group or category may have experienced 

and which may have informed their constructions of their experiences of changing land 

resource practices. In short, a cultural mélange framing of analysis opens perspectives on the 

structural interrelationships between global forces and traditional local forms as experienced 

and lived and thereby supports an in-depth investigation of the changing cultural land resource 

practices in Ngwaland. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

DOING RESEARCH AS AN INSIDER-OUTSIDER 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the methodological approaches adopted in the present study. The 

dissertation consists of a qualitative, single-case study grounded in critical-constructivist and 

interpretative approaches. The adoption of critical-constructivist19 approaches in analyzing 

processes of global-local interactions with land and its emergent practices positions the study 

within methodologies in which special attention is paid to the complex meanings that local 

people themselves assign to their experiences of the changing land resource practices. This 

special attention is given on the understanding that people hold the power to construct and 

assign meanings to their own realities, that we are not merely the objects of outside forces but 

also subjects, agents of our own destinies. 

 

In the contemporary mode of ethnological authorship that problematizes the observer status, 

this chapter also addresses my own distinctive position as a researcher from both the ‘liberal 

West’ and the ‘bounded Ngwa society’. This means that I assume a combined role of insider-

observer, of someone between two worlds, not only in the standard anthropological sense but 

also in regard to my own self-identity as personally incorporating the insider-observer binary. 

Most particularly, my own ‘boundedness’ or Ngwa identification significantly affected first, the 

way I perceived and represented the reality of land resource practices in Ngwaland and the 

meanings I ascribed to them, and second, the way people perceive me and thus the empirical 

work of interview interactions aimed at gathering data. 

 

Reflecting on this, I should say that my opposing identity was to some extent expressed in a 

detachment of my own realities from those that I studied, as I realized that being an ‘insider’ 

was not enough to simply claim knowledge, as though I had direct access to the experience of 

                                                           
19 Critical constructivism: see Section 1.5. 
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land resource practices known to and lived by the research participants as residents. However, 

I found power and representational strength in my position as a social researcher endeavoring 

to remain neutral in studying the complex realities of land resource practices. Besides the 

epistemological positioning of the dissertation, this chapter also details the research design, 

process of data-gathering with ethnographic methods, data analysis, and considerations of 

ethical issues. 

 

3.2 Epistemological positioning 

As Given (2015) has emphasized, our ontological and epistemological positions shape the 

overall design and processes of research, the research questions, the methodologies, data 

gathering methods, and the analysis of the results. As a researcher who assumes that multiple 

realities exist ‘out there’ that can be (more or less well) ‘discovered’ by study, I explore the 

relative and subjective constructions of such realities through empirical evidence and apply a 

critical analysis to get at the meanings and intentions of these realities as specific, contextualized 

constructions. It is therefore necessary to discuss the paradigm that shapes my belief and 

understanding of what such realities are and how this influences the dissertation’s 

methodological decisions. Relatedly, it is also important here to reflect and consider how my 

own worldview is informed and constrained by my self-identity, incorporating my socio-

cultural, political, and educational background, my gender and ethnicity, and my upbringing 

and training and embodied life experiences (Bretherton and Law, 2015: 91). 

 

As indicated, I position this dissertation within a critical-constructionist methodology, which 

not only empirically explores social realities from different directions (Bretherton and Law, 

2015: 93) but also invites an understanding of social arrangements and power structures 

involved in the “realities of globalization as a social and historical construction” (Kincheloe, 

2005: 82). Such a critical constructivist approach “allows for interpreting globalization in 

distinctive ways and leads us to ask specific questions” (Risse, 2013), and also leads us to focus 

on “process” and “meaning-making” to account for interpretations (Jones, 2001; Kincheloe, 

2005; Littlejohn and Foss, 2009: 217; Risse, 2013; Axford, 2013). Critical constructivism 

emphasizes the potential for change (Risse, 2013) and considers the analytically distinct yet 

interconnected and perhaps mutually constitutive dynamics of social, political, and economic 
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structures along with the different flows of ideas, technology, people, and commodities. 

 

From Kincheloe (2005: 88 ff.), this method of inquiry is valuable when we seek to understand 

the different elements of powerful forces that form individuals’ attitudes, behaviors, and social 

actions. Such dynamisms, claims Kincheloe, imply the complex nature of individuals entangled 

in their webs of realities that manifest across dimensions of race, class, gender, religion, and 

geographical space as embedded in socio-cultural, political, and economic interactions. Axford 

(2013), meanwhile, has urged researchers to use critical constructivism as a methodological tool 

to address questions related to local traditional practices, which also include land resource 

practices. According to Axford, critical constructivism not only opens up spaces in which to 

understand the dynamics of power relationships for the assessment of change but also activates 

nontrivial thoughts about how social change actually occurs if the social world is being 

constructed solely from dominant narratives. This suggests the need to review our 

understanding of the process of change through which local cultural land resource practices are 

produced and reproduced. 

 

Although an emphasis is placed on agency, it remains a fundamental truth for the perspective 

employed here that the deconstruction of social reproductions for analysis cannot be enacted 

outside of power relations. This is true also in the case of Ngwaland, where the practices of land 

resource are complex and dynamic and deeply characterized by historical and political 

(economic) undertones. The importance of highlighting the power relations inherent in land 

resource practices in societies on transition is to enable the articulation of the power geometries 

that operate in culture(s) across space(s) through time(s) (Massey, 1994, 2005; Scholte, 2005). 

In particular, I consider the complexities of the institutional structures, processes and actors 

involved in the contestation for access to land and how the various parties involved 

(stakeholders, interested groups, etc.) shape the politics of contestation (Chitonge, 2018: 23). For 

example, the politics of land resource practices in Africa typically evolved through a 

contestation between state authority and traditional institutions (Herbst, 2000), resulting in a 

convergence of multiple authorities and interests across national boundaries (Lund, 2000, 2008; 

Chitonage and Umar, 2018; see also Young, 1998). 
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In retrospect, the politics of contestation over access to land have evolved from appeals to 

historical rights for traditional privileges that are open to pluralistic contemporary interests 

(Berry, 2002: 640; see also Lund, 2013). Within such a background, I take the critical conception 

of power as a preliminary step in making sense of the relationship between glocal individuals and 

traditional land resource practices. Taking power (relations) into consideration exposes how 

local practices are evolving in contemporary global society, particularly in the social structuring 

and arrangement of land politics. The interactions of power as examined in this study assume 

it to be not autonomous; rather, power is intertwined in historical, cultural, political, and socio-

economic practices constructed to serve certain interests in the society.20 

 

The interactive power is neither a strictly social phenomena nor a property of subjects; rather, 

it operates both socially and within the self (Foucault, in Gordon 1980: 91). This implies that 

we should investigate the social relations and connectivities of global processes in societies in 

transition and, further, interrogate the ordinary daily land practices as embodied by agents. 

Moreover, the investigation should include and focus on those practices that are not 

conceivably attributed to the free will of individuals as members of society. Foucault suggests 

that power relations be treated as a correlative composition of both power and knowledge, with 

these each presupposing and constitutive of the other. This is to allow power to be critically 

analyzed for the degree and nature of coextensive social relations and their interconnectedness 

(with kinship/family, sexuality, production, etc.) (in Gordon, 1980: 142). 

 

From this discussion, I understand the analysis of power from two aspects: the disciplinary power, 

as applied through knowledge, language, and suchlike, and power as a liberating force. Inspired 

by the latter, which is not only empowering but also interconnects past histories and issues of 

communal land to the contemporary practices, I will analyze the Ngwaland case for the 

entrenched socio-cultural (political) and economic power relations within which land resource 

practices function as object of social productions. Here, the liberating power opens possibilities 

to analyze the commoning of land resource practices as something not only of the past, but also 

of the present and future for social changes, based on the various perceptions of participants on 

                                                           
20 In selected interviews from 1972 to 1977, Foucault (in Gordon, 1980) spoke extensively about the problematic 

of power in respect of knowledge, including the relationship and conditionality on global strategies. 
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existing local and global socio-cultural, economic, and political interactions on land matters. 

Making sense of the power-geometry that drives the relationships between endogenous 

conditions and the largescale of globalism should lead to a deeper understanding of the forces 

that constrain local policies/initiatives. 

 

Critical constructivism crucially holds that people construct their knowledge about the world 

among themselves, through daily interactions that occur in their everyday lives. As Burr (2003: 4) 

acknowledges, “it is through such daily interactions and relations between people in the process 

of social life that our versions of knowledge become fabricated.” This conception of social 

realities as constructed (as historical and cultural products) and enacted among geographically 

separated people serves to deny the positivist idea about the world out there (an external reality) 

existing in isolation from our descriptions of it (Flick, 2009: 69 – 71). Subjectively, this suggests 

that the changes in land resource practices in Ngwaland are never an abstract social reality, but 

a phenomenon enacted by individuals who constantly engage with and exchange cultural ideas 

with others. 

 

Relatedly, this research does not take the realities of land resource practices in Ngwaland as 

either rigid or static, but as a dynamic, a fluid phenomenon, with ever-ongoing processes of 

development. Or, land resource practices are themselves a process, one that is made in the 

performance of those practices. It is therefore not admissible to claim within a critical 

constructivist approach that cultural practices are a purely subjective construction. In the 

context of cultural interrelationships, as Reich (2009: 40–42 ff) emphasize, although in everyday 

practices cultural constructions often appear to be merely subjective, it is crucial that we do not 

forget the social contexts in which they are always embedded given that humans are observers, 

participants, and agents who constantly generate and transform the process through which they 

construct the realities that appeal to them. Thus, purely subjective constructions do not, in fact, 

exist since constructions and versions of realities are always mixtures emerging from 

transactions with already existing (cultural and other) realities. 

 

This emphasis is expressed in theoretical discussions about cultural mélange as a response to 

new forms of glocal interactions. It also resonates with the research aim of this study, which 
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seeks concrete empirical descriptions stemming from a research site in which such cultural 

realities and social interactions occur. It is within this framing, therefore, that the contexts in 

which the residents of Ngwaland live, engage with and experience land resource practices are 

explicitly explored and highlighted. As a researcher, I recognize the active role of individuals in 

constructing cultural practices and aim to accommodate the different meanings they assign to 

their own lived experiences. I am not just concerned with understanding how and why people 

create and recreate cultural relationships, but also with how, as researcher, I can critically learn 

to see and reflect on those realities (so as self-observer as well as or rather than distant observer). 

More broadly, I attempt to work with the essential resources of this methodological approach 

and critically assess the approach from the lens of alternative approaches (Reich, 2009: 44). 

 

In respect of alternative approaches, Reich (2009: 46) points out that a fundamental strength of 

a constructivist approach is precisely the admissibility of integrated methodologies and, most 

particularly, its focus on the relativity of interpretation. Interpretation here is required on the basis 

that one cannot claim to understand human behavior without understanding the meanings 

ascribed to their actions (O’Brien, 2006: 40). This requires a critical interpretative grasp and 

knowledge of human consciousness and contextual differences in identities and values, of how 

humans form meanings, how they are conveyed, and (even) how those meanings are 

interpreted. This includes the relationship those meanings have in regard to people’s various 

changing beliefs and orientations (Smith, 2004: 42). 

 

The flexibility of a critical-constructivist approach enables and supports the assumption here of 

interpretative dimensions by facilitating an articulation of the different meanings attributed to 

specific social and cultural contextualized realities. Since this research is directed towards an 

understanding of the changing land resource practices based on people’s lived experiences and 

on representing that understanding of those realities in writing, my own interpretative input is 

highlighted, again indicating the value of an interpretative stance. And this is further justified 

because of the knowledge gap, which reveals the absence of the lived experiences of the Ngwa 

residents themselves regarding their own land resource practices. The residents’ own accounts of 

land resource experiences are taken as fundamental in this analysis. In this respect, an 

interpretative dimension can afford a deeper understanding of the interrelationships of cultural 
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processes and changes in land practices based on the understanding and interpretations that the 

locals themselves assign, both to and within a plurality of cultural values. Particular emphasis 

is given here to the interpretations that women give to various practices of land management and 

their way of looking at these phenomena since these are often neglected in dominant 

(masculine) interpretations. 

 

The various steps and strategies used in conducting this research in Ngwaland, including 

establishment of the researcher-subject relationship, will be discussed in later sections. In 

general, these are used to direct my immersion in the setting through the actual process of data 

collection, recording, and analysis. As a researcher, I consider this process crucial. Bearing in 

mind that “there is no there until it had been constructed” (Gubrium and Holstein, 1997: 38, in 

Holliday, 2007: 19), I choose the ethnically characterized territory of ‘Ngwaland’ for an in-depth 

and contextualized interrogation of the interactions of glocal cultural values in land resource 

practices. 

 

3.3 Research design 

The analytical flexibility and emphasis on intensive examination of the research site that 

characterizes qualitative research motivate the choice in this dissertation to adopt a single-area case 

study of Ngwaland. This design allows for comprehensive and holistic analysis (Bryman, 2012). 

Since a new social reality has emerged in Ngwaland, my role as researcher is to unravel and 

analyze the tacitly evolving land resource practices through a research design that captures the 

complex realities of this process. My attraction to this rests on an evolving Ngwa society in a 

modern nation-state conforming and adapting to a broader realm dominated by global cultural 

expansionism and conditioned through local practices and emergent conflicts around land 

resources that also involve community leadership. The adoption of a single-area case study 

research design presents an avenue to interrogate Ngwaland empirically in its real-world 

context and to study the local cultural structures within cross-cultural dimensions, wherein 

glocal realities emerge and land resource practices are reconstructed. 

 

Since qualitative single case studies require “thick description” (Geertz, 1973; Flyvbjerg, 2001: 

133; Gibson-Graham, 2014), I approach Ngwaland’s changing land resource practices in a way 
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that encompasses their distinctive social context. This highlights the importance of flexibly 

generating multiple sources of evidence (Bryman, 2012). Then, these are triangulated so that distinct 

perspectival constructs of the changing practices are captured, and strong, thick descriptions 

achieved. Together, the process tracing and thick descriptions of good single-area case studies 

have a strong comparative advantage with respect to the ‘intensity’ or ‘depth’ of the analysis, 

where these can be understood as a certain empirical completeness and natural wholeness or as 

conceptual richness and theoretical consistency (Flyvbjerg, 2001; Bryman, 2012; Given, 2008; 

Gibson-Graham, 2014). This single case research is thus conceptually framed within cultural 

mélanges that are bounded by multifaceted global cultures situated – overlapping and 

condensed – in a local social space. The aim of this study is thus to critically expose the depth, 

complexities, and divergences of the realities of evolving land resource practices in Ngwaland 

in order to deepen an understanding of the ‘case itself’. This may then evoke the consciousness 

of readers to comprehend and identify [with] parts of their own realities from the case for 

“naturalistic generalization” (Stake, 2005; Given, 2008).21  

 

According to Stake (2005), the boundedness and thick reality of a single case can influence 

generalization with the possibility to offer insights into a particular phenomenon. The 

particularity of land resource practices in Ngwaland, as Stake would have us recognize, is 

continually contextualized within a historical domain where the socio-cultural, political and 

economic factors are inseparable from one another. Hence, I consider the changes of land 

resource practices in Ngwaland as specifying a significant phenomenon that can illustrate 

glocally divergent interests. Therefore, dealing with land as a phenomenon also concerns how 

global-local relations generally shape and are shaped by local land resource practices. 

 

Having located the dissertation methodology within critical-constructivist and interpretative 

paradigms and having explained my choice for a single-case research design, my role as a 

researcher is to ensure that the empirical research emphasizes the implicit research procedures 

which explore the meanings of cultural values as are present and enacted in Ngwaland. In a 

contemporary Ngwa setting, where individuals can experience and interpret land resource 

                                                           
21 This contrasts with the dominant critique of case study as a methodology that lacks generalizable representation 

(see Sadler 1981; Guba and Lincoln, 1989; Hammersley, 1992). 
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realities, an inclusive process of gathering empirical data based on the proposed research 

questions is essential. I employ ethnographic research methods for this. These allow for multiple 

methods of gathering data through in-depth interviews, government documents, and archival 

materials (document analysis), focus group discussions (FGDs), oral histories, and observation 

of cultural practices at research sites (Holliday, 2007; Flick, 2009). Accessing and testing data 

through all these different data sources (triangulation) is multimodal, fits into the case study 

design and further strengthens the validity and representation limitations of each source 

(Konopinski, 2014). This gathering of different data sources is useful for the present research, 

considering the particularity of the Ngwaland resource realities which require the researcher to 

be deeply immersed in the study-site to learn, think, see, feel, and listen with a purpose to 

understand the norms and values that influence changes, imaginations, and meanings for the 

research subjects (Stake, 2005; Konopinski, 2014). 

 

The convergence of information from the abovementioned different data sources 

(triangulations) for information and analytical credibility are strengths of a qualitative single-

case study design (Patton, 1999: 1192ff). However, as a researcher, I recognize that an inclusive 

research approach requires flexibility in order to include all the practical processes from the 

research problem through the data collection, analytical framework, and research findings 

(Druckman, 2005; Stake, 2005). By embracing ethnographic methods, this important 

component of the research process plays out and is reflected in the processes of gaining access 

to the research site (Ngwaland), the participants (diverse actors), and the variety of methods 

used to gather the necessary data (interviews, FGDs, participant observation, etc.). 

 

3.4 Doing ethnographic research 

As LeCompte and Schensul (2010) explain, ethnographic methods create a space in which to 

comprehend the structural or contextual features of a specific setting in which a particular 

phenomenon is investigated. Through ethnographic methods, a researcher can appreciate how 

individuals within the focus setting define their multiple worlds, what is important to them and 

why they say, do or choose as they do and what influences their thoughts, behaviors, and 

relationships (ibid.: 117). Explicit in this study are the phenomena of glocal cultural 

interrelationships and the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland. By using 
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ethnographic methods to access the Ngwa setting, therefore, this dissertation acknowledges 

multiple methods of data collection and the advantages this offers, including the triangulation 

of varied perspectives (Stake, 2005; Pertti, 2017). 

 

Before reviewing the ethnographic research techniques used here for data collection, it is 

necessary, first, to reflect on the process of doing ethnographic research from the perspective of 

my insider experience and what I bring with me to the research process. The research was filled 

with rich experiences and challenges, and my field research spread across months of numerous 

field trips to the Ngwa region, as well as time spent in the Enugu National Archive in the 

southeastern part of Nigeria and National Archive London between 2013 and 2017 for 

document analysis. 

 

Prior to my first fieldwork trip to Nigeria in 2013 – a pilot study to gain a basic idea of the 

realities on the ground – I had assumed that accessibility to the people and the resources of 

Ngwaland would be much easier for someone like myself with a background knowledge of the 

region. I was not just born in Ngwaland but spent most of my formative years there. As a 

researcher who considers perspectival knowledge of those being studied to be of fundamental 

importance, I wanted to break through the rite of passage required in gaining access (Fontein 

2014: 55).22 I intended to use my insider perspective as a strength to be ‘there’, easily embedding 

myself in the locality. 

 

Before my first trip, I had made telephone contacts with my former networks, including 

relatives, to inform them about my research project. Among these were two community leaders 

(one a traditional ruler and chief) who promised to act as gatekeepers. Gatekeepers or 

community contacts in research are individuals who are members of the community or 

individuals with an insider status to the studied cultural group and who can act as initial contact 

to provide the researcher access to other participants (Creswell, 2007: 125). Thus, I expected a 

hitch-free rite of passage. 

 

                                                           
22 Van Gennep’s (1960 [2019]) “rite of passage” used in anthropology to describe processes of gaining access to the 

field site assumes its meaning on the proviso that we can only learn by ‘doing’ and ‘living’ (see Fontein, 2014). 
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On arrival to the site, however, I was startled to discover that things were not as I had expected. 

First, I was disappointed to learn that a key community contact, a traditional ruler, was no 

longer keen to meet and create access for me. Initially, I could not find out the reasons for his 

change and focused on reassessing my project based on this new reality. This initial experience 

resonates with Fontein’s (2014: 70 ff.) suggestion that all fieldwork practicalities should be 

sorted out before the first field trip to minimize unwelcome surprises. In fact, it was not until 

the second part of my fieldwork that I realized how large a role my coming from ‘the West’ 

played in people’s perception of my project, even though born Nigerian from the Ngwaland. 

The various contacts I had made – so, gatekeepers – expected me to approach them with drinks 

and monetary compensation as they assumed my research project was sponsored by an 

international organization. Thereafter, people would reveal their surprise about the level of my 

immersion in the site. This rarely occurs in local investigations. The closest encounters the 

communities had ever were for two days, and these were investigations carried out by officers 

from government parastatals (either for census or health record purposes) or private sector 

companies seeking to purchase community land for their business projects. From mere 

observation and account of local narratives, academic research had certainly not been common 

in Ngwa rural communities. This situation itself brought new experiences to these 

communities. 

 

One time, for example, I participated as an observer in a land dispute resolution in Osisioma 

Ngwa LGA. According to the locals, the norm in Ngwaland was that women do not participate 

in such gatherings unless invited. My presence was considered a breach of custom. Yet, rather 

than the tradition that relegates women to the background during land dispute resolution, I later 

learnt that the issue in my case was more about trust. Coming from the global West, I was 

perceived very much as a stranger. Women can normally be permitted as a witness during land 

dispute resolution in Ngwaland, but never as ‘participant observer’ (as their male counterparts 

can), so for many of the people there the only reason for my presence could be that I was a spy, 

an undercover security agent of some sort, contracted by the conflict parties to gather 

information to use against them in court (if the case were not resolved communally). Naturally, 

therefore, I was viewed with considerable suspicion, especially given my long absence from the 

region. 
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As the meeting began, I felt that there was a subtle but distinctly awkward social dynamic. 

Sensing that my presence might even pose a risk to the effective resolution of the dispute, I 

spoke in the native dialect of my mother (Ngwa language). That made me Nwa-Nwa. In 

Ngwaland, ‘Nwa-Nwa’, uttered once or twice, means ‘grandchild’ or ‘great-grandchild’. It is 

regarded as a great privilege for the family or community when a grandchild visits. This 

changed everything. Now when I introduced myself and begged to step aside, instead, a vote 

of confidence was held, and I was not only asked to participate as an observer but to record the 

event and invited to attend subsequent land dispute settlements. My assertion of an identity of 

belonging – as a birth right, in fact – was enough to gain the trust of the hosts. Speaking in the 

native dialect not only played a significant role in turning around the situation but also helped to 

demonstrate that I meant neither harm nor had any personal interest in the land dispute. Thus, 

not only was I able to use the ‘act of language’ to surmount the practical challenges of ‘being 

there’ – what Fontein describes as a “deep hanging out” (2014: 55–71) – but I was introduced 

to what the entire fieldwork experience was to teach me, of the need not just to manage my 

own expectations but also those of others (i.e., the research participants). I completely agree 

with Fontein that managing expectations during fieldwork, while sometimes underdiscussed, 

remains essential to the success of a research project. 

 

The flexibility of my research design allowed adaptation, and with the changes in circumstances 

I faced when arriving at the site, this shaped my reflexive approach to accessing the numerous 

sites for data collection. Genuine access, built on trust, is crucial in order to obtain a good range 

of information from people with different opinions on land resource practices (Kuzel, 1992: 37–

41; Maxwell, 2005; Lapan, Quartaroli and Riemer, 2011: 253). For example, not all Ngwa 

residents have direct experience with land resource practices, yet they will most probably have 

encountered aspects associated with their functions, and eking out this information may be 

difficult. Gaining access to people’s experience, especially where it involves contrary opinions, 

may require slow processes of befriending. 

 

Before entering the research site, I was not directed by a specific formula to determine the size 

of data collection but rather by the richness of information generated, reflecting the different 
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voices of the participants. As such, all parts of the Ngwa population were relevant in this study, 

ranging from government officials, businesspeople, and political elites through traditional, 

religious, and women leaders to farmers, youth, and other local actors. This is because land 

resource practices have the potential to affect people directly or indirectly in the most varied 

ways. Access to the different categories of participants occurred mainly by snowballing through 

referrals from the participants, enabling me to continually search for new data through 

interviews, FGDs, and participant observations techniques before saturation was reached 

(Klenke, 2008: 10 ff.). 

 

Given the diverse population units in Ngwaland, I decided to incorporate snowballing sampling 

for the data collection so that my existing contacts could refer other participants who might 

contribute valuable information. Other than where targeted sampling was necessary, access to 

the site and participants was generally achieved through this technique. Snowballing is a process 

in which access to one member of the population is used to gain access to others. It is 

particularly useful when preferred participants are difficult to reach for some reason (Chambliss 

and Schutt, 2006: 101) and highly appropriate in a close-knit cultural society – as in this case – 

where trust is largely determined and established through human connections (i.e., on the 

strength of behavioral and attitudinal attributes of a referral). 

 

I knew that gaining immediate access to participants for interviews, particularly to observe land 

cultural practices, would ordinarily have been a herculean task without the initial community 

contacts. The access I achieved as an insider was therefore quite crucial. In fact, rather few 

participants questioned how I knew my referrals. They intuitively knew that these would be 

fairly close in social positioning; Nigeria generally expects to interact with others in their 

category from among the various divisions that are predominant. Throughout, I was to 

recognize that the way I was perceived according to the social standing of certain referrals could 

have a significant influence on the research. In fact, because of my referrals, I ended up with 

participants who were not only interested in the research but also saw the benefit of the research 

to the community and were thus quite willing to share detailed information about the realities 

of land practices in Ngwaland. 
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As I embraced the snowballing technique, the opportunity this approach offers became a 

dialectic strategy. Regarding my role as researcher, this emphasized the importance of embracing 

and maximizing opportunities as they arose (within the confines of ethical considerations, of 

course). Maximizing the dialectic strategy promoted through the referrals, I was not only able 

to overcome the problematic expressed in the metaphor of ‘professional stranger or visitor’, but 

I became an ‘initiator’, suggesting possibilities for interactions and planning my own route 

through the social space. Opportunities for investigation into social realities can be more fruitful 

when approached from an insider perspective (Flick, 2009: 110. Ff.). 

 

In total, I gained access to 59 villages (rural, suburban, and urban) spread across six of the seven 

LGAs that made up Ngwaland. The costs of this and lack of good road networks presented the 

major challenges in this endeavor, greatly affecting the number of sites I would reach. Realizing 

that this could have a significant effect on the quality of the data I planned to generate, I 

purposefully mapped out those villages where my referrals, whose social positions in the 

community included well-respected traditional rulers, politicians, clergymen and lawyers, said 

I could generate good data that would enrich existing information. Despite the logistical 

difficulties some presented, I chose those villages that promised a deeper insight into the subject. 

Since I thought of the research site as itself a “process” (Kelly, 2014: 16) rather than static 

situation, I approached each site on the basis of ‘whatever it takes’ (within reason) to generate 

good data that could provide different perspectives on the subject. 

 

Overland journeys that would have lasted about thirty minutes from one site to the other 

traveling privately often took two or more hours. In order to get to the multiple sites around the 

region (some remote), I used any available public transportation – car, bus, motorcycle, and 

tricycle. On several occasions, I walked long distances, especially to reach the more remote 

villages where the roads were flooded or otherwise inaccessible. Reflecting on these site 

challenges, again, I would agree with Kelly (ibid: 16), that the end result of field work is not 

based on any specific site [but] rather [on a] searching for those places where a desire for the 

cultural practices I interrogate are produced and are still reproduced. Such endeavors entailed 

not just traveling to the numerous sites, but, further, locating the participants on their farms, 

places of religious worship, palaces, business outlets, homes, offices, village squares, local 



74 
 

government headquarters, and open spaces under tree shade – but mostly in the remote villages. 

 

While much of Fontein’s (2014) emphases played out in my fieldwork experience, one thing 

that seemed different was that the second and later field trips were more complicated and 

progressed differently from the initial challenges encountered. Self-evidently, the truth about 

fieldwork is that you can never be sure about what to expect or encounter until you are there. 

Aside from surmounting my field challenges, I learnt that no matter how much local knowledge 

a researcher has and how often a particular site is visited, there are always likely to be sudden 

changes. Nevertheless, approaching research settings with an insider perspective did somewhat 

break even the rite of passage but also smoothed the application of ethnographic techniques. 

Overall, this dissertation employed data generated through ethnographic method as a circular 

process, where information from desk research conducted in the Netherlands and Sweden led to 

information-gathering in villages across Ngwaland and England (using interviews, FGDs, 

archived resources, etc.) (Fig. 3.1). 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Fieldwork as a circular process. 

 

3.5 Empirical data collection  

The application of the ethnographic methods used in this research depended upon the type of 

research questions while further opening space for other data collection techniques and 
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processes. Since this study seeks to understand the interactions of glocal cultural values with 

the changes of land resource practices in Ngwaland, the varied daily experiences, realities, and 

imaginations of the people themselves are fundamental. In line with the methodological 

approaches employed, primary data was generated through interviews, oral histories, 

participant, and nonparticipant observation, FGDs, and informal discussions. Additionally, 

there was a need to gather secondary information outside the Ngwa communities through archival 

research. This was undertaken at the regional archive in Enugu State, Nigeria, and the National 

Archive London, mainly to examine socio-historical materials on the Ngwa region and its land 

resource practices. 

 

To improve validity (Fontein, 2014: 74) and transferability (Shenton, 2004), the data generated 

from the various sources were triangulated to be used for analysis in Chapters 4 to 8. This 

approach enabled me to search for patterns of norms and values expressed in words while being 

conscious of the power relations, social arrangements, and interactions with internal and 

external objects that could shape people’s perceptions. Hence, the various techniques 

emphasized recognition of the uniqueness and importance of triangulation in shaping the 

validation and transfer of knowledge, accurate perception of reality, and especially the 

representation of human experiences (McMurray, Wayne and Scott, 2004: 262 ff.; Shenton, 

2004). Generated data was also reexamined to verify accuracy and credibility (Wellington 2000: 

24-5). Thus, the analytical themes presented in Chapters 4 to 8, such as land tenure and 

belonging, monetization of land practices, urbanization, women and landlessness, and 

commodification, are the outcome of a contextually informed procedure, rooted in empirical 

interactions and generated through triangulation. 

 

In short, the themes developed in the analytical chapters were contextually derived from the 

triangulated narratives of the research participants. By way of example, the first time the 

questions about land resource practices were raised, I observed that the Ngwas initially 

connected land resource practices to ideas like ancestral origin, struggle and conquest, 

commodities and markets, and policymakers and local leaders. Several themes emerged that 

caused me to appreciate that the construction of land resource practices was validated by a 

recognition of group membership based on ancestral origin, ancestral landholding rights, and 
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cultural or political membership. Further to the investigation, I realized that land resource 

practices and the rights to accessibility and ownership are mutually inclusive. That is, individual 

rights of accessibility and ownership can be legitimized through either outright purchase or claim 

to the rights to ancestral land, which then authorizes a legitimatizing power to both.  

 

As the findings in Chapter 6 demonstrate, an individual can claim a right as a member of a 

group while simultaneously legitimizing the rights for people to purchase and own land at any 

place of their choice. And even at the local community level, moreover, where claims to land 

rights are common, the practices are evolving and the dynamics everchanging. These appeared to 

hinge on the recognition of people’s right to own land, either through ethnic-group membership 

or purchase. But again, both approaches to claims of land rights appeared to be hinged on context 

as regards to circumstances and relationships. As the findings presented in Chapter 8 show, the 

dynamics of these land rights practice also conditioned land conflicts, which tremendously 

shapes, directly and indirectly, the management of land conflicts. 

 

In order to prepare for the onsite interviews, I generated a set of seven standardized open-ended 

questions.23 Deeply related to the generic land tenure system and its associated practices in the 

region, these questions covered the historical background of the Ngwas and land-related 

cultural practices across the three major historical phases (precolonial, colonial, and 

postcolonial). Other questions aimed to get at the traditional administration structures related 

to land conflict resolution mechanisms, traditional leadership practices in land-related matters 

and the global cultural values present in the region that may be likely to shape contemporary 

land practices in the region. The standardized open-ended questions for the interviews are 

shown in Table 3.1. 

 

These theme-driven questions were treated as entry questions to prompt follow-up questions in 

line with the various responses. According to Fontein (2014: 78), the advantage of open-ended 

questions is that they encourage participants to say as much as and how they want. The 

responses to the questions gave way to a spontaneous generation of further sets of questions 

                                                           
23 Standardized open-ended questions: “sets of questions carefully worded and arranged with the intention of taking 

each respondent through the same sequence with basically the same words” (Patton 2002: 342). 
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that inspired a natural flow of interaction and thus comprising “informal conversational interview” 

(Patton 2002: 342). Asking further questions based on individual responses allowed for a 

detailed yet natural flow of information that ordinarily would not have surfaced (i.e., if relying 

on the standardized questions alone). 

 

The complex nature of associated cultural land practices in Ngwaland in a new globalized 

world requires a multilayered approach to collect qualitative data. Hence, since interviews are 

utilized to get to know what is in people’s minds, the meanings attached, and the choice of 

words likely to be used (ibid.), I concluded that using this combination of standardized open-ended 

interviews and informal conversational interviews was vital in order not to limit their stories. Thus, 

with tailored questions opening possibilities for further questions, I sought clarifications that 

created opportunities to gain deeper insights into the changing land resource realities and also 

allowed the participants to explore their own emancipation agenda through telling their stories. 

Where such opportunities were cherished, they were generous with their storytelling.  

 

Table 3.1 Interview themes/questions and areas addressed by respondents 

Interview Themes and Questions Areas Addressed by Respondents 

 

1. Precolonial Land Conditions: 

Ngwaland is old as history; can you tell us 

what you know about Ngwaland history? 

• The history of land resource practices in 

Ngwaland: community and family tenure 

practices, other land conditions and relations 

• The connection between migration, ethnic 

histories, ethnic belongings, and group/family 

relations  

• The precolonial economy of land resource 

practices: livelihoods and agrarian practices 

and land transactions. 
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2. Colonial Conditions and Land Practices: 

Before colonialism, how was land commonly 

practiced? During and after colonialism, how 

are land practiced? If there has been changes, 

how would you conceptualize or describe the 

changes, and why? 

• Personal realities and experiences of land 

based on presence/inflows of external values 

• The politics of land rights: political control and 

legitimization of land practices and relations 

• The colonial economy of land resource 

practices: livelihoods, entry of technological 

agrarian practices, money-based land 

transactions 

• Land transactions and emerging conflicts of 

the time and the management patterns of land 

conflicts 

• Other local conditions and development of 

influence on land resource practices. 

 

3. Influence of Colonial Values: 

In relation to communal land practices, what 

would you say about colonialism, as regard to 

the good and bad? 

• Communal to individual/private land rights 

• Land title deeds, power of attorney, money-

based land transactions 

• Women ‘limited’ access/ownership to land 

rights 

• Housing: exclusion and inclusion of the 

populace, development of modern housing 

schemes, urbanization, Europeanized-

modelled cities. 

 

4. Emergent Conflicts from Land Practices: 

What are the drivers of land conflicts in 

Ngwaland? 

• The politics of land rights: State control of 

communal land rights 

• Marginalization and exclusion: Politics of 

gender relations to land rights 

• Land-grab and trespass 

• Histories of ethnic belonging 

• Uneven distribution of resources 

• Government land laws that undermine 

communal control of land resources. 
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5. Administration of Justice for Emergent 

Conflicts from Land Practices: 

What is your opinion on traditional 

administration regarding land conflict 

management? How do you (question for 

traditional leaders) manage land conflicts in 

this contemporary period? What is your 

perspective about traditional leaders managing 

land conflicts? 

• Personal realities and experiences of land 

based on traditional mediation of land 

conflicts: through traditional leadership 

• Personal experiences of Western/English-

model administration of justice, through court 

system, police, etc. 

• Personal experiences using western legal 

mechanisms and approaches of managing 

land conflicts 

• Experience using existing local conflict 

management mechanism (conflict resolution 

via shrine and application of OFO-ALA). 

 
6. Available Western (Cultural) Values: 

What aspects of modernity as regards to 

cultural flows24 did you witness to be present in 

Ngwaland? Have the cultural flows influenced 

your interactions and experiences of the 

practices of land resource? If so, please explain. 

• Personal experiences interactions of cultural 

flows through new transportation systems: 

railways and modern bridges requiring vast 

tracts of land 

• Communication and technological apparatus 

and machinery: mobile phones, radio, satellite 

television, computer and Internet, 

• Others: schools, modern hospitals, prisons, 

police and courts, new laws, etc. 

 

7. Other: 

Do you have any other information or 

thoughts regarding your land resource 

practices you would like to share other than the 

questions put forward to you? 

• Creation of new grassroot autonomous 

communities from existing ones. 

 

In the preparation of data collection, I also mapped categories of respondents. These categories 

were included at a later stage, following the initial data analysis. Figure 3.2 (below) represents 

a breakdown of categories of participants and the number of research participants. Figure 3.3 

lists the LGAs and villages that comprised the research site. 

                                                           
24 I explained to respondents the concept of cultural flows, broadly as those external/foreign or Western values that 

are present in Ngwaland and have the capacity to shape existing land practices, such as technology, schools, 

religion, and formal institutions (banks, courts, etc.).  
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Figure 3.2 Research participant categories (n=158).  

 

 

• Regular Men (Peasants/others) = 30

• Religious Leaders (1 Migrant) = 2

• Retired/Serving Judges = 2

• Grassroot Politicians = 4

• Migrants =  14

• Males (Ngwas) = 26

• Females (Ngwas) = 5

• Females (Migrants) = 2

• Ugoezes' (Kings' Wives) = 18

• Regular Women 
(Housewives/Peasants = 14

• Religious Leader (Migrant) = 1 

• Traditional Rulers (Kings) = 20

• Chiefs = 15

• Village Heads = 2

• Traditional Prime Ministers = 3 
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Figure 3.3 Villages accessed in six LGAs. 

 

At the beginning of the interviewing process, I designed each interview to last between 45 

minutes to one hour. However, this changed after I realized that some respondents would offer 

information beyond the stipulated period. There were other respondents who could not devote 

more time because of personal engagements. The duration of the interviews was reduced at a 

later stage when data gathering reach saturation. This meant that most interviews lasted 

between 15 minutes to 1 hour 45 minutes.  
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3.5.1 In-depth interviews and oral histories 

In-depth interviews and oral histories generated a variety of data from participants, involving 

traditional leaders, political office holders, serving and retired court judges, religious leaders, 

businessmen/women, (migrant and Ngwa indigenous) women, peasants, and youngsters. 

Circumstances in the research setting dictated the need to start the interview process with the 

traditional leaders since accessibility to the communities would not have been possible without 

their consent. In this dissertation, the term ‘traditional leaders’ encompasses traditional rulers 

(the paramount kings of each autonomous community), chiefs, family heads, and village/clan 

heads, and the kings’ traditional prime ministers. In order to gain access to the research settings 

and consolidate trust for ease of data collection, I first contacted two traditional rulers who gave 

me their consent to conduct research in their communities and also referred me to other 

traditional rulers in different communities for their consent to proceed likewise in their 

communities. The two traditional rulers I met at the start of the research had no influence over 

those who participated in the research as these decisions were wholly voluntary. However, 

some of the traditional rulers I interviewed made sure I gave my contact details to enable their 

circulation to other community members who would be willing to participate in the research. I 

also requested the project description be circulated in their communities.  

 

Then, I followed up on the phone to establish who in the community would be willing to be 

part of the research. Meeting most of the community members in person would have been 

difficult at the time because the period of my first fieldwork was placed during the peak of the 

farming season there. Most participants were peasants who work almost the entire day on their 

farms and would normally be too exhausted to engage in other tasks. In general, mobile phones 

were used for communication. The ease with which these connections were generally 

established showed me the significance of mobile connectivity and how much Ngwaland has 

evolved with new technological innovations in the new globalized era (see Castells, 2010; 

Appadurai, 1996). The interviews I conducted with the traditional rulers involved direct questions 

which targeted their knowledge about the history of Ngwaland, traditional administration in 

relation to land conflict management and of the roles they play in managing land conflicts. I 

also asked further questions about developments in contemporary Ngwa cultural practices and 
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the connection to contemporary conflict resolution mechanisms. I asked this initial set of (direct 

and further) questions to all categories of respondents (see Table 3.1). 

 

Responding to questions about the history of Ngwaland and land tenure practices during the 

precolonial period, participant responses had only slight variations (see Chapter 4). This 

commonality was hinged on the nexus between the formation of Ngwa ethnic origin and the 

cultural practices of land, particularly regarding the indigenous norms guiding access rights to 

land. Land resource practices in Ngwaland were thus perceived by respondents to represent the 

socio-cultural and political formation and economic relations among diverse groups united in 

respect of material possessions (Blomley, 2005, 2008; Boone, 2013). In the Ngwa context, land 

resource – referring to the land itself as well as the things found and produced on and in it 

(Section 1.1) – can be viewed from a relational dimension as reflecting a convergence of ideas, 

objects, networks, and actions (Blomley, 2007). The connections between land and Ngwa 

ethnic formation were represented through oral histories (traditions) in the storytelling of 

precolonial events passed from one generation to another. In his study of the oral history of 

Ngwaland, Oriji (1981: 65–66) established those oral histories remain the major source of 

information on events prior to the colonial period. That is to say, first, the preserved Ngwa pre-

European history is continuously reconstructed and thus open to reconstruction through oral 

traditions, and second, it centers on genealogies of different families across different villages in 

the region. 

 

For all the categories of research participants, I paid attention to age differences and the depth 

of knowledge offered. The levels of insights gathered from the standardized open questions 

showed respondent age not to operate as a predicter of difference in the depth of knowledge. It 

became quite apparent that people of all ages living in the single culture setting of the Ngwa 

region can develop a profound appreciation of the traditions and cultural practices around 

them. Even the migrants showed an extensive engagement with the cultural values and 

practices of the host society. Contrary to the impression on this matter that I gathered, however, 

traditional rulers perceived age as a significant factor that shapes experience and knowledge. 
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At the commencement of each interview, I made sure to briefly introduce myself and explain 

my project and the interview procedure, which included the option of withdrawal for 

participants at any stage of the research. I explained I was there to learn from them about the 

cultural changes in land resource practices. As Morgan (1997: 49) rightly observed, the “best 

introduction is often the honest admission that the researcher is there to learn,” as such, 

admittance also influences the degree of information a researcher is likely to generate. It was 

made clear that participants could use (and change between) the language(s) of their choice as 

they preferred; English, general Igbo, and Ngwa dialect were used during the interview process. 

Some participants would switch between all three languages in their responses. Since the 

researcher has background knowledge of the three languages, there was no need for a translator. 

However, my research assistant also assisted in contextualizing certain words to the 

circumstances it was raised, making it easy to situate certain expressions made in Ngwa dialect 

to context. The utilization of the different languages reflected different terms by the participants 

in their response to the questions (see Chapters 4–7). The level of trust established during some 

interviews also led to further opportunities in relation to conducting FGDs and observing 

associated land practices. 

 

3.5.2 Focus group discussions (FGDs) 

FGDs were used to gather information from many individuals during a specified time, aiming 

to capture contrasting opinions on the changes of land resource practices in Ngwaland (Jeffrey 

and Konopinski, 2014: 26). FGDs encourage social group interaction, discussion and debate 

on issues of “mutual interest to members of a particular group” and provide them a unique 

forum to not only describe certain beliefs, practices, attitudes and behaviors but also the 

underlying context in which they occur, and enabling the reasons certain issues persists (ibid, 

Konopinski, 2014). Unlike individual interviews, FGDs have the advantage of collective 

responses and correction of inaccurate information in the group, thus reducing the possibility 

of fragmented data (Hennink, 2014: 20–26). Remembering that FGDs seek diversity in 

perspectives (ibid.: 27 ff.), I aimed to access the underlying social dynamics through which land 

resource practices manifest in Ngwaland. The FGDs generated knowledge primarily in relation 

to stereotypes, symbols, social distinctions, and oppositions (between men and women in the 

public realm, between patriarchal groups and the totality of society and between traditional 
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beliefs and the interactional contributions (in collaboration with other external cultural values) 

in respect of the changes in land resource practices. 

 

Given the interpretative lens of this dissertation in which research participant meanings are 

taken as central, the FGDs supplied an embodied, grounding space for social interactions 

among different people with various backgrounds and characteristics whose range of 

perspectives produces multiple meanings (Krueger and Casey, 2000: 111). The opportunities to 

observe the variety of perspectives on land resource practices through FGDs highlighted how 

interpretations of individuals’ cultural meanings are intrinsic to embodied positioned norms 

that are both conditional and adaptive to change. From the critical constructivist view, the 

social construction experiences of individuals or groups can be perceived through the meanings 

they assign to a particular reality of mutual interest to them. Thus, we can say that constructively, 

these FGDs, enabled the expression of experiences of land resource practices as varied critical 

opinions and perspectives in ways that affirmed the relational power of reality reconstruction 

in this particular social setting (of Ngwaland) for the discussion contributors and then, in turn, 

how such lived realities influence the meanings they assign to their experiences. 

 

Because this study targets different group settings to elicit a range of community-level 

perspectives and identify multiple views as well as identify social and community norms 

(Hennink 2014: 29), a total of eight FGDs were carried out across the sample area. Since the 

structure of FGDs promotes a certain ‘flexibility’, especially when the case is somewhat 

exploratory (ibid.: 30), the size, location, and duration of the eight undertaken were not 

predetermined. As Hennink emphasizes, little attention should be placed on whether FGDs are 

structured or unstructured; rather, the focus ought to be directed to the management of group 

dynamics, which can lead to the generation of distorted data. Thus, I allowed for each FGD to 

develop its own group size and duration, as shaped by the case context and nature of individual 

participants’ social engagements. Significant attention was given to managing group dynamics 

in connection with the importance of age difference, however. In Ngwaland, age hierarchy 

strongly affects individual communication within a group setting. If not adequately managed, 

this could have easily and greatly hindered individual participants when sharing their opinions, 
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leading them perhaps to stay silent and withhold information (which would have been shared 

at an individual interview). 

 

Well-prepared FGDs can be viewed in terms of the researcher’s skills, including moderation 

and language and communication skills (Fontein 2014: 84; Hennink 2014: 31 ff.). Thus, to 

enable participants to relax and feel comfortable to engage in the discussions, each FGD was 

commenced with an introductory session explaining the research project and detailing the rules 

and procedures of participation. Among the rules and procedures, for example, were individual 

time limits for speaking (set to prevent individuals dominating and give everyone a chance to 

air their views). This introductory strategy is called the “ice-breaker” phase, which helps to set 

the discussion mood for all the participants and establish the group (Morgan, 1997: 49). 

 

During the introductory session for two of the FGDs, I asked permission to video-record the 

session, which was given. One session could not record for practical reasons (the camera 

operator had other engagements on that day, and I could not afford to cancel the session). In 

that session, I used an audio-recorder and took notes of observations while my assistant 

moderated. The aim of the filming was to capture nonverbal expressions for later analysis. 

Video recording of FGDs allows the researcher to capture individual participant behaviors 

through body language and eye contact. This can be helpful when a researcher transcribes the 

session, as watching the clips unveils many moments (silent interactions, etc.) which ordinarily 

the researcher would miss.25 The central part of the FGDs was the group conversation in which 

opinions were shared. The group conversation that developed not only influenced the various 

participants’ perspectives and influenced the researcher’s line of inquiry but also reduced 

possible reflexive threat (Hennink, 2014: 33). I managed such threats by ensuring that the sessions 

began with a round in which many people took a ‘turn’ (i.e., spoke), with the aim of capturing 

the essence of the full range of individual opinions. With this strategy, participants generally 

became willing to express their opinions. 

 

                                                           
25 It is important to point out that most of the participants were not interested in watching the video sessions except 

few participants of the mixed-youth FGDs, whose reactions were no different from their earlier positions. 
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Although group-speak and reflexivity were minimized, I did notice a man at one FGD (a filmed 

group for men) who felt awkward about speaking directly to the camera. Immediately, I 

signaled the camera operator to shift the focus away from him, after which he became relaxed 

enough to express his views (I followed up with him after the session to make sure he was happy 

to have his information shared). From this experience, I learnt to explicitly invite participants 

during the introductory phase to disclose without inhibition any situation or issues which would 

likely restrict their participation. There were a few occasions when participants wanted to talk 

beyond the individual time limit because they had extensive information to volunteer. In such 

cases, I politely reminded them of the need to keep to the rules to enable other participants to 

air their views. Sometimes, participants themselves used eye contact or hand-tapping to remind 

others to keep to the time limits. On the occasions when I noticed a desire to speak by a 

participant who may thus have withheld information due to lack of time, I would follow up 

immediately after the session or book a time later. 

 

The eight FGDs were held at different locations across the region. FGD 1, with women, 

consisted of the wives of traditional rulers, the Ugoezes.26 This group comprised 18 participants 

aged between 50 and 76 years old who were mostly housewives but also engages in small-scale 

farming in addition to local community leaders (particularly among the sub-community of 

women). The session took place at the multipurpose hall of the Osisioma-Ngwa LGA 

Headquarters. All the participants were from the Osisioma-Ngwa LGA and recruited by the 

Secretary of the Ugoeze Women’s Committee27. FGD 2 was held at the palace of a traditional 

ruler in Ihie, Ugwunagbor LGA. This group was composed of seven women ranging in age 

from 35 to 74 years old. One was the wife of the traditional ruler, while the others were (four) 

smallholders along with a trader and a retired public servant. 

 

For FGD 3, thirteen men of Ngwa origin were selected from different villages and autonomous 

communities in Osisioma-Ngwa LGA. They were purposefully selected by my gatekeeper (a 

traditional ruler), based on the community diversity of the participants, who were all employees 

                                                           
26 The Igbo word ‘Ugoeze’ literally means ‘eagle of the king’ and is used to refer to Ngwa queens. 
27 Ugoeze Women’s Committee: an organization that promotes unity, peace, togetherness and good communal 

leadership in Osisioma-Ngwa through the Ugoezes; membership is based on the husband’s position of authority 

as recognized by the state. 
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of traditional rulers. This session took place at a traditional ruler’s compound under tree shade 

and consisted of peasants, drivers, automobile mechanics, automobile electricians, 

businessmen, and civil servants aged between 27 and 75 years old. FGD 4 involved a 

heterogeneous sample of 20 participants. They were men, mostly of Ngwa origin together, but 

with a few immigrants from other states in Nigeria. They were selected based on perceived 

multifaceted perspectives by a traditional ruler (whom I also interviewed). The group members 

were 40 to 103 years old and consisted of peasants and traders, politicians, and civil servants 

along with contractors, builders, and a shoemaker. This FGD took place at the traditional 

ruler’s palace in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 

 

FGD 5 was held at Owor na Umuosi, a village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA, where 18 male 

participants between the ages of 30 and 62 years were selected based on their knowledge of 

Ngwaland tenure practices and land conflict management. One man was not originally from 

Ngwaland but had lived in the community (Owor na Umuosi) for over 15 years. The 

community allowed him to participate in all cultural activities, including gatherings regarding 

land conflict resolutions. The group consisted mainly of peasants, but also included a carpenter, 

trader, transporter, mechanical engineer and civil servant. FGD 6 took place at the Christ 

Apostolic Church, Owor na Umuosi village, Osisioma Ngwa LGA. This was a mixed-sex 

group of 11 participants aged 42 to 75, although the participants were mainly women. A 

member of the church, who was instrumental in their recruitment, based his selection on their 

varied experiences of land resource practices in Ngwaland. This group added a different kind 

of perspective to the questions addressed in the study; it particularly brought out the spiritual 

dimension of land resource practices in the region. 

 

For the FGD 7, 21, mostly young participants (male and female) between the ages of 18 and 

72 attended, with a few elderly men invited to balance the perspectives of the youths. 

Considering that the invitation for participation was made only a day in advance of the meeting, 

recruitment was easy when compared to other groups’ recruitments, which sometimes took 

weeks or months. I concluded this eagerness to participate was due not only to the respect the 

youths have for their village head but also because of their interest in issues related to land 

resource practices (see Chapter 6.5 and 6.6). This FGD was held at the village head compound 
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at Umuomayi, Akpaa Mbaato village in Obingwa LGA. FGD 8 only included two men aged 

26 and 45. The session took place under tree shade in the compound of the Youth Leader of 

Umuode village. Other invited participants could not attend because of their involvement in the 

political campaign for the 2015 presidential election in Nigeria. It was necessary to conduct the 

FGD with just the two participants since there was no possibility of reorganizing for a future 

date. One of the participants held the position of the Financial Secretary of the Umuode Youth 

Association. 

 

In general, young people were purposefully selected for the study sample to make sure to gain 

their perspectives among the diversity of opinions, experiences, and realities, particularly for 

comparison with the older generation. The aim was also to consider those experiences to which 

the present generation could testify regarding their engagement with land resource practices. 

The selection was based on their membership in the Ngwa community, as either indigenous or 

through migration. 

 

The context of the research sites necessitated a categorization of FGDs by gender, except in the 

youth-dominated and also church-based session, where males and females were both included. 

This decision reflected the social norms in Ngwaland, which do not encourage women to 

participate in dialogues on land matters. Although the new generation of women in Ngwaland 

is becoming more vocal, female marginalization in land matters persists, with the concomitant 

undermining (under- and misrepresentation) of women’s perspectives. If the sexes had been 

mixed, the nature of information and the ease with which the women would have volunteered 

it would have been different. In FGD 7, the males dominated the (young) women, and it was 

obvious that the females felt awkward at the beginning, even though they continued to offer 

their opinions. I followed up with them after the session to learn if there was any other 

information that they wanted to give. Although they responded negatively, they did 

acknowledge their unease at the beginning of the session because of the exclusion of women 

from issues related to land (see Chapters 4.4.3, 7, and 8). 

 

As thoroughly observed during the sessions, my presence (and the research assistant’s) did not 

appear to pose any particular problems. If it mattered, it was neither made visible nor reported 
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directly or indirectly. I assume the reason for this ‘success’ was the trust I was able to establish 

across the communities. In addition, I endeavored to reiterate the confidentiality of the dialogue 

at the beginning of every session. In general, participants did not appear to have trust issues. 

They felt free to express their perspectives, which further motivated other participants. I 

observed that the participants were motivated to participate not so much because they wanted 

to enrich academic knowledge but rather because they valued the opportunity provided to 

generate knowledge that could advance their own lives. This, more immediate motivation may 

be regarded as having contributed positively to the dynamic nature of the inputs and 

interactions of the FGDs and so generally as having contributed to their success in eliciting a 

wide spectrum of opinions and information. 

 

3.5.3 Participant observation 

As noted in the research design (Section 2.2), the nature of the research requires methodological 

triangulation through different methods that can generate different information to address a wide 

range of issues and to make explicit information meaningful in a wider context (Fontein 2014: 

74). Having used in-depth individual interviews and FGDs to access knowledge about what 

people think and feel regarding land resource practices, participant observation provides a 

nonlinear approach to go beyond understanding people’s thinking, feelings and also nonverbal 

behavior (Jorgensen, 1989: 9). Because the experiences of the ‘everyday life’ of a community 

make up “reality for its inhabitants, natives, insiders and members” (Lyman and Scott, 1975, 

in Jorgensen 1989: 14), participant observation in routine and exceptional land mediation and 

dispute settlement gatherings becomes essential to find out what unspoken actions reveal about 

land resource practices. 

 

Land resource practices include the management of land-related conflicts. To understand the 

social and historical contexts in which the changing patterns of land conflict management in 

Ngwaland emerged required that I take part in conflict management activities. Therefore, I 

attended and participated in related activities to “observe what is going on around them, to 

learn through doing and experiencing as much as through watching and listening” (Fontein, 

2014: 75). That is the fundamental idea of participant observation – a technique that allow 

researchers to immerse themselves within a specific setting with sets of “people to see how they 



91 
 

react to events as they happen,” thereby “experiencing for oneself these events and the 

circumstances that give rise to them” (Emerson et al., 1995: 2, cited in Fontein, 2014: 75). 

Despite the potential bias likely to arise due to the participant observer’s manipulation of events 

(Schwartz and Schwartz, 1955), the strength of familiarity with the research setting has the 

capacity to not only minimize bias in documentation but also help the researcher to “see the 

world through another culture” and understand “what goes without saying” (Fontein, 2014: 

76). 

 

I consider my familiarity with the research setting a strength in capturing the Ngwa residents’ 

reactions, behavioral patterns, beliefs, and values, since these are inherent in the traditional 

cultural practices that influence actions, including those that are observable but unvoiced. Using 

the (FDG) video technique to generate comprehensive data, I wanted to examine the 

relationships among the varied participants and ensure that I did not miss any relevant 

information or observations. According to DeWalt and DeWalt (2011: 48), how much 

comprehensive information is gathered depends largely on the level of trust and cooperation 

(rapport) established between the researcher and participants. This important aspect requires 

cultural and behavioral adaptation from the researcher regarding respect for the people in the 

setting, being truthful to the participants (to encourage reciprocity), and being a good listener 

(ibid.). Knowing the cultural behaviors of a research setting helps a researcher to discover 

patterns that exist in the data and can thus be generated from observation (Spradley, 2016: 85). 

Adopting an insider perspective regarding the behavioral expectations of the setting, I observed 

not only what the participants said or did but also made culturally informed inferences about 

what they knew, thought, and felt. 

 

In making use of the identity of a ‘grandchild’ (Nwa-Nwa) of Ngwaland to extend my researcher 

identity, I cannot completely exonerate the impact which my insider perspective could have on 

my judgment of land practices. I therefore needed to critically reflect on this. Going ‘emic’ as a 

researcher, I saw that I was sometimes as much a participant as observer in the field. Equipped 

with the native language skills and comprehension and investing much time to be deeply 

immersed in the site not only rewarded me with what Fontein (2014: 75) calls “effective and 

productive participant observation” but also caused me to realize how much valuable and 
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relevant information I could accumulate in the research process. At every opportunity I had to 

stop, listen, watch, and take notes and pictures of specific actions and utterances as they 

unfolded, and these boundless revelations not only set the foundation for deeper engagement 

as an ‘observer’ but also as a ‘participant’ objectified by the social setting. It was as a thus engaged 

observer and participant that I further reviewed the field notes during the transcription to 

strengthen inferences unnoticed during the observation recording process. 

 

As I observed land dispute resolution as a ‘native’ participant to interrogate the beliefs and 

values that give rise to the conditionalities of traditional land practices of the Ngwas, I became 

also entangled as an object of construction in the same world I sought to understand. Although the 

participants knew of my participation through my gatekeepers, some had reservations about 

my assistant’s presence and thought that she also was a spy contracted by a (the other) conflict 

party, like me. As observed by Fontein (2014: 76), such encounters are normal, and help 

researchers to “internalize assumptions, behaviors, and habits that at first glance might appear 

strange.” The participants could not hide their anxieties even though I had visited the 

community on various occasions during the pilot study in 2013 to become familiar in the social 

setting. I understood such anxieties particularly because of the norms that forbid women to take 

part in land dispute settlements unless invited as witnesses. The main point was that as a 

woman, I was simply not supposed to be present. 

 

Eventually, after I explained what the research was about and how the data was to be treated, 

the participants relaxed. I explained the context of my research using the Ngwa language, which 

symbolized my familiarity to the setting and thus influenced the permission to not only observe 

but also participate in the dispute resolution proceedings. The cultural dynamics of my 

participation as a woman in a male-centric domain, with its physical and spiritual 

characteristics and the behaviors of participants, may be adjudged as having not only influenced 

inferences about historic socially constructed norms but also their probability for change. This 

led me to ponder on why Ngwa norms exclude their women from land practice gatherings 

when, as a woman, I was permitted to take part. Should I interpret this as breaking the norms? 

Or, should I interpret my participation as an outsider (as may have been constructed by them), 

whose immersion in the setting would have no direct effect, to count against any material effect 
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on the patriarchal and broader socio-cultural processes of the region? These questions are 

critically addressed in chapter 7. 

 

From my personal experience, I would argue that regardless of the duration spent in the field, 

the observational skills of a researcher have tremendous influence on the ease of access, the 

nature of information gained to generate data (in terms of accuracy and truthfulness), the 

participants’ level of participation and particularly the degree of inferences. This became evident 

and reflected throughout the periods of my immersion in the field. The multifaceted and rich 

data I accumulated clearly showed how an insider perspective can strengthen rapport with 

research participants and thus facilitate data production. 

 

3.5.4 Document analysis: archival sources and daily press releases 

In addition to the literature on global cultural processes, it became important to also conduct 

archival research and study official documents on land resource practices in Ngwaland so as to 

address the historical dimensions of the study. Such materials were employed to substantiate 

the oral histories and information generated through individual interviews, FGDs, and 

participant observation. Taking into consideration both the inclusivity and exclusivity of 

historical records in connection with those who hold power over the archives (Opotow and 

Belmonte, 2016: 454), I undertook a critical analysis of archival records to complement other 

data for better quality data about the region generally (Flick, 2009: 256) and, in particular, 

regarding the marginalization of women in land issues (Parwez, 2009; Budlender and Alma, 

2011). This document analysis included an examination of land disputes verdicts by traditional 

leaders and daily press releases (newspapers) reporting new government (Nigerian) land policy 

arrangements and people’s reactions towards such policy directives. 

 

In relation to the research questions, classification of the relevance of the documents was shaped 

by Scott’s data guidelines (Scott, 1990: 14 ff., in Flick, 2009: 257): 

 
Who produced the documents, for which purpose, and for whom? What were the personal 

or institutional intentions to produce and store this document or this kind of documents? 

What are their features, and what are the particular conditions of their production? 
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Adopting Scott’s criteria, I visited the regional archive in Enugu, the administrative capital of 

Southeast Nigeria, and collected data that documented a broad picture of the origins, waves of 

migrations of the Ngwa people, and the land tenure arrangement in precolonial times (see 

Chapter 4). From personal knowledge, I realized that most of the relevant documents I needed 

were stored across archives in England. The National Archives at Kew Garden, London, in 

particular houses specific historical materials documenting the socio-cultural structure of land 

in the region. The documents I examined in London included administrative notes, drafts, 

statistics, letters, case reports and correspondences among British colonial political officials and 

their Nigerian counterparts, photo images detailing the landscape and portraying prominent 

Ngwa local leaders. They also included the process of physical development in the region, with 

newspaper reports (during the colonial period) and the Ngwa Clan Intelligence Reports 

highlighting precolonial and colonial political, spiritual, economic, and sociocultural structure 

and personal eyewitness accounts based on individual expeditions in the region during the 

precolonial and colonial eras. 

 

Since documents are not just a simple representation of facts, I critically assessed the quality of 

the selected archival documents for authenticity, credibility, and representativeness (Flick, 

2009: 257). As reflected in the analysis in Chapter 4, I compared the information in these 

archived documents with the oral data gained on-site (interviews, histories, FGDs) for 

additional insights about the social organization and patterns of communal land practices in 

Ngwaland over time. This assessment process was necessary particularly because of the 

circumstances (colonization process) in which these documents were produced (mostly 

correspondences in letters, memos, and personal observations) and because of the dominant 

voices of the British colonial officials and purposes characterizing the documents. 

 

Some of the central themes in land conflict management in precolonial and colonial periods 

that I had earlier identified in individual interviews and oral histories were used to guide me in 

my archival research. As reflected in Chapter 4 and advanced in Chapter 5, Giorgio Agamben’s 

(1999) archives and testimony in Remnants of Auschwitz particularly illustrate how historical 

practices (realities) may operate as a threshold that legitimates present actualities. Agamben 

inspired me by showing that historical documents can represent a “caesura of possibility,” that 
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of the movement from impossibility to possibility. As an ethically principled researcher, I 

evoked Agamben’s witness as one who has to “place oneself in one’s own language in the 

position of those who have lost their language and establish the language as if it were living” 

(1999: 161). Evoking the role of witness in this context not only consolidated the interpretative 

dimensions of this study but also helped to reevaluate the oral histories of participants, which 

helped to establish their representativeness. 

 

For instance, the representativeness of communal land practices was established through oral 

histories based on common references to events that took place in an era of a known public 

figure. As noted by Nwaguru (2012: xv), important historical events are commonly connected 

to a prominent person’s era, with statements such as “this event happened during the time of 

so and so.”28 This suggested that the selection and analysis of the documents centered on 

emergent themes that can be further crosschecked for their interrelationships, distinctions, and 

inferences regarding other data/findings. As across all the data generation techniques and 

processes, the framing around webs of relationships and the wider social setting was also 

applied in the archival research. 

 

3.6 Data analysis 

The data sources for this dissertation comprise individual interviews and oral histories, FGDs, 

participant observations, and documents (press releases, archival materials, and other relevant 

official documents). While acknowledging the importance of coding interviews to generate 

relevant themes and categories, I also emphasized the importance of the larger context. Because 

of the research focus on glocal cultural interactions in societies in transition and the influences 

on the changes of land resource practices in contemporary times, there is a need to connect the 

data within a contemporary framework wherein global-local cultural interactions occur within 

the larger societal context. Since this study takes the contemporary changes in land resource 

practices to be a result of glocal interactions, it was expected that examining disjuncture – the 

impacts of culturally disjunctive flows on land resource practices – would expose the dynamics 

of cultural mélange in respect of Ngwaland resource practices. 

                                                           
28 Mainly based on oral histories and archived materials, Nwaguru’s (2012) work Aba and British Rule provided a 

good foundation during the archival research.  
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Prior to the data analysis, tape recordings of all the interviews were self-transcribed onto 

computer. ‘Self-transcription’ refers to a researcher transcribing their own interviews rather than 

have someone else do this work. The advantages of self-transcription include the “ability to fill 

in unclear passages, insert clarifications and even obtain feedbacks on one’s interviewing 

technique” (Padgett, 2008: 135). Self-transcription of the interviews was necessary, in line with 

the context of the research; as Ives (1995: 74–85) explains, researchers self-transcribe interviews 

when they want to merge direct experiences with data patterns, which further avails 

opportunities to generate thick description and rich interpretations. 

 

The next step involved a process of deductive arrangement of the transcribed data into 

predetermined meaningful themes. Through this data analysis procedure, I worked through the 

data to search for “patterns and how participants label events” (Lapadat, 2010). This process 

involved a selection of recurrent ethnographic data and notes on issues discussed during 

interviews, which also involved comparisons of texts for further revision to clarify defined 

themes and the meanings attached to them (Lapadat, 2010; Hesse-Biber, 2016). The approach 

was considered appropriate in this context because the research is grounded in a clearly 

established conceptual framework (Wang and Park, 2016: 216), with emphasis on a wide range 

of data sources (field notes, research memos, historical documents, maps, audio transcribed 

files, etc., in addition to the interview transcripts) (Lapadat, 2010: 926). 

 

I approached and positioned land resource practices within the concepts of mélange, with these 

being contextually defined before the analysis and employed throughout the study. Application 

of the concepts of mélange for the analysis was intended to expand the empirical landscape. 

For instance, as a predefined notion, ‘being ethnically Ngwa’ is theoretically conceptualized by 

shared linguistic and ancestral landholding rights, which on empirical inquiry will exclude all 

persons not sharing the same characteristics. In this regard, understanding the conceptual frame 

in which the research is grounded offers the opportunity to see and understand the experiences 

of the participants and thus open spaces to build analytical themes as a starting point for results 

analysis (Bowen, 2006: 13 ff.). 
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In order to adequately achieve this analysis, the themes were further reassessed inductively and 

grounded in the research findings shaped by global-local interactions related to colonial and 

postcolonial land reforms, privatization, urbanization, monetization of land resource practices, 

and the glocal cultural fault lines characterizing the discussions (Chapters 4–8). The process 

involved manual coding through systematic identification of thematic lines based on relevant 

participant experiences (see Table 3.1). The manual coding was applied throughout the process 

of data collection. Upon completion of the individual interviews, FGDs, and participant 

observations, the data was put through another analysis to develop more refined themes 

highlighting the participant experience (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). When the preliminary coding 

of the transcripts was finished, the conceptual assumptions were used to reexamine the extent 

and complexity of cultural mélange in contemporary changes to land resource practices in the 

research setting. 

 

The data analysis resulted in an organization of the themes used to drive reporting (Hesse-Biber, 

2016). Where needed, the themes were further refined again using discourse analysis as a 

complementary approach to elucidate norms intrinsically rooted in the practices of land 

resource. Through such discourse analysis, I was able to analyze certain words – such as 

‘nwadiala’ and ‘mbiarambiara’, referring, loosely, to locals and outsiders (see Section 4.4.1) – and 

see how these are used to evoke emotional reactions that shape interactions – in this case 

between Ngwas and migrants – which invariably influence land management practices. In other 

words, this discourse analysis offered a route to examine relevant language within its social 

contexts and people’s way of doing things – to “analyze meanings, the back-and-forth dialogues 

making up social actions along with the patterns of symbols and depiction of culture” 

(Wetherell, Taylor and Yates, 2001: 1).  

 

It is important here to emphasize how much the practices of land resource may vary by context. 

The dynamics of the interactions in the politics of land rights tend to differ depending on who 

(is likely involved), and why (motivation). In claiming (participants) to have experienced land 

resource practices, the sociocultural, political, and economic positioning of exclusive rights to 

access, own and use land became more visible, thus highlighting the diverse accounts of the 

interactions of global-local values. With the positioning of the research as a site where social 
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relations are (re)negotiated and meanings contextually (re)constructed and reinforced through 

constant interactions with others, the critical point here is not just to analyze the spoken 

communications used in the Ngwaland settings, but to acknowledge their representation in the 

social context as a site and occasion of meaning-making.29 In this respect, the discourse analysis 

served to critically position the relationship between language and meaning-making as a 

complex element of social life in which participants dialectically connected other elements of 

social life as related to human beliefs in social, cultural, and political contexts, both intellectually 

and emotively (Fairclough, 2003; also Smith, 2004). As shown in the analytical chapters, the 

diverse participants brought with them certain contexts and patterns of signification and 

representation in their use of language(s), the diversity of which underscored the prevalent 

patterns of power-geometry. 

 

As the analysis would further highlight, the patterns and contextual representations reflected 

through perceptions, experiences, and expectations were constantly constructed, negotiated, 

and reinforced through residents’ interactions in the practices of land resource. Triangulating 

the data for analysis with the additional analytical strategies (discourse analysis) and 

participants’ feedback validated the trustworthiness of the research findings (Yamagata-Lynch, 

2010). In the reporting, some data were paraphrased, but with much of the (spoken, transcribed) 

text quoted verbatim (for veridical authenticity). The field notes from observations further 

added to enrich participants’ narratives and experiences were treated thematically in tandem 

with the research questions. The five analytical chapters (4–8) are thus categorized to address 

the three subsidiary questions and serve to frame the dissertation results and conclusions. 

 

3.7 Ethical considerations 

According to Harper (2014: 91), ethical consideration “is about thinking through our 

relationships and responsibilities,” starting from when we “decide about where and with whom 

to research, to how we engage with the settings, and through to how we [store data], 

communicate and write our findings.” Ethical considerations go beyond a school’s Ethics 

Board to our responsibilities, which are often complex and develop throughout the research 

                                                           
29 See Chomsky (1979); Wetherell, Taylor and Yates (2001). 
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process. As emphasized by Miller and Bell (2002: 56), one implicit ethical dilemma in research 

is “the assumption that providing consent is ‘voluntary’ and that ‘coercion’ is deemed not to 

have occurred,” thereby disregarding the possible complex power dynamics that can operate 

around access and consent. Recognizing the potential for power imbalance, I maintained all 

ethical principles at every level of the research. 

 

Prior to the first trip (pilot study), I connected with former networks in the setting and secured 

their approval for the research to be conducted. The nature and the motivations of the research 

were communicated, and participants were given adequate time to decide whether or not to be 

involved in the research. All the participants were re-scrutinized to eliminate coercion and have 

consent re-attested personally to the researcher. I applied such methods so as to fully convince 

myself that the participants were not coerced and that their consent was, indeed, genuinely 

given. Affirming this, the participants endorsed citing their identities (with a few exceptions), 

even though they knew of the available options to opt-out at any stage of the research process. 

 

Although ethical considerations may not dispel ethical dilemmas in research (because not all 

ethical issues can be detectable before entry), the researcher should at least minimize ethical 

errors. As a researcher, I found myself at times caught in-between, strung betwixt West and 

South, an entanglement that brought to potency the dilemma of doing research close to ‘home’ 

and the potential influence that may have on participant involvement. Although my native 

identity had a tremendous effect on the ease with which I gained access to the site, opening 

doors and generally facilitating the research process, it also presented a concern. I became 

worried that the power dynamics inherent in my Western identity could also influence 

participants’ consent. My dilemma as researcher became how to separate and yet balance both 

positions to experience first-hand the realities in Ngwaland from the neutral lens of a (female) 

researcher from the West. 

 

Since such ethical conundrums may be inescapable (Harper, 2014: 101), I adopted the strategy 

of re-interrogating the participants (to ascertain consent) and reiterating my position as a 

researcher to establish an understanding that I was ‘there’ to learn and observe land resource 

practices from them. This strategy worked throughout the research process as the participants’ 
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sense of obligation to voluntarily offer information was no longer solely shaped by my insider 

identity. It certainly taught me the importance of humility when engaging with participants in 

a particular research setting. Participants do not want to feel or have an impression that the 

researcher knows more than they do about their own realities. If challenges emerged and I had 

to ‘break even’ using my emic perspective, it seemed not to change their perception about me 

or influence the nature of the information they provided. Such a scenario unfolded during one 

of the land settlement gatherings, where I eventually gained the consent to become both an 

observer and participant (see above, Section 3.5.3). 

 

I endeavored to avoid any harm or disrespect (cultural, psychological, or physical) to the 

participants. Respect, for them, took precedence over other considerations. This meant 

restriction to certain kinds of behaviors, the omission of specific words or statements that 

participants could find offensive or just inappropriate. For example, a younger person should 

not sit while an elderly person is speaking. Although modernity might have altered these values 

as cultural norms, those who are deeply engrossed in their old traditions will still uphold them. 

I acknowledged the confidentiality of information volunteered by the participants and 

explained that the information would only serve the purpose for which it was generated, and 

that the data would be anonymously stored in the university data repository. To this end, no 

participants’ names are given here; where names are used, these are created to give a sense of 

the person to refer to in the text without revealing their identity. 

 

Invitations to gatherings in Ngwaland are usually accompanied by refreshments and gifts, such 

as drinks, bitter kola, and kola nut, which are given to the traditional rulers as a form of 

reciprocity and respect for their time, inconvenience, and effort. Ethically, such gestures, 

whether small or big, might be interpreted as a way to influence and exploit participants to offer 

information to appease the researcher. According to Lo (2005a: 117, 2005b, 2010: 88), even 

though such tokens of appreciation may be warmly accepted as a sign of the informant’s worth 

to the researcher, yet they may be differently considered as so low as to be exploitative. If 

necessary, the community representatives can advise on what may be considered the 

appropriate token without the researcher being perceived as exerting undue influence in the 

desire to gain information (ibid, 2005: 117). 
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Because the researcher made it explicit from the beginning that participation in the research 

would receive no monetary or other material compensation, the participants were not expecting 

any form of compensation. Some participants believed that the research was internationally 

funded until I explained it was a project toward a doctoral degree. This clarification was 

sufficient, although the gatekeepers did assert that refreshments would be necessary after the 

FGDs. To avoid the participants been unduly influenced in any possible ways, the researcher 

only served refreshments at the end of these sessions. Each participant got a can of soft drink 

(Pepsi, Mirinda, Malt, etc.) with a small pack of biscuits. Some traditional rulers were offered 

kola nuts or a bottle of wine after their individual interviews, which they accepted. 

 

It should be stated that there were some traditional rulers who specifically demanded 

compensation before accepting to be interviewed. I explained to them that this was not possible 

or permissible and that participation must be entirely voluntary. Their references to previous 

government officials who were in contact with the community and made promises they never 

fulfilled probably influenced their assumptions, and, in their perception, I likely also belonged 

in that category, more or less. Faced with the challenge of trustworthiness and the rigor of 

reciprocity, I relate to the assertion in Harrison, MacGibbon, and Morton (2001: 323) that 

“every step of the research process involves negotiating complex social situations.” With such 

idea in mind, I consulted with my gatekeepers and negotiated and engaged only with those 

people who understood and appreciated the noncompensatory aspect of my research and who 

clearly gave their voluntary informed consent for participation. 

 

What I learnt from this experience was the importance of reciprocity in research, especially, 

where a lifelong relationship based on trust has been consolidated between the researcher and 

the community where the research is conducted. Just as Kiluva-Ndunda (2005: 221) has 

stressed, the relationship with participants in this study was primarily built on shared 

understandings consolidated through “engaging in a meaningful research process as partners.” 

Such relationships became important in my role as a researcher, and, particularly, as an insider 

researching together with people from the land of my maternal origin. Ethically, my aim was 
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to participate in a research process that not only respected the participants but also, like Kiluva-

Ndunda (ibid.), “sought for ways to share the benefits of doing research with them.”30  

 

In order to reciprocate the time and effort given and for the inconvenience caused, I promised 

to return to the community to share the findings of the research. Practically, this was intended 

to enable the community members’ (with government agencies) access to contemporary 

research on land resources practices – particularly in land and gender rights.31 To this end, I 

returned to the community before the research was completed to discuss its tentative findings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

 

                                                           
30 Adopting both an insider-outsider perspective in the study of women in her rural village of Kilome in Kenya, Kiluva-

Ndunda (2005) stressed the complexities and benefits of reciprocity for a long-term relationship that could develop 

between the researcher and the researched. 
31 It is my hope that this research will realize that reciprocity in a tangible way for the people of Ngwaland, especially 

both in respect of sustainable knowledge and inclusive policy developments. 
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PRECOLONIAL LAND RESOURCE CONDITIONS  

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I explore Ngwaland, the land itself, as commons. I address the first subsidiary 

research question: How were precolonial land resource practices organized in Ngwaland? Based on oral 

tradition as derived from in-depth interviews and FGDs with residents of Ngwaland, and from 

secondary literature, archives, and government documents, I explore and contextualize the 

major historical sociopolitical conditions of land practice in Ngwaland. I investigate the notion 

of commons within a precolonial traditional land tenure system oriented towards rights to land 

access/usage and ownership/transfer. This chapter also addresses precolonial land conflicts 

and management patterns, including the spiritual and gender dimensions entrenched within the 

common land tenure system, particularly, how men and women negotiated social relationships 

within the land tenure practices.  

 

In considering how and under which conditions land relations were historically structured in 

Ngwaland, this chapter implicitly addresses the issue of territory, referring to the land and its 

various (ethnic, political, etc.) definitions and arrangements, or practices. It is intended to 

contextualize the emergence and consolidation of the colonial and post-independence 

socialization processes (sociocultural and economic interrelatedness) leading to the 

contemporary cultural practices observed in Ngwaland. Since the characterization of present 

experiences places historical understanding as a process shaped by the past, collective, cultural 

meanings of individuals (Vansina, 1985; Miller, 1982; Silverman and Gulliver, 2005: 152ff) this 

chapter acknowledges the research participants’ diverse recollections as an indispensable 

component of reconstructing Ngwaland experiences. Through these memories, the strength of 

oral tradition is emphasized, thence weaving together endless arrays of past realities (images, 

identities, and practices) to reveal traces of migrations, settlements, conquests, and ethnic 

formation.  

 

As descendants of a people with other forms of historical documentation other than writing, 

recollections of past realities gained by interview and FGD strongly emphasized the importance 
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of oral tradition passed from one generation to other generations. Within this context, I reiterate 

this chapter not only as a means to understanding the precolonial and communal land resource 

realities but also to foreground those participant narratives, framed within the context of a 

people caught up in the conflicting pressures of the intense external world forces and powerful 

mechanisms of endogenous socializations. I consider the recollections an important aspect of 

the analysis precisely because the people's interpretation of precolonial land resource practices 

may be taken to have emanated from shared cultural experiences and a sense of belonging 

established within the particular cultural setting and contextually shaped by a complex web of 

social relations within the particular period. 

 

In order to position the precolonial practices of traditional land tenure, I have structured the 

analysis here into three principal sections 4-2-5, and concludes in section 4.5. First, a history of 

the tradition of Ngwa origin and land tenure practices in Ngwaland is presented. This is because 

the traditions of the origin of peoples are part of their sociocultural charter which shaped their 

customary way of life (Oriji, 1981). Before I set out my analysis of the precolonial practices of 

commons, I will first analyze the role of migration, settlements, and conquests in the 

construction of land by connecting Ngwa origin to the notion of land resource. Within this 

section (4.2), the sociocultural and political (economic) conditions of the people are highlighted, 

including the predominant land conflicts and patterns of land conflict management in 

precolonial Ngwa society. This is intended to provide a broad understanding of how the Ngwa 

people got to where they are and chose to become who they are and, particularly, in respect of 

how the traditional laws that guide and bind them came to be, including the often-ignored 

linkage between land resource and the evolution of the Ngwa culture, as well as the formation 

of the narratives about traditions of origin of Ngwa people. This formation has come to involve 

a conceptualization of the wider traditional land system in precolonial Ngwaland as a shared 

heritage. 

 

Section 4.3 looks at the construction of land as sacred. This reverence for land highlights the 

spiritual dimension of land resource practices that shape the understanding and characterize 

land resource as a shared heritage or common of the people. These feelings of heritage, 

communal solidarity, cultural affinity, and dignity as well, the shared values in the past and 
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today with this community most often generate a deep sense of nostalgia as expressed in the 

views of the older generations that are alive, who are participants to this research. Section (4.4) 

– which forms the bulk of this chapter – analyzes relevant issues around social structure. This 

includes the perspectives of kinship, age, marriage, and class and of gender relations as these 

pertained and pertain to the remembered historical and traditional land practices. The history 

presented and the associated discussion in this chapter adopts the liberal use of the oral histories 

collected, which was augmented by reports retrieved from the archival sources. 

 

4.2 The linkage of land with ethnicity and belonging 

In the recent past, violent conflicts in places such as Burundi, Rwanda, and the former 

Yugoslavia have brought to light the importance of ethnicity as a tool for the organization of 

violence and what it means for a people or groups (Halpern and Kideckel et al, 2000; Edwards 

and McGrattan, 2012; Mwakikagile, 2013), while ethnicity can also be “given” or “ascribed” 

as well as “interpreted and linked in a variety of ways” (Ruane and Todd, 2011). On the 

contrary, in Ngwaland, this research has revealed that ethnicity is a primary source of affinity 

and collective sense of belonging. For this, respondents confirmed the importance of ethnic ties to 

the territory, thus land resource as well as language. This attachment to land and language 

demonstrates the attributes of memory in the construction of culture.  

 

The terms ‘Ngwaland’ and ‘the Ngwa people’ (or ‘Ngwas’) are used to denote different 

contexts. ‘Ngwaland’ is used to denote the people’s sense of territoriality, geography, and the 

importance attached to land as expressed by the research participants. ‘The Ngwa people’ is 

often employed to connote the people’s collective sense of togetherness, bonded by shared 

values, worldview, and ways of life. Joiremen (2003: 10) argues that ethnicity can be 

constructed through one or a combination of different identities. That is to say, individuals and 

groups can choose to prioritize, socialize their identities and play their roles through many 

different ethnic variables, such as region, religion, hereditary, race, or language. To be referred 

to as a Ngwa (person) immediately conjures up the image of land. From my observation of the 

impression of the research participants, land functions and represents a production of distinct 

cultural place imbued from social affiliations and shared activities driven by waves of migrations and 

settlements during the precolonial period. This was also shown by my own role as an outsider, 
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gained in my detachment from the land, even though I was a native speaker of the Ngwa 

language and had been raised there. 

 

As Yinger (1994: 3–4) pointed out, affiliations to territory can be assessed based on the 

identification of ancestral native land as this operates in relation to culture for a shared 

(real/mythical) culture rooted in origins. For the Ngwa people, the attachment to their land 

dates back to the early migration and the waves of movements and settlements, which started 

as an expedition (Jackson, 1930; Allen, 1933; Mayne, 1936). J. N Oriji (1981) observed in his 

study of the Ngwa-Igbo group, the chronology of the early tradition of the Ngwa people as 

retold “starts from the origin of the village or town” and “end[s] up with the achievements of 

some of their most outstanding heroes (ancestors).” This, in fact, functions as a reminder of 

certain elements of their traditions that strengthen their institutions so as to reduce the distortion 

of the Ngwa traditions that have been restricted. 

 

4.2.1 Quest for land: migration and settlements 

A major element of respondents’ chronology of land resource practices was tied to the migration 

of their early Ngwa ancestors. Over a period of decades, the Ngwa people emigrated from the 

tropical rain forests to the present-day Abia State in Southeast Nigeria. Although evidence is 

sparse, archival accounts from colonial administrators estimated that this occurred around the 

end of the 15th century (Talbolt, 1969). The Ngwa people seem to have moved in the search for 

habitable, agricultural lands from a village called Umunoha in present-day Owerri in Imo State 

to a temporal settlement at Mbaise, where the exploration was halted upon the discovery of the 

present Imo River bordering Imo State and Abia State in Southeast Nigeria. The first explorers 

discovered virgin lands across the river after arriving at the Mbaise’s riverbank. The expedition 

had taken several days, so, tired and exhausted, some explorers went in search of food. Oral 

accounts were sketchy of how some of the explorers made it across the river. One version 

claimed that not all group members went in search of food. The three members of the 

exploration group that made it across the river’s eastern bank succeeded because they remained 

and observed the receding river. A second version claimed the group that returned became 

engrossed with eating until the river rose, and then all attempts to cross the river were futile. 
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Whatever the true story is, oral history explained that the Umunohas had long searched for 

habitable lands before the discovery. The party that succeeded in making it to the virgin lands 

across the eastern bank of the Imo river were those known today as the Ngwa people. ‘Ngwa’ 

was coined from the word ‘ngwa-ngwa’, which translates to ‘quick-quick’ because of the speed 

of the group’s physical effort to cross the river. The name ‘Mbaise’, meaning ‘five-lands or 

communities’, was based on the group’s five remaining members left behind on the west side 

of the Imo river. The Mbaises, referred to by the Ngwa people as the ‘Ohuhus’, literally means 

‘footdraggers’, referring to those whose quest for food hampered their attempt to cross to the 

eastern side of the River Imo. Today, the word ‘Ohuhu’ describes the north, northwest, and 

northeast Igbos of Ngwaland (Nwaguru, 1973, 2012). 

 

A few important mytho-historical facts are worth noting. First, three biological brothers were 

alleged to have made it to Ngwaland – by age, Onyeukwu (Ngwa-Ukwu), Nwoha, and Avosi. The 

three brothers settled in a place named ‘Umuolike’, founding their ancestral shrine ‘Ala-Ngwa’ in 

a small hut known as ‘Okpu’, from where the name ‘Okpu-ala’ emanated, reflecting the Ngwa 

people’s first dwelling after the Umunoha emigration. Second, oral evidence suggests that the 

Ngwa peoples’ origin and settlement patterns were fluid. Later settlements were well 

documented. Although some later arrivals identified and mixed with other, neighboring groups 

besides their own ethnic groups (i.e., with different identities and languages), the Ngwa people, 

as early settlers, were concerned about their prehistoric (premigratory) culture. When more 

people arrived and the population increased, further migration and settlements were reported 

throughout the south. Those with less land either competed with other communities or settled 

with what they had obtained from others (Nwaguru, 1973, 2012). 

 

This brief history of the early Ngwas and the establishment of Ngwaland shows movement 

chains and adaptation to rapid population growth. It also demonstrates cultural connection 

among people from diverse groups, families, and lineages, with different identities bound into 

a single clan unit driven by the quest for land to occupy. And, despite reports of waves of 

movements (migrations) and conquests over territories, Okpu-ala Ngwa, also called ‘Amaukwu’ 

in present-day Isi-ala Ngwa South LGA of Abia State, has remained the traditional home of 

the Ngwas. Meanwhile, Okpuala Ngwa (Amaukwu) has had major symbolic importance in the 
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sociopolitical development and structure of land relations of the Ngwa group (Nwaguru, 1973, 

2012). The importance can be attributed to its signification of the group’s pattern of emigration 

and the numerous settlements across different areas of the region, which gave a certain degree 

of political autonomy not only to each individual village, according to the place of settlement, 

but also to individuals within it. 

 

4.2.2 Political structure: the philosophy of gerontology 

The Ngwas’ precolonial traditional political structure is decentralized, with the village as the 

basic unit of administration. This is usual across the Igbo-speaking groups of southeast Nigeria. 

In short, Igboland did not have chiefdoms and empires as such. Each village retained its 

autonomy, with none falling under the control of others. Igboland’s political structure is similar 

to that of the Ibibios and Tivs in the northern region. The Ngwas’ political system may be 

considered a segmented empire, or what Middleton and Tait (1958: 1ff.) called “tribes without 

rulers.” A segmentary society lacks specialist political authority holders but coordinates groups 

that contribute to a state of complementary opposition as a way of balancing power and 

maintaining the cohesion of the varied segments of the constituents (ibid.: 6ff.). The villages in 

Ngwaland were steered by the domestic authority of the single male head of every household 

and included, in part, members of the most senior age grade, the Ama-ala (Council of Elders). 

The village assembly, open to all adult males, was the highest political body (Nwaguru, 1973; 

2012: 52–3). Today, a typical Ngwa man sees himself as the authority in his household, thus 

revealing the composition of Ngwaland’s political structure as one that favors no form of 

political supremacy over the domestic unit. 

 

Segmentary societies of the Ngwaland type, with autonomy and interdependence in purely 

sociopolitical situations, can be understood from the depth of their genealogical ties, which, 

according to Middleton and Tait (ibid.), tend to provide the framework for their sociopolitical 

composition. Thus, Ngwaland is a gerontological social community with elders who constitute 

the government of the community (Ama-ala). The elders are highly revered and reified as 

representatives of the ancestors and heroic past. Every village has a unique administrative style, 

but the basic patterns are the same, with power exerted from the elderly chambers. In Ngwa 

communities, Onyenwe-ala, the most senior person in the village, is entrusted with the power to 
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exercise social, economic (mainly land management), and political control (in dispute 

settlements, except in marketplaces where a committee of young men exercise delegated 

powers).32 

 

Through the various support structures of other elders – their norms, values and traditions – 

great order is achieved. The eldest man, the power holder, enjoys his position until death, upon 

which the next most elderly man would take over the position of the Onyenwe-ala. As one 

research participant explained, Ekwe is sounded to summon the villagers and signify a transfer 

of leadership, after which it is carried away from the homestead of the deceased Onyenwe-ala to 

that of the person succeeding him (the Ekwe is a metal gong used for community 

announcements and summons; Fig. 4.1).33 This movement of the Ekwe thus signifies the shift 

of authority. 

 

In ancient days, the traditional leaders of Ngwa communities were appointed according to age 

and came from the main kin-group that had migrated from Isiala-Ngwa and settled in the various 

villages.34 According to one elderly retired respondent, the change in traditional leadership was 

just one aspect of the communal political structure, which also directed daily practices among 

people, “transforming the consciousness of traditional leadership in the process.”35 Echoed by 

other respondents, this type of reminiscence implies a strength gained through the ties and 

cleavages relevant to society as a whole. As Middleton and Tait (1958) note, societies with 

scattered units (diverse groups) and linked with land resource amid movements or dispersal of 

a large segment of the group away from the main body hardly – like the Ngwa people – rarely 

forget their ancestral origin and customs. This may explain why the retired elder and several 

present-generation Ngwas (who had no direct interaction with their ancestral roots) reaffirmed 

the patterns of connection between age, ancestral origin, and ancient traditional community 

leadership. 

                                                           
32 The Onyenwe-ala must be a freeborn or fully recognized member of the community as well as the eldest in the 

land. 
33 Traditional ruler, interview, 26th November 2014. 
34 Ngwa elders, interviews, 15th, 17th November 2014; interview with a traditional ruler, 26th November 2014. 
35 Retired Ngwa elder, interview, 15th November 2014; this person sought to remain anonymous because of pending 

legal proceedings (with the state government).   



110 
 

 

 

Figure 4.1 The ekwe ‘gong’ and drum/sound sticks. 

 

In order to learn the sanctity of traditional political authority, the Onyenwe-ala and other 

traditional community leaders were shielded by the Ofo-ala – a spiritually sanctified wooden 

object reflecting a symbol of agreement between the appointees and the gods of the land. The 

Ofo-ala was a symbol of sacred authority that the Onyenwe-ala upheld, adhered to, and used as 

an instrument to make decisions during peace-making and conflict resolution. All rules, 

regulations, roles, and leadership functions were enshrined in the sacred ancestral Ofo-ala, 

passed from generation to generation. The Ofo-ala not only reflected the authority of the leaders 

but also stood for harmony, solidarity, truth, and brotherhood. Customary laws guiding 

communities were committed to the principles of Ofo-ala. These principles gave the Onyenwe-
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ala the power to lead the people, thus legitimizing his authority.36 It is important to note that 

Ofo-ala may represent and mean different things across different Igbo communities and, in 

particular, can be held by traditional lineage priests and not necessarily a lineage head, as in 

Ngwaland (Amadiume, 1987: 54). 

 

Generally, the Ofo-ala was used to check the irrational behaviors of traditional community 

leaders while guiding their leadership for accountability, representation, and transparency. In 

ancient Ngwa days, it was only handled by the oldest man and not by the (other) traditional 

leaders, as in contemporary times, in which there are traditional leaders who are not the eldest 

in the community but have yet come to hold the Ofo-ala.37 All community leaders, however, 

including the Onyenwe-ala, feared the Ofo-ala because deviation from the customs and traditions 

of the land meant death. The idea was that earth gods do not spare the lives of leaders who 

violate the tradition of the land.38 Unlike today, the position of Onyenwe-ala was originally 

hereditary. As the retired respondent put it, community elders (traditional leaders) crowned 

with the ‘Red Cap’ insignia referred to as ‘Okpu Odim’ became highly revered.39 This respondent 

was an indigene of the Umunkwocha kin-group in Asamoka, which today is a part of the 

Ugwunambakala community in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. He had lived and worked his entire life 

in Ngwaland and claimed to be in tune with Ngwa historical values. Other respondents 

confirmed this and added that community leaders were rarely seen with Okpu Odim except 

during major events. Today, people are seen wearing Red Caps without any traditional 

leadership connotations. This new development and more emerged from what could be 

described as the cross-cultural reconfigurations in Ngwaland. 

 

In all these historical trajectories, if there is one factor that explains the genealogical ties from 

which the decentralized/egalitarian political system was conceived in Ngwaland, it is the value 

attached to land resource. In an attempt to access land resource for habitation, people of diverse 

backgrounds came together to form one cultural identity and developed a shared sense of 

                                                           
36 Ngwa elders, interviews, 15th, 17th November 2014; interview with a traditional ruler, 26th November 2014. 
37 Ibid.  
38 Elder, interview, 17th November 2014; traditional ruler, interview, 26th November 2014. 
39 Retired Ngwa elder, interview, 15th November 2014. 
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belonging. This pattern of ethnic affiliation demonstrated the articulation of ancestry 

constructed by people at the time using available resources or objects. As observed during this 

study, the representation of land resource in the articulation of claim to Ngwa ethnicity had 

never diminished. Rather, its practice was rendered plastic – like any sociocultural signifier, in 

fact – and bent to the needs of the time. Rooted within the actual culture of the people, land 

resource served as the basis that navigated not only the claims to the common land but also the 

connection between land, spirituality, and prehistorical (ancestral) claims to ethnicity (i.e., 

beyond the precolonial period). For this, land connotes spirituality and reflects the gods of the 

earth. 

 

4.3 Land as sacred 

The first time during this research process that the subject of spirituality is mentioned was when 

my research assistant and I were sitting with one of the Ngwa respondents, a politician in his 

office.40 It was a Saturday in November, and we would be told later that day and on subsequent 

occasions how land practices and spirituality in Ngwaland are intertwined. In the Ngwa 

experience, land is considered very sacred and perceived as a shared spiritual heritage that 

serves as a link between the dead, the living and future generations. Before British rule, we were 

made to understand that land was described by the Ngwa people not only as a symbol that 

formed the basis of their cultural relationships but also as the means of expressing their sense of 

emotional attachment to the Ngwa stories of the traditions of origin. This attachment was 

clearly sacred and intimate, and the bonds people shared with the land were established mainly 

through their land tenure rights. 

 

Land also embodied a spiritual connotation which the older generation of Ngwa people 

understood as a link between humans and Ala, the ‘god of the earth’.41 People stressed that Ala 

(land) was known to deprive evildoers of their right to life and existence on earth. Ala was 

considered a protector of the living, the eye and mouthpiece of the voiceless, and was known 

                                                           
40 Politician, interview, 15th November 2014.  
41 Ala means ‘land’ in Ngwa and in most Igbo-speaking groups of the Southeast. The general notion is that land is 

a free gift to humans from Chineke (the supreme God above), who is being represented by the god of the earth. Ala 

is believed to be a male god, so it is men who are chief priests (as beings, also, who do not have natural monthly 

blood flows that render Him powerless). 
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to condemn any sort of social injustice. People’s sensitivity expanded to knowledge of derivable 

legal penalties when Ala is perceived to have been angered or violated. Offenses believed to be 

committed against Ala were purged through a ritual carried out by the traditional priest (the 

spiritual head of the community). For the Ngwas, it can be said that land is considered to be 

symbolically connected to all aspects of human existence because it connects people with water, 

food, and energy that sustains people’s daily needs (Tarimo, 2014). 

 

Land is regarded as a gift from the gods to humans, so ancestral lands are supposed to be protected 

and held in trust for future generations. The sacredness of land is exemplified by direct family 

lineage transfer of lands – a practice, it is claimed, that cannot be altered. People were conscious 

and scared of accessing land or property if the owner had died or been displaced or killed by the 

gods.42 Several respondents stated that people dare not enter such abandoned lands or properties 

until the next individual in the lineage is old enough to appease the gods, particularly if it is 

confirmed that the gods caused the death. Such lands were deemed cursed in that anyone who 

reentered the land would suffer the same calamity as the original owner. This is indicative of 

the precolonial Ngwa people’s realities of land culture. Knowledge of the sacredness of the land 

minimized the degree to which people trespassed, grabbed, and otherwise attempted to take 

control of other people’s lands, especially given the various accounts of the conquest of land 

during the precolonial period. This appreciation of land as sacred informed not only people’s 

moral status in the eyes of the community but also the active embodiment of the nonmaterial 

meaning of land in the collective minds of the Ngwa people.43 

 

The Ngwas connects land with the spiritual realm and thus perceive land to represent the spirit 

of both living and dead.44 Such relations cut through precolonial African societies to such an 

extent that natural features, such as rivers, mountains, and certain trees, were connected to the 

land and considered mediums filled with their own spirit (Nmah, 2011; Tarimo, 2014). As in 

most African societies (Tarimo, 2014), land in precolonial Ngwa was deeply embedded in a 

spiritual context. People would offer occasional sacrifices to the trees that acted as mediums, 

                                                           
42 Informal conversation with retired elder, 15th November 2014.  
43 Ngwa elders, interviews, 15th, 17th, 21st November 2014; interview with a traditional ruler, 26th November 2014. 
44 Ibid.  
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through which they interacted with the gods of the land for protection and fertility (for good 

harvests). Individuals were well-informed about the consequences of triggering the wrath of the 

gods. There exists a belief among the Ngwa people that the living are protected by the richness 

of the land, while the dead are accommodated by the earth. Thus, those who have committed 

crimes or abominations before death are rejected by land.45 Rejection is construed to have 

occurred if the victim’s grave mysteriously cracks open and exposes their decayed bodies. 

Rejection of the human body is considered taboo, and the corpse must be exhumed from the 

grave (from the ground) and thrown into the evil forest.46 The sacredness of land for the Ngwa 

people is very important in recognizing the divine role of the ancestors in ensuring that those 

who returned to earth after death are not only pure but buried without being thrown out to the 

surface from Mother Earth’s belly.47 

 

Land and spirituality in Ngwaland are inseparable, as exemplified when the living counsel 

relatives and demand to be buried in a specific spot when they die. Many older respondents 

noted that these instructions have never been undermined since the spirit of the deceased is 

believed to torment relatives if they dare to do otherwise. Beyond such counseling, it is a 

widespread belief that the land embodies the spirit of the ancestors, which means that the living 

can idolize the dead as gods. Thus, the Ngwa’s spiritual concept of land prohibits and frowns 

at land desecration. Land is also noted to accommodate the umbilical cord after birth, and the 

succeeding generation of an individual who has passed may retain ties to the spot where the 

umbilical cord was buried. These ties can be preserved through a statue, tree or monument, and 

such ties may facilitate the smooth transfer of ancestral land from one person to another. The 

relationship between land and ancestors by umbilical cord is expressed through my own 

personal experience: 

 
This was between the late 1990s and early 2000s; I could vividly recall that my brother had 

a coconut tree in his maternal village. The coconut tree stood where my brother’s umbilical 

cord was buried after his birth. My uncle, who was head of the compound and protected 

                                                           
45 Politician, interview, 15th November 2014.  
46 Evil forest in Ngwaland is a mapped-out area in the thick forest where members of the community convinced to 

have committed abomination are left to die or decay. Those groups of people are not meant to be buried within 

surrounding parameters to where the living inhabit.   
47 Politician, interview, 15th November 2014. 



115 
 

the coconut tree from intruders, would harvest and sell the coconuts and bring the proceeds 

to my brother, who would share them with him. My brother was a grandchild in Ngwaland, 

and his relation to the land was his buried umbilical cord in his mother’s village. Thus, the 

umbilical cord made a connection between my brother, the land of his mother, and the 

ancestors. After my uncle’s death, his son did not follow his father’s footsteps and instead 

harvested and marketed the coconuts and kept the proceeds for himself. 

 

 

The difference between my uncle and his son may help in highlighting how time changes, 

particularly how people’s attitudes towards tradition are shifting and bringing with them different 

beliefs and perspectives on cultural norms and values. In this case, the difference is between one 

who had imbibed precolonial values and one who did not, who lives the modern age and has 

imbibed contemporary cultural values. If my brother were originally from Ngwaland and not a 

grandchild, there would probably be a conflict as the portion of the land where the coconut tree 

stands could only be inherited by the deceased brother’s offspring. One of the roots of 

contemporary conflict is related to the spot where the umbilical cord or the corpse of the family 

head is buried. I found such conflict to be quite widespread precisely because, as with their other 

Igbo counterparts, the Ngwas see land not only as a heritage but also a form of physical, 

spiritual, and cultural identification. 

 

The matter of land and its practice go far beyond mere earthly considerations for the Ngwa 

people; it goes to the heart of the communal culture and social relations. It is essential. Their 

conception and imagination of land find expression in Tarimo’s (2014: 2) framework of land as 

a sacred “idea that embodies the process of identity construction as well as a platform that shape 

claims of belonging.” Again, the reference to “idea” here gets at the immateriality of land, at its 

function of value in the ethical system (hence impacting traditional law, local customs, people’s 

behaviors, etc.). Nested easily in Tarimo’s conceptual framework, my personal experience 

demonstrates that there is a strong belief among the Ngwas of the ancestors’ spirit guiding the 

living, irrespective of one’s place of settlement or residence. Spanning and incorporating all the 

embodied land values, Ala, the god of the earth, established the foundation for the Ngwa moral 

code and is evident in how people handle their interactions with others in land practices, 

including conflict prevention and resolution. 
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In order to better understand respondents’ narratives about the relationship between spirituality 

and the practices of land, it is important to understand the role of spirituality in the context of 

land security. Land conflicts are mostly associated with a lack of tenure security (Unruh and 

Williams, 2013). Ngwaland is not new to land pressures and conflicts, yet, even though conflicts 

do arise, land tenure security in Ngwaland seemed to be more effectively managed than in other 

parts of the country, and this appeared to be because there were functional traditional 

institutions that infuse a spiritual dimension into land management, including in the form of 

land security. Respondents argued that people did not need to create boundaries to secure their 

land if they did not want to during precolonial times, which appears to be the opposite reflection 

of the situation in contemporary Ngwa society.48 Excluding land grab, which requires no 

intervention (as a fait accompli, an act of power amenable only to state law or violent response), 

individual encroachment or forceful occupation was found difficult to resolve, particularly if 

the parties refused to be truthful. 

 

According to respondents, if a community identifies a lack of true testimonies or untruthful 

parties to a dispute over land, oath-taking at the shrine was the best way of resolving the 

situation.49 I was made to understand that shrine visits for the ritual of oath-taking or swearing 

enjoy a position of custom and tradition that is deeply seated in community members’ collective 

spiritual experience. The rationale behind this approach was that anyone making false claims 

is likely to die if the oath is administered. Such effects were thought to be immediate and as 

purifying the land. This approach sometimes proved vital in dissuading potential liars and 

trespassers from claims to land that was not really theirs.50 As Ngwa culture evolves and 

community traditional rulers are replaced with educated lawyers at the customary courts, and 

other ways of resolving land disputes arise, the visit to the shrine for the ritual of oath-taking is 

becoming limited, and the formal conflict resolution method of the British-based court system 

takes precedence. Interestingly, contemporary traditional rulers and customary courts 

sometimes refer disputants to the oath-taking ritual by informal encouragement. The most 

                                                           
48 FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbato in Obingwa LGA. 
49 FGD, 27th November 2014, Ugwunambakala. 
50 Politician, interview, 15 November 2014; elders, interviews, 17th, 21st November 2014; traditional rulers, 

interviews, 26th November 2014; 5th, 6th April 2015. 
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pertinent contemporary aspect of this shrine practice, however, is its voluntary status. Unlike in 

the precolonial period, conflict parties were under no obligation to accede to the traditional 

ritual approach; it is completely voluntary.51 

 

Generally, if the parties demonstrate an interest in affirming their innocence by ritual oaths, 

they will be accepted; however, if such an approach is suggested and individual(s) appear to 

have developed cold feet about participating in the ritual process, they are perceived as 

dishonest and guilty by the community. Although this approach seemed to resonate with many 

of the older respondents, a (Christian) clergyman who despised this form of handling land 

conflicts perceived instead the wrong interpretation of probably innocent individuals who 

refused to adhere to the traditional rite as “mudslinging” and not “God-like.”52 Declaring a 

party guilty of the crime if they want to opt-out may have served in the old days, but things have 

changed, according to another respondent. Most respondents claimed that no justification is 

sufficient to bow and appear guilty while innocent. This standpoint may seem plausible in a 

culture where identity preservation is fundamental, but for some respondents, mostly Christians 

(and including the clergyman), becoming a Christian may serve as ample justification not to 

identify with rituals of any sort. Anyone who opts out may be regarded as simply adhering to 

God’s principles, with the “born-again” or “believers” rejecting the pressure to mix with 

“unbelievers” (those who do not adhere to God’s principles or who associate with traditional 

rituals).53 

 

Handling land disputes with oath-taking appeared to have transited into contemporary practice, 

which was a reason why the narratives fluctuated between precolonial and contemporary 

periods. Respondents went on to tell stories of land-grabbers who used the shrine as a means of 

dispute resolution because they realized the other parties were Christians and would not heed 

the invitation, for example. Christians who wanted nothing to do with such rituals would either 

approach traditional leaders personally or just abandon the land to the grabbers. Seeing that 

most respondents still believe in the power and effectiveness of Ala in penalizing offenders, I 

                                                           
51 Interviews, 15th, 17th, 21st, 24th, 26th November 2014; 13th April 2015. 
52 Clergyman, FGD, 12th April 2015. 
53 FGD, 12th April 2015.   
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wanted to understand how those penalties might operate to dissuade offenders from scaring 

people into leaving their properties. I received a mixed response. For example, one community 

member explained the matter thus: 

 
The advent of the Missionary and the adoption of Christianity may have altered most 

traditional belief systems, making us deny and condemn our gods, but the gods are still 

functional. I am a Christian, but I believe more in the efficacy of Ala, the god of earth, since 

practicing Christians also participate in land crimes. But a core traditionalist believes in the 

wrath of the gods and hardly ever occupy land that they do not own. It is difficult to tell 

how Ala can choose to penalize offenders, but we know evildoers face God’s wrath.54 

 

 

For others, it did not matter whether they were guilty or not. Their Christian conviction 

prevented them from pursuing justice where the action will possibly compromise their fidelity 

to godly principles. In the mainly youth FGD, a well-read and widely traveled Ngwa 

respondent explained the implications of the god of earth and the oath ritual as a tool for conflict 

resolution in this way: 

 
I was not fortunate [enough] to meet my grandfather. He died a few years before I was born, 

but my father used to tell us stories about the danger of the shrine oath. Looking at the 

opportunities provided to us by modernity and comparing them to the ‘barbaric’ activities 

that prevail[ed] in the old days… I could only appreciate the generation I was born [into]. I 

was told that offenders who swore using the name of the gods may not only die, but the 

consequences of their actions could [also] claim the lives of family members. If their family 

members stay, the shame often pushes them to leave the community as people tend to 

stigmatize them. As a Christian, I chose to leave the individual to be punished by God if I 

could not get justice elsewhere, rather than opting for the shrine for oath-taking.55 

 

The above respondents were possibly referring to both Christianity’s integrative yet separative 

power to reshape practices and establish new cultural movements across Ngwa cultures, which 

can be related to other Africa countries. James S. Coleman (1958: 104 ff.) captured these 

developments and the consequences for prehistoric cultural practices and values thus: 

 
Christianity was an integrative force in that it provided a transtribal bond uniting 

individuals of different and formerly hostile traditional communities… [C]hurches 

                                                           
54 Elder, FGD, 29th November 2014, Osisioma Ngwa LGA.  
55 FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbato in Obingwa LGA.  
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provided a link among converts of different tribes and a new basis of loyalty in which ethnic 

origin [and traditional practices] became less relevant… to the extent that conversion [to 

Christianity] produced in Africa a genuine loyalty and devotion to the Christian ethic and 

the Christian Church. 

 

One significant reality that emerged was that most respondents spoke about land issues related 

to dispute resolution, and the choice between traditional practices and the Christian movement 

is that people do not just imagine the ‘past’ and treat those imaginations as if they were realities; 

rather, the imaginations are the realities. Something else that I found when respondents spoke 

about their histories was the implicit connection and comparison of past activities with the 

contemporary. This affirms the constructivist stance on past experiences informing and 

influencing the contemporary (Baylis, Wirtz and Gray, 2005; Berger and Luckmann, 2011). 

 

Moving on, it was said that Christian ethics, when faithfully adhered to, could influence the 

reduction of encroachment and land-grabbing and encouraged conflict resolution without 

traditional oaths. Even with this knowledge and experience, however, many Christian 

respondents underlined that they would not think twice if the opportunity arose to adopt the 

shrine and oath-taking method to solve land issues.56 These respondents, from their accounts, 

desire justice. Social justice is a core element in the interrelations of the local people, and there 

were clear concerns about the capacity of contemporary state institutions to provide 

unprejudiced justice. These have not only fostered the search for alternative conflict resolution 

strategies but further created space for past imaginations. The relatively frequent land disputes 

can quickly escalate into violent conflicts due to the sacredness of land and sense of belonging. 

Respondents did not report that the experience of seeking justice in state agencies was palatable. 

They had little or no trust in the contemporary state judiciary, which thus motivated the 

integration of traditional with contemporary conflict management approaches.57 

 

In an extension of the foregoing discussion, one of the older traditional rulers who abhorred 

this approach pointed out that the lack of trust was not just related to the state judicial and 

security agencies but also about nonstate actors subverting justice for personal gain. He averred 

                                                           
56 FGD, 29th November 2014, Aro Ngwa, Osisioma Ngwa LGA; interview, 12th April ,2015. 
57 Elder, interviews, 16th April 2015; youth, FGD, 7th April 2015; Chief Judge, interview, 7th April 2015. 
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that land matters have often required special attention and relied on facts from the elders or 

people who can narrate the history of the land.58 Before the changes that modernity has brought 

to the broader Ngwa society and the increase in land disputes, many people chose the shrine 

(oath-taking) approach and assumed that truth will always prevail. It was strongly believed that 

those who go to the shrine would meet with death if they lied. At the shrine, both parties to any 

dispute over land were obliged to swear oaths to determine the true landowner, and a period of 

six to twelve months was often provided for the gods to accomplish their mission. A restriction 

would be imposed on the land by means of a palm frond preventing people from accessing the 

land. This applied to all, not just the parties concerned, and the person returning to the shrine 

after probation would be ascertained as the rightful owner of the land.59 Administration of the 

oath reduced land disputes to a greater degree then, as those who did not own the land did not 

want to risk their lives. Fear of the outcome (of the gods potentially killing them) appeared to 

have forced many to quit and effectively renounce their claim because they knew the land was 

not theirs. Today, many traditional rulers are not applying this strategy because of the actual 

consequences but rather depending on historical evidence gathered in the community.60 

 

Similar to Tracey Hucks’ (2012) description of land sacredness in Yorubaland, the sacredness 

of land as articulated through the eyes of the Ngwa people is one of several such realities of 

different cultures in the various communities in Nigeria. Hence, the understanding of the 

precolonial event surrounding the process of land in Ngwaland refers to land conditions, the 

benefits for the people, and the purpose for which the spiritual relations of land practices are 

instituted and legitimized. As one of the traditional rulers, 84 years old and well acquainted 

with the spiritual dimension of the Ngwa culture, said: “If you want to understand the 

sacredness of land in Ngwaland, you must first understand the social security it provided to the 

people.” In essence, people frame their conceptions of spirituality of the land based on the 

influence of land resource in their everyday experiences. The sacred nature of land among the 

Ngwa people, which made every member of the community a stakeholder, did not cease to 

                                                           
58 Interview, 5th April 2015. 

59 Interview, 12th April 2015. According to an Ngwa indigene who pleaded anonymity, the palm frond, which is 

still used, is empowered with the gods or oracle the people worship. Therefore, it is not the palm frond that triggers 

the punishments for violation, but the spiritual attachment. 
60 Traditional rulers, interviews, 26th November 2014; 5th April 2015.  
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function after the precolonial period. Instead, this notion evolved throughout the colonial 

period and continued to influence people’s land relations, particularly when people saw that the 

new security and judicial structures (police, judiciary, prison, etc.) were not as effective as their 

traditional mechanisms.61 Postcolonial Ngwaland, as will be seen in subsequent chapters, only 

witnessed fracture in the spiritual aspect of land relations when Christian faithful started to 

choose the court and police system to resolve land conflicts, including some traditional rulers. 

However, the sacredness of land, among other factors (population, soil, and social conditions) 

also appeared to reflect the social organization of land among the early Ngwa people. 

 

4.4 Social structure and land among the early Ngwas 

In his study of Igboland tenure, G.I. Jones (1949: 309) was right to stress that land tenure among 

the Igbo speaking people can be “properly defined in relation to the social structure and changes 

in population density, various types of soil and other social and ecological conditions.” When 

native laws protecting the common were exercised through the land tenure system and thus 

largely undocumented, local practices and norms were followed in accordance with regional 

peculiarities and the local communities (Jones, 1949; Cotula, Odhiambo, Orwa and Muhanji, 

2005). The land tenure system of the Ngwa people was structurally peculiar. 

 

The importance attached by the Ngwa people to land resource was far-reaching, with land 

generally preserved for agricultural activities and habitation. This was reflected through 

extensive mixed farming, such as goat- and chicken-rearing and varied crop cultivation (palm 

fruits, yam, cocoyam, maize, plantain, assorted green vegetables, etc.). This further 

consolidated land as a sustenance resource for the people. However, in exploring the social 

structure of land resource practices in precolonial Ngwaland, researchers found land not to exist 

as an isolated reality. First, it was traditionally controlled by the law of the common and had 

neither monetary value nor formal title deed, land chart or contract of ownership. It had a 

“usage rather than exchange value” (Funk, 1988). 

 

                                                           
61 Elder, interview, 29th November 2014; Chief Magistrate Judge, interview, 15th April 2015. 
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Second, land was structured into two definite patterns of tenure – kindred and communal land. 

These two patterns of tenure were also found to have structured the traditional conditions of 

rights to access, use and own land – a practice also enacted within the construction of Ngwa 

ethnicity, where these reflect a sense of belonging. Conversing with a traditional ruler in one of 

the Ngwa autonomous communities, I understood why land was structured as either family or 

communal, or what he referred to as “houseland” and “farmland”: “land unites the Ngwa 

people rather than blood,” so, “every member of the community has rights to land.”62 The 

following passage from another traditional ruler reinforces that idea: 

 
Land does not belong to the community leaders or the oldest man in the village. The 

ownership structure is collective. Community leaders and/or the oldest man are just the 

custodians of land for every member of the community. Community leaders are also 

members of a family within the village, so, are community members too with a stake in 

both farmland and houseland.63 

 

The passage above resonates with respondents’ histories about the structure of land tenure and 

practices during the precolonial area – a conformity in the histories, one might add, that signals 

a strength in the oral history used in the preservation of undocumented past activities and 

practices. Building on such interactions and the archival records, the next section looks at the 

configuration of Ngwaland culture – as sacred in nature, commonly held, and communally 

owned by practice – in the ethnic foundation of movements and settlements. 

 

 

4.4.1 Kindred and communal land: houseland versus farmland 

Late in the afternoon in Owor na Umuosi village, I was conducting an FGD with respondents, 

some of whom were versed with Ngwaland history. We were discussing land structure and 

practices in the early days when the respondents summarized how “the pattern of land practices 

has never remained the same.” Speaking of land structure, they recounted the waves of early 

migrations that had led them to settle in present-day Ngwaland. Most of the respondents 

explained that the pattern of migrations occurred in clusters and had groups occupying available 

                                                           
62 Traditional ruler, interview, 24th November 2014. 
63 Traditional ruler, interview, 23rd November 2014. 
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land until there was no more.64 After the first settlers, subsequent groups were directed farther 

into the forest to take their own portion, a process that continued with each new group arriving 

until all the uninhabited areas were taken.65 It appears, in fact, that the principles of common 

land practice were initiated to accommodate the later clusters of migrants, who found all the 

land taken. 

 

This assumption resonated with a summary of the numerous narratives of respondents who 

embedded migration in the idea of the common for the structure of customary land tenure in 

Ngwaland. Under the land tenure system in Ngwaland, the shared commonality practice may 

vary slightly across groups. Indeed, according to Udoekanem, Adoga, and Onwumere (2014: 

182) “land holdings were owned by villages, towns, communities and families,” including 

individual or separate property (mostly gained through conquest) and stool or chieftaincy lands 

(Dosumu, 1977; Aniyom, 1978). 

  

Customary land tenure practice in Ngwaland was strictly structured around kindred (family) 

and community lands. There was the kindred tenure system, in which every family group has 

its own portion of land, and the general tenure system, under which the land belongs to all 

community members. Individual or separate property was not common, except in the case of 

individuals who conquered other people to take over their lands.66 Essentially, the kindred land 

belonged to the kin-groups, and the general land belonged to everyone, which meant the latter 

was generally owned by the entire community. However, this distinction between kindred and 

communal land did not create any problem pertaining the customary land tenure in Ngwaland 

at that time, which was tied to the common rather than individual. 

 

This is not to say that individual rights to tenure security were not also acknowledged. Approval 

of secure rights depended on confirmation of individual needs, approval by the kindred head or 

the ‘Ama-ala’ (Council of Elders), and whether the sought-after land was kindred or community 

                                                           
64 FGD, 18th November 2014, Owor na Umuosi Village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 
65 Politician, interview, 15th November 2014; traditional ruler, interview, 24th November 2014. 
66 FGD, 18th November 2014, Owor na Umuosi Village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; interviews, 23rd, 24th November 

2014.  
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land.67 In the context of community land, a traditional ruler noted that the interpretation of the 

community perception of land as a common good among the Ngwa people had led to symbolic 

questions such as, “Which is your kindred land and which is the general land rather than which 

is your land?”68 The identity and social status of Ngwa people are especially tied to both kindred 

and generally owned land. As such, the rights to access, possess, and utilize kindred and general 

land served as a symbol of ethnic categorization between the indigenes (Ngwas) and 

mbiarambiara (outsiders, strangers, or migrants; people who are not originally from Ngwaland). 

 

Respondents’ oral accounts resonated with Beck and Nesmith’s (2001) argument that 

accessibility, possession, ownership, and use are central to precolonial common land tenure, 

and as supported by Jones (1949: 315), that land is usually owned and inherited by male 

community members. Tenancy in Ngwaland was typically organized around ownership within 

the villages, with the community exercising control through the representation of all male heads 

of the kin group. Land was owned and divided amongst the kindred, making this, the 

(extended) family, not the individual, the original unit of ownership. Ownership of kindred land 

and other land-related assets was vested in common in all-male members of the kindred, and 

not by itself the head of the kindred, who has no right to alienate any part of the kindred land. 

Communal land adopted the same pattern. And even for this, the ethical principles of 

customary land tenure were not limited to a single kindred or village.69 Ownership, division, 

and management were therefore complex, creating power and social relationships (Foucault, 

1980, 1982; Funk, 1988; Meinzen-Dick and Mwangi, 2009). The traditional communing of 

Ngwaland in practice involved a multilayered structure. 

 

According to the oral accounts, social relationships around land tenure were complex, with 

open spaces of flexible interrelationships amongst kin groups and communities. Most of these 

developed through coownership of a particular area of land between two or more families or 

villages. Co-ownership produced similar patterns of ownership and division within the kindred 

                                                           
67 Ibid. 
68 Traditional ruler, interview, 23 November 2014.  
69 FGD, 18th November 2014, Owor/Umuosi Village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; interviews, November 15th; 17th, 

21st, 23rd, 24th November 2014. 
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but controlled by the community. Moreover, coownership and control over a specific area of 

land were mainly based on the vested interests of many families or villages in a newly 

discovered and uninhabited area. A respondent attested to this process as providing the basis 

for the confederation of Ngwa groups into villages and communities and as sustaining the 

discourse and myths about Ngwa origin and group formation.70 

 

Archival records further confirm the historically related processes of customary land tenure and 

group formation and consolidation in Ngwaland (Jackson, 1930; Allen, 1933; Mayne, 1936). 

Thus, it can be considered that Ngwa identity was not only constructed along the line of 

common land tenure relationships that included but went beyond blood since it also involved 

time, space, and place in cultural networks of social relationships and power geometry. The 

variety of small and extended family and village community arrangements for land – in addition 

to some individual ownership – made Ngwaland as a ‘place’ in precolonial context an embodied 

spatial order with shared features distributed in relationships of coexistence (Mbembe, 2001: 24). 

 

One passage in the field notes captured the complexity of relationships of coexistence along the 

line of customary land tenure. In recalling (nostalgically) the existence of interactions that had 

existed through precolonial customary land tenure, an Ngwa indigene spoke thus:71 

 
It was very normal in those days that interactions often occurred among people ‘not blood-

related’. The more people interacted and combined to conquer more lands and particularly 

became stakeholders in land ownership, division, and management, the stronger and more 

united they became in consolidating a sense of shared ancestry. 

 

This passage indicates a significant symbolic feature of customary land tenure, where people 

seem to understand past realities in a naturalizing way that recalls a depth of coexistence and 

unification of kinship and community. What is clear, however, is that land resource remained 

part of the development of the Ngwas’ shared ancestry – further articulated through the 

traditional discursive scape of social relations, which can be seen as reinforcing the complex 

ethical values of past realities through the narratives of the present generation of Ngwa people. 

                                                           
70 Interview, 15th November 2014.  
71 Interview, 15th November 2014.  
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Far from being mere objects of social relations and as traditionally receptive, common land 

tenure in Ngwaland set core principles that direct land rights and practices. One principle 

underpinned nonexclusion in land distribution, acquisition, and use. Secure rights for male 

community members were guaranteed insofar as individual members belonged to a communal 

landholding group that held the right to determine allocation (of permissions to farm and build 

on the collective property). Such landholding rights invariably allowed men access rights to 

possess land for their supposed needs. No male community member was to be denied access to 

enough land to build a homestead (a home and space for farming). This egalitarian practice 

echoed the stand on commons as a significant sociocultural feature of customary land tenure in 

Ngwaland. 

 

The critical aspect of the egalitarian practice in the lives of Ngwa indigenes is quite visible when 

they compare the cohesion in precolonial times with the lack today. I never observed any Ngwa 

person who did not allude to the unity that existed among their ancestors. During an interview 

with a farmer who was once a politician, the respondent recalled how the ancestors had believed 

in “oneness,” and how they “shared” things. He concluded that there was nothing like 

“separation in their agenda, as all was achieved collectively, and pleasure derived in working 

together.”72 His is a narrative that runs through the stories that most Ngwa people reminisce 

about when pondering the changes to their social lives. It is understandable that Ngwa people 

should recall features of common land tenure and practices despite the changes that have 

occurred over recent years involving a transition from common to individual land rights (as 

shown in subsequent chapters). Nevertheless, to further explain, respondents point to individual 

membership in the community (through lineage or clanship) as the precondition for secure rights – that 

is, the entitlement to a portion of land for housing and a portion to work during the farming 

season. From the narratives imparted, there seems to be no compulsion for exclusion if people 

adhere strictly to the spiritual regulations of the land. Although there was a classification 

between the original indigenes (first settlers) and later indigenes (later settlers), the respondents 

argued that such a distinction had never been socially emphasized, as it had never been a 

concern for the people. The explanations were not farfetched. 

                                                           
72 Farmer, interview, 17th November 2014.  
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First, there was vast land for the inhabitants, and second, the principle of equity regarding 

common land resources was seen to extend to cultural rights (even where perceived differences 

and inequalities prevailed), wherein the spirit of community and oneness as claimed meant that 

the objective of equity resulted in the latter settlers (clan minorities within the community) being 

able to access land resources that were at least equivalent to those the community majority 

enjoyed.73 In fact, this tenure structure was not merely a Ngwa or Nigerian culture but found 

across the African continent. In a study of land and culture in Africa, Shipton (1994: 350) 

comprehensively captured the typical African arrangement of land (holding) tenure thus: 

 
In almost any part of agrarian tropical Arica, those who arrive first think themselves 

superior to latecomers. What matters is who, among the living, can persuade others to think 

their ancestors pioneered a place. This gives one ascendancy by what might be called a 

principle of pioneer primacy. Diverse African class[es], caste[s] and other stratification 

systems… typically revolve around this principle, dichotomizing and opposing autochthons 

(“sons of the soil”) and aliens, hosts and guests, permanents and temporaries. [These] 

distinctions are variously political, economic, symbolic in nature: these qualities often are 

perceived and manipulated differently by the parties… Still, an ideal often perceived to 

underline indigenous tropical tenure systems across the continent might be called “fairness 

in flexibility.” According to this principle, access to land should go those who need and can 

use it, and no-one should starve for special want of it, at least not within a group whose 

members themselves the same people, which usually has meant a kin group or ethnic group. 

 

The above passage reflects the precolonial tenure structure of Ngwaland. Clan minorities were 

categorized as among the groups that either arrived in the community after the first settlers or 

lost their direct (family) landholding title through warfare or other circumstances. In the 

framework of landholding titles, the first settlers were said to be the original 

inhabitants/indigenes of the community or ‘Nwadiala’ (sons of the soil) in the Ngwa dialect, 

notwithstanding both the earliest settlers and the later arrivals, who were all, historically, also 

migrants to Ngwaland.74 Although seldom the subject of discussion about precolonial 

Ngwaland, the first settlement was not only translated to outright indigeneship and a direct, 

family landholding title but ultimately merited recognition by later settlers. While such obscure 

labeling may have deprived clan minorities of the privilege of direct claims to family houseland, 

                                                           
73 Interviews, 15th, 17th, 21st, 23rd, 24th November 2014. 
74 Interviews, 15th, 17th, 21st, 23rd, 24th November 2014. 
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the equity value of traditional land tenure offered relief. Clan minorities could exercise secure 

rights and approach their kinsmen for habitation land so far as the customary tenure conditions 

were met.75 

 

Notwithstanding the secured rights of access, the conditions attached to the use of allocated 

houseland for building individual houses and community land for farming comprise another 

essential principle and feature of common land tenure. According to the (male) respondents, 

community members could not just expect land for their needs since this claim had to be 

reciprocated by utilization of the land for the purpose for which it was given (and within a 

specified period of time). House- and community land that was allocated and then unexploited 

reverted back to the family to be distributed to other family or community members. This 

ancient feature of land tenure ultimately ensured that accessibility of land was maintained 

through the utilization of land.76 As respondents confirmed, the accessibility and continued 

utilization of land rights guarantee that community members use land for the purpose for which 

it is assigned and benefit from the holding right granted (Manuh, 1988). 

 

This regulation, respondents also pointed out, has been manipulated and destroyed by 

indigenous elites who acquire land located at choice areas across different communities that 

they do not have an immediate need for. What this has meant is that other members of the 

community are then deprived of the range of possibilities shaped by the principles of common 

land and thus have been left with reduced options. To halt this trend, one of the traditional 

rulers explains that the principles governing land allocation have been modified so that all Ngwa 

indigenes can only be allocated houseland if they have met the conditions showing that they 

are ready to start building within the following two months to two years.77 There is also a 

periodic revocation of unused allocated land. A traditional ruler explained to me that this was a 

way of maintaining orderly distribution given that areas meant for dwelling and farming are 

based on collective agreements. The original land distribution system in Ngwaland had the 

Ama-ala mutually decide areas to be mapped out for settling (the homestead) and farming and 

                                                           
75 Ibid.  
76 Interview, 23rd November 2014. 
77 Traditional ruler, interview, 6th April 2015. 
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the portion to be allotted. Such distribution decisions do not lie in the hands of individual 

authority, he added. Qualified community members should not only be allotted a portion to 

meet their individual needs but also make use of the land within a specified period (as indicated 

above). 

 

Also, the traditional ruler continued, there was a portion of land where palm trees were planted, 

and the aim of this was to enable communal development. The palm trees are periodically 

harvested (collectively), the proceeds traded for other local crops or goods and the proceeds 

then utilized for community needs. Further modifications of the traditional tenure system had 

not necessarily advanced this collective cultivation pattern; rather, what had endured to the 

present was the harvesting performed by the communities where the general land is yet to be 

shared among members.78 Most of the older generation respondents who expressed, with some 

nostalgia, their perspectives and memories of the advantages of collective farming and 

harvesting, argued that, in addition to the inadequacy of post-independence reforms, the 

freehold tenure system of colonial administration had damaged the beneficial features of 

customary land tenure and erased its derivable advantages. One of the most literate and well-

traveled traditional rulers, for example, who benefited from the communal farming system, 

lamented thus:79 

 
One of the most widely cultivated common crops in Ngwaland is palm trees. The palm 

trees were harvested collectively. Although the practice advanced through the colonial and 

post-independence periods, the sacredness of the communal system had already lost its 

traditional feel. The aftermath of the 1967 Nigerian civil war further expatiated damage to 

the benefits gained from the practice of land commoning. For example, I am a living 

beneficiary of community resource opportunities. During the colonial era, my education 

was sponsored by the proceeds of community goods. So, the community paid all my school 

fees. How did they do it exactly? The palm trees would be collectively harvested, sold and 

the money utilized for the children’s education or other pressing problems in the 

community. I tell people the general practices of Ngwaland tenure I experienced when 

growing up are lost and gone with colonialism and consolidated by the post-independence 

governance challenges. 

 

                                                           
78 Interviews, 15th, 17th, 21st, 23rd, 24th November 2014. 
79 Traditional ruler, Interview held 23 November 2014. 
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This traditional ruler’s experience illustrates the precolonial order of collective access, 

distribution, investment, and management of land. Importantly, access to general land for 

individual and collective farming appears to have been regulated to a certain degree. For 

example, the authority of the Council of Elders may well have prevailed in regard to when and 

where to farm during each farming season, but every adult male in the community was obliged 

to be present or at least represented in order to decide which area the community would map 

to be farmed for the year ahead. This social order in the organization of customary land tenure 

was another way for the people to improve the sustainability of the soil, mainly due to the rotational 

farming system that was widely adopted during the precolonial period. 

 

Since soil fertility was an important determinant of robust agricultural production, the 

rotational system allowed a particular area of land to mature for future use. According to the 

respondents, the areas used for farming were left to mature for at least five years. People relied 

on nature to enrich the soil, unlike the extensive use of fertilizer predominant with the Ngwa 

farmers of the twenty-first century. Leaves bloomed, shed, and rotted for many years before the 

land could be deemed ripe for farming. The Council of Elders, headed by the oldest man in the 

village, knew the scattered portions of land that were ready for their seasonal farming.80 

Moreover, in addition to community membership, the right of access to and use of seasonal 

farmlands and even the houseland for homesteads depended on a number of social factors, such 

as age, marriage, and social status of community members. 

 

4.4.2 Age, marriage, and class as traditional markers in land tenure rights 

The age, marriage, and class (social status) of community members were routinely cited at 

FGDs and in interviews as important factors in the securing of land rights in Ngwaland. The 

research results showed that decisions largely depended on whether the desire was to access 

land for agrarian purposes or simply for building private houses. In both cases, it was the social 

markers of age and marital and general social status that determined whether access to land 

would be secured and if so, how much. The customary requirement for secure rights has the 

age attainment condition as determined by the applicant having reached marriageable age. 

                                                           
80 Interviews, 15th November 2014; 17th November 2014; 21st November 2014; and 23rdNovember 2014. 
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Marriage accords every adult male the right to seek houseland to build a homestead. However, 

this differed somewhat from secure rights to community farmlands. Direct access to community 

farmlands during the farming season largely hinged on marriage status. 

 

According to respondents, marriage preparedness was the major criterion for allocation of 

farmland in Ngwaland. Without confirmed eagerness for marriage and its final confirmation, 

rights to both houseland and farmland cannot be implemented. Adult males who are ready to 

secure houseland first notify the father or, in the absence of the biological father, the closest 

male relative in order of seniority; he must express his eagerness for marriage and the desire for 

land to build his own house. Male children are expected to leave their father’s house, usually 

known as ‘Okpu-Ulo’ (bone of the house or main dwelling place), to establish their own dwelling 

place. The transition from the Okpu-Ulo to new dwelling is called ‘Ife-obi’ (movement of 

compound). The request for Ife-obi – or just Obi, the more usual, shortened form – is usually 

spearheaded by the fathers or guardians of Obi-seekers, who lead them to the eldest man in the 

family. In accordance with the allocation process, the eldest man in the family assembles the 

council of elders for the allotment, headed by the Onyenwe-ala.81 The framework of males’ 

request for Obi is a symbolization of manhood and thus rite of passage (into adulthood). It 

essentially signals a readiness for the social responsibility of family-building. 

 

The allocation of Obi is often accompanied by traditional rites. Since there is no monetary value 

assigned to land, the Obi-seekers bring along with them traditional items, such as a keg of palm 

wine, kola nut, bitter kola, and eggs. As stakeholders in their family houseland, the Obi-seekers 

choose the area of the family land they desire. The right to such land, however, is limited to the 

indigenes without a stake in the family houseland, as the Council of Elders independently 

choose the area to allot them. Wherever the Obi-seekers point to as their area of choice is marked 

with a cutlass by the Onyenwe-ala in the presence of the seeker’s kinsmen. The mark of the cutlass 

on the particular chosen area of the land signifies a mark of authority by the Onyenwe-ala. This 

mark not only signifies an irrevocable authority bestowed on Obi-seekers to build on the land but 

                                                           
81 Interviews, 15th, 17th, 23rd November 2014. 
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also a mark of ownership. Although still maintained, however, the process of this ancient 

practice has been greatly altered. 

 

According to one Ngwa indigene, adult males of marriageable age no longer present themselves 

physically for the acquisition of houseland and instead receive allocation through a proxy.82 I 

was told by many respondents during an FGD that the use of a proxy started in the 1980s and 

became a trend in the 1990s. Males who have reached marriageable age but live abroad or 

outside the community were said to have initiated the trend because of their distance from the 

land in question.83 This recent trend gives us an idea of the new dynamics in the process of land 

culture in Ngwaland. It follows, I would argue, the transformationalist notion of globalization 

as a gradual process that hugely alters cultural practices over time (see Miller, 1995; also, 

Appadurai, 1996; Gibson-Graham 1996; Tsing 2001, 2005). 

  

It has been widely argued that when social status becomes a criterion for land access and 

distribution, society and individual rights are likely to be impacted (Chigara, 2012; Daramola, 

2020). Here also, in the case of contemporary Ngwaland’s land resource practice, and further 

to age and marital factors in the allocation of domestic property, the empirical findings 

established social status as a basis for the distribution of farmland during the sowing season. 

The size or portion of land assigned to an individual depends on the social standing of the 

individual in the community. The Onyenwe-ala and the male heads of every family are allocated 

portions larger than the other community members as a sign of seniority and leadership 

responsibility within the family and the community. Large households (production units) with 

several wives and children are also allocated larger portions of land than an average household. 

More often than not, the large households are composed of titled men who, through the support 

derived from the productive members of their households (wives and children), have expanded 

their agricultural production outputs.84 For instance, a man’s yam cultivation and the size of his 

yam barns had been one way in which precolonial Ngwa society measured social status and 

rank. On the basis of the social distinction by yam production output as measured by size and 

                                                           
82 Interview, 17th November 2014.  
83 FGD, 29th November 2014 at Aro Ngwa, Osisioma Ngwa LGA.  
84 Interviews, 15th, 17th, 24th November 2014. 
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number of yam barns, men are conferred with the title of ‘Ezeji’ (King of the Yam). The Ezeji 

title has its roots in the precolonial, agrarian Igbo society and early colonial period and is 

considered valuable because of its function as social status marker bestowing prestige (Korieh, 

2007: 223; Oriji, 2011). 

 

Not only were age, marriage, and social status of material importance in the precolonial land 

tenure system in Ngwaland, but they also characterized the construction of communal leadership, 

which, in turn, impacted on land rights. For instance, the legitimacy of age in leadership 

production in Ngwa culture can be better understood from the privileges accorded to the 

Onyenwe-ala and the Di-Okparas in land matters. Such legitimacy can be regarded as a default 

mechanism – in the case of the death or physical disability of the head of the family, where the 

Di-Okpara must assume the father’s position. In such context, the Di-Okpara’s consent would 

have to be sought before any activities were carried out on the family land – including 

designating a portion of land to bury the dead members of the family without any personal land 

prior to death. Di-Okparas also decided the exact spot where family members who had allocated 

Obi prior to death could be buried. This was often the case when dead members of the family 

did not have male children or when these were not old enough to decide where to bury their 

dead relatives. Broadly, all these conditions still obtained today, according to the information I 

gathered.85 

 

However, the authority of the Di-Okpara over houseland did not and does not extend to 

individual householders who have rights over their own allocated lands. The Di-Okpara may 

have his legitimacy extended as head to land allocated to his direct family, which may have 

been built into a compound, and come to be regarded as the common property of the entire 

family. Most often, such property is typically inherited and passed over to the succeeding 

generations, being continuously held among the family members. Each individual householder 

has indefinite rights to use, alienate and exercise any authority on any portions of his land. As 

such, inherited rights of ownership and transfer are the defining historical feature of traditional 

land tenure in Ngwaland.86 

                                                           
85 Interviews, 21st, 23rd, 26th November 2014. 
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Individual ownership of land is established through the family allocation of land subdivided 

and assigned to each individual with rights vested in him to do with his land as he pleases. 

Hence, individuals could alienate their land – essentially dispose of it, remove it from the 

common – by giving it to strangers or people of other tribes unrelated to them by blood, either 

as a gift or through other forms. In accordance with Ngwa traditional land tenure system and 

custom, any land alienated to strangers or people of other tribes was considered forever 

withdrawn from the original landholders and would become the property of the strangers and 

inheritance to the latter’s children. Original landholders had the right not to inform or consult 

anyone before doing away with such land, although as a customary procedure, they would 

inform the Di-Okpara as head of the family. Even the Onyenwe-ala and the Di-Okparas have no 

power to sanction or annul the decision of individual community members who decide to give 

away any portion of their lands.87 

 

As is described in upcoming chapters, the rise in population and the value of land in 

contemporary times have changed the historical narrative of land tenure and are opening spaces 

for contestations among a new generation of Ngwa people and immigrants who were allocated 

free land by their forefathers.88 In parallel to these contestations is the issue of gender relations 

of land tenure. Men and women have been configured differently in the traditional practice of 

land, as reflected in the gendered structuring of its access, ownership, and transfer. 

 

4.4.3 Gender relations in land practice 

The Ngwa, like other sub-Igbo groups, are traditionally a gendered society (Chukwu, 2005). 

Like most African patriarchal societies, land tenure relations are often gender-specific, with men 

and women experiencing land practices differently (Dugbazah, 2012). In the production of 

social relations, gender was critical in structuring land rights to ownership, direct access, and 

management in precolonial Ngwa society. Precolonial Ngwa society generally structured 

                                                           
87 Interviews, 21st November 2014; 23rd November 2014; 26th November 2014. 
88 Interviews, 15th November 2014; FGD, 18th November 2014 at Owor / Umuosi Village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; 
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women as objects of procreation, nurturers, and domestic workers. Women were positioned as 

“property,” “people in transit,” “people on a journey,” and “people without lands.”89 

 

This configuration of women continued through the precolonial into the present, as shown in 

Chapter 7. According to Jaggar (1983), such configuration symbolizes a society gendered into 

and as domestic and public spheres. The Ngwa society wherein the female children (at birth) 

are automatically projected towards and subsequently prepared for transition to their husbands’ 

house. Such intra-stratified norms prevailed and not only exploited precolonial Ngwa women 

and denied them equal rights to lands but also prevented them from laying claims to inheritance 

within the family, including land holding – therefore – important communal positions of 

power.90 

 

Other than age, social factors such as “status in birth family, royal ancestry, and traditional 

religious affiliations” observed to have influenced individual women’s class relations in 

precolonial Africa (Robertson, 1987 cited in Okeke, 2000: 51) have had no discernible impact 

on Ngwa women’s rights to land ownership and inheritance, including access to important 

positions of authority within the community. Although this observation may not have 

represented the majority of precolonial African women, at least the factors considered played a 

role in empowering certain women. Social relations with men of similar social standings were 

thus observed to be mostly facilitated through a complementary status (see Robertson, 1987 

cited in Okeke, 2000: 51; Chukwu, 2005; Okeke, 2000). 

 

For example, the Egba women of present-day Yorubaland in Nigeria may not have visibly 

contested equal status with men, but they were assigned positions of authority in society and 

had the right to land ownership and property inheritance (Green, 1912).91 In contrast to the 

Egba women – and a few individual women of the sub-groups of Nnobi, Arochukwu, and 

                                                           
89 FGD held with mixed participants on 12th April 2015, Owor/Umuosi in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; interviews, 6th, 

15th, 12th April 2015; 17th November 2014.   
90 Women Leader, interview, 28th November 2014; FGD, women, 30th November 2014 Isiala Ihie in Ugwunagbor 

LGA, and 10th April 2015, the Secretariat, Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 
91 A.B. Green was the Colonial President of the Native Court in Abeokuta. For his report on the “Memorandum 

on Land Tenure Question in Egbaland,” see Enclosure 2 of 29th October, 1912, in CO 520/130.  
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Onitsha with similar social characteristics (Chukwu, 2005: 18 ff.) – Igbo women generally were 

like their Ngwa counterparts excluded from absolute ownership of land. From the foregoing, it 

is clear that social factors allowed some precolonial African women to gain varying positions 

of authority, which must be understood within the context of each given society. For the 

precolonial Ngwa society, however, this was not the case; the traditional social structure was 

not favorable to women in land matters.92 

 

Positions of authority were, however, established for Ngwa women within the household based 

on age, and this constituted the basis for distributing land during the farming season. Age status 

was significant within households where men married more than one wife. Age was, however, 

not the only factor that accorded Ngwa women with positions of authority within the 

household. First wives were vested with the responsibility of implementing the division of labor, 

including most production decisions in the family. Such responsibility bestowed on the first 

wives the privilege of first choosing the area of the land to farm for the year. They were also 

allocated with portions of land larger than their co-wives. Women’s position in a marriage, 

notwithstanding their age, automatically conferred on them considerable authority and 

subsidiary decision-making powers. Age can therefore be considered potent in the context, only 

where the eldest wives were also the first. On the other hand, women convicted of adultery 

would be stripped of their positions of authority within the family, regardless of seniority by age 

and position in the marriage. Ideologically, positions of authority for precolonial Ngwa women 

in land matters within the household can be considered somewhat fluid and considerably 

context-based.93 

 

In relations of production, Ngwa men and women engaged in different tasks, but each role was 

considered important and supportive for the overall growth of the family revenue. Oral histories 

relate that Ngwa women played an active role in agricultural operations as food cultivators, 

processors, and manufacturers. Aside from occasional hunting, farming was the main 

                                                           
92 FGD, women, 30th November 2014, Isiala Ihie in Ugwunagbor LGA.  
93 FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbato, Obingwa LGA; FGD, mixed participants, 12th April 2015, 

Owor/Umuosi in Osisioma Ngwa LGA.  
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occupation and a source of livelihood during the precolonial period.94 While the Ngwa women 

contributed immensely to cultivating and the harvesting of crops (maize, vegetable, pepper, 

cassava, etc.,), along with hoeing, weeding the grass and general farm maintenance, the men 

concentrated more on yam production. 

 

According to respondents, men’s focus was placed on yam because of the significance attached 

to yam production as a status marker across Igbo society.95 Because of the concentration and 

importance of yam for men, they were often perceived as its sole producer. This perception not 

only stripped Igbo women generally of their full participation in yam production (Chukwu, 

2005), but also undermined their roles in the advancement of economic relationships within the 

household. This notion of yam as the sole king crop, with cultivation reserved exclusively for 

the male folk further undermined the social status of women. Newer crops, on the other hand, 

appear to have been labeled as ‘female’, further undermining women’s status (Martin, 1988: 

23).  

 

In contrast to the above, however, Ngwa women were actively engaged in the production of 

yam. In fact, it was pointed out that Ngwa women added much rigor in agricultural 

productivity, applying a similar intensity to that they use in their domestic responsibilities. 

Evidence from the empirical findings indicated strongly that the degree of agricultural produce 

of typical precolonial Ngwa households largely depended on the efforts of women in the 

farming process and, possibly, their children’s contributions. This was especially due to the fact 

that decisions on agricultural productions, operations, and the management of accrued 

resources is hinged on women.96 Ngwa women in the precolonial period can best be compared 

to Gloria Chukwu’s (2005) description of “Igbo women who not only held their families’ bowls 

or stomachs” but also contributed to raising the socioeconomic status of their husbands within 

the community. In the same way, Uchendu (1995: 23 ff.) underscored their distinctive 

economic independence as supporters and breadwinners of the household. And yet, as stated, 

even though they assumed substantial land production responsibilities, produced the prestigious 

                                                           
94 FGD, 30th November 2014 Akpaa Mbato, Obingwa LGA.  
95 Traditional ruler, Interview, 6th April 2015; FGD, 30th November 2014 Akpaa Mbato, Obingwa LGA. 
96 Ibid. 
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status crop, yam, they still had neither ownership rights nor direct access to land like the Egba 

women. They could only access a traditionally defined portion of land from their male relatives’ 

holdings. Women mostly had accessibility privileges during the farming seasons, except in the 

case of homestead farmland, where they cultivated vegetables and shade crops.97 

 

Married women were considered as secondary land holders and as such enjoyed certain 

privileges, but only if their husbands were alive. They did not have rights of inheritance upon 

the death of their husbands. The deceased lands (properties) could only be secured for his 

immediate family if he had surviving male children to continue the family lineage. Otherwise, 

his lands and properties would be shared among his surviving relatives, with the eldest 

inheriting the largest share. The males’ gender in the traditional structure of precolonial Ngwa 

society represented a structure of dominance shown in the mediation of access to land 

ownership, rights, and usage. This traditionally gendered structure, in which sociocultural value 

was placed on males over females, relegated women in respect of land rights, even when they 

had similar responsibilities with the men. The extent of value placed on the male gender in the 

production of power and social relations in land resource practices can be understood from the 

relative marital positions; Ngwa men typically married many wives, partly to ensure a male 

successor to inherit their land (properties). Historical experience reveals that maleness in 

traditional Ngwa society can be equated to the values attached to land, notwithstanding the 

outstanding contributions of women in developing the family status.98 

 

Similarly, the male dominance in Ngwa society relegated women to the background in matters 

of land dispute resolution. Women were only permitted as secondary participants in land-

related dispute resolution through male relatives. Even though they were central in most 

boundary-generated disputes in the precolonial period, it was considered a taboo in Ngwa 

custom to have women physically appear at the Amaukwu during land dispute resolution 

process (as noted, Section 3.4). Most of the conflicts in those days emanated from women’s 

unhindered access to farmlands (a routine still practiced today), which created spaces for 

                                                           
97 FGD, men, 18th November 2014, Owor/Umuosi village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; FGD, women, 30th November 

2014, Isiala Ihie in Ugwunagbor LGA. 
98 Ibid.  
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trespass into other people’s lands.99 In a conversation with one community member about 

precolonial Ngwa women and why they were not allowed to be physically present at land 

dispute resolutions, even though they generated most of the land conflicts, this was his response: 

 
Yes, I was told women are the ones who mostly dragged men into land disputes because of 

boundary trespasses, and it was because they worked on the farm more often than men. 

You wanted to know the reason people who generated conflicts are not allowed to be 

present when it was time to solve those disputes. In those days, women do not own land 

and were not allowed to engage in any land mediation process. Our women were permitted 

to narrate events leading to the land disputes to male relatives, who would have to approach 

the Council of Elders in the mediation process.100 

 

Sensing that I may not have been satisfied with the reasons he gave, this respondent added, 

with a sense of finality 

 
I understand that you may see the reason as not strong enough. Well, it is our long-age 

tradition, and it works for us. Let me tell you, our women never complained about their 

position in land-related matters; rather, they saw their roles in every aspect of the Ngwa 

society to be supportive rather than opposing.101 

 

Through this conversation, the position of women in land dispute resolution demonstrated a 

society where the people believed that women were somewhat participants by way of the 

information they shared with their male relatives. Land relations in Ngwa society were a male 

construct, with women situated as a peg for the elevation of men’s social status and a locus for 

family support. It was obvious that the gender disparity with regards to land in Ngwa society 

was a precolonial construct. As we shall see in the coming chapters, this belief permeated and 

survived the different periods (colonial and postcolonial) of the Ngwa society, only slightly 

altered by the interaction of global cultural factors. 

 

4.5 Land conflicts and management mechanisms in precolonial Ngwaland 

                                                           
99 FGD held with men on 18th November 2014 at Owor / Umuosi Village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; Traditional 

ruler, Interview, 6th April 2015. 
100 Elder, FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbaato in Obingwa LGA.  
101 Ibid. 
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As Laurel L. Rose (1992: 13) emphasized, although land conflicts in Africa occur in connection 

with “geographical, historical, political, and social conditions… the differing geographical 

particularities also shape individual involvements” – such as in land disputes. In precolonial 

times, land was an important cultural resource for the Ngwa, serving as a status marker and 

thus functioning as a major cause of disputes, including wars among groups wanting to conquer 

and dominate territories. However, most of the land conflicts, according to the respondents, 

occurred because of the nonexistence of boundary limits. Apart from the capture of lands by 

competing communities and/or villages – which were frequent – disagreements over land 

typically revolved around the limits of a particular territory. Individuals and communities often 

disagreed when they had professed interests and claims to a boundary perimeter used to indicate 

the land under their control. One of the major challenges communities and individuals faced 

was the difficulty in identifying land boundary limits. Except where Ukpo (life trees) were used 

to demarcate lands, it was a herculean task to identify boundaries (Fig. 4.2). Hence, disputes 

over boundaries were noted to rise during farming seasons and mostly started by the women 

who had less knowledge of existing boundaries. Because land disputes abounded, the 

geographical situation of the society also determined which system of traditional conflict 

management and resolution prevailed.102 

 

The political structure of the Ngwa society provided the framework for the management and 

resolution of land conflicts. This was consolidated by its sociopolitical structure of kinship and 

communality grounded on the myth of gerontological attributes, where old age was associated 

with the wisdom to manage the complex traditional functions of maintaining law and order in 

the society. Based on the communal framework of the village as the principal political and 

administrative unit, a public session for justice administration on land disputes, akin to the 

colonial native court, would be held, usually on the village square, where disputes are resolved. 

The communal government via the leadership of the Council of Elders consisted of heads of 

families or the most senior age-grade members and the village assembly comprising all adult 

males administrated land disputes.103 The Council of Elders – which came to constitute the 

                                                           
102 Interview, 17th November 2014; FGD, 18th November 2014, Owor na Umuosi in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; FGD, 

27th November 2014, Ugwunambakala in Osisioma Ngwa LGA.  
103 Interview, traditional ruler, 26 November 2015. 
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present-day traditional leadership – acted as the judicial authority, led by the Onyenwe-ala. The 

distinct characteristics of traditional leadership in precolonial Ngwaland centered on the 

principles of checks and balances. Thus, the settling of land conflicts via the community leaders 

was seen as a way to maintain social order among the inhabitants and the neighboring 

communities.104 

 

 

Figure 4.2 The Ukpo or Life Tree, widely used for boundary demarcation in Ngwaland. 

 

Although the community leaders were important actors in land conflict management before the 

introduction of educated lawyers in the customary courts, the method used in settling most of 

the land conflicts was oath-taking. Depending on the nature of the land claims, this was staged 

either at the village square, a shrine (to village deities) or the Okonko Club House.105 Oath-taking 

                                                           
104 Interviews, 21st November 2014; and 26th November 2014.  
105 Okonko club is a sociocultural organization of unified clusters of people of same age grades that complements 

the Village Council (steered by Onyenwe-ala) in the administration and maintenance of law and order. While the 

Village Council may be limited to justice administration within the village, the Okonko Club extended their judicial 

activities beyond its territorial limits (See Nwaguru, 2012).  



142 
 

took the form of one of the parties bringing a Juju for the claimant to swear in the presence of 

the villagers. In the African context, Juju negatively connotes evil, voodoo, witchcraft, jinx, 

charm, and magic, with an “explanatory spiritual power [that] appeals to the people” 

(Raboteau, 1978: 14; Ogunyemi, 2007: 17 ff.). The spiritual power could also appeal positively 

to others as reflected in the context to which it was applied in Ngwaland. 

 

The explanatory objective of oath-taking was to ascertain whether a piece of land belonged to 

a claimant or not. If not, the penalty was usually death, connoting the negative side of Juju for 

the affected party. When oath-takers survived the ritual, their innocence was celebrated, which 

demonstrates the positive dimension of Juju.106 For the main part of the land dispute conflict 

management mechanism apart from that of the Okonko House, people relied heavily for 

settlement on the Onyenwe-ala and the Umunna (family unit) at the kindred level. At whichever 

level the conflict is managed, however, the first process after the petition was made was 

investigation, the seeking out of people who could attest to the disputed land boundaries. 

Although boundary confirmation remained a challenge during the precolonial period, most of 

the respondents stressed that the conflict arbitrators managed to resolve the land disputes using 

the available conflict management resources.107 It is interesting to note, however, that oath ritual 

continued after the precolonial period and was found to have been reconfigured for the 

management of new forms of land conflicts in contemporary times. As shown later (in Chapters 

5–8), the dispersals of Western flows/values affirmed through the process of cultural mélange 

are the key dynamics for the reconfiguration of the oath-taking rituals as a component of land 

conflict management.  

 

 

4.5 Summary 

In order to address the first subsidiary research question on the precolonial organization of land 

resource practices, this chapter discussed how land resource practices in Ngwaland were 

organized prior to the imperial period when British and Western practices were introduced. The 

                                                           
106 Interview, traditional ruler, 26th November 2014. 
107 FGD, 18th November 2014; Interviews, 21st November 2014; and 26th November 2014.  

 



143 
 

chapter has highlighted a historical context in which land did not have monetary value, was 

never considered a commodity, and as a social, collective resource was relatively fluid and 

transient rather than static (Nederveen Pieterse, 2020).  

 

Land resource practices in Ngwaland were originally shaped and organized around ethnic 

alliances with roots in various waves of migration and settlement patterns across time and place 

(Massey, 2005). These ethnic alliances shaped the various socio-political structures of the early 

Ngwas, forming the basis for the management of land resources to promote and preserve a 

unified Ngwa ancestry. As a collective resource, land was considered ‘sacred’ and contributed 

to the consolidation and shaping of alliances on Earth and with the beyond. While land resource 

practices functioned as a social construct of daily life, cultural ties manifested themselves in the 

way the Ngwas perceived the land as sacred space which afforded them security. In retrospect, 

one may argue that land resource practices became a tool to foster inter-group relationships 

based on real (and perceived) feelings of community and friendship. The social construction of 

land resource practices in the context of sacredness created a form of sociopolitical governance 

that oversaw (at least) the approximately equal distribution of land resources among 

community members. It also preserved order, mitigated rancor, and facilitated mutual 

coexistence among community members. 

 

As made clear in the analysis of this chapter, the linkage between land and ethnic belonging 

(Ngwa origins) did not only affirm a solid tendency for shared clustering (land-home 

proximities and micro-community) and a common stake in the distribution of land resources 

(Lentz, 2013). It also identified how land resource practices were organized around other sets 

of cultural indicators. Notably, the analysis showed how special consideration was given to 

age, gender, and marriage and how these connected to the various socio-cultural and political 

differentiation processes involved in land accessibility, allocation, and usage. The various 

differentiations were assessed as being based on kindred as opposed to communal land, 

(en)titled-men as opposed to un(en)titled men, early as opposed to late arrivals, and 

freeborn (nwadiala) as opposed to non-freeborn and migrants (mbiarambiara). Thus, precolonial 

land practices operated to enable the consolidation of space (territory) and (sociopolitical) identity. The 
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main argument here is that the Ngwas’ rights to access, use, and own land today were 

historically shaped by the abovementioned socio-cultural and political differentiations. 

 

The arrangement of land resource practices through marriage and gender was not isolated 

from age factors in precolonial Ngwaland. While age may not have been the sole determinant 

of land access, it appears to have been the essential determinant and dimension for 

legitimizing leadership and authority within the socio-political order. As age still remains a 

significant factor regarding who gets what, when, and how much, the right to access and own 

land is clearly steeped in this history. Yet, age is not an absolute factor, but can be contextual 

in Ngwaland. In contrast to the prevalent static assumption of Western chronology, age for 

the Ngwa is contestable and negotiable, it is structurally fluid and open to change.  

 

This fluidity itself is not an evenly applied matrix. It is evident, for example, in the attribution 

of age to the authority of Onye-Nwealas and Di-Okparas as a sign of the highest political position 

at both village- and family levels, granting the right to access larger parcels of communal land 

(farmland). However, these rights were not replicated to kindred land (house land), where 

secure rights are shown to have been organized differently. Although both temporary access 

to communal land and outright ownership of kindred land are organized through age, 

wherein equality is connected with marriage, there are also allocation formulas for kindred 

and communal land, where the oldest or the most sizeable families takes the largest share. 

This flexibility and thus widening of access to land suggests that the organization of land 

practices via age and marriage was not gender-specific since women participated as well, 

albeit differently via status in marriage.  

 

Generally, the practices of land resources organized on the basis of age and marriage may 

have historically solidified the male dominance that constitutes a typical African society as 

patriarchal and exposed the unfavorable environment in which women operated. In this 

regard, age for (certain) men was synonymous with greater land ownership, and coupled with 

marriage, land access was guaranteed. However, women's secondary participation in land 

access and usage seems to be further evidence of the contextual and dynamic nature of the 

organization of land resource practices in precolonial Ngwaland. Even when women did not 
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have direct access to- or own land, they still may have had indirect access to farmland because 

of their age and status in marriage. Even though the distribution of land to women was largely 

dependent on age, this was also controversial since individual age was irrelevant when it came 

to women's status in marriage. This contestation has been shown to be constructed through 

positions of authority within the household, where the younger first wife receives land before 

the second oldest wife due to the marriage status. Age here was a construct of social relations 

specified by order of marriage, and the first wife predating the second, gained the authority of 

seniority and thus first land rights.  

 

To further illustrate how fluidly land was organized around these social markers, the second 

oldest wife may also receive a larger allocation than the first wife due to her large family. The 

patriarchal social structure of Ngwa society may have created space for women's exclusion 

from land ownership and control, but the structure in which land was organized by age, 

marriage, and gender also meant that women received indirect access by virtue of their various 

positions in the social schema of authority. Although these positions of authority were 

exercised within households in relation to men, the roles of women and men bear witness to 

the power relations rooted in a system that shaped gender relations through rights and 

expectations in the organization of land. 

 

Despite a unified ancestry, analysis revealed that a subtle identity crisis formed within a social 

space that ideologically discriminated among in-groups through the organization and 

distribution of land based on social differentiation of first arrivals versus later arrivals. This 

differentiation underscores two things about the organization of land resources in precolonial 

Ngwaland: first, it highlights the dynamics of power relations that characterized the 

organization of land resources, with not only women but also men occupying spaces of 

marginalization (quite literally insofar as the land allocated might be of poorer quality, of less 

value, on the outside of village territory). Secondly, this subtle categorization appeared to have 

negated the general narratives of oneness and instead pushed forth a new idea of an ‘us’ versus 

‘them’.  
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Notwithstanding the fact that the sacredness of land shaped the ability to collectively manage 

land conflicts through the collective application of punishments and sanctions, the construct of 

'us' versus 'them' can be regarded as having further entrenched the exclusion of women from 

active participation in land conflict management. Such social differentiation seems to further 

negate and invert the observation today of women’s greater access to and usage of the land than 

their male counterparts. This complex situation and inequitable practice is not only gendered, 

but highlights the plural relations among various actors within land practices as imbued with 

power control mechanisms that drive certain interests. Hence, the apparently obvious injustice 

in how land resource practices were organized in the precolonial period elicited conflicting 

responses from interview/FGD participants, bringing into question issues around the processes 

of change over time, including the viability of equality as a principle in the framing of colonial 

and contemporary land resource practices. Importantly, it raises critical points of interest 

impelling an examination of the gender perspective of land today. These are discussed in 

Chapter 7. 

 

To sum up, this analysis of precolonial land resource practices in Ngwaland that emerged from 

waves of migration and settlement in which communal decision-making structures ruled the 

allocation of communal and kindred land, has revealed a land culture that was generally 

organized and spiritually consolidated around ethnic alliances, age, gender, and marriage. 

These cultural indicators were informed by sociopolitical authority based on the myth of 

gerontological attributes associated with marriage – an indication that land practices were 

temporal, fluid, and negotiable. As noted in the introductory chapter, this analysis is important 

to understand how land and its negotiation processes were organized in the past as a reference 

point for the development of these in the twentieth century and in (comparative) analysis of 

contemporary spaces in local land cultures. The next chapter will address the possibilities for 

the consolidation of these negotiations through cultural flows leading to reconfigured land 

resource practices. 

 

CHAPTER 5 

 



147 
 

BEYOND COLONIAL CULTURAL HERITAGE  

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

On the early morning of 15 November 2014, during an interview session, one respondent – 

whom I shall call ‘Mr. Azubuike Onyema’108 – asked me to go with him to see the piece of land 

he had been contesting with the state government, a struggle that had by then been going on for 

many years. Mr. Onyema has lived almost his entire life in Ngwaland and has witnessed 

numerous forms of land struggles that have had an immense effect on his life. The contested 

land was a few meters away from where he resides. As I understood, the plot was part of the 

land allocated to him during the sharing of their community land. Walking through a narrow, 

bushy lane, Mr. Onyema blamed the government for the state of the road leading to the plot. 

The Court had ruled to prohibit access to it for the entire duration of the court case. The case 

affected his retirement benefits, and the ban also meant that he could not sell the property to 

support his family. Mr. Onyema was quick to blame colonialism and its rapid infrastructural 

development for his present woes:109 

 
Before colonization, [our] people had absolute rights to the lands given to them. No person 

or [political] authority has right to take over the land of the people for the benefit of the 

nation. Today, we are completely robbed of our customary rights by the same people [the 

government] who were supposed to protect us. All these reforms started at the dawn of 

colonialism and were continued after independence. 

 

Mr. Onyema’s story reflects one of the many social, political and material facets of land reform 

in Ngwaland. It shows the process of change that has deeply affected the varied history of 

participants with both direct and indirect experience of the developments over time, often in the 

same setting. Land resource practices might reflect sociopolitical structure, as in the 

construction of land rights – or through the state deconstruction of the absolute right of land 

ownership, which was the situation here (at least for the duration of the court case). 

 

                                                           
108 Not his real name; all the ‘names’ of respondents given in this dissertation are made up to protect their identities. 
109 Interview, 15th November 2014. 
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In Mr. Onyema’s narratives of land rights – referring to whose land it was, how it was used, 

and by whom – the structure of land relations was assumed as socially constructed and 

reinforced by formal legitimation. His narratives on the contested rights of landowners and 

claims epitomized how land rights can be specific to individual circumstances, with differing 

results from formal claims (legitimized or not) within similar and even the same settings. Mr. 

Onyema’s situation revealed the idea of land rights as rooted exclusively in historical paths and 

focused on moral legitimacy. Specifically, he argued that the government has no right of access 

to the only remaining land left to his own generation, and if any part of his land were taken 

away from him, it would mean that his children (direct-lineage) would be left without enough 

land to build their own homes. For some, they would effectively lose their traditional right to 

houseland. Mr. Onyema had a growing family and feared its further expansion in the future 

and losing his remaining land to the government, and the likely result of having his offspring 

scattered across the land without a link to their Okpulo (family compound).  

 

I include this narrative to highlight how dispersed global cultural values interacted with 

precolonial and communal Ngwaland resource practices, and how sensitive and emotive the 

narrations represent the experiences and negotiations that took place (still taking place) in the 

process of the transition of land resource practices from common to commodification. Based 

on in-depth interviews, FGDs, archival and government documents, and secondary materials, 

this chapter addresses the second subsidiary research question: How did global cultural values 

interact with precolonial Ngwaland resource practices, and how have the residents of Ngwaland experienced 

and negotiated the process of transition from communal to commodified land? It also provides a 

necessary backdrop for further discussions to follow (in Chapter 6).  

 

In this chapter, the interactive role of global cultural flows/values are highlighted as these are 

reflected in the changing sociocultural and normative structures of land resources practices 

viewed through the experiences of Mr. Onyema and several other individuals. The dispersed 

global cultural flows/values are assumed here to have manifested through migration, capital, 

industrialization, and urbanization, communication and technological infrastructures 

(Appadurai, 1996; Gibson-Graham, 2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). The manifestation 

may have assumed any of these cultural flows/values but basically entrenched within the 
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process of colonial and postcolonial political arrangement. The role of colonialism in 

obstructing and rearranging existing patterns of ownership and management of land resource 

is analyzed, along with the legitimization of this through the postcolonial policies of the state 

(Nigeria).  

 

The period of British colonial rule had a lasting effect on Ngwa society, and the land resource 

practices as affected during this time have been both further reconfigured and also consolidated 

in the postcolonial period. I argue that postcolonial land resource practices have emerged as a 

complex mix, with the disjunction and overlap between traditional and colonial, as well as local 

and global. Various dispersed enactments of a Western land culture through land legislation are 

identified. I investigate the manifestation and dynamics of colonialism and post-independence 

achieved through the agent of Enlightenment – English land laws – and other new ways of 

dealing with land, which appears to have shaped the changing cultural practices of land as 

experienced and imagined throughout the region. In the following, I analyze two major phases 

in this development of cultural mixture, which, I argue, are central to the local narratives on the 

reconfigured land resource practices. 

 

Pivoting on the history of the British invasion, rule, and its aftermath (including local 

resistance), the division into two phases – colonial (to the 1960s) and postcolonial (from the 

1960s to the present) – demonstrates how past land-based cultural practices can shape current 

land resource narratives. As these periods are analyzed to lend credence to reconfigured land 

resource practices, they should be viewed both as a collection of memories about the past and 

as an expectation of equitable involvement in all aspects of land resource practices. These two 

phases are also of great importance due to the trajectories of histories involved in the processes 

of land transition in Ngwaland. For instance, in the local administration of Nigeria, the British 

enacted a series of reforms that changed many of the old laws and practices to fit with the 

government of the time. These reforms of traditional systems cut across the various territories 

of the country of Nigeria. The changes, formed and reshaped, made by and through the British 

colonial administration with its new principles of land law find expression in the contemporary 

situation, which will be further discussed in Chapter 6, to further answer the second subsidiary 

research question. 
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During the colonial period, respected community – and traditional leaders were employed to 

legitimize the reform process, while colonialists took on more supervisory positions.110 I argue 

that virtually every aspect of community life and land relations in Nigeria generally and the 

Ngwa communities in particular was impacted by the colonial reforms from 1874 to 1960.111 

We see the manifestations of this colonialization process through a profound reform of the laws 

of state tenure as integrated in English Law as well as through other new political frameworks 

in the management of land resource practices. Besides the post-independence (postcolonial) 

analysis, much focus is placed on the 1990s, which was an era of rapid change in land practices 

across the communities of Ngwaland. 

 

5.2 Colonial heritage, local resistance, collaborations, and the agenda for land reforms (1874 

– 1960) 

The early invasion of British colonial power in Ngwaland through partial occupation, 

alienation, and expropriation of traditional communal lands began from their arrival there in 

the late 1880s to the period of complete formal control from the early 1920s. Prior to taking full 

control of the region, the British colonial administrators had spent several years researching the 

river (the Aba) and hinterland routes, using trade relations, Christian missionaries, and other 

opportunities as a ploy to gain access. Oral accounts revealed that the region was seen as highly 

strategic in the colonial quest to boost trade, particularly in terms of linking it to other trading 

zones in southern Nigeria, which is now Southeast Nigeria, and especially to the River Aba, 

which connected the Rivers Akwete, Opobo, Brass, and Bonny to the Atlantic Ocean.112 These 

riverine coasts were not only strongholds for British colonialists during the booming slave-trade, 

but also served as the main export route for European-dominated mercantile companies, which 

had already consolidated and established control over the domestic trade in palm oil through 

network of brokers and agents (Nwaguru, 1973, 2012; Amanor, 2013). 

                                                           
110 In western Nigeria, some of the Obas managed to create empires under indirect rule during the colonial period 

(e.g. the Oba of Benin and Alaafin of Oyo). 
111 The colonial reform period specified here can be characterized as that of the capture of governance and 

institutionalized political domination, which began from the coastal areas in 1874 and expanded inland from late 

1903 (see Woodman, 1994). 
112 Traditional rulers, interviews, 26th, 23rd November 2014. 
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Ngwaland was considered central for ease of trade and commercialization due to the 

agricultural opportunities and soil fertility provided by the region for food production and 

export. The chronicle of economic opportunities was also a charade. The Ngwa region may 

have provided a strategic trade hub-link, but subsequent events revealed that the early colonial 

administrators were actually engrossed in land occupation and expropriation. This agenda 

progressed to complete reconfigurations of communal land structures when the system of land 

practices was taken under the full control of British colonial (administrative) law. However, the 

plan lacked the authority of indigenous actors as principal participants, and forms of resistance 

emerged. Informants recounted how the native people had used different approaches to deal 

with the coming of the British colonialists, and while few seem to have welcomed the strangers 

and the economic opportunities they were offering, others fought against their presence, some 

literally, by taking up arms.113 

 

The most cited resistance against the British was carried out by the Igbo sub-group of Aros 

between the 1890s and 1905 until they were eventually defeated and conquered (see, section 

5.2.1). Like the Aros, most of the Ngwa communities engaged the British and battled with only 

locally manufactured weapons without advanced firearms in their possession.114 When 

narrating the sequence of encounters between the British and early Ngwas, respondents always 

had a sense of nostalgia.115 The feelings appeared to arise from a place of gratitude for their 

ancestors who fought to preserve the Ngwa identity and cultural heritage. Nwaguru (1973, 

2012: 97) seemed to have grasped the prevailing feelings that accompanies the retelling of the 

British encounters with the early Ngwas: 

 
The stories of these encounters, as told by the people themselves and as quite often 

confirmed by the enemy, bring to mind a proud, robust and rich heritage almost 

irretrievably lost to the forces of British imperialism; at the same time, it brings to a sharp 

focus, the last skirmishes that were fought by our forefathers around their last citadels of 

resistance and opposition to the forces of civilization, a civilization which was well-nigh 

beyond their comprehension. And even if they understood it, they reckoned that the gods 

                                                           
113 Interviews, 26th, 15th November 2014. 
114 Interview, 15th November 2014. For a comprehensive account of the struggle between the Aros and British 

colonialists, see Ekechi (1972).  
115 Interviews, 26th, 15th November 2014; FGD, 27th November 2014. 
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would be against them and their children if they succumbed. “Why,” they must have asked, 

“must the perpetration of this “robbery” be allowed in our time?” 

 

The 1902 defeat of the Aros was the final stroke for the local peoples, as the remaining Ngwa 

populations eventually surrendered. This crucial historical moment is thus considered to have 

influenced glocal reactions through new forms of local resistance and apathy (Crossley, 2002). 

Economic opportunities or not, the colonization of Ngwa communities and systematic roll-out 

of land resource reconfiguration commenced in 1902 with the Aba (now Aba North and South 

LGAs) deemed the most strategically important of the newly subdued areas (Nwaguru, 1973, 

2012). However, the emphasis on the development and expansion of trade, in particular the 

export of agricultural products that had led to the colonial invasion and conquest, not only 

influenced early policies that primarily centered on regulating the commercialization of peasant 

produce (rather than actual interventions in production), but also made the control of native 

land a top priority in those policies (Amanor, 2013; Akinola, 2018). 

 

The need to sustain and improve the European economy necessitated the degree of 

sociopolitical and economic dominance enforced by the early administrators, which thus 

further impelled the reconfiguration of native land rights and practices. As Cook (1943: 231) 

pointed out, the strategy of the Europeans was for the industrialization and development of 

native societies to be achieved through “economic revolution” or “development of a monetary 

economy” driven by the production of subsistence crops for local consumption and the 

cultivation of exchange crops for European markets. Arguably, the plan may have worked to 

the benefit of the locals in transforming Ngwa native society. The implication, however, was 

not just the creation of desires (economic demand), for a native Ngwa society in which people 

sustained their basic needs from local produce from their farms, but also of cheap labor, into 

which people were forced to meet export demands (Nwaguru, 1973, and 2012). 

 

Fundamental to the invasion agenda, land was the main object of attraction and the driving 

force of colonial hegemony in Ngwa society. To maintain the level of exports, it needed to be 

controlled, including the native population that resided in and used it.116 Parallel to this, as a 

                                                           
116 Ibid. 
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respondent stated, confirming Cook’s (1943) assertation, land became the direct object of 

economic provisioning to meet the growing needs of the native population.117 In effect, native 

land rights were relegated and made to undergo a process of reconfiguration in line with the 

political and economic policies of the administrators, which were partly applied to meet the 

native demand for produce itself partly resulting from colonial promotion, for the (real and 

supposed) local benefit and (certainly) outsiders’ gain. The latter pertained most directly to 

exports. 

 

Archival sources reconfirmed several oral histories describing how the need for more natives to 

produce more exportable crops for the rising demand across Europe resulted in more pressure 

on people, available land appropriated, and natives forced into cheap labor to sustain their 

livelihoods.118 The introduction of taxes and levies under the Native Revenue Ordinance of 

1927 – extending the imposition of the Western regime – was intended to help sustain the 

workforce, but it also deepened the already widening gap in meeting ‘desires’ among the Native 

population. Since Ngwaland was an agrarian society heavily dependent on agricultural produce 

for its livelihood, the payment of taxes and levies meant additional pressures to produce more 

exportable crops in order to fulfil social obligations (Nwaguru, 1973: 127). 

 

Prior to the 1927 Ordinance, all the adult males in the Southeast had already been counted by 

the administrators, which also provided them with a breakdown of the targeted workforce 

numbers in Ngwaland and the surrounding region.119 While the men yielded to the Ordinance 

after mild resistance, when the women and girls were added to the head counts for taxation, a 

full resistance ensued that led to the Aba Women’s Riots of 1929.120 Although official inquiries 

                                                           
117 Interview, 15th November 2014.  
118 Interview, 17th November 2014; FGD, 18th November 2014. See also Jackson (1930), Allen (1933) and Mayne 

(1936).  
119 Ibid. 
120 Although the introduction of taxation was the primary catalyst for the 1929 Aba women's revolution, other 

factors also played a role, highlighting a different stage of reactions to the process of glocal developments following 

the Aro and Ngwaland resistance against colonial subjugation. People viewed the taxation campaign as unethical 

and irreligious, with unanswered questions about why landowners had to be persuaded to pay rent to foreigners 

on their own land. Taxation, in fact, was viewed as economically burdensome and alien to indigenous people. 

Another consideration was the head count after taxation was applied. The Warrant chiefs’ activities, which were 

perceived to have undermined many traditional practices and institutions and were used as a tool against their own 

people, also played a huge role. In other words, there was a clash of civilization – a cultural conflict between the 
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into the uprisings did not completely change the status quo, the women’s protests did result in 

the reduction of tax rates across Ngwa communities. The introduction of taxation into Ngwa 

society was quite problematic. The people were not properly informed about the new tax 

culture, and neither land nor labor had previously been exchanged for monetary compensation. 

Hence, the introduction of the Ordinance created a social space in which the natives were 

eventually required to succumb to external control while struggling to reduce the gaps created 

by the rising costs of living, itself already a foreign notion (Uchendu, 1995; Nwaguru, 2012: 

123–4). 

 

Before the introduction of the Ordinance, taxation had taken the form of labor provision “for 

public works and [the] transportation of government personnel and materials” (Nwaguru, 2012: 

123). As a typical colonial “form of capitalist exploitation” policy (Podmore, 2008: 47ff), 

significant numbers of adult males were recruited for construction projects, instructed to clear 

the forest and carry iron, wood, and rock for road, school, hospital, and railway developments. 

The greater percentage of the indigenous population were not recipients of the immediate effect 

of the Ordinance, since the administrators hinged the taxation to be expended on infrastructural 

development across the region on the revenues and incomes of traders, clerks, lawyers, doctors 

and teachers (Okauru, 2012; Nwaguru 2012)– relatively little was extracted from the bulk of 

peasants who, though included in the taxation scheme, not only had rather little wealth and 

expendable income (capital) but remained significantly outside the monetary system.121 

 

                                                           
old and the new, with the latter seen as having triumphed. More particularly, the colonial regime’s involvement in 

vandalism against the people’s cultural heritage, such as traditional place of worship (shrine), and the replacement 

of Western religion (Christianity) through missionary influence. Finally, the spread of other western influences 

from urban areas that sprang up in response to the activities of the colonial government and European traders was 

seen as undermining society at every critical point (Afigbo, 1966: 539–557).  

The women, in fact, were not willing to endure the economic burdens and hardships that men were subjected to 

when they heard that women and domestic animals would be counted and taxed. The women claimed that their 

rage stemmed from the fact that colonialist activities had altered their land, and that they are no longer willing to 

put up with the hardship. The revolt, which began in Aba on November 18, 1929, drew other women from 

neighboring areas to join it. Known in Igbo history as one of the major resistances to colonial imperialism, by 

January 1930, when the revolution was stopped by the army and police, approximately 55 women had been killed, 

with many more injured (Ibid). For a comprehensive account of the Aba Women Riot of 1929 (see A.E Afigbo, 

1966; also J.E.N Nwaguru, 1973, 2012).  
121 Interview, 17th November 2014. 
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The introduction of direct taxation was just the tip of the rulings that the colonial administrators 

would apply and disperse across Ngwaland. The numerous revolts and protests from various 

land and political reforms imposing new cultural values prompted the production of many 

reports and recommendations on the social, political and economic structures of the Ngwa, 

which guided the administrators in tailoring their colonial land reform policies to the local 

context.122 Crucially, the impacts of the reforms did not exclude the Ngwa established elites, 

even though they also became the tool to gain formal control of the interior and local 

population. The ultimate result was thus the halting of land market development among the 

aspiring and rising local capitalists of Ngwaland. The fundamental fact remained, however, of 

this early interference (among many others) employed to regulate land resource markets by 

placing all uncultivated land under the control of the British colonial state. Then, as the new 

land policies reflected the Western regime in its application to regional political processes and 

conflicts (Amanor 2013; Akinola 2018), land resource policy and practices also came under the 

indirect control of the Ngwa chiefs and elites. In section 5.2.2, I have justifications to revert back 

to expatiate on this significant collaboration between the imperialists and locals, which 

highlights the marginal spaces of new control, rules, and power relations through the 

application of indirect rule in Ngwaland. 

 

However, there were moments of resistance and contestations to colonial invasion and western 

cultural imposition. These moments of resistance, which I considered crucial to the historical 

foundation of changing land resource practices, represent a grassroots glocal development 

arising from the people’s resistance to colonial invasion, imposition, and, in particular, external 

cultural flows. These revolts, such as those carried out by the Aro people and Ngwa people 

against colonial imposition, are pivotal characteristics of the frictions entrenched within the 

interwovenness of global localization (Appadurai, 1996; Crossley, 2002; Nederveen Pieterse, 

2009, 2020). These moments of resistance also bring to bear the relationship and collaboration 

of the British and the people themselves in local responses to the process of glocal developments.  

 

                                                           
122 Some of these findings are documented in correspondences with London about the Ngwa ‘clan’, including 

detailed intelligence reports; see, e.g. Jackson (1930), Allen (1933), Mayne (1936). 
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5.2.1 Aro and Ngwa British military expeditions, local resistance, and subjugation, 1901–

1902 

The gradual shift to modernity has been shaped by a changing local context, just as it has been 

shaped by the global reform of the world culture and other global cultural forces described in 

chapter two. Similar forces that affect global contexts also affect the local contexts – most 

notably the Ngwas’ social, political, economic, topographical, and population structures 

(Lloyd, 2005: 53). The significance of local resistance to imperialism and its influence on the 

eventual subjugation of Ngwaland draws attention to the role of internal actions in glocal 

development processes. Local resistance emerged as an important component of glocal 

restructuring and global cultural forces. Hence, there is hardly any local society or culture that 

can be restructured in isolation of glocal frictions and disjunctions (Appadurai, 1996; 

Nederveen Pieterse, 2020). It was against this backdrop that Ngwaland formed a local space for 

forces of resistance to global forces, protecting their cultures, traditions, identities, and modes 

of life (Cvetkovich and Kellner, 1997: 8).  

 

Ngwas’ reaction to global forces would be incomplete without mentioning the Aros and the 

British expedition against them. In the same way that the Ngwas were influenced by global 

imperialist processes, the Aros’ social, political, and economic structure was also greatly 

affected. The invasion of the Aros, their resistance, and subsequent conquest by the British 

colonial government had a significant impact on the conquest of Ngwaland. Prior to the 

revocation of the Royal Niger Charter in 1899 and the conquest of Igboland, the British colonial 

government, then under the Royal Niger Company, saw the Aros as a barrier to accessing the 

interior of Igboland for trade opportunities (Nwabara, 1968: 79).123 The more the “Aros resisted 

British direct dealings with communities under their control, the more Britain hated their 

audacity, guts and effrontery.” Correspondence between British officials revealed that the plan 

to neutralize the Aros was already in place before the Royal Niger Charter was revoked in 1899. 

Land control and appropriation after the Aro conquest appeared to contradict the prevalent 

assumption of slave trading and human sacrifice as the main motivation for the Aro expedition. 

                                                           
123 The Royal Niger Charter was granted for the Royal Niger Company (1886) with the goal of gaining trade [political] 

dominance in then-Niger region, of which Nigeria was a part. The royal charter was granted to colonial 

administrator, Sir George Taubman Goldie (1846–1925) after the European nations defined their respective areas 

of dominance at the Berlin Conference (1884–85) (Harlow and Carter, 2003: 372; Ekeh, 2007: 225).   
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Arguably, these factors played a role; the Aros’ audacity in limiting the British activities to the 

coast rather than inland supplemented (Okoro and Ezumah, 2015: 84), but complete land 

resource control prevailed (Achebe, 1959; Parsons, 2019: 97).   

 

Premodern and before domination, the Aros were quite influential, commanded respect among 

neighboring communities for their great skills and expertise in trade and entrepreneurship. The 

existence and the role of the Aro oracle referred to as ‘Aro Long Juju’ by the British in the region’s 

judicial systems further consolidated the sociocultural and economic space of the Aros in 

Igboland. The Aros dominated the trade industry and commercial activities, earning them 

prestige in Igboland that made the British colonial authority uneasy (Ohadike, 1996: xiv). On 

the part of the Aros, they also did not trust the British. This lack of trust was shaped mainly by 

the Aro’s perception of the British colonial authority’s mistreatment of their trading partners in 

the coastal and riverine communities of Opobo, Cross River, Brass, and others. More so, the 

Aros believed that British economic activities in these coastal and riverine communities harmed 

the long-standing trade relationship that they had established with these areas before the British 

incursion. Notably, the British military invasion and destruction of Brass, the treacherous arrest 

and banishing of King Jaja of Opobo, and the crippling of trading activities across the Cross 

River had contributed to the Aro’s lack of trust toward the British (Ohadike, 1996: xiv–xvi).124   

 

The final strategy to conquer Arochukwu was formally launched in 1901 under an operation 

named the “Aro Expedition” and militarily commanded by the “Aro Field Force” (Moor, 

November 24, 1901). In the report dispatched to the Colonial Office, Downing Street, London 

by High Commissioner, R. Moor, from the Government House, Old Calabar on November 12, 

                                                           
124 King Jaja of Opobo, an influential entrepreneur, led the factions that seceded from Bonny and established the 

new town of Opobo. Opobo town grew into a commercial and political activity center, coordinating trade with 

neighboring towns and European traders. Because of its strategic commercial and political importance, Opobo 

Town became the local British Consul. King Jaja, like the Aros, resisted British traders' efforts to regulate the price 

of palm oil and instead renegotiated a separate agreement with another European firm. His goal was to monopolize 

trade in coastal communities by prohibiting the sale of palm produce to white traders stationed there. His 

enterprising efforts established Opobo Town as the central delta's leading commercial hub. With the collaboration 

of local rivals, the British sought to dethrone him. Under the guise of a truce, King Jaja boarded a British vessel on 

September 19, 1887, to negotiate a peace treaty. Instead, he was arrested and exiled by the Queen’s court to the 

West Indies. He died on his way back to Opobo in 1891 after being granted permission to return home 

(MacDonald, 2014: 170–4; Anuka, 2018: 26). 
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1901, under the “The memorandum of instructions with regards to the Aro Expedition,” had 

outlined the objects of the Aro Expedition as follows: 

I. To put a stop to slave-raiding and the slave trade generally with a view to the Slave 

Dealing Proclamation No. 5 of 1901 being enforced throughout the entire territories 

as from the 1st of January next year. 

II. To abolish the Juju hierarchy of the Aro Tribe, which by superstition and fraud 

causes much injustices among the coast tribes generally and is opposed to the 

establishment of Government. The Power of priesthood is also employed in 

obtaining natives for sale as slaves and it is essential to finally break it. 

III. To open up the country of the entire Aro Tribe to civilization.  

IV. To induce the natives to engage in legitimate trade.  

V. To introduce a currency in lieu of slaves, brass rods, and other forms of native currency 

and to facilitate transactions.  

VI. To eventually establish a labor market as a substitute for the present system of slavery. 

 

The memorandum of instructions not only clearly defined the military scope of the operations, 

but also the political steps to be taken, as well as intentions toward other Igbo communities and 

coastal communities if and when Aro fell. From the dispatched report of 24th November 1901 

of High Commissioner, R. Moor to the Colonial Office, Downing Street, London, his 

proposition was formulated thus:  

 

After the Aro Power is finally broken there will be further minor operations by flying 

columns in the Kwa Country between the Opobo and Cross Rivers and at the back of New 

Calabar in the direction of Ulele and Elimine…. I propose joining the Field Force 

immediately a definite and severe blow has been administered as against the Aro Power 

with a view to inducing the Chiefs of the tribe to attend a meeting and arrange future 

“modue vivendi” which will be strictly government lines in accordance with Government 

requirements – the capture or surrender of the Juju priesthood is an essential of future 

operation.  
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Figure 5.1 Map of southeastern Nigeria (1901), showing troop disposition and main operation 

routes during the Aro (and Ngwa) Military Expeditions (Dec., 1901 – March 1902); towns 

underlined indicate primary troop locations before the commencement of operations. 

Source: Nwaguru (2012).  

 

The various colonial administrative correspondences, sketches and road reports further 

indicated that the target was not only the Aros but the entire trading communities within the 

Eastern region, including the Ngwaland. The Aros, however, was considered more powerful 

and needed to be conquered for ease of advancement to other perceived hostile communities. 

The constant reference to the Aro Juju and other Jujus across the perceived ‘hostile’ 

communities appeared to be the target for final conquest and advancement of civilization. In 
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an intelligence report containing the general military instructions for the Aro Expedition, the 

reference to the word ‘hostile’ was explicitly explained to infer “all towns and villages evacuated 

by the inhabitants, or in whose immediate neighborhood opposition is encountered.” In other 

words, if the people in a particular village or community were inclined to be friendly, their 

property, including the Juju houses will be respected. If considered hostile, the Juju houses were 

to be razed to the ground, but no burning of the villages was required for later occupation by 

the field troops (Montanaro, October 31, 1901; Carleton, October 23, 1901). It is also important 

to note that communities or tribes considered hostile were mostly communities or tribes where 

the British were not allowed to control trading activities and enforce civilization or cultural 

shifts. Thus, those communities were not spared warfare, were dealt with and forcefully brought 

under the British colonial government control (Moor, November 12, 1901). This colonial 

warfare approach to induce trade control and civilization was used not only in Arochukwu and 

Ngwaland, but also throughout Nigeria and most other British colonies around the world 

(Stapleton, 2015).  

 

The British military warfare in Aro and Ngwaland from 1901–1902 was based on local support. 

Scholars have repeatedly emphasized that the invasion, domination, and conquest of colonies 

in Africa were achieved through the support and partnership of Africans (Achebe, 1959; 

Nwaguru, 1973; Thomas, 2008; Ohadike, 1996). Indeed, the invasion and defeat of Aros and 

Ngwas could not have worked without the active support and partnership of “Africans as 

security force personnel” (Stapleton, 2011: 1). As Martin Thomas (2008: 3) noted, imperial 

governments rarely succeed in their colonies without “its representatives endeavor to reconcile 

their economic, strategic and political ambitions with local interests of the dominant indigenous 

hierarchies.” And of course, Chinua Achebe’s (1959: 161ff) Things Fall Apart captured the 

invasion, domination, and conquest, and also the representation of the cultural other, its 

practices and influences on the people, and the people's reactions, which I consider as part of 

the characteristics of the process of glocalization developments in Igboland:  

 

“What is it that has happened to our people? Why have they lost the power to fight? Have 

you not heard how the white man wiped out Abame?” asked Obierika. “I have heard,” said 

Okonkwo. “But I have also heard that Abame people were weak and foolish. Why did they 

not fight back? Had they no guns and machetes? We would be cowards to compare 
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ourselves with the men of Abame… We must fight these men and drive them from the 

land.” 

 

"It is already too late," said Obierika sadly. "Our own men and our sons have joined the 

ranks of the stranger. They have joined his religion, and they help to uphold his government. 

If we should try to drive out the white men in Umuofia we should find it easy. There are 

only two of them. But what of our own people who are following their way and have been 

given power? They would go to Umuru and bring the soldiers, and we would be like 

Abame." 

 

Achebe's passage above also emphasizes how local reactions (resistance) to the British invasion 

and military warfare differed. Adiele Eberechukwu Afigbo (1973: 14) classifies the resistance 

into three types: (I) resistance from Igbo communities that were unwilling to engage in 

diplomatic negotiations with the British but were ready to confront them with guns and 

machetes in response to the invasion of their territory; (II) the Igbo communities that negotiated 

with the British and their messengers in the hopes of keeping them out of their territories, but 

later resorted to armed resistance after realizing that the British were not willing to give up on 

their conquest agenda; (III) and the Igbo communities that did everything they could to avoid 

armed confrontations with the British, instead relied on magic and the intervention of the gods 

to drive away the British. Most communities, including the Aros and Ngwas may have used 

one, a combination of two or all three (Rosenberg, 1991: 6), but local collaboration was most 

responsible for severing the bonds that held the Aros and Ngwas together, and everything fell 

apart (Achebe, 1959: 162).125  

 

The collaboration of local established elites with their colonizers could be argued to be as much 

a “product of endogenous social hierarchy as it was of exogenous decisions of imperial powers.” 

This type of collaboration emerged during the Aro and Ngwa military expedition, 

demonstrating the complexities of collaboration and resistance (Rosenberg, 1991: 10). While 

the Aros and Ngwas collaboration and revolts to British influence may represent a local 

response to glocalization processes, it also demonstrates that the absorption and mixing of 

                                                           
125 Prior to the conquest, the British had trade relations with the Aros and Ngwas, but the trading activities took 

place on the coast, so the British had no knowledge of the topography of Igbo Land. Aside from the local established 

elites, the British also relied on European Christian Missionaries who introduced a new religion to the people. 

During the expedition, the missionaries were also used by the British commanders and political representatives to 

gather intelligence on hostile communities that had already allowed them access to their communities. 
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different cultures and cultural influences is not a static process. Rather, the degree of absorption 

and mixing is determined by local acceptance, collaboration, and resistance, specifically, the 

degree to which people were willing to embrace or resist new cultures and influences (Tian, 

2021: 229). Furthermore, the degree of immersion and blending also depended on the nature of 

“relationships” and “friendliness” of the host cultures (ibid). Trade relationships may have been 

established, and collaborations with local established elites may have been formed for the 

purpose of conquest, but the Aros and Ngwas were not willing to succumb to external 

influences.  

 

On 24th December 1901, the British formally launched a military attack on Aro with the support 

of local security force personnel (Okoro and Ezumah, 2015: 85). The Aro fiercely resisted the 

invasion and had already taken the offensive before the British forces launched their first attack 

(Gallwey, 24 November 1901). The efforts to preserve Aro’s civilization and economic interests 

influenced the Aro trading chiefs to unite with several Igbo villages to wage resistance against 

the British-led military forces (Ohadike, 1996: xiv–xvi). The war was bloody. Despite massive 

casualties on both sides, the British forces were taken aback by the Aros' level of resistance. One 

day into the military expedition, the level of the Aros offensive was captured in one of the 

reports to the High Commissioner, R, Moor. Lt. Col. Montanaro, one of the officers 

commanding the Aro Field Force, explicitly detailed how the Aros repelled them in significant 

numbers, resulting in few casualties (Lt. Col. Montanaro, 25 December 1901). His report was 

one of many such casualty reports. 

 

Even though the plan was to complete the Aro expedition before moving on to other hostile 

communities, it is important to note that silent warfare was already being carried out 

simultaneously on communities that are considered allies to the Aros in their resistance against 

them, as well as communities oppressed by the Aros for being British allies. One of these 

expeditions set out from Akwete on December 1, 1901, with the primary goal of reaching the 

Ogwe and Ihie communities (Nwaguru, 1973, 2012: 82).126 The British conquest of Aro had a 

significant impact on other communities that were wary of allowing the British into their 

                                                           
126 Akwete became a colonial administrative headquarters in 1896 before it was moved to Aba in 1903 (Nwaguru, 

2012: 80ff).  
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territories. Thus, their defeat paved the way for British military forces to advance further into 

other hostile communities. The final military expedition in Ngwaland left Akwete on February 

2, 1902, and passed through the communities of Obegu, Ogwe, Umuakwa, Aba, Ohuru, 

Umuehichi, Umuocham, Umuode, Umugo, Ariaria, Uratta, Umuodo, Umuakpara, Abayi, 

Asa Amorka, Umuozuo, and others. People resisted, shots were fired, and both sides suffered 

massive casualties. By the end of March 1902, the British had completely subjugated the 

Ngwas, particularly the remaining communities, under the administration of the Old Aba 

Division (Ibid, 2012: 82–90). 

 

The foregoing is a condensed analysis of how the local resistance was raised, spread out from 

Aro, and ultimately gained support from other communities who abhor British control. As 

depicted in Achebe’s (1959) Things Fall Apart, the Aros and Ngwas did, in fact, fight, and so 

did several other communities in Southeastern Nigeria. More so, the acceptance and pre-

localization of new external cultures and norms are often accompanied with resistance and 

contestation (Acharya, 2004: 251). Since the consumption of new cultures often provokes 

resistance (Appadurai, 1996: 7), the Aro and Ngwaland experience was no different. The 

emergence of local resistance and contestations to new external cultures and influences places 

Aro and Ngwaland within the space of glocal friction (Appadurai, 1996, Nederveen Pieterse, 

2009, 2020). Ngwaland as a space of friction in the configuration of glocal developments 

provides a way in which to understand resistance not just as a representation of lived 

experiences but also as a marginal site for the production of power (Bayat, 2012). Marginal 

spaces produce new hierarchies, alternative rules, norms, lives, power relations, and counter-

power. Such marginal spaces manifested visibly not only during the conquest expedition but 

also during the early land reforms in Ngwaland through indirect rule as forms of alternative rule 

and power control mechanism. 

 

5.2.2 Indirect rules, ruling chiefs, and early land reforms 

As reflected in the conquest expeditions discussed in section 5.2.1, the success of the British 

colonialists in gaining control of the interior, its native populations and the resources depended 

on the support and cooperation of the Ngwa established elites. This standard strategy of 

(British) imperialism and colonial development seemed the best, perhaps only way to access the 
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territory. The sizeable number of colonial officials required had no prior connection to the 

people and generally lacked any deep knowledge and understanding of the region (its traditions, 

political systems, language, etc.) (Nwaguru, 1973; Afigbo, 1967). In order for colonial 

governance, trade, and land reform policies to work effectively, “indirect rule,” as the approach 

was termed, meant the formal and systematic institution of chieftaincies and development of 

alliances with traditional established elites (Afigbo 1971: 439; Nwaguru, 1973). 

 

Thus, the colonial authorities created and hierarchically structured and empowered the Ngwa 

people as “warrant chiefs” and ruling elites to exert local authority in the region and lessen the 

challenges of managing expansive areas with limited resources. These chiefs and elites became 

implementing tools in the establishment of a new rural regime for the administration and 

regulation, particularly of export crop production and the organization of land practices and 

labor for public works as well as for the collection of taxes and land levies (Nwaguru, 2012: 

122–123; Martin, 1988; Amanor, 2013). This approach seems to have successfully enabled the 

maximization of limited resources to consolidate the new governance, reorganizing and 

aligning the institutions of the people and land to the requirements of the British colonial 

administration. 

 

Most of the older male respondents experienced the interference of the British colonial state as 

quite vicious.127 Some were quite conversant with the history, having had close relatives who 

worked with the colonial administrators. One Ngwa chief, born in 1911, had witnessed 

firsthand the realities of the early colonial administration, the genesis of the various land reform 

policies, and the system of indirect rule. At the time of our conversation, he was 103 years old, 

and he explained how the majority of the ruling elites were coerced, to the extent that they 

could not act in the interests of their own people, and their actions became shaped and guided 

instead by the new colonial rules and regulations of the land.128 

 

                                                           
127 The sample did not have women within the same age bracket with the men, and thus, this opinion was not 

evaluated from women’s perspective.    
128 Informal conversation, 27 November 2014, Ugwunambaka. 
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The chief’s recollection underscored the impression of an alliance that eventually worked out 

perfectly for the colonialists’ reform agenda, despite the difficulty in getting some local 

established elites to accept an alliance to control their people. In fact, the early colonial 

administrators were faced with enormous difficulties. Although it was difficult for them to get 

the ruling elites to regulate the land practices, it was even harder to locate and employ people 

to oversee the newly established native councils and courts. It is not so surprising that the early 

colonial administrators experienced these issues, perhaps, which particularly revolved around 

the political structure of the Ngwa village unit, in which traditional authority was situated, spread 

widely across the elders, lineage and family heads, age groups, secret cults (such as the Okonko) 

and societies (Nwaguru, 1973). Patently, there was a distinct lack of a single or few individuals 

with authority over others.129 

 

As a result of the difficult experiences of the conquest of the early years of colonial rule, aside 

from a few revered lineage heads who stood their ground and refused to cooperate or who 

cooperated as much as possible on their own terms, the individuals appointed by administrators 

to state positions had either been forcefully captured and made to accept the offer to serve on 

the Court bench or else induced with British education for members of their families and 

provision of political protection (Afigbo, 1971: 443; Nwaguru, 1973). Whether the 

collaborations were voluntary or coerced, it was clear that this was a very unsatisfactory 

beginning, for both sides. As a formal acknowledgment of their functions, these community 

leaders – both new and old – were given a “paper recognition” known as a “warrant,” which 

served as a symbol of their authority. Thus, it was that they became known as “warrant chiefs” 

(ibid). This introduction of indirect rule was doubly difficult for the Ngwas because chieftaincy 

was alien to the region. This new external cultural construct of “warrant chieftaincy” became a 

symbol of local political division and exclusion in Ngwaland, representing not only the domain 

for power hierarchies among local community leaders but also a site for elitist domination 

against their own people (ibid).  

 

                                                           
129 Interviews, 26th, 23rd November 2014; FGD, 27 November 2014. 
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Indeed, colonial division along ethnic lines for the consolidation of ideopolitical power regimes 

through indirect rule was not limited to Ngwaland but rather extended to other African 

countries such as Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda, etc. The difference was the colonizers. The British 

were in Ngwaland and Rwanda, while the Germans, and later, the French were in Rwanda 

and Burundi. In their administration of indirect rule, a similar pattern existed through the 

application of local kings. This practice has continued with postcolonial regimes (Mamdani, 

1996; Foster, 2002; Geschiere and Jackson, 2006; Geschiere, 2009). The main point here is that 

warrant chieftaincy, as a system of sociopolitical exclusion, represents the structurization, 

immersion, and reception of external ideopolitical flows into Ngwaland. While warrant 

chieftaincy may have emerged as a systematic idea of conquest from those who brought it to 

Ngwaland, how it has been immersed and consumed by the local people themselves has also 

differed. This is one of the consequences of cultural mélange, in which original ideas are 

disrupted upon contact and during the consumption process (Appadurai, 1996; Timmerman, 

2012; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). The contact and consumption of indirect rule systems 

assume contextual features, and these systems have changed to some degree over time, 

particularly in postcolonial regimes.   

 

However, the strategic development of early land reform policies supported and implemented 

through the chiefs and ruling elites resonates with Mamdani’s (1996) indirect rule in which 

traditional instruments become socially enforced as law and used as for colonial legitimacy to 

stabilize occupation and control indigenous land resource. As a form of modern administration, 

the fusion of civil authorities in the policies formalized custom and converted this customary 

law into a disciplinary with elements of self-regulation in which the people (subjects) were 

coerced by the chiefs and ruling elites (citizens) to adhere to the directives of the custodians 

(British colonialists). As Mamdani (ibid.: xi) observed, “customary law” has elements of “self-

regulation” because the people respect their customs and take the laws as morally impelled. 

 

In the Ngwa case, customary laws were socially observed and not meant to be enforced since 

that would make them authoritarian and thus not only (obviously) unethical but also 

(ultimately) self-defeating. Although concerned in part with abolishing domestic slavery, 

indirect rule was more generally introduced to extend the influence and thus gain control over 
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land resources and the creation of infrastructure to facilitate a smooth transition to capitalist 

economies with local actors as a support system, as numerous accounts of similar occupations 

and indirect rule across other African societies clearly show (Nwaguru, 1973; Amanor, 2013; 

Home, 2013). The control over land served the control over labor and linkage of power to 

territory in ways that promoted the concentration of wealth in the hands of authorized local 

elites in the interests of the central colonial authority (Berry, 2002: 641). 

 

The Royal Niger Company, by way of example, was chartered to protect the British Crown’s 

trading dominance on the River Niger and influence in the area more widely, including the 

Ngwa region, soon after the British prohibition of slave trading in the area.130 To this, ‘Nigeria’ 

was officially recognized for the first time on the Royal Niger Company Bill in July 1899, and 

the Company was empowered to “administer, make treaties, levy customs and trade in all 

territories in the basin of the Niger and its affluents” (Coleman, 1958: 41–44). The Royal Niger 

Company achieved a monopoly over all trade across the Ngwa region and thus opened the path 

to communities throughout Nigeria, a British Government creation, which became officially 

recognized (ibid: 41–45). Over time, as the new government stabilized, it became clear that 

there were various motivations for land control that involved and paved the way to its 

integration into the expanding system of capital and treatment as commodity. Jeremiah O. 

Arowosegbe (2016: 269) expressed it thus: 

 

The colonial officials needed to usurp land ownership from the traditional institutions as a 

basis for consummating their sovereign authority over the local population. The 

missionaries wanted land for building churches and mission schools with which to 

propagate Christianity and other Western values across the region. European merchants 

needed land to eliminate local intermediary traders, establish trading outlets and access a 

direct supply of palm produce from the hinterlands. The local populations needed land for 

farming and habitation. All these groups expressed their demands in tones that prioritized 

the commercialization and privatization of land. 

 

                                                           
130 Prior to the British Government takeover (in 1900) and amalgamation (in 1914) of the Southern and Northern 

Protectorates, thus creating Nigeria, in 1893, Britain had extended the Oil Rivers Protectorate (of the Niger Delta 

Areas) inland from the Bight of Biafra into the hinterland and the Ngwa region and renamed it the ‘Niger Coast 

Protectorate’. For a comprehensive background of British involvement in Nigeria, see Coleman (1958). 
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Summarizing, the arrival in Ngwaland and the projection of a trade agenda with the support of 

local elites through the indirect rule system embedded by and in the interests of the colonial 

administrators placed land resource within the dominance equation and as necessitating reform 

to fit into the construct of a modern colonial territory administered as a centralized state. As a 

part of this procedure of ‘progress’, Ngwa society was required to undergo a process of 

modernization. In order to unbundle how land reforms were initiated and consolidated to 

establish state and colonial control, the following section looks at the changes in land practices 

enacted during the colonial period that transformed Ngwa society. 

 

5.3 Land policy changes in the colonial period 

The Nigerian experiment indicates that imperialism is not necessarily vicious and that it is 

possible for an advanced country to extend its control over weaker peoples to their 

advantage. The fact that British activity in Nigeria has been relatively free from scandal, 

that the native peoples have been protected from ruthless exploitation, that they have been 

honestly administered, and have been disinclined to revolt, may explain why more scholars 

have not become interested in this important colony (Cook, 1943: 9). 

 

Arthur Norton Cook’s observation about British activity across the regions in Nigeria contrasts 

sharply with the varied respondents in my research who lived the realities and with the new 

generation with retold histories of dominance, exploitation, abuse, and divisions. Several 

sources and colonial correspondences corroborated this; there were massacres of native peoples 

labeled ‘enemy’ during the subjugation expedition force of the British colonial military, and the 

Ngwas revolted against the systems imposed, as did countless communities across Southeast 

Nigeria.131 In one of the FGDs, the elderly chief mentioned (above) as having experienced 

British colonial activities in Ngwaland had this to say: 

 
This people [British colonialists] came, I was a child, but I could sense and understand the 

fear, sadness, and struggles that accompanied their arrival. Before I grew up to understand 

the situation we are in, my parents and elder brothers and sisters used to tell me the stories 

                                                           
131 In South Nigeria, the promulgations may have been enacted but the difficulties and challenges met during the 

process of conquering the people slowed the laws applied to govern them; for instance, the High Commissioner, 

R. Moor, in his correspondence with the colonial office noted that the people were a “hard nut to crack” – the 

region required patience varieties of subgroups and cultures. For the Colonial Office correspondences, see, in CO 

520/10, CO 45587/H.C. Aro 42, 23rd November 1901; CO 45387/H.C. Aro 401, 1st December 1901; CO 

45588/H.C. Aro 401, 26th December, 1901; CO 2520/H.C. Aro 421/0, 20th January, 1902; and CO 4113/H.C. 

Aro 4, 30th January, 1902. 
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of the white men and how they were taking our lands and forcing us to do things against 

our tradition. Later, I realized that we no longer had full control over our own lands and 

that our land was controlled by the government. I still did not understand why we no longer 

controlled our own lands. I used to hear from people who worked with the white men that 

it was on a paper [laws]. That was years later, about 24 years, I think, but I understood that 

the British had taken all the lands in the country and not only our own land. I still did not 

understand why they wanted us to follow their steps and do things in their way, and 

especially, not allowing us to do with our own land what we want to do with it and the way 

we want.132 

 

Cook’s observation and the Ngwa chief’s personal experience may be regarded as representing 

the positive and negative views of the overall impact of British colonial activities in traditional 

Nigerian societies. Beyond the plain judgment of positive and negative, however, lie the more 

nuanced dynamics of global cultural interactions, of how external cultural values and behaviors 

are dispersed and transmitted into other cultures and how these are then reshaped on contact 

in the lived environment. Certainly, the conquest of Nigeria was neither as palatable nor simple 

as it seemed to Cook. Rather, it was a process that unfolded over time. 

 

With the successful acquisition of Nigeria and capture of the trade in palm production 

legitimized across the Ngwa region and beyond, the British colonial government enacted 

legislation to control land practices and smooth their control of the region. Between 1900 and 

1959, numerous land decrees were formally enacted throughout the regions under their 

jurisdiction. These had been enabled by a treaty that set in motion how land and property were 

regulated and managed across all regions of Nigeria. The Cession Treaty was signed in 1861, 

giving all sovereign land rights to the British except for South Nigeria, where individual 

property rights could still remain within the control of the native population (Ghebru and 

Okumo, 2016: 3). This treaty, though without interpretational challenges and conflict between 

the natives and British colonialists, underscored that the territory conquered was not only 

possessed but further placed under English law, wherein the term of conquest was not merely 

territorial but also proprietary (Van der Linden, 1987). The British Crown claimed the ultimate 

legal right over its properties. 

 

                                                           
132 FGD, 27th November 2014. 
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The 1861 Cession Treaty and subsequent treaties were essentially all modifications of earlier 

treaties that had specifically distinguished between the rights of government (sovereignty rights) 

and the rights of native landowners. In the text below, the rights to land in the earlier 

protectorate (sic) treaties are clearly highlighted: 

 
The British explicitly undertake not to interfere with the property rights of the African 

inhabitants. The protectorate treaties left the door open to acquiring property rights to land, 

but private property rights to land could only be acquired if compensation was paid. 

Sovereignty rights were transferred, native proprietary rights to land remained unaffected 

and such property rights could only be acquired by (on or behalf of) the European 

contracting party if the native African owners were compensated, as a standard treaty form 

of the National African Company stated: “[T]he National African Company (Limited) will 

not interfere with any of the native laws, and also not encroach on any private property 

unless the value is agreed upon by the owner and the said Company.” (Van der Linden, 

1987: 143). 

 

The passage reflects the lack of provision and definition of how existing land rights had been 

affected (along with unlimited scope for interpretation of the provisos of purchase, or 

“compensation”). Rather, the Cession Treaty signaled a facilitation of the direct transfer of land 

ownership and control rights to the British Crown – and led to several land decrees in which 

the issues of native customs, laws and property rights, and in particular, the division of 

sovereignty rights were, in fact, completely ignored (ibid.). A more enlightened policy was 

prompted as a result, with different legal instruments (proclamations, ordinances) ostensibly 

protecting native land from foreign (British) interests (individuals and businesses) – yet all 

within the overall framing of the imposition of English law and London’s ultimate claim to 

sovereignty. Making a case for Ngwaland implies that the imposition of English law and the 

claim to sovereignty over the entire territory of Ngwaland also implies that the framing falls 

under the globalization of English law. The consequence of this political framing is a tendency 

to ignore the differences between local cultures and power dynamics (Ibhawoh, 2009). It clearly 

legitimized a culture of “othering” and “exclusion” in which warrant chieftaincy became a 

domain for the operation of power relations, as evidenced by the policy of indirect rule in section 

5.2.2. 
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In 1900, for example, the Native Lands Acquisition Proclamation was enacted. This stipulated 

that “no person other than a native shall, either directly or indirectly, acquire from the natives 

any interest in or right over land within Southern Nigeria without the written consent of the 

High Commissioner,” and that “any such interest in or right over land acquired without such 

consent shall be void.”133 The enactment of the Native Lands Acquisition Proclamation of 1903 

No.1 superseded the proclamation of 1900 and provided the High Commissioner with 

additional regulatory powers to facilitate additional regulations and control processes and 

procedures for reclaiming lands occupied in infringements of this legislation (Mwalimu, 2009: 

312). Between 1908 and 1913, the Native Lands Acquisition Ordinance of 1906, although 

repealed in 1917, regulated the acquisitions of native land by nonnatives, British nationals, and 

foreigners in the Southern protectorate.134 Article 3 of the ordinance stipulated that “[a] no alien 

shall acquire any interest or right in or over any land within the Protectorate from a native 

except under an instrument which has received the approval of the Governor”; and “[b] any 

instrument which has not received the approval of the Governor as required by this section shall 

be null and void” (Mwalimu, 2009: 313; Van der Linden, 1987: 149).135 

 

The statutes and stipulations of the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria in the first years of the 

1900s were rooted in the Crown Land Management Proclamation of 1906 (Mwalimu, 2009: 

300). This Proclamation regulated the management, control and disposition of Crown (state) 

lands in the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria, stipulating that “the High Commissioner shall 

have authority over all Crown Lands in the Protectorate, and may at any time and from time 

to time sell, lease, exchange or otherwise dispose of such lands as he considers necessary.” The 

Proclamation also described Crown (State) lands as “all lands, rights in and over lands which 

at any time of after the commencement of this proclamation are vested in, held in trust for, or 

otherwise belong to his Majesty, his heirs and successors.”136 In The Lands Ordinance (1907), 

it is stated that “no Crown Grant or documentation evidencing any interest in any land 

considered property of the Crown could be executed and no such Grant or document could be 

                                                           
133 Article 1 of the Native Lands Acquisition Proclamation (1900).  
134 From 1900, the Ngwa region was placed under the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria.  
135 See also Burns (1924: 178). 
136 Article 3 of the Crown Lands Management Proclamation (1906). See also, Van Der Linden (1943: 148ff.). 
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issued unless until these instruments were registered under the Land Registration Ordinance of 

1883 as amended.” The Lands Ordinance of 1908 established, moreover, that “no Crown Grant 

could be issued and no document whereby any interest in any land deemed the property of the 

Crown as transferred could be executed except in duplicate” (Mwalimu, op. cit.). 

 

The Native Lands Acquisition legislations of 1900, 1902, 1903, and 1906 together resulted in 

the Public [Native] Lands Acquisition of 1917, which was subsequently incorporated in 1923, 

amended in 1948, and enacted as the Laws of Nigeria, and then, in 1958, adopted by the states 

of the then Eastern Region (covering Ngwaland) as the “Acquisition of Lands by Aliens Law 

(1958)” (ibid.: 316). The Public Lands Acquisition Act (1917) was adopted, and the provisions 

empowered the governor “to acquire land when required for public purposes and rights to 

unoccupied lands automatically accrued to Britain.” Unoccupied land under this Act was 

“deemed to be unoccupied if it is not established that the beneficial use of such land for 

cultivation or habitation or for collection or storage of water for any industrial purpose has been 

sustained for a continuous duration of at least six months during the span of ten years 

immediately preceding the publication of the notice stating that such land is required for public 

purposes.”137 As Van der Linden (1987: 149ff.) has pointed out, this Act gave “the British 

authorities and settlers the power to evict the natives from their own lands when their land use 

did not meet British standards.” Various other legislative instruments applicable to Ngwaland, 

such as the Land Registration Act of 1924 (as amended) and The Registration of Titles Act of 

1935, had one aim in common, apart from the appropriation of land, which was the 

replacement of the traditional land practices through state acquisition and management. This 

legislative chronicle thus reflects the emergence and progression of English cultural values in 

Ngwaland through English Law. The many legal instruments concerning land were all intended 

to influence land practice and promote subsequent land policy for colonial purposes. Overall, 

they can be said to have reshaped the territorial context of Ngwa’s land realities. 

 

The gradual imposition of English law resonated with many of the Ngwa respondents’ 

consciousness of the new cultures influencing them but also with their mindfulness of how easy 

                                                           
137 Ibid. 
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it is to be influenced by new cultural values and, as such, how they will lose their capacity to 

resist. As the Ngwa chief underlined during the FGD, many other respondents had equally 

experienced in one way or another the introduction of new cultural structures in the alteration 

of traditional land rights and practices in Ngwaland. As is detailed in the next section, these 

English-influenced colonial enactments became the foundation on which post-independence 

Nigerian land policies were created. 

 

5.4 Post-independence land practice policies 

As we have seen in the previous sections, the understanding of the dispersal of global cultural 

values/flows into Ngwaland has a complex history that has evolved over time in response to 

local reactions. Such history detailing the trade relations, military expeditions, missionary roles, 

local support and resistance, and conquests formed the backdrop for making sense of the 

dynamics of the entanglement of Ngwaland with forces of modernity and globalization. This 

section focuses on the advancement of the new cultural flows brought about by the movement 

of British traders, missionaries, and colonial political representatives into Ngwaland through 

trade opportunities, new religion (Christianity), new institutions of rule (indirect rule), and 

English Laws as an imperial control mechanism. As also evidenced in previous sections, global 

flows involve the cross-border movement of people and culture, with the pressure of 

constructing entirely new factors such as new institutions, practices, and new groups of people 

(Dodds, 2008: 507). An important dimension in this study is the local legitimization of these 

new factors, which places changing land resource practices within the overlapping scope of 

glocalization. In other words, this local dimension of glocalization, which I assume is a local 

response to these new institutions and practices, represents and embodies the interactive 

character of cultural mélange. This interactive representation emerged in Ngwaland as a result 

of the postcolonial advancement of English Laws. The Land Use Act was a point of reference. 

 

Upon independence, primary responsibility for the administration and management of land and 

property rights fell to the new government of Nigeria, a military regime. On 29 March 1978, 

the Nigerian government enacted the Land Use Act as a single tenure for the entire country within 

the scope of the right of occupancy system. This Act superseded all previous laws, from the 
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colonial period until the beginning of the declaration.138 In the same vein as the English land 

laws and decrees, the Land Use Act entrusted all land in the “territory of each State in Nigeria 

(with the exception of land belonging to the Federal Government or its agencies), exclusively 

to the Governor of the State to keep the land in trust for the people.” Thus, all land in the new 

republic was essentially nationalized. Control was given to the central head and local 

governments of each state, to be determined by human geography, as urban or rural: “the 

responsibility for allocation of land in all urban areas to individuals’ resident in the State and to 

organizations for residential, agriculture, commercial and other purposes was extended to the 

Governor while similar powers with respect to nonurban areas are conferred on local 

governments.”139 

 

Indisputably, the Land Use Act made land and exercising rights “state tenured,” making 

“citizens with equitable interest in land, and as benefactors, subject to other provisions of the 

Act” (Olong, 2011: 24). The governor, as a trustee, could grant to the individual the statutory 

right of occupancy, obtained with a Certificate of Occupancy, the highest authorization that 

could be granted over land. Statutory rights of occupation could be granted for several years, 

subject to annual rental payments to the State and to the terms and declarations of the grant 

(Olong, 2011: 24; Ghebru and Okumo, 2016: 4–5). While the 1978 Act incorporated land 

practices around the country, therefore, it was also used to uphold land and property rights 

amid practical difficulties by acknowledging customary rights of ownership and occupancy. 

 

Local governments, in which nonurban land was vested, could grant a customary right or 

certificate of occupancy to landholders and landowners under their jurisdiction for agricultural, 

residential and other purposes (for land up to 500 hectares of land for agricultural activities and 

5,000 hectares for grazing, beyond which consent of the governor was necessary). The mandate 

to manage and regulate all land throughout the country meant that the local government was 

given the power also to revoke rights of occupancy or customary right of occupancy already 

granted (regarding land deemed to be of public interest – e.g., as the subject of any laws relating 

to minerals or mineral oils – and subject to compensation). Where the local government refused 

                                                           
138 See, “Land Use Act,” Chapter 20, in Laws of the Federation of Nigeria (Coker, Ch. 20). 
139 Ibid. 
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or neglected to pay satisfactory compensation, the governor could override it and order proper 

payment.140 

 

Thus, securing the interests of customary land holders – under sections 34 and 36(2) – the Act 

did not completely abolish existing customary land rights (Amokaye, 2011). The question 

remains, however, whether this protection was applied. From a global mélange standpoint, 

recognition of customary tenancy rights within English-based land rights underscored the 

strength of cultural exchanges and interactions in traditional societies, but without structural 

implications for implementation. In practice, people’s already hampered rights to use and own 

land and properties were often truncated by land-law practices, with people often led to believe 

that land rights were equal to inclusiveness and that customary land rights retained before 

finding themselves caught up in a web of statutory dilemmas in a bid to claim access to land 

which they had thought was theirs as a fundamental right. Many examples abound of Ngwa 

indigenes and migrants who for years became trapped in the complexities inherent in Nigeria’s 

English-influenced land legislation. 

 

The retired Ngwa elder’s land experience is a good example. He lived with his family on a plot 

of about one acre allocated to him during the sharing of the family land – but the government 

decided to appropriate part of the land for the use of building a road. The elder objected and 

took the government to court. He claimed that the state should preserve his customary rights of 

ownership, while the government cited the power of the state to use any portion of land for 

public benefit. Upon hearing the story, I asked the elder if he had any statutory rights or 

certificate of occupancy over the land, as one of these would be necessary to claim 

compensation for the value of the land were the court to decide against him.141 He responded 

simply and directly, “I am a native and the land is our land,” adding, “I do not need special 

approval from the government to live on my land.” In legal terms, this retired elderly respondent 

was basically saying that, as a native, his land holding right had already been deemed as granted 

under the customary right of occupancy in the Land Use Act, 1978, Section 36(1) and (2) – but 

appeared incognizant of the provision whereby the right may be enjoyed subject to the ultimate 

                                                           
140 Ibid.  
141 Ibid.  
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power of the Governor and was thus ultimately determined by the state (Agbosu, 1983; 

Ogunniyi and Akpu, 2019). In the final analysis, the state could choose to revoke the right of 

customary occupancy. 

 

The elder, however, was aware of this and further clarified that under the statute, “demarcation 

and general road space are usually mapped out whenever land is assigned to a land holder.” 

No land had been allocated to family or community members without the creation of public 

passage already accounted for. The Ama (passage) that leads to a family compound is 

maintained by the (male) head of the family, who can tar his Ama without fear of interference 

from the state since the land is his personal property. The personal Ama that led into this 

compound had never been a boundary; rather, it functioned as an entrance to the residence of 

any adult male child of the community who had merited the land. It was the decision of the 

householders to determine the size of their Ama, how long or short, narrow or wide they wanted 

it to be. Thus, the elder was quite clear in his conviction in this matter that “the Government 

has no reason for encroaching on a citizen’s land and for hijacking any portion of the land for 

public use.”142 

 

Although the elder had sued the state for illegal encroachment and possession of a portion of 

his land, he acknowledged the Land Use Act (1978), which empowers the government at all 

levels to make use of any land for the public good. Against that, he claimed that the Act also 

provided for the government to uphold “customary land holding or ownership.” He strongly 

believed that the rights to own land are vested in the power of the ancestors and that such power 

prevails over subsequent regulations. He is not alone, as I learnt during an FGD in Aro Ngwa 

from others who shared a similar philosophy. The distinction between this retired respondent 

and the others was that they were not aware of the provisions of the Act or the conditions for 

the formalization of land ownership rights. This segment of the Ngwa population demonstrated 

that they did not understand the current law and saw no other legislation that could supersede 

the customary land holding rights they enjoyed as indigenous people.143 This disparity in 

                                                           
142 Informal interview, retired Ngwa elder, 15 November 2014. 
143 In a FGD held in Aro Ngwa, 29th November 2015, comprising of adult males between the age bracket of 18 to 

70, half of the participants had strongly underscored that they have no idea of existing laws that cover land and 
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understanding of the legal situation by a segment of research respondents might be interpreted 

as an imbalance in the power of cultural exchange as it applies to individuals in a local space 

(Leuthold, 2011). 

 

A lack of adequate knowledge concerning the legal security of land rights is demonstrated across 

the whole spectrum of land resource practices. However, it could be deduced from the FGD 

conversation that the Land Use Act still seemed to have influenced how people (re)construct 

their perception of their land ownership rights in contemporary Ngwa society. That segment of 

society that identified with the retired respondent’s struggle against the state did not seem to be 

ignorant of existing land laws but rather chose to construct their own reality within the 

customary tenancy rights that they assumed to prevail. In effect, that is, they exercised a degree 

of agency in their interpretations. For the likes of Mr. Okechi, who had never considered himself 

a victim of state interference over land rights, it seems that their construction was limited to 

recognition of customary tenancy rights. This was the only reality he seemed willing to identify 

and recognize. 

 

Although the Act may appear to have crippled the preexisting land ownership rights on the 

grounds of public interest, the construction of land relations by the retired respondent and Mr. 

Okechi appears to bring us closer to the ways in which the Ngwa population engage with the 

Western cultural values as they (are) spread to, impact on and interact with the ‘facts on the 

ground’ – or of the ground, or of local spaces, both material (the land itself) and social (the land 

practice with relation to rights, etc.) (Appadurai, 1996, 2001). As will be seen in the next section, 

these dispersed cultural values further divulged the existing relations surrounding the reform 

policies as organized through the formalization of land rights practices. 

 

5.5 Manifestations of the land practice reform policies 

 

The way we interacted with land has changed, and there is nothing we could do about it. 

[Do you know] young people have started to put pressure on their families, villages, and 

communities to share lands that are communally owned? Several families, villages and 

communities have bowed to these pressures to avoid conflict. When the land is owned 

                                                           
property rights, and relied on unconfirmed information, and so do not know how to access the right information 

to protect their rights to land and properties. 
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separately, the right to use the land without anyone’s permission is guaranteed. Today, our 

people may sell their lands at free will without the need to seek permission of anyone in the 

family or village, although the land is still owned to the family [which in this case may be 

children of the original owner of the land]. Our people were used to the authority of land 

being controlled and managed by a single individual for the community, but now the power 

has transferred to the hands of private owners within the community. Because of the shift 

of ownership from communal to individual, [greedy] individuals influenced by 

[Westernization] are now fulfilling their needs through the selling of land.144 

 

The above respondent was trying to explain the changes that have taken place in the practices 

of land in Ngwaland over the years from the colonial past to the present day. Many local people 

in Ngwaland voiced similar opinions. Legislation enacted over the decades intended to promote 

economic benefits through the transformation of native land practices has created a profound 

experience of disruption in the minds of the native population. In trying to describe how feels 

he about the numerous laws and suchlike, an 80-year-old rural farmer put it like this: “Change 

the way we practice land, [you] ultimately change our existence as a people.”145 According to 

this man, the relational right to access, use and own land signifies “life” and “existence” in 

Ngwaland. The “land traditions may have changed, but they will never change the way we feel 

about how we want to own, access and use land,” added another elder and a rural farmer.146 

 

The trajectories of reforming land practices across Ngwa society in terms of access, use and 

ownership rights appears to evoke divergent reactions. Moreover, the process of these reforms 

across Ngwa society demonstrates how locals have moved from being mere receptors and or 

emitters of cultural values to (re)constructing existing practices based on shared actions and 

experiences. These interactions do not “take place in a free or neutral space” (Beukema and 

Carrillo, 2004: 5) but involve different actions, ideas, and actors, and, most particularly, the 

interests of those directly affected. In a critical sense, this is not a surprising reality to find in 

societies like that of the Ngwa where land resource and agriculture represented ‘sustenance’ and 

‘sense of life’ and the colonizers a source of governance and economic expansion. Thus, one 

                                                           
144 Interview, ex-politician/farmer, 17th November 2014. 
145 FGD, 27 November 2014. 
146 FGD, 27 November 2014. 
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should expect the experienced-based responses to land reforms to be directed by the nature of 

existing interests and positions. 

 

Those who spoke about the changes that have occurred in land practices shared their personal 

experiences with land that were not to their liking. ‘Ezenwoke Amadi’, a retired civil servant, 

farmer, and member of the King’s cabinet, noted that the transformations that colonial ideals 

had brought to the practices of land meant that land ownership was no longer attainable by just 

making a claim.147 Another respondent expressed similar views, adding that colonial land 

decrees and their post-independence reform affected the right of everyone to own land, subject 

to certain conditions.148 This was different for another respondent, a traditional ruler and a 

fulltime rural farmer who had to mediate endlessly on land disputes in his community and 

elsewhere. His facial expressions did not conceal the depth of his displeasure over the divisive 

land practices that had emerged since the numerous reforms were initiated across Ngwaland. 

When he stuttered, it was clear that he was trying to find the right words to describe how he felt 

about the foundation that colonial rule has laid in the management of land in Ngwaland. In his 

narrative, the outcome of colonial rule represented everything bad.  

 

The ruler-farmer started with the story of two brothers who had battled over a small parcel of 

land left for them by their deceased father. Bearing in mind that the two brothers would 

eventually marry, have children who would need land for their homestead, the fight for what 

their father had left to them was less about the present than the future. Land inheritances are 

treasures that have been protected for centuries to come. More often than not, those who are 

unfortunate enough not to have been given their own land directly have to depend on the 

inheritance of their ancestors. For those families without their own land or who have inherited 

plots without a homestead to call home, it is devastating when they have no resources (money) 

to buy land to build for the family. As it was expressed, “Some families have been separated 

over a portion of land, and the struggle to own the land is now like the survival of the fittest, 

where everyone is struggling to protect their present and their future.”149 This present-day 

                                                           
147 Interview, 21st November 2014.  
148 Interview, 15th November 2014. 
149 Interview, traditional ruler, 5th April 2015. 
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problem is the product of past (colonial and postcolonial) land reforms; “You would never have 

known anywhere in the history of Ngwaland that it occurred in ancient times, concluded the 

traditional ruler.”150 

 

‘Mr. Ukachukwu’ attributed this dilemma to how new cultural values have been inculcated into 

Ngwa society. He explained that changes in land patterns had caught their forefathers by 

surprise, and the impact continued still. By this, he meant that the rudiments of Westernization 

had not yet been completely incorporated, even though it was apparent that tradition and 

custom have succumbed to change. To adhere to the wind of change, the people had moved 

from a process of struggle to having no choice other than to yield to the pressure of modernity. 

Notwithstanding some positive cultural values introduced into Ngwa society by the reforms of 

the colonial period, Mr. Ukachukwu noted that they were not without flaws. I wanted to 

understand why he still feels that the reforms of the colonial period remain an issue after many 

years of independence. He explained that as most of the people succumbed involuntarily and 

felt coerced into new ways of land practice that were alien to them, they did not know where to 

find peace and belonging, since this was neither in their own tradition or modernity, so most of 

them fluctuated between the two: “This fluctuation remains the most difficult part of the present 

time,” he stated.151 

 

Since direct propositions for a re-commoning of land for the most literate respondents appeared 

to leave them open to being labeled as people still ‘living in the past’, the best way to describe 

how they feel about contemporary land practices is to locate the narrative around how land was 

previously structured. Hence, through personal perceptions, a group of individuals use their 

own contemporary land experiences to ‘imagine the past’, not primarily as an escape so much 

as for a way through which new ideas for collective land practices can emerge. Dissenting voices 

lend credence to a spatial role of imagination as a positive force in the split character of the 

globalization process (Appadurai, 2001: 6); as reflected through Mr. Ukachukwu’s experience, 

the imagination of other possibilities can also inform others and affect the way they interpret 

their own experiences. 

                                                           
150 Ibid. 
151 Interview, 17th November 2014. 
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Although the changing land resource practices are “characterized by disjunctive flows that 

generate acute problems of social wellbeing” (ibid.), the continuing problems of land practice 

cannot be completely the result of colonial-driven land reforms. A detailed account from a 

traditional ruler appeared to offer an alternative perspective to understand how the colonial 

reforms are differently perceived. Speaking from the perspective of someone who was a direct 

beneficiary of British colonial benevolence, ‘HRH Eze Ukata’ believed that the various land 

reforms instituted during the colonial period had benefitted the people. Reflecting on the 

infrastructural developments they are experiencing today, he opined that land relations, either 

through individual ownership, transfer, and access, are cultural exchanges in the interests of the 

people. The colonialists, in his opinion, had desired the best for them, and the administrators 

had not made laws to disenfranchise even a single group.  

 

On the contrary, the new institution of rule (indirect rule) was established to divide, exclude 

and disenfranchise specific groups of people. Furthermore, as evidenced by several studies and 

confirmed in this study, colonial land management policies were established on a framework 

of sociopolitical and economic marginalization, in which market-based identities in terms of 

class and labor divisions were very pronounced (Mamdani, 2001; Evans, Grimshaw, Philips 

and Swain, 2003). While participants’ representations are respected (Chilisa, 2020), it is possible 

that HRH Eze Ukata is implicated in the multitude of contradictions that we may have chosen, 

are forced on us, and that operate around us, and from which we are deeply entangled, and 

from which we seek to position our histories, subjugations, privileges, tensions, insecurities, 

rage, hope, optimism, and aspirations, all of which are in some way entangled with the other 

(Sium, Desai and Ritskes, 2012: I). 

 

I wanted to understand why he seemed so appreciative of colonialism and its (land) reforms. 

HRH Eze Ukata took me along memory lane on the grounds that his experiences may differ 

from others when issues of land practices are raised. What I gathered from his narrative was 

that while his education in English was paid for by the colonialists, his father in Nigeria also 

received 75 pounds per year as a dependence allowance. As he reminisced about his own 

interactions with external forces, he must have sensed what I was thinking, since he added with 
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a beaming smile, “So, I guess I’m the wrong person to ask this question because I’m a direct 

beneficiary of colonial benevolence, and I’m sure anyone who did will give you the same 

answer.” He advised me not to expect similar views from “those who may not have experienced 

what I’ve seen.” For HRH Eze Ukata, the British colonial administrators were more concerned 

about doing the best, having the best, and rewarding the best. They had no religious affiliation 

and showed no favor for one tribe, group, or individual over another. With a sense of certainty, 

he reiterated, “I can confidently say that the good part of colonial reforms on land resource 

practices was the equal rights and the opportunities made available to everyone, regardless of 

where they belonged or where they came from.”152 

 

Despite further unpleasant experiences of land practices following the existing reforms (see 

below), HRH Eze Ukata distanced himself from any negative connotations of land practices 

occasioned by existing land reforms, which embody colonially driven values as consolidated by 

post-independence policies. He stated that the negative aspects of colonial values depend on 

how one sees or conceptualizes them. The “concept of colonialism when I was a child differed 

from when I became an adult,” he said. HRH Eze Ukata perceived this as a fault of the 

bourgeoisie because they were doing things that led to a disorganized society; thus, it was 

“better to compare the “then” and “now” in the changes in the practices of our land tenure 

rights before mapping the bad side of the colonial policies.” 

 

HRH Eze Ukata developed his position by contrasting the administration of the country of 

British colonialists with that of post-independence Nigerian political leaders. He pointed out 

that the opportunity to develop new land legislations was opened when the colonialists left, but 

Nigerian political leaders transferred all colonial land legislation, even adding further provisions 

that indirectly stripped people of all land ownership rights. As a traditional ruler who mediated 

in land disputes and had experienced several conflicts resulting from his people’s interactions 

                                                           
152 This notion may not be entirely in line with the reported accounts of favoritism towards a certain group over the 

other by the colonialists, with the impacts still existing to date. The genocide in Rwanda is a case in point as to 

how preference over a certain group can create a seed of discord among people living on the same territory. This 

assertion also contrasts with the structural inequalities that existed in the distribution of land between men and 

women during the colonial period. In fact, several scholars have argued that the disparities in access and 

distribution of land that exist today were structurally instituted during the colonial period (see Neubert, 2019; 

Uchendu, 1995; Sen and Grown, 1988). 
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with land practices, HRH Eze Ukata said, “What we are experiencing now is double and worse 

than when we are ruled by the British [colonial] administrators.” In other words, his 

“understanding of what was wrong with the policies regulating land practices during the 

colonial period had changed now” since he was able to “compare and draw a line to 

contemporary events related to land rights.”153 Self-critically, HRH Eze Ukata and few other 

respondents were able to demonstrate their perceptions to be guided by tendencies that were 

different from the majority. He refused to see a break with the past and rather viewed current 

land practice and management irregularities as a continuation of the deliberate political tool of 

marginalization and exclusion that had been handed over to contemporary Ngwa society.  

 

A critical examination of HRH Eze Ukata’s position on the benefits of colonialism in relation 

to dispersed flows and the influence on land reforms suggests that his construction of land 

changes was contextualized within the space of privilege rather than subjugation, 

marginalization, or tensions, as may have characterized the perspectives of majority of the 

research participants. This type of positioning tends to undermine the colonial and postcolonial 

motivated tensions and rage that attend to the positionalities of the majority of marginalized 

voices. His position (and that of others who shared his views) suggests that they are unable to 

comprehend the context of those who are not privileged and lack the political and economic 

means to gain unrestricted access to land. It made sense to recognize that those who have 

positive views about colonialism and the new cultural values that have influenced changes in 

land management practices are privileged on the basis of colonial benevolence, which has 

progressed to postcolonial regimes where they continue to have social, political, and cultural 

capital advantages over others. As a result, it was simple to absolve colonialism of some wrongs. 

However, there are others who take a more activist stance, on the basis that land resource and 

management practices can and will become more inclusive and common.   

 

The hybrid framework of cultural mélange can also be used to understand those who take an 

activist stance. This is because, according to Nederveen Pieterse (2009: 145), hybrid positioning 

does not preclude struggle; rather, it produces a multifaceted view of struggle or resistance by 

                                                           
153 Interview, 23 November 2014. 
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demonstrating the strength of multiple identities on all sides, which may transcend the “us 

versus them” dichotomy that exists in cultural and political realms. Based on my observations, 

those who took an activist stance were mostly women, with a few landless youths and those 

who believe they will become landless in the near future. One characteristic that appears to 

unite them is the attempt to balance the exercise of power (cultural, political, and economic) in 

the management of land practices.154 In comparison to well-organized global social change 

movements, the local contexts in which groups operate can frustrate efforts to politicize and 

make positions of resistance more visible. This is the situation in which those who take an 

activist stance in Ngwaland find themselves, in the sense that local-level “social change efforts 

appear all too limited when compared to the structures of inequality that shape the broader 

cultural, political, and economic context” (Naples, 2002: 3).  

 

According to the accounts from this fieldwork, those who took this stance positioned the 

inequalities in land practice and management conditioned by colonial regimes and consolidated 

postcolonial primarily through unconventional means and platforms available to them. To 

them, colonialism and its remnants have done more harm than good to land practice and 

management (Alozie, 2019). As would further highlight in chapter 7, the majority of the blame 

was placed on postcolonial governments at all levels (local, state, and federal), family heads 

(male), and traditional leaders. They advocate for inclusivity in the practice and management 

of land at the family-head, village-head, and traditional leader levels of authority, including the 

local, state, and federal government levels. One of the women, a traditional ruler's wife and 

politician whose activism for women's rights led her to the World Conference on Women in 

Beijing, believes that the more women in governance, the more women's power can be balanced 

in policy developments relating to land management practices. “It will help tremendously if 

women can participate in decision making,” she says.  

 

In terms of what needs to be done, she explained that the government must lead the way by 

recognizing the value of women in society. Most women and youths, on the other hand, believe 

that inclusivity must begin at the family and community levels. They argue that exclusion and 

                                                           
154 FGDs 30 November 2014; FGDs on 10 April 2015; FGDs on 12th April 2015; Interview 16 July 2019.  
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marginalization are primarily structured at these levels. In other words, the local social and 

political contexts in which the call for change is made determine the most accessible level for 

advancing an inclusive agenda. The family and community levels are associated with the 

structure of exclusion in the following quote by one of the women during an FGD, which is 

used to strengthen the argument for the call for inclusiveness and commonality:155 

 

We [women] are no longer accepting this kind of tradition because the world is changing. 

Today, we have educated women and we have those who knows what they are doing and 

what they want. This is not a period when they say women are not educated, women are 

now on radio, TV, educated, and are active in politics. Traditionally, the least we are asking 

is for our husbands, brothers, and fathers to allow us to participate [in the practice and 

management of land] and speak in the same way that men do. If they do this, things will be 

much better for us.  

 

The passage clearly refers to the structure of land practices and management as being socially 

and politically non-inclusive and non-common to women and, more recently, youths. I 

understand the call for inclusivity as connected to the characteristics of hybridity, in which the 

latter group, who have taken an activist stance, are embracing the platform that cultural 

blending has provided to situate ‘land' as a site of emancipation and thus opposes the system of 

exclusion and marginalization. While all of the levels mentioned above are viewed as local sites 

for furthering the agenda of inclusivity, references to local participatory research production 

emerge in this research as a new platform for promoting activism and emancipation as a 

response to the functionalities of glocal developments. This conclusion was reached from the 

constant reference to this research as a platform for opening critical voices that appeal for 

inclusivity, which have been silenced for far too long.156 However, whether land resource and 

management practices can and will become more inclusive and common is debatable, but one 

thing is certain. It is a nut that must be cracked for those who are standing their ground, as 

represented in this quote by one of the women who advocates for inclusivity in land practice 

and management:   

 

The problem for women is that men refuse to accept that women are beginning to rise 

against all forms of oppression. The eyes are on the price, and women are not backing 

                                                           
155 FGD, 12th April 2015.  
156 Ibid.  
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down. The journey may be tough because the norm has been institutionalized, but women 

are breaking down barriers, and it is a hard nut for the oppressors to accept.157 

 

Though the passage is linked to the men at the family and community levels, but the 

institutionalization of marginalization and exclusion impacted by colonialism and 

postcolonialism appears to be reflected at all levels. Even in this new glocal era, social and 

political exclusion and marginalization from the distribution of common resources appear to 

have intensified. According to Galabuzi (2016: 390), the intensification of exclusion and 

marginalization can be linked to the restructuring of the global and national (local) economies, 

which has witnessed market deregulation and re-regulation, the decline of the welfare state, the 

commodification of public goods, demographic changes due to increased global migration, and 

the increasingly precarious and fragmented labor and work arrangements. As national social 

and political actors focus on contemporary global changes while ignoring how these changes 

affect the lives of some people within their authorities, these groups are also devising different 

ways of responding to these powerful forces, even as they face local hegemonic challenges, as 

the Ngwa case demonstrates (Naples, 2002: 3). 

 

One thing that resonates across these narratives is the varied context of the process of ‘cultural 

change’ in land practices. The idea of change in land relations is contextualized within what is 

‘good’ and ‘bad’ or ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ about the link between land and colonialism, a 

judgment that is contingent on individual experience. The implementation of land reforms from 

colonial to post-independence meant that the decrees were also bound to structure peoples’ 

relations with land practices across the Ngwa society. Because these relations are represented 

from a position of privilege, class, exclusion, and marginalization, peoples’ responses are 

tailored to the contexts in which the relations emerged. These relations can be further analyzed 

through a shift of land rights from common to private (individual), with alienation and transfer 

rights, land registration, and the introduction of boundaries.  

 

5.5.1 Individual acquisition and transfer rights 

                                                           
157 Ibid.  
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The early acquisition of land and its process is important for understanding the relationships of 

contemporary land acquisition practices in Ngwaland. Acquisitions depended on whether the 

grant was made to strangers or members of the landowning community and whether the land 

fell under the category of houseland or farmland. As a norm across Igbo-speaking communities 

in the past, the “community had very little interest in the direct transfer of houseland and, as 

long as the farmland [was] more than adequate for its needs, the community’s interest in it [was] 

limited to the extent that it [was] not transferred to enemy or rival groups” (Jones, 1949: 316). 

Ngwaland was no exception to this. Communities frequently conduct checks to rule out bad 

motives for acquisitions. 

 

As indicated, the modernizing shift in land practice from common to individual acquisitions and 

transfers was profound. This method of acquisition was totally alien to native land laws, a quite 

distinctive product of interactions between the British and the natives. In Ngwaland, as in most 

Igbo cultures, land was acquired and transferred on the basis of common rights, except for land 

already allocated to an individual holder who wanted to give away a portion. The tradition of 

land acquisition has typically been rooted in the expectation of growing (increasing size) 

families and lineages that would create conditions where those with limited access to land 

would be offered extra portions to accommodate them. Acquisitions and transfers made under 

these conditions were determined at the communal level, and the lands so exchanged were 

reserved exclusively for the homestead. One respondent whose ancestors had migrated more 

recently and who had acquired land from the early settlers explained it thus: 

 

[T]he community would assemble and assign land to those who were not fortunate enough 

to find a place or those who had insufficient land. Land was so vast that many lineages had 

inherited lands through the generosity of the early settlers, and the more children and wives 

the bigger the lands allocated to the person or group.”158 

 

Within the Igbo-speaking groups, the Ngwas were actually quite distinct in the sense that 

migrants and other outsiders were assigned large plots of land. Ngwaland appears to have been 

built on the strength of the migrant community. I was told that with fewer people in a large area 

of land, the gaps between households were common, and so the settlement of immigrants in 

                                                           
158 Interview, 15th November 2014.  
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empty lands was quite usual. Social ties and understanding were reported to have played a 

major role in the transference of land to outsiders. It was noted that if an immigrant showed 

interest in a piece of land, the owner or community might transfer a portion to him for his hut 

or farm.159 Subject to the terms of acquisition, it was expected that the allotter and receiver 

would respect the other’s area and not encroach on their portion of the land (ibid). The transfer 

of lands to outsiders was always undertaken in good faith to enlarge the community, expecting 

that the newcomers would abide by the laws of the land and live harmoniously in the 

community. This was the way of the past.160 

 

With the increase in Western interactions, as people became absorbed into the new culture, 

conscious of the importance of land in the face of population growth, shifts in the patterns of 

acquisition and transfer became apparent. The acquisition and transfer of land became more 

individualized during the colonial period and centralized during the post-independence period. 

The process of acquisition and transfer was no longer limited solely to collective decisions but 

also spread to individuals. The individualization of Ngwa society has increased rapidly, 

representing the dynamics of land practice. In this process, society became split between the 

adherents of modernity and those rooting for a more ‘pristine’ society. This fluid dimension of 

Ngwa society may be likened to Zygmunt Bauman’s (1998: 18) speed of cultural movement 

and social polarization during transitions, when “rather than homogenizing human 

experiences, the human mobility and technological annulment of spatial and temporal distances 

tends to polarize it.” Indeed, the polarization of cultural mixtures in transitioning Ngwa society 

is well captured in Bauman’s (ibid.) description of the consequence of globalization on human 

experience: 

 
[The dynamic of the cultural mixtures] emancipates certain humans from territorial 

[communal] constraints and renders certain community-generating meanings exterritorial 

– while denuding the territory [and traditional practices], to which other people go on being 

confined, of its meaning and its identity-endowing capacity. For some, [this] augurs an 

unprecedented freedom from physical obstacles and unheard-of ability to move and act 

from a distance. For others, it portends the impossibility of appropriating and domesticating 

the locality, [the traditional practice] from which they have little chance of cutting 

                                                           
159 If the outsider desired land for farming, it was the responsibility of the community to transfer sufficient land for 

that subject to agreed conditions.    
160 FGD, 27th November 2014.  
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themselves free in order to move elsewhere. With ‘distances no longer meaning anything’, 

localities, separated by distances [or socially, by traditional practices altered], also lose their 

meanings. [While this change] augurs freedom of meaning-creation for some, it portends 

ascription to meaninglessness for others. [While some individuals] can now move off their 

locality – to any locality at will, others watch helplessly the sole locality they inhabit moving 

away from under their feet. 

 

The analysis presented here suggests that between 1999 and 2021, most Ngwa communities still 

shared their community lands and had demarcated lands vested in individual families and solo 

individuals. Where a family has many households (led by adult males), the family also has 

shared the plots allocated to them from the community lands. Nearly all communities I visited 

recounted ongoing disputes resulting from illegal use and access to collective lands as the 

driving force behind sharing community and family lands. From what I could gather, a shift 

from the power vested in the community to the family had created space for families to handle 

their own allocated portions. This pattern has also metamorphosed into the transference of 

ownership rights to individuals within families, thus eroding the power granted to the 

community and family to govern and manage land.161 However, respondents feared that the 

collective hold on land practices across Ngwa society would be extinguished in the foreseeable 

future, as also would the family’s influence.162 This was because the Ngwas had practiced direct 

lineage acquisition and transfer at all levels of land practice. 

 

Many respondents expressed the challenges of a new Ngwaland in this era of commodification, 

particularly as related to individual land acquisition and transfer rights. ‘Mr. Amadi’, an 

indigene of Umudu in Abayi Ama-Ugwu of Osisioma Ngwa LGA, whose village had become 

incorporated into Aba Town due to rapid development, told me about the problems that 

families face today. Before my field work visit, the family had been stressed by the problem of 

who should manage what and take what from the proceeds of leasing the land inherited from 

their father. A month later, a brother sold a small portion of the land without the knowledge of 

the other family members. The family only discovered that part of the land had been sold to a 

stranger when the new owner began building a house on the property. After months of legal 

                                                           
161 FGD, 29th November 2014, Aro Ngwa, Osisioma Ngwa LGA.  
162 Ibid.  
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proceedings involving the family and the new owner, the land was reclaimed and the house 

demolished. Mr. Amadi, however, did not indicate if his family had paid the stranger the money 

their brother had collected for the land.163 It is common practice across the Ngwa society to 

return any money that is given when someone buys land that turns out to be owned collectively 

or by another individual. Repayment depends primarily on how the transaction was carried out 

and whether it has been established that the purchaser could have been misled in purchasing 

the land. In Chapter 8, I will discuss how this method is applied to settle land disputes involving 

the sale of land belonging to another person or commonly owned. 

 

In the case of Mr. Amadi, given the problems resulting from the collective management of land 

and as people’s behavior regarding land relations is influenced by the monetary value of the 

land, the family decided to share the land so that everyone would have the individual right to 

do with their portion as they wished. According to Mr. Amadi, this decision was to pass rights 

of individual ownership to all. While individual property rights may allow landholders to 

transfer land without intervention from the community or family members, however, several 

issues remain, as Mr. Amadi explained. For example, he himself has five male children who 

(will) depend on him for their own homesteads. If he decides to sell off his land and property, 

his children will have lost the possibility of inheritance, which would mean that they will have 

to acquire land elsewhere to create their own homesteads individually. Should the reverse be 

the case, and Mr. Amadi leaves his land and property to his children, it is expected that each 

son will also preserve the land for his own sons. 

 

Such a possibility is dependent, of course, on the size of the land (along with the desire of the 

landholders to preserve the land for their children). In today’s Ngwa society, where 

development driven by global cultural infusion has made people realize that it is no longer 

compulsory for a man to have his land inherited by his children, Mr. Amadi is pessimistic about 

his children continuing the tradition. He still strongly believes in a tradition that necessitates 

direct lineage inheritance, especially if a man does not want his family name to die out. It is a 

                                                           
163 Interview, 21st November 2014. 
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cultural practice in Ngwaland that a man who leaves his land for his sons retains his lineage 

and expects the next in line to reciprocate the same gesture.164 

 

Mr. Amadi’s family experience exemplified the practices of the land legislations and the 

reproduction of individual acquisitions and transfers in Ngwaland. In this example, two things 

are striking. One is the possibility of individual acquisitions of land for outsiders, which 

validates Appadurai (1996), Bauman (1998), and Nederveen Pieterse’s (2015) new de-

territorialization of preexisting localities and the creation of new spaces in the new globalized 

world. The second is that the system of transfer is maintained if it is implemented diligently, 

although no longer fixed and dependent instead on individual choices and decisions. Several 

issues remain ambiguous with land practice in Ngwaland. Although modernization further 

consolidated the rights of adult males to acquire, transfer (inherit) land and properties, this did 

not apply to females. Land resource practice in contemporary Ngwaland inherently excludes 

women’s rights to land, including land inheritance rights (Chapter 7). Thus far, the formalized 

unlimited rights of individuals to acquire and transfer land have been established, and what is 

lacking is consideration of the possibility and ease of each person to acquire land within those 

stipulated rights. 

 

5.5.2 Leasing and alienation of lands 

Besides the land we give to strangers to build homes, when we talk about giving people 

large portions of land, it is also about land for farming. It is about land [individuals] place 

on pledge to be returned after use without monetary connotations.165 

When the Ngwas speak about ‘leasing’ land, they refer to portions of land usually on ‘pledge’ 

to people for them to farm. Pledging was offered to both strangers and members of the 

community, particularly those with large households needing larger plots for farming. In both 

cases, pledging was mostly carried out by individual landholders and rarely by the community. 

In practice, native customary law acknowledged any act of benevolence by a landowner to a 

native-born or community member in so far as the land was considered privately owned. So 

long as the individual ownership was in compliance with native customary law, an individual 

                                                           
164 Ibid.  
165 Mr. Amadi, 21st November 2014, Umudu. 
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could pledge his land. Such an individual must have been allocated his own portion for 

homestead by the community before any decision to pledge. In the early days, this custom 

connoted non-monetary value framed within the concept of generosity and kindness.166 The 

change from pledge to lease took precedence over the awareness of the value of land and the 

protection it could afford without people having to alienate their rights of ownership. Leasing 

became a form of temporary alienation completely unknown to native customary law, but 

above all, a Western import of British culture and a product the Ngwas encounter with 

colonialism.167 

 

The major consequence of this Western-driven relationship localized in the process of 

individual acquisition, as Mr. Amadi pointed out, is the monetarization of leasing. So far as Mr. 

Amadi was aware, the time when leasing became widespread in Ngwaland was during the 

colonial period (from 1918) when many European trading companies approached the British 

Government in Nigeria for land to set up factories. By then, land already was in the hands of 

the colonial state, no longer controlled by the people (communities). When the modernization 

project was initiated in certain parts of Ngwaland during 1913–15 (Nwaguru, 2012: 109), Mr. 

Amadi questioned whether sufficient compensation had been paid to the people for the large 

expanse of land requisitioned for development projects. 

 

Nwaguru (ibid.: 119) had his suspicions confirmed and records how his realization of the 

financial implications of the acquisition came with resentment and rancor. One of the village 

chiefs, ‘Nwaubani Nwogu’, states that the bad feeling was rooted in the belief that the 

requisition inevitably alienates people’s rights to the land.168 As noted (Section 5.3), according 

to the Native Lands Acquisition Ordinance (between 1908 and 1913), no portion of Ngwa’s 

land was to be alienated to non-natives, British nationals, and foreigners. Following the 

abolition of the ordinance in 1917, people knew that the acquisition of land by the colonial state 

to develop some areas in the region differed completely from the concept of leasing. While 

                                                           
166 FGD, 27th November 2014. 
167 Ngwa Elder, interview, 5th April 2015. 
168 FGD, 29th November 2014, Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 
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acquisitions were for “public goods,” according to ‘Chief M. Nwogu’, the “people’s right to 

their own land was forever abandoned.” 

 

Chief Nwogu further added during the FGD that while he knew that the British colonial state 

had modernized Ngwaland, he did not like how they structured the law to deprive the people 

of their land rights. He also expressed the feelings that followed the alienation and leasing of 

land: 

 
Contrary to any other narrative [for whatever purposes or interests] people were not in favor 

of expanding the rights of alienation of individual ownership outside the domain of our 

society. Also, with lease as a temporary means of alienation, the emotions stay the same. 

As a people, we are not leasing our lands; rather, we are pledging land among ourselves.169 

 

While Chief Nwogu rejected the practices of leasing and alienation, however, some young 

respondents had different views, and he approached them constructively. ‘Mr. Uzoma Ofordika’, 

who grew up to learn from his late father about the emergence of alienation and leasing in 

Ngwaland, seemed to have few problems with the practices. Mr. Ofordika was unemployed for 

three years when he graduated from university and had relied on his wife’s support from the 

profits of her small business to take care of the family of six. Tired of his unemployment status 

and the burden on his wife, he decided to do something about his situation. Land remained the 

only available option. Mr. Ofordika had inherited several portions of land from his father, 

including his own share of communal land. In 2013, he sold a parcel to a migrant and leased 

another parcel to traders for two years, with the prospect of renewal. “I appreciate the 

opportunity that I have as a person to alienate and lease my land without family or community 

interference,” he said. “I don’t see any issues with alienating my land if it helps me and my 

family survive.”170 

 

Likewise, ‘Mr. Chijioke Ijeoma’ struggled to take care of his family riding a leased motorcycle, 

causing him to give money to the owner daily. Like Ofordika, Chijioke Ijeoma is also a 

university graduate and could not get a job for over six years after leaving school in 1998. The 

                                                           
169 Ibid. 
170 FGD, 29th November. 2014. 
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week before the interview, he was forced to sell three plots of land to a migrant to pay the 

medical fees of his youngest child. While he was not happy about having to sell the land, he 

explains, “I didn’t have a choice because this was the only thing that could raise a large amount 

of money to keep my child alive.” Regaining his composure after a pause in the process while 

using his right hand to caress his forehead recalling his travails, he said, “I must sincerely tell 

[you] that when someone is faced with problems that have to do with losing one’s life, alienation 

will be the last thing to come to one’s mind, and it really doesn’t matter as far as [you] are within 

the confines of [your] rights, and [you] are not undermining state laws in any way.”171 

 

Some participants, mainly those who had lived through two major phases [colonial and 

postcolonial], seemed to have mixed feelings about the culture of leasing and alienation that most 

new generations found to be acceptable and did not hesitate to point out the role of the government 

in legitimizing the practice without considering native feelings and the age-long sense of 

belonging. ‘Mr. Chibugu Onyenkoro’, for example, an 87-year-old man from Aba Town, 

argued that he was forced to move to another house land belonging to his lineage when the 

government took over their land to construct an international market there and gave such 

minimal compensation that was unable to replace his plot with another in the neighborhood. 

According to Mr. Onyenkoro, who sees his family as rightful owner of the Aba land, “[T]he 

government always talk about development in the rhetoric of public interest but fails to realize 

that the most painful thing about development is to alienate what being Ngwa makes us feel.” 

 

Corroborated by other respondents, Mr. Onyenkoro explains, “[O]ur great-grandfather is one 

of several strong Ngwa men who conquered a vast area of land in their name and allocated 

(without any money involved) several portions of those lands to strangers and friends.” He 

lamented that those lands had now been completely alienated from them by the provisions of 

the law, which grants a certificate of occupancy to landholders after an uninterrupted period of 

occupation. “[W]hen we claim that our land has been separated from us, we mean that our land 

has gone with our culture and who we are,” he claimed. “Our government has not done well 

by us; they take and take away from us and give little back to us.”172 

                                                           
171 FGD, 30th November 2014. 
172 Informal Conversation, 9th May 2016. 
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It took several encounters with locals to understand what Mr. Onyenkoro meant by 

emphasizing so strongly how the government took from them without giving them back. I have 

been told of how the government invokes its authority to destroy people’s homes and land with 

little or no compensation for promises to construct roads or other infrastructure projects. Before 

verifying the allegation with state authorities, I witnessed several demolished houses across the 

city during my visit in 2016, with emotions rising from all the affected areas. Some participants, 

who pleaded to remain anonymous, fearing retribution from the political authority, attributed 

the frustration of the people to the age-long and continuing failure of the government to provide 

people with basic public goods. “They [political leaders] come to us and tells us that if our 

homes are demolished and our lands in strategic areas are taken, our roads will be widened and 

that we will benefit from modern infrastructures,” complains one respondent. “You’ll be 

astounded that after demolishing people’s homes, taking land and rendering people homeless 

and landless, these people still abandon the projects.” This has “become a routine with the 

government, promising to create roads for us while depriving us our homes and our land,” 

added another.173 

 

As I discussed the issue with a lawmaker and staff of the state urban planning and development 

department, both denied the accusation and told me that the demolished houses had been 

constructed on government-marked land.174 On the land issues and minimal or no 

compensation alleged by the people, the lawmaker referred me to the Land Use Act (1978) and 

a section authorizing the governor to make use of any land as deemed appropriate for the public 

benefit. On compensation, meanwhile, he explained that people whose homes and land have 

the right title deeds are entitled to compensation according to the value of the property at the 

time of claim – a stance that many participants countered, arguing that the government is 

economical with the facts. Several people had stories to tell about their encounters with the 

government (see Chapter 6). 

 

Appearing to be sympathetic to the plight of the people, the lawmaker explained himself thus: 

                                                           
173 Informal conversations, 11th May 2016.  
174 Both the lawmaker and town-planning officer pleaded anonymity. Interviews, Aba, 29th April 2017. 
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I am also from Ngwaland, a native of Aba, and I understand the problems of my people. It 

is all about our cultural heritage. They assume that development is taking everything away 

from us. Personally, I think we are stronger living with others, and that we must learn to 

live with this, and above all, the world is moving faster and further ahead of us development-

wise. 

 

The lawmaker, however, confided in me that growing up, they never saw a mbiarambiara 

(migrant) build a house in the same compound as the natives since the site was considered a 

family compound. Today, modernity has demonstrated the complexities of cultural interactions 

that occur in the practices of land where it is now appropriate to see “migrants sharing or 

building houses in the same compound as indigenous people and eroding the physical aspects 

that distinguish us.” The lawmaker seemed to have grasped the consequence of this cultural 

mélange, which is beyond the physical expression of being a Ngwa and rather a fact about 

identity that cannot be tied to land as a tangible object. 

 

The above accounts represent the divergent experiences that seem to underscore, on the one 

hand, the extent of the dispersed culture of land lease and alienation through Western 

interactions and the role of the national government in the consolidation of these practices. One 

problem that seems to dominate most narratives about alienation, and which appears to be of 

great concern to the older generation of Ngwas, was the corrosion of the ethnic symbol of living 

together in the traditional Ngwa Mbaraezi (compound) or areas, which signifies indigeneity. This 

concern stems from an age-long tradition in which families from the same lineages live together 

in a secluded compound some distance from where land is allocated to migrants. “There is 

always a sense of solidarity and security when families share the same compound,” recalled 

Mr. Onyenkoro. 

 

This may have changed today, but Mr. Onyenkoro and many others were still caught up with 

what Wendy Griswold calls a “culture conflict” – a struggle against the influences of the cultural 

bases of past and present, where “living together in a secluded environment” expresses one 

aspect of land practice submerged in tradition (Griswold, 2013: 11–13ff). The likes of Ofordika, 

Ijeoma and the lawmaker, however, seem to have found a redeeming value within the land 

practice that deconstructs the ‘culture conflict’, and somehow see a huge socio-cultural and 
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economic prospect in the leasing and selling of lands to non-Ngwas – to an extent that seems to 

go beyond the context that equates the selling of land with being a lesser Ngwa. 

 

The evidence from the research participants shows that land alienation means different things 

to different people. It is not determined by age group alone since it is also based on individual 

circumstances (see Chapter 7). Land alienation, however, indicates the essence of the struggle 

with cultural relations and how past and presents are inseparable when discussing land resource 

practices throughout Ngwa society. As we will see in Chapter 6, the discourse of alienation in 

Ngwaland is not complete without further deepening the commodification culture and 

addressing the urbanization (Europeanization) of Ngwaland. The response of the colonial 

government to infrastructural development and its post-independence consolidation through 

requisitioned land also reflects how land practices can reconstruct a dialogue of cultural rigidity 

across the Ngwa communities. 

 

5.6 Summary  

This chapter addressed the second subsidiary research question on how global cultural values 

interact with precolonial and communal Ngwa land resource practices and how the residents 

of Ngwaland experienced and negotiated the process of transition from communal to 

commodified land. As such, it provided the background for Chapter 6. It shows that the 

transition from communal to commodified land practices was not only the result of various 

global cultural flows, but was also shaped by local conditions. The analysis identified a 

disjunctive landscape and the hybridity of cultural flows prevalent in a glocal Ngwa territory, 

where new influences that were both embraced, albeit sometimes under duress, and resisted 

(Appadurai, 1996; Massey, 2005; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009; Timmerman, 2012). The hybridity 

of these cultural flows manifested through the introduction of indirect rule and local resistance, 

warrant chieftaincy, direct taxation, legislative adaptation and change (from customary to 

English law), and a variety of land and political reforms. These influences were themselves built 

upon colonial rule and have manifested themselves in different ways.  

 

The analysis identified the arrival of British colonialists and the decades-long imposition of the 

European imperial regime as having constituted one of the most significant of the global cultural 
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flows that shaped land resource practices in Ngwaland. While the associated material migration 

and trade movements had both direct and indirect impacts on the region, the migration of a 

small number of disproportionately powerful people created a meeting place for different 

cultures and ideologies that radically reconstructed land resource experiences. The influx of 

these colonialists and the experience of existing norms and rules being challenged by new ideas 

and rules introduced by the foreign ruler, produced a deep shock. Several outcomes of these 

changes were identified.  

 

First, the changes were observable in the system of indirect rule, in which the leadership of the 

elders was adapted, and which led to the emergence of the new, warrant chieftaincy – men who 

may not have been elders but who certainly cooperated with the colonialist power to impose 

new ideas and rules in the society. This adaptation paved the way for the reorganization of 

leadership in Ngwa society, where age was still respected but no longer fully empowered. This 

adaptation process has been importantly contextualized as interactive, not to undermine 

narratives of colonial impositions by force on local societies, but rather to establish how, over 

time, the inhabitants of Ngwaland themselves became participants in the implementation 

process.  

 

Traditional rulers, in particular, became proxies for a Western state system (indirect rule) as 

various new rules and ideas were consolidated. The complexity of their role and power in 

Ngwaland was strategically anchored in colonial efforts to dislocate preexisting traditional 

sociopolitical authority. The mission was accomplished with indigenous rulers influenced by 

Western-style leadership, who then, in turn, molded their leadership of the native population 

on colonial policies. This explains, at least in part, the establishment of the legitimacy of 

colonial reforms and their preservation by the representatives of political authority, both formal 

and modern (today’s national governments) and informal and traditional (indigenous rulers 

and elites). 

 

Analyzing the changes in the role of traditional rulers, this chapter also noted that the power 

control mechanisms that ushered in indirect rule, also reflected coercive power relations 

through processes of social, political, and economic interactions between the colonizers and the 
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people (Bigon and Njoh, 2018). This new relationship led some indigenous rulers and elites to 

involuntarily collaborate and exercise repressive power to gain social control. The analysis 

showed that repressive power for social control contrasted with the traditional system of 

enforcing rules through moral obligations understood by the community and underpinned by 

the realm of the sacred, where everyone was morally obligated to respect the decisions of the 

elders in the village.  

 

While the production of power expressed a new structure of ruler and subject that emerged as 

a systematic idea of conquest, the immersion and consumption by the Ngwas over time 

illustrate the unsettling capacity of power control mechanisms. The extent of power control 

mechanisms was quite uneven, manifesting in conditions that led to opposition, violence, and 

death, cooperation, and even to the positive grasping of opportunities. In the context of 

conquest and control, this chapter showed that territorial power can also produce spaces of 

complex relationships (Gready, 2003; Gill, 2008).  

 

Just as complex power relations meant change, it also brought forth new spaces of resistance. 

The interactions between the Ngwa people and colonialists were deeply infused with extended 

fighting. The chapter discussed not only forms of local reactions to these new global cultural 

flows, but also how land resource practice became contested in new ways. The sociopolitical 

relations of the land reflected the complexities of power in the context of new cultural 

productions, impositions and the globalized large-scale appropriation and exploitation of land 

resources. The transition of communal to commodified land practices in the new Ngwaland is 

found to have been shaped by continuous local resistances against British conquest, imposition 

and appropriation.  

 

The 1901–02 expeditions and Aba Women’s riot of 1929 constituted the narrative background 

for such local reactions and thus are analyzed in relation to subsequent (contemporary) 

positionings on new social, cultural, and economic influences, impositions, and 

marginalization. The subsequent histories of local resistance emerged from within the unequal 

power relations in land resource practices of the colonial regime, which then fed a continuity of 

exclusions and marginalization in the postcolonial regime. Analyzed from a gender dimension, 
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the subsequent histories of local reactions recounted here, reveal that new global influences and 

shifts in land resource practices did not only shape the peoples’ social, political, and economic 

viewpoints. In fact, these also were fed into contradictory positionings on gender, as exemplified 

by privileged figures, such as HRH Eze Ukata and some of those who took an activist stance 

(Ashworth and Graham, 2016).  

 

While those who fall into a privileged category perceived changes in land resource practices as 

non-exclusive since the commodification culture has provided a new space for inclusivity in 

land relations, others, such as activist women, have contradicted this privileged position. As is 

evident in the analysis in this chapter, the structural position of women within the new culture 

of commodification did not change significantly – nor did the positioning of migrants and their 

relationships to land. What did change profoundly, were the spaces for women and migrants 

to engage with commodified land markets. These changes established the basis for changes in 

land resource practices from land as a sacred possession of the family and community to land 

as property to be purchased and owned by anyone, including women and immigrants. 

However, in how far women, and also young people, has really been incorporated into the 

commodified culture, will be addressed in Chapter 7.  

 

The chapter also showed that the changes were expressed through the adaptation and 

modification of customary legislation. With the introduction of English-style legislation, land 

resource practices were adapted to private property from the typical family and community 

arrangement pattern and status. On the one hand this adaptation and change operated through 

a new arrangement of individual acquisitions, lease, and transfer rights; on the other hand, these 

new land arrangements/practices were new to people. The adaptation and change to individual 

ownership and rights to land are still continuously evolving. Instead of an absolute relegation 

of the common, the activities of land involve both individual- and communal practices, where 

both English law and customary law prevail. This fusion of traditional and modern land 

practices will be expanded on in Chapter 8.  

 

The interaction between modern- and traditional land resource practices suggests that while 

individual land acquisition and transfer right is subject to formal and informal arrangements, it 
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also reflects the specific ways in which people resist new cultural influences by selectively 

implementing some individual ownership rights while also withholding some elements of 

customary practices. The blending of informal and formal land arrangements emerged through 

various land practices, such as surveying, leasing, selling, and the (non)exchange, settlement, 

and awarding of private (individual) ownership, boundary-demarcation, and housing permits. 

This blending indicates not just a negotiation with imposed norms, but also the influence of 

reformed land practices on peoples’ behaviors and perceptions.  

 

While the changes in behaviours and perceptions were especially expressed through daily 

experiences of the reformed and evolving land practices, perceptions were also shaped by 

experiences with outsiders (mostly immigrants), land-based policy legislations, and issues of 

governance. The statement that changing the way land is practiced changes “everything about 

us” (p. 158) is a clear representation of how the various land changes have shaped the 

perceptions of the locals themselves. They self-identified as a changed people. Thus, the various 

perceptions and experiences underscored not just a space of tolerance and resistance to new 

cultural influences (commodified land culture) but also contextualized Ngwaland. This 

emerged through the dynamic and ongoing history and emergence of a new commonality, 

affinity, agency, and conflict as a space of new identities and the transition of a people who 

identify with the land, who give it its name.  

 

In analyzing the new commodity culture, this chapter has also shown that the experience of 

land reforms has aroused contentious perceptions about old land practices. In the past, there 

was a clear structure of communal land practices in Ngwaland. Now however, many people 

believe that Western cultural flows have influenced the way their land should be organized. In 

terms of the lived experience, there is a distinction between the first generation after 

colonization and the present-day Ngwas born in the late 1970s to early 1990s. While the 

younger generation desires the Westernized land practices where individuals can gain 

independence from their purchasing power rather than contribute to and benefit from the 

common and have to wait their turn for an inheritance, the older generations are more torn 

between the competing claims, affordances, and opportunities of the old and new systems of 

land rights. Yet, individual experiences complicate this simple division. It is not uncommon for 
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younger people to be trapped in their imaginary of the traditional environment, thus indicating 

the development of a transient glocal Ngwa who belongs neither to their own tradition nor to 

modernity.  

 

Local tensions certainly exist among the Ngwas based on generational differences. Westernized 

land tenure affected cultural interactions not only between global actors and local individuals 

but also among the Ngwas themselves. These interactions, first contextualized within the frame 

of colonial exclusion, have been extended into the post-independence period. Given the high 

demand on the land market in the region, it is hardly surprising that local resistance, as well as 

accommodation, continued after the postcolonial regime maintained colonial rule through the 

extension of colonial legislation and practices, which was itself a form of marginalization. 

Notably, local resistance can be fluid and responsive to acts of marginalization, as evidenced 

by the diverse personal histories of those who adopt an activist stance. It has also shown that 

resistance can take different forms depending on space and time, as evidenced by ambivalence 

and opposition to the center or state government which will be further described in chapter 6. 

 

This chapter has shown a broad range of social, political, and economic developments at the 

local level that emerged from the adaptation to colonial rule and other external cultural flows, 

as well as from the resistance of local people to these new foreign influences. Nonetheless, the 

personal experiences of changing land resource practices are, of course, only one aspect to be 

considered here. Various other elements of colonial and post-independence land reforms and 

policies that are re(shaping) cultural interactions will be further elaborated in the following three 

chapters. The next, Chapter 6, specifically interrogates the contemporary process of 

commodification (privatization) and urbanization in Ngwaland. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

THE CULTURE OF COMMODIFICATION AND URBANIZATION 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In one interview, a respondent highlighted the socio-historical context of land practices and the 

political and economic legitimacy that appeared to have structured the now monetized land 

market in Ngwaland, including the implications of the new system for the Ngwa cultural 

heritage. The respondent, Mr. Onyema, himself directly impacted by the new system (see 

Section 5.1), put it as follows: 

 
Land used to cover large areas [and] if an immigrant was interested in acquiring land, small 

items such as stockfish, kola nut, palm wine, and locally produced spirits were required. 

Stones were used to determine the part to be given to immigrants. The stones were hurled 

from the place where everyone stood, and wherever the stone fell would be allocated to the 

immigrant. No matter how wide or long, there was no further deliberation as to whether 

the land was to be allocated and no such thing as a survey to mark the boundary. In the 

precolonial era, land allocated to immigrants was never seen as ‘sold’ rather an act of 

benevolence. A stockfish was enough for an immigrant to be allocated land, so long as the 

immigrant acknowledged the good gesture of the host. One of the influential sons, the late 

Chief Ogbonna of Eziukwu Aba,175 granted land to immigrants in this manner, and today, 

the siblings are fighting to revoke the possession of those lands. To make you understand 

how open Ngwa society is, the people of ‘Umunkaru’ in Ugwunagbor are all immigrants 

to Ngwaland. They’re still living there, and no one can oust them. The land has become 

theirs, and they see themselves at home here like the indigenous people. The consequences 

of colonialism have made [our] people smarter but more cynical.176 

 

Mr. Onyema continued: 

Our [outlook] on the principle of common is that no one is supposed to live alone. If there 

are no immigrants like the Umunkaru people mentioned earlier, it would be difficult for 

Ngwa communities of that time to grow as much as they did. If open access hadn’t been 

granted to immigrants [by our ancestors], there would have been few families occupying 

                                                           
175 Located mainly within the Aba metropolis, the people of Eziukwu are counted as among the founders of the 

Ngwa group.   
176 Interview, 15th November 2014. 
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large areas of land, which would have done the region little good. Take Aba, for example, 

if the ancestors hadn’t allowed immigrants to live among us, the city wouldn’t have been 

culturally mixed like it is today. On the other hand, modernity today has shown that [our] 

ancestors may not have also acted correctly because of the increase in [our] population even 

without expansion of land. The ancestors are no longer here to witness the challenges their 

grandchildren face, even those with money to buy as much as 10 hectares of land, but they 

couldn’t because there is no more land near their ancestral homes. They [new generation 

Ngwas] have become just like the immigrants living in their [own] communities who also 

have to buy lands from other places. The positive outcome [of land commodification] for 

the current generation is the experience of buying land elsewhere, which may create a sense 

of communal togetherness that is unlikely to fade or stop, however different.177 

 

Mr. Onyema here points at the realities and challenges of a commodified and monetized-based 

land practice from the point of view of a Ngwa in a contemporary social space in which many 

inhabitants no longer have a sense of common heritage. This contrasts sharply with the earlier, 

communal living style, when people lived together and the practices of land were more 

collectively structured (i.e., without financial connotations). Mr. Onyema also underscores the 

positive reality of commodification when saying that the act of purchasing land helps to bring 

together people of diverse cultures to seek a common goal – a sense of communality and 

belonging in their various new communities. Not only are the immigrants availed of the 

opportunity that land commodification offers, but so are Ngwa indigenes. 

 

The Ngwa who especially benefit from the new land-usage developments are those who need 

to purchase land from other communities because they are landless and have lost connection 

to their direct ancestral homes. This, however, may also constitute a challenge for those landless 

Ngwa indigenes who do not have the privilege of purchasing land elsewhere because of a lack 

of capital. Constituting the driving force behind the development of a land market economy, 

the privatization of land presents both opportunities and challenges. And it is in this context 

and as an inescapable reality of the new cultural influences and land reforms that the present 

chapter explores privatization and urbanization in the personal narratives of the research 

participants. 

 

                                                           
177 Ibid. 
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In the previous chapter, I examined the new divergent cultural influences and how, in 

particular, the English-driven cultural values are not solely the outcome of top-down global 

developments, but have merged with endogenous developments in Ngwaland in the production 

of contemporary (glocal) practices of land. This chapter is intended to deepen that discussion 

and further address the second subsidiary research question concerning how global cultural 

values interact with precolonial Ngwaland’s land resource practices, and how the residents of 

Ngwaland have experienced and negotiated the process of transition from communal to 

commodified land. By focusing on individual representations and social constructions of the 

shift in land practice from common to commodity, this chapter explores the new cultures of 

privatization and urbanization as well as the interactive nature of this change. The primary 

concern here is with how the culture of land privatization and urbanization has emerged as a 

complex mix, the mélange of the global and local, and how this informs the commodification and 

monetization of all aspects of land practices in Ngwaland.  

 

The remainder of this chapter has four sections. The next section (6.2) discusses the global 

culture of commodification in relation to local privatization of land. Then, section 6.3 considers 

the urbanization of Ngwaland in relation to the Europeanization of the territory. Section 6.4 

explores a new (glocal) spatial urbanization in Ngwaland and how the local response to 

urbanization expresses a melting point for diversity and frictions in the representation of a 

glocalization from below. The concern here is particularly with how once common, now public 

land has become a tool for the consolidation of socio-political and economic relevance while 

simultaneously enabling exploitation of the regulations of land distribution and relegation of the 

equitable rights of access of the poor. The last section (6.5) summarizes the issues explored in the 

chapter. The discussion throughout is framed with people’s real and imagined experiences as 

conditioned by their own interpretation of land relations and based on their variously valued 

interactions with a range of activities, institutions, and artifacts. 

 

6.2 Commodification 

Commodification of land resource practices emerged as one of the main features of the 

changing cultural land practices in Ngwaland in the empirical findings as discussed in chapters 

4 and 5. The context in which I will discuss commodification had its negotiation process 
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beginning in the late 1800s into the 1900s, as the privatization program was enacted. Land 

resource practices within the domain of precolonial customary land tenure could be neither 

purchased nor sold, but with the legal formalization of land advancing the new practices, first, 

through the colonial state reforms and then in the postcolonial state expansion, the principle of 

common receded. In short, there was a process of land commodification, in which a monetary 

value was attached to land resource practices by developing a market in land and when 

compensation was paid by the state for appropriated lands (Umejesi, Thompson, Marcello and 

Vellemu, 2018: 73). 

 

In Ngwaland, the commodification appears to have come as a socio-cultural, political and economic 

shock to the native populations, who were rarely prepared for a new system of land practice. 

Such culture shock, according to Appadurai (1986: x), is based on the discovery of difference 

and thus represents the first step to new knowledge of the social life of things. Commodification 

of land was thus the new social life of things for the Ngwas. There, the policy of 

commodification was grounded in a capitalist system employed to enable the state and large 

corporations to access and acquire land, including its mineral and forest resources (Oyebade, 

2003). Thus, communal farmlands were seized, peasants forced out of their lands, and stringent 

policies enacted to disenfranchise rural peasants in particular.178 Land appropriation or land 

grabbing, strict policies that deprive people of their common heritage invariably deprive them 

of a sense of place. This is because when indigenous people are deprived of the common 

physical things that connect them to a sense of ‘place’, their territorial claims are disrupted 

(Gertel, Calkins, and Rottenburg, 2014).179 The act of disrupting common land within the 

sphere of social change means that common land becomes public, state-owned, and state-

regulated.  

 

This disruption placed lands in Ngwaland as frontiers for capital in ways and under conditions that 

generally differ from its original structure (Kelly and Peluso, 2015: 475). Today, this frontier is 

no longer limited to exogeneous historical formation but has evolved into a contemporary local 

                                                           
178 FGD, 18th November 2014. 
179 Jorg Gertel et al. (2014) refer to the separation as ‘disrupting territories’ (particularly as informed by the new 

dynamics of global land grabbing and the search for other natural resources). 
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phenomenon that highlights the ever-changing glocal developments and dynamics of 

commodification culture. Since the public formalized land as a frontier of capitalist economy 

involves divergent interests of actors (both external and local), power and practices, the lands 

in Ngwaland become frontiers when changes in broader social, political, and economic 

development reconstruct the relationships between capital, society, and state authorities (Kelly 

and Peluso, ibid).   

 

It is important to note that the process of reconstructing relationships among the various actors 

and institutions in order for the commodification culture to thrive was a gradual one. The 

process of reconstructing the relationships was context-based. First, the overall effect of the 

abolition of slave trading can be claimed to have contributed to the formation of a new, perhaps 

forceful and brutish relationship between the British colonialists and the locals. In the late 18th 

and early 19th centuries, Ngwaland experienced a significant shift away from the 

commercialization of slaves toward other forms of legitimate trade engagements. This was the 

era of rapid industrialization in Europe, and so there was a greater need for new sources of raw 

materials, new markets, underdeveloped areas for investment, and additional staple food for 

European industry and the growing populations (Nwaguru, 1973, 2012: 58; Oriji, 1983). Rapid 

industrialization at the time as the search for new investments areas led to what historians refer 

to as the ‘scramble for Africa’ (Brooke-Smith, 1987; Chamberlain, 1999; Pakenham, 1991).  

 

Actually, the scramble for Africa has never stopped; instead, the new scramble for resource 

access and control (involving China, transnationals, etc.) has intensified with the increasing 

political, social, and economic glocal interconnectedness in the twenty-first century (Southall 

and Melber, 2009; Carmody, 2016; Wengraf, 2018). As Carmody (2016) and Wengraf (2018) 

have highlighted, the new scramble for land as capital and commodity makes it a space for 

power contestations and conflicts among diverse glocal interests. Appadurai has also been 

involved in this larger glocal subject (commodification) – provisionally conceptualized as an 

“object of economic value.” With respect to any objects of commodification, he claims, “are 

not the monopoly of modern, industrial economies.” Instead, they are rooted in historical 

knowledge and its “consumption subject to social control and political redefinition” (1986: 6), 

as the political reconstruction of land in Ngwaland has exemplified.  
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Nevertheless, Igboland was a major slave trade hub for the European and American slave 

warlords. Approximately 83,500 Africans were reported to have been taken to Virginia, USA 

alone in the century after 1676, with 37,000 coming from the Calabar coast of the Bight of 

Biafra, of which approximately 30,000 were Igbos (Chambers, 2005: 23). Though the exact 

figure remains sketchy, anthropological and historical accounts confirmed that Igbos made up 

the majority of slaves in North American trade, with a small concentration of Ibibios (Lovejoy, 

1989; Oriji, 1982; Northrup, 2000). The abolition of slave trading had a significant impact on 

the Western slave traders (Europeans and Americans), as well as Chiefs and African slave 

traders, who served as middlemen in the slave enterprise (Coleman, 1958: 40). Because British 

slave traders never traded in the hinterland, instead of relying on Chiefs and middlemen for 

slave exchange at the coast, the end of slave trading necessitated plans for the establishment of 

new business ventures. To accomplish this, the British traders set in motion the process of 

reconstructing existing relationships. As highlighted in Chapter 5, land became the key object 

and a new capital frontier through which the new relationship was constructed.  

 

Second, the foundation of the new relationships can be argued to have emerged from spaces of 

unfavorable foreign laws and policies, resulting in both local compliance, resistance, and social, 

political, and economic insecurity. Also, there are divisions within these reconstructed 

relationships (colonizers and the colonized) for the frontier (land) of capitalism to smoothly 

operate in the newly constructed society. The division, which manifested through indirect 

rulership, was not just limited to the colonial state and indigenous Ngwa people in a political 

and economic context. Rather, the division extended to the fundamental social relationships 

(rights to land) among the indigenous people themselves. The preservation and consolidation 

of the infrastructure of colonial divisions and disenfranchisement by the postcolonial regimes 

also highlighted another dimension to the existing divisions. These dynamics, inherent within 

this local division, also informed the negotiation process of commodification (Gertel, Calkins, 

and Rottenburg, 2014: 1). The reconstruction of relationships between the British colonialists 

and locals in the process of land commodification as the new capital frontier away from 

commodification of human beings exemplifies the fluid and hybrid nature of exogenous and 

endogenous glocal development processes in Ngwaland. 
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Land as a space for social, political, and economic disruption through commodification within 

the sphere of social change also means that the common-land turned public-property in 

Ngwaland has become a glocal convergence site of increasing individualization to land rights, 

increasing land investment, increased land rental and privatization market participation, 

increased land sales market activity, changes in agricultural productivity, migration, rural 

transformation processes, changes in rural livelihoods and food security, changes in agricultural 

productivity, and increased advocacy for women access and security to land (Jayne, et al., 

2021). This space (land commodification) has also deepened as a result of the rapid flow of 

technological infrastructures into Ngwaland. This is due to the fact that land has become a 

commodity, linked to technology, money, an impersonal market, and a structure for exchange 

value. As a result, it has become a commodity that must be transferred to another in order to 

serve a use-value through an economic exchange with money (Appadurai, 1986: 8 ff., 1996).  

 

To better understand what commodification of land means in the context of Ngwaland, I 

borrow Appadurai’s (ibid: 13-4) definition of the “commodity situation in the social life of 

anything,” namely, as that in which its “exchangeability (past, present, or future) for some other 

thing is its socially relevant feature.” Commodification, in this sense, highlights various socially 

structured situations, such as power hierarchies and discrimination, as the basis for rules and 

practices governing the circulation of land, the cultural framework within which land is 

classified, and the establishment of frameworks for exchange. As the situation of 

commodification in Ngwaland increasingly adopts a privatization culture framework (Section 

6.2.1), patron-client relationships are promoted that limit other people’s right to land. This 

process is not limited to land rights but focuses also on the complex and rich narratives that 

structure people’s perceptions of the transformation of land practice into commodities in 

Ngwaland (Section 7.2.1 ff.).  

 

6.2.1 The privatization culture 

Monetary compensation was not in practice… and land was managed communally and 

never individually not until Westernization became localized in our society, and [our] 

behavior and attitudes changed and guided by the new laws of the land… and our land was 
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taken from us [by the colonial state] and allocated to individual traders for commercial 

purposes.180 

 

Land privatization often emerges in relation to the formalization of land and the development of 

land markets for the commercialization of agriculture (Lund, 2011). Formal redistribution or re-

parceling of outright appropriated indigenous land is another process of privatization. As a 

modern cultural, political, and economic phenomenon involving diverse interests and power 

relations, the privatization of land identified in the empirical findings takes its place in the broader 

history of globalization and capitalization of the Ngwa region. Based on the direct experience of the 

respondents, this study found their interpretation of the privatization of land to mean not only 

formal redistribution of appropriated lands but also land-related activities, ranging from land-

purchase and sale (individual or state) and fee-based land registration programs to the 

establishment of white/elitists-class settlements. From the perspective of spatial segregation, 

although white settlements in the region were large – as in Kenya, Zambia, Zimbabwe, South 

Africa, etc. (see Moyo, 2013; Mowoe, 2019) – a racial, color-based spatial segregation also 

shapes narratives of the privatization culture and capitalist land markets in Ngwaland. 

 

Significantly, the evolution of privatization of land in Ngwaland – which is observed across 

much of Africa (Benjaminsen, Holden, Lund and Sjaastad, 2008) – is not an indigenous/local 

initiative. Rather, this began after the last British expedition of 1890 and the conquest of the 

remaining Ngwa communities, so, as part of the English reform movement of the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries (Nwaguru, 1973, 2012). Land formalization may have emerged to “enforce 

state control and regulation of the use of indigenous lands, including the natural resources” 

(Moyo, 2013: 72), but it also proved to be the driving force for the privatization and 

commodification of land in Ngwaland. Between 1865 and 1960, several legislative instruments 

that promoted privatization were enacted (as discussed in Chapter 5), among which was the 

alienation of indigenous rights to land. The reform in the laws introducing the alienation and 

selling of land to foreigners appears to have reinforced the disputed assumption under which 

the privatization program was contextualized. 

 

                                                           
180 Interview, 21st November 2014.  
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The privatization of land following its regulation ensued on the assumption that i) “investment 

in land under the control of communal tenure is not profitable compared to land that is privately 

owned” (Hardin, 1968, cited in Baker, 2000: 63), and that ii) privatization will lead to an 

equitable distribution of land and also liberate civil society, thus minimizing disputes over land 

between individuals and communities (Egwu, 1999). The empirical evidence gained here 

questions that assumption since privatization has done very little to reduce competition and 

land conflicts in Ngwaland and, if anything, has exaggerated the preexisting divide and 

fractured relations in civil society. 

 

Case studies across Africa have also challenged this assumption, though not eliminating the 

positives (see Adepoju, 1993; Ihonbvere, 1993; Potts, 1995; Berry, 1997). In Ghana, for 

example, Berry (1997) notes that “for most farmers in the country, the gains from a decade of 

structural adjustment incentives have been painfully negative.” In Nigeria, Ihonbvere (1993) 

observes that the privatization of all sectors of the economy by structural adjustment programs 

(SAPs) heightened the already present rural decay, urban dislocation, corruption, poverty and 

instability of the economy. As such, the foreign economic plan for developing economies did 

not, as anticipated, lead to economic recovery. From a migration lens, Potts (1995) pointed out 

that the worsening economic conditions in urban areas caused by SAPs also contributed to a 

new trend in urban migration in some African countries. When critically evaluated from the 

above observations, it may be tempting to conclude that Sara Berry (1992) was right when she 

argues that the many Western-influenced land reforms, beginning in the colonial period, to how 

indigenous land could be controlled were mostly implemented for the economic benefit of the 

colonizers. This is without exempting local leaders and political elites who have similarly held 

large land holdings and interests in previously appropriated indigenous land privatized by the 

state (Enuoh and Bisong, 2015; Watts, 2018). 

 

In Ngwaland, the consequence of these laws was that colonial state officials gained the power 

to regulate indigenous land and properties, while the traditional political authority of 

indigenous leaders and elites was curtailed and, when recognized, used to facilitate the 

implementation of colonial state land policy directives (Nwaguru, 1973). As a result of the 

British colonial control of indigenous lands and within the framework of legislation defining 
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the extent of the land that individuals could access, most communal lands were declared vacant, 

then confiscated and subsequently disposed of as private property (i.e., placed on the market) 

(Johnson, Scoville, Dike and Eicher, 1969; July, 2004). Today, these agendas have been further 

driven through funded programs of international economic and political actors and bodies, such 

as the WB, IMF, and China, in collaboration with the Nigerian postcolonial government.  

 

The Nigerian state’s collaboration with these external bodies in governing land practices at the 

local level is a clear feature of the twentieth and twenty-first-century framing of cultural 

mélange, in which multinational corporations and institutions are now promoting so-called 

economic development and liberation to local communities in developing and under-developed 

countries (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009: 138). Through international development funding and 

aid, such collaborations have not only become a glocal standard in contrast to westernization 

and homogenization but also assume Appadurai’s landscapes, which has seen nation-states 

become units in a complex interactive system. Even the people (who are constantly on the move) 

in these nation-states are the driving force behind this glocal relationship, and they directly or 

indirectly influence the ideas and politics of economic development agendas for their own 

countries and others (Appadurai, 1996: 19ff). It is critical to understand that this new complex 

interactive system does not have to produce the desired results because the concept of cultural 

mélange does not exclude uncertainties. The plural interactions that exist within the process of 

cultural mélange create unsettling possibilities, disjunction, opposing interests, power divides, 

and cultural, political, and economic tensions (Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009).  

 

The privatization culture in Ngwaland was thus found to characterize a domain of unsettling 

possibilities and disjunctures as evident in the formalization and commodification process. The 

legal formalization, commodification, and thence privatization of land in Nigeria, as elsewhere 

in Africa, were supposed to enable economic development, but that development was originally 

directed by and in the interests of the colonizer. The wave of industrialization and urbanization 

across Europe, which created a major demand for new goods, shaped the culture of 

privatization in which land practice was deconstructed for state control and land markets 

formally structured within the framework of capital (Mowoe, 2019: 75 ff.).  
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This framework intersected with the agenda for colonial expansion of the British economy, thus 

establishing the regulation of indigenous lands. Once the land across the region has been 

successfully regulated, the labor force was developed in order to increase productivity to support 

and sustain the European market economy. In implementing the privatization policy, the 

colonial state land appropriated and redistributed strategic areas in Aba to European traders to 

build large factories and business centers (Nwaguru, 1973, 2012). As stated, this gesture was 

extended to local leaders (particularly the chiefs) engaged with as allies in the reform process 

(Schoneveld, 2013; Enuoh and Bisong 2015; Watts, 2018). As Mowoe (2019: 76) pointed out 

and as was confirmed by the respondents, large areas of communal land were confiscated and 

converted into farm units. Indigenous peoples lost their right to land as the colonial state sought 

to expand its economy and political dominance.  

 

These atrocities of colonial rule were, of course, resisted by the people. Aside from the 1929 

Aba women's riot, there was also the 1914 Abala and Obete uprising and expedition against the 

brutal administration of colonial rule (Nwaguru, 2012: 110-15).181 These colonial uprisings, like 

the local resistance before colonial rule, emphasized how local responses and challenges to 

hegemonic practices can exert agency in the glocal development process. Similar local 

resistance tendencies against new cultural diffusion have been observed across communities 

and countries such as Estonia, New Orleans in USA, Ghana, and Venezuela (Berg, 2002; 

Baxter and Marina, 2008; Yaro and Tsikata, 2013; Guanipa, 2021). 

 

Going forward, the Ngwa region was able to escape the large-scale alienation caused by white 

settlers reported across much of eastern and southern Africa. No doubt, the local resistance 

played a role. The efforts of small-scale farmers, who achieved a remarkable increase in export 

crops during the occupation period, thus averting the need for simple land appropriation, were 

also a major factor (see WAI, 1989: 3725-49; also Martin, 1988). These efforts may have helped 

to reduce the “commercialization of land and labor, but with the major Ngwa export industry 

endowed with palm oil resources and other exportable cash crops” (Martin 1988: 87), rural 

                                                           
181 This popular Aba women riot is the resistance that found popular reading in the global literature on resistance 

to colonial policies in Ngwaland and Nigeria in general (See Nwaguru, 1973, 2012; Allen, 1976; Zukas, 2009; 

Falola and Paddock, 2011).  
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peasants were deprived of adequate access to land to fully regulate their own production 

activities.182 Peasants were severely restricted from equal access to the land they had originally 

controlled, and the indigenous population was adversely affected. The declaration of 

indigenous lands as ‘vacant’ and the property of the colonial state created a wide accessibility 

gap between indigenous peoples and the settlers (Mamdani, 2001; Stren and Halfani, 2001), 

and between citizens and the natives allied to settlers and enjoying a privileged status.183 In all 

the discussions with local people today, one thing was clear – the privatization of land was a 

Western cultural export to Ngwaland, one of many that penetrated the political space and 

changed first the way land is practiced and then the manner in which such practice is perceived. 

That is to say, privatization necessitates significant glocal developments (that is, as a realm for 

cultural flows that force change). 

 

When asked how the culture of privatization had shaped land relations during an FGD, one of 

the respondents recalled how his father did not want to work for the European traders. He 

wanted to control his own farm and how he worked it. The respondent explained that his father 

was not alone: “there were several others.” Asking further to explain why his father had not 

opted out, he stated that “the policies were hostile to the people, and that the increase in levies 

and taxes forced people to work poorly to meet the demands of the colonial state,” adding that 

“Only the indigenous elites had access to limited land for agricultural activities, and the rest 

were employed to recruit and organize their own people as laborers to grow exportable cash 

crops for European traders.”184 This respondent and few others tried to emphasize a colonial 

state system that appeared to portray the principle of equity in the distribution of land, but which 

actually creates or merely justifies policies that undermine and limit people, who have to make 

choices they do not want and cannot gain fair access to land (i.e. not without strict conditions). 

This critical worldview has become imbued by the respondent cited above. For him, as for the 

others, it constitutes a significant part of the perception of privatization. 

 

                                                           
182 FGD, 18th November 2014. 
183 Ibid. 
184 Ibid. 
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Another respondent, an 82-year-old traditional ruler and retired archivist of the Enugu National 

Archive, Nigeria, points out that the need by Europeans (mostly British colonial traders) for 

cheap labor formed most of the experience of land commercialization in the region.185 As 

confirmed in Aba and Indirect Rule (Nwaguru, 1973, 2012), this traditional ruler highlighted how 

the degree of human suffering that emanated from the reformed colonial land tenure policies, 

coupled with the emergence of taxation and levies, forced smallholder peasants into cash crop 

production, and how all these forces influenced the commercialization and privatization of land 

culture. To illustrate people’s reactions to the changing land culture, he metaphorically 

questioned what is expected in a society struggling to recover from a sudden socio-cultural, 

political, and economic invasion. And echoing the stories of a wide range of respondents, he 

further underscored that the experiences were unthinkable for the ordinary people used to 

growing crops for personal consumption and just the local market. Then came the colonial 

boom in which farmers were forced to use their land to produce export produce on a taxable 

stipend. Given the hardships, the natives went along with the reforms, which included seeing 

land taken from the communities under the guise of new legislation through which the land 

entered the market and was bought up by corporations and wealthy individuals (Nwaguru, 

1973, 2012). 

 

The Ngwa people's interpretations of privatization culture are consistent with Arjun 

Appadurai's (1986) contention that the experiences of transactions with any objects of value are 

inscribed in their forms, uses, and trajectories and can be better understood through the 

interpretation of those who engage in these transactions. Besides the colonial experience with 

large purchase of land by corporations and the struggles of the peasants generally in the face of 

the commodification and forced entry into wider, more competitive markets, the 

marginalization of peasants under the new land distribution regime also characterized the post-

independence government privatization history. From diverse individual accounts, it is clear 

that expectations were dashed. The post-independence state continued with similar policies to 

that of the colonial program. Most recently, in the struggle to fit into the twenty-first-century 

situation, the continuous modifications of privatization policies have benefitted few, leaving the 

                                                           
185 Interview, 26th November 2014. 
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majority disenfranchised. In Cross River State, Nigeria, for example, the state government 

privatized 135,000 hectares of land in 2018 (Watts, 2018: 139), which was redistributed not to 

direct landowners (landholding groups) but to local chiefs, businessmen, and political officials 

within the state administration, who gained ownership of around 70-90 percent of the land and 

holdings (Schoneveld, 2013: 137). This type of experience is rife across the geo-political 

spectrum of Nigeria. 

 

Marginalization through land relations still remains a potent threat to individuals, families, and 

lineages. The state regulation of land relations continues with the implementation of policies 

designed to promote privatization for target investments and agricultural ‘progress’ while 

ignoring the welfare and security of tenure (Delville, 2007, cited in Mowoe, 2019: 80) and labor 

security for individuals interested in the ‘non-capitalist economic’ landscape (Gibson-Graham, 

2008: 616 ff.). As recognized by the respondents, this problem is structurally instituted and 

functions to block and undermine alternative economies (Gibson-Graham, 2008). The cultural 

interaction as structured through the Western-derived land policies is pervasive.186  

 

Meanwhile, the spatial realities of land resource practices in Ngwaland operate, on the one 

hand, as “nourishing networks” – a counter-agency to the global capital landscape (Whatmore 

and Thorne, 2004). On the other hand, it operates as a component of the global capital 

landscape – an active community of diverse economies that brings together concerned 

individuals and groups with a primary interest in the capitalist economy (Gibson-Graham, 

2008). Within this overall structure, certain groups are regarded as going forward yet continue 

to be structurally excluded from participating in the fuller economic space (see, chapter 7). 

Based on the belief that exclusions are culturally, politically, and economically structured, few 

respondents187 overlooked privatization as a space that promotes difference in the local society 

through its performative power to condition the local setting according to external policies. As 

a consequence of the perceived distortion of land relations from the past, various responses have 

been developed to tackle the realities of today’s land resource practice. The World Bank 

Housing Scheme (WBHS) in Aba is a good pointer for these. 

                                                           
186 FGDs, 18th November 2014; 30th November 2014.  
187 FGD, 18th November 2014; and FGD, 29th November 2014.  
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The WBHS is cited as a manifestation of the cultural relations of the global-local land and 

property policy that shaped the early narratives of the privatization of land in the region. It was 

founded in support of the aim to replicate the modern, developed cities and mortgage system 

of the West but also to make affordable housing accessible, that is, to low-income earners.188 In 

other words, the guiding principle of the WBHS is that of an equitable developmentalism. The 

initiative subsequently inspired the development of the Federal Low-Cost Housing Scheme 

(FLHS) in the Ogbor-Hill area of Aba. The FLHS is a federal government-funded ‘one man, 

one plot’ estate privatized by the state government. That is, it redistributes appropriated land in 

an apparently fair way. Like the WBHS, this also targets low-income workers who have 

difficulty in accessing affordable land and housing. However, although the parceling and 

privatization of land-and-house in the WBH estate and FLH estate are noted to have 

contributed to the plurality of the Ngwa society through migrant-host interactions, the 

accessibility criteria for the schemes are perceived to have been marred by a marginalization 

and corruption that too often characterize local land distributions. As a result, the FLHS is not 

very well regarded by the local people. This impacts on the image of the WBHS and WB more 

generally.  

 

The marginalization as characterizing society is interpreted through the retentive memory of 

the research participants of how past land reforms have been enforced over time, the 

fragmentation effected by the various political relegations of rights and unequal distribution of 

land. Beyond its (intended) operation as a social intervention program, the FLHS is also a 

cultural locale where the negotiation of class and identity is critically challenged. Unarguably, 

its marginalization had affected the way most respondents viewed cultural permeation. This is 

indicative of a major consequence of the new global restructuring with reproductions of 

subjectivities in developing countries, which are often characterized by increasing 

marginalization, deinstitutionalization, and the creation of spaces for social, political, and 

economic resistance (Bayat, 2000). Indeed, they seemed to feel a straightforward sense of 

                                                           
188 Provisions were made to allocate plots for high income groups (Ebi, 2015).   
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cultural, political, and economic exploitation. As Ngwa indigene Mr. Udochi put it, the 

privatization of land has a “face” that is shrouded in “social class.”189  

 

Mr. Udochi recalls the application he made to the WBHS in Aba and the lack of transparency 

in the distribution process. Living in an area where, like him, a large number of residents are 

tenants in privately managed housing and have low incomes that prevent them from accessing 

decent housing (Kalu, Egbu and Agwu, 2016: 142), Mr. Udochi applied to be a beneficiary of 

the scheme. A civil service income-based employment was one of the primary criteria for the 

application of a parcel of land in the scheme, which he met. Having gone through the 

registration process and complied with the criteria, he said, his application was denied, and no 

reason given. Mr. Udochi blamed the bureaucracy, corruption, and nepotism that characterized 

the process as the reason for the rejection. The “implementing officials were offered bribes from 

acquaintances and relatives,” he explained.190 

 

Mr. Udochi was not alone. Another Ngwa indigene and civil servant at the time of his 

application, Mr. Nnaji, revealed that most of the people who had a plot on the estate knew 

someone in a position of authority. Mr. Nnaji tried to unmask the irregularities and partiality 

that shrouded the parceling of the land in the WBH estate. He simply alleged that not everybody 

whose application had been accepted had earned it on merit. Several other respondents 

corroborated the experiences of Mr. Udochi and Mr. Nnaji, concluding that it was the norm 

for their applications to fail: ordinary people would never get anything from the government 

without knowing a “big man.” Mr. Nnaji dared me to visit the estate and see if those whose 

applications had been accepted were not the richest in the area. Just a few low-income earners 

had been offered land in the estate, and most of the land has had three landlords, he added, 

indicating a profiteering motivation in land transaction further to the initial iniquity as part of 

the systemic problem.191  

 

                                                           
189 Interview, 25th November 2015. 
190 Interview, 25th November 2015.  
191 Interview, 27th November 2015. None of these claims of irregularities in the privatization process of the WBHS 

in Aba are verified by the state authority. 
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Mrs. Adaeze had applied for land at the FLH estate Ogbor-Hill Axis of Aba.192 Her experience 

took on a different dimension and highlighted one aspect of the gender issues of land 

distribution in Ngwa society. A former local government public relations officer, Mrs. Adaeze 

had her application rejected, too. She recalled a meeting with one official who made a cynical 

remark about her being the main applicant, not her husband (who was also a civil servant in 

the public sector). When I asked what she made of the remark, she chuckled and gently 

responded that perhaps, as a married woman, it was not usual to be so bold as to publicly seek 

land. “This is the plight of the women here,” she said. “You’re supposed to know” – she threw 

my question back at me. Like the others, Mrs. Adaeze also alleged irregularities and favoritism 

in the parceling of the estate land, in this case noting that the estate had many absentee landlords 

who had never even lived there and were instead receiving annual rents. 

 

 

Figure 6.1 Abia State Privatized Federal and State Low-cost Housing (1981–2000).  

Source: Kalu, Egbu, and Agwu (2016). 

 

As Figure 6.1 shows, a total of 1115 applications were registered for the FLH estate, Ogbor-Hill 

Aba, but only 725 were accepted, with 1006 applications made and 652 approved for the WBHS 

project. In a region where rural-urban migration has risen, and a significant proportion of the 

population is made up of low-income earners, there is a clear need for low-cost housing. Yet, 

the government only sold a total of 1,377 houses in Ngwaland between 1981 and 2001. The 

                                                           
192 Interview, 2nd December 2015.  
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problem, according to the respondents, was the number of rejected applications received by 

those whose land had been appropriated – and it was precisely for that reason that they saw the 

modernization of local practice as a process that leads to alienation and exploitation, where 

privatization has become a tool for elites to gain power and assert control over the poor of the 

society.193 It did not matter that the land now belongs to the state and that every Nigerian, 

irrespective of ethnic group, has the right to gain from a government housing scheme in 

Ngwaland where the requirements are met. 

 

I was curious to learn whether non-indigenes whose application was not approved felt the same 

way. On my last visit in 2016, I was lucky to meet with Mr. Ukandu and Mr. Egbo, retired non-

indigenes living in Aba who had also applied to the WBHS. While Mr. Egbo’s application had 

succeeded, Mr. Ukandu did not. Mr. Egbo rejected the suggestion of any form of nepotism in 

the success of his application and argued that it was based solely on merit. Mr. Ukandu, 

meanwhile, said that he accepted the rejection and that there were no grounds for challenging 

the decision, keeping in mind that there were many applicants and that not all would succeed. 

Mr. Ukandu did not blame those who feel indifferent or worse about the application process 

because, as he put it, “experience has not taught him… that government-driven intervention 

programs will get rid of its cycle of inconsistencies and lack of transparency.”194  

 

While all these forms of corruption may represent the truth and limit the prospects of the 

initiative, there are also people who, like Mr. Egbo, got their plots/houses without any 

influence, highlighting the positive aspects of glocal developments from below. This, however, 

does not excuse the implementation flaws highlighted by research participants. One of the 

principal officers involved in the planning and execution of the WBHS confirmed that the 

initiative was marred by irregularities and process manipulation, with allocations made to many 

high-income groups while the low-income earners who were specifically targeted were left out 

due to manipulated incomes by high earning groups (Ebi, 2015).195 Despite his claim that the 

                                                           
193 FGD, 29th November 2014; Interviews, 5th April 2015; 6th April 2015; 25th November 2015; and 27th November 

2015.  
194 Interviews, 16th January 2016. 
195 He highlighted few issues that hampered the initiative, such as lack of project management skills by officers, 

project meetings and trainings meant for field staff being frequently hijacked by top ranking officers, incorrect 
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project had some positive outcomes, his assessment of the implementation process was that it 

was a failure. 

 

The experiences of Messrs. Udochi, Nnaji, Ukandu and Egbo, Mrs. Adaeze and many other 

applicants for access to land under these schemes highlights the exigencies of land privatization 

and, more importantly, how unequal domestic land distribution can affect local land conditions 

and shape the perception of the impacts of external agencies and linked policies. As critical 

constructivist suggests, unequal social realities are socially constructed within the realm of 

global-local power relations, where social, political and economic processes help to privilege 

some people while marginalizing others. This glocal unequal arena shapes and reconstructs 

people’s worldviews about the increasingly complex social, political, economic, cultural, and 

technological world around them (Kincheloe, 2005). It (unequal arena) also resonated with 

Appadurai (1996), Ger (1997), and Nederveen Pieterse (2009, 2015) on the hybrid nature of the 

new glocal system, in which complex power relations can oppose each other, creating frictions 

and unequal relations in the process. The privatization experiences in Ngwaland have created 

a space for the construction of unequal power relations, and more so, divided viewpoints about 

the process of the new glocal system.   

 

Mr. Udochi’s and Mr. Nnaji’s desire for access to land parallels the struggle for cultural 

liberation, as does that of Mrs. Adaeze, with regard to gender. Being non-indigenous, Mr. 

Udochi and Nnaji may well have exemplified in their dealings with the WBHS the gradual 

process of historical transformation that has occurred in Ngwaland and has placed the region 

within a global system – a global system in which the flow of people and culture “mixes, 

hybridizes, and does things that it didn’t do when it was more bounded in the imaginary past, 

when culture was in its proper places” (Friedman and Friedman, 2008: 6). Through these 

histories, I argue that the privatization of land across the Ngwa region shaped the transition of 

common to commodity and the monetization of land markets. As the stories of these 

respondents and many others demonstrate, land privatized through the state (with the financial 

support of the WB), and federal housing intervention schemes have directly facilitated the 

                                                           
schedule planning, landowners, particularly in Aba, being at odds with beneficiaries, a lack of commitment by 

some of the participating agencies, amongst other factors (Ibid: 93-4). 
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transfer of land to the market, apparently in partial ways that operated against the original 

primary stakeholders, the people living and working the land.  

 

It has also been confirmed that cultural mélange cannot occur without a sense of difference and 

inequalities (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2015), and where there seems to exist fixed boundaries, 

glocal electronic transformations have produced electronic communities that appear to have 

deterritorialized fixed borders (Appadurai, 1996). The fact that the WB or IMF do not need to 

move funds for financial assistance to developing societies through physical borders, but rather 

conduct the transfers electronically as a result of new technological innovation, is a significant 

exemplification of the nourishing mutability of cultural mélange.   

 

Irrespective of the implications, privatization has significantly relaxed the rigidity of the 

customary tenure laws. This process is more about people’s drive for ‘land security’ as 

‘individuals’ rather than a fair distribution of land. In other words, Nederveen Pieterse (2009, 

116) may be correct when he claims that hybridity can “involve different things not only across 

time but also across cultural contexts.” Respondents here were able to demonstrate the 

consumption of privatization practices in ways related to the time and contexts in which they 

emerged through the various narratives. Ngwaland shifted from a locality where people would 

use the phrase “who will buy from whom” to reflect the social (relationship) basis of how land 

used to be practiced before today’s monetization. In the next section, I connect this terminology 

to a broader discussion on how the privatization of land operated. 

 

6.2.2 Land surveys 

Until the introduction of land surveying, the Ngwas had no idea of what it was like to chart the 

size and location of land. As part of the historical reforms, surveys were first made by the British 

and then later sustained by the post-independence state. Surveying was introduced as a 

systematic modern method of demarcating the boundaries of new land ownerships, with the 

plan details maintained in a government register of land rights (Home, 2015: 56). The register 

of land rights, known as the ‘Torrens System’ had originated in Southern Australia before being 

adopted across the British Empire, thus, demonstrating the dynamics of cultural mobility and 

convergence (Ibid). The Ngwa traditionally used boundary demarcation methods to divide land 
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between one community or individual and another. Surveys were introduced as the 

privatization of land increased, and conflicts over trespass and encroachment were thus 

exacerbated.  

 

Many respondents acknowledged that the survey was a generally accepted feature of imported 

cultural practice. Prior to the implementation of surveys, people used the traditional methods 

such as Ukpo (life-tree), sand, or dry leaf heaps/bridges to map or demarcate boundaries, which 

could be inefficient due to the lack of a written record of agreements. Despite the fact that the 

Ukpo’s lifespan appeared to be adequate for a temporal standpoint, people continued to plant 

the tree, making it less likely to protect the security of landowners.196 However, the advent of 

the survey did not completely eliminate encroachment and interference; rather, according to 

the evidence garnered here, it provided landowners with some protection and reduced 

community conflicts. 

 

Ngwaland has many absentee landowners who buy land from outside the community and do 

not plan to develop the land immediately. One positive thing about surveys is that encroachers 

and land grabbers are careful not to take these lands and claim ownership. The first thing the 

surveyors try to learn is whether the land has beacons (Fig. 6.1) and, if so, the numbers written 

on the beacons allocated by the State Ministry of Lands and Survey. A beacon with number 

allocated indicates that the land record is archived by the Ministry and the land may be 

registered. For registration, the survey details on the size and type of land must be supplemented 

by a signed power of attorney between the seller and the purchaser, including their witnesses. 

The power of attorney comprises an irrevocable deed enabling the original owner to transfer 

the right of ownership to the purchaser without future recourse insofar as the purchaser has met 

the conditions of purchase and consents to any payment (annual rent, generally) to the original 

owner before the purchaser can obtain the certificate of occupancy from the State 

Government.197 Upon receiving the power of attorney, the purchaser shall apply to the Ministry 

of Lands and Surveys the documents for registration in the Land Registry. The formal 

                                                           
196 Interviews, 15th November 2014; 17th November 2014; FGD, 18th November 2014. 
197 For more on the power of attorney, see Oshisanya (2020: 1092). 
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registration of acquired land and the possession of a certificate of occupancy grant landowners 

the sole control of the land.198 

 

 

 

Figure 6.2 A survey beacon for modern boundary demarcation in Ngwaland. 

 

The need to protect land and property within the reform systems could clearly be seen in urban 

and sub-urban locations in Ngwaland. While surveying may be legally required for every 

property, people use the practice as on an individual basis to protect their property from 

grabbers. A survey is important for both private owners and the government but most of all for 

landowners, especially when there is government interest in the property. The survey plan (Fig. 

6.2) gives the parties a clear picture of the size of the land, its location, and the details of the 

owner of the property. Respondents indicated that, in addition to the registration of land, the 

survey plan is one of the conditions for obtaining compensation from the government where 

the land is suitable for public goods. Surveying, as essential as it is, is not affordable for a portion 

of the Ngwa population, however. The gap between the poor and the middle class is wide, 

                                                           
198 Interview, traditional ruler, 6th April 2015. 
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putting many people and families at risk of losing their land because they lack the financial 

resources with which to have it surveyed. I discovered that many Ngwas, including migrants, 

live on land that is neither surveyed and formally registered nor covered by approved building 

permits. It appears that the lack of compliance by the poor segment of the society in Ngwaland 

is continuing to increase, opening much space for land disputes. 

 

 

Figure 6.3 A detailed official survey plan in Ngwaland.199 

 

                                                           
199 Upper part containing personal details removed to protect the landowner.   
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The nature of land practice in Ngwaland may have changed over the years, as it will continue 

to do so, but one thing that is quite evident in the empirical findings is that the unequal 

opportunities of imported Western practices still thrive under the new cultural framework of 

interactions. Mr. Madumere and Mr. Uzodinma, both former local government employees, 

have been living on their land for the last 35 and 40 years, respectively. They do not have 

surveys, registration, or an authorized building permit. Madumere and Uzodinma are aware of 

the implications of their situation and the requirement that they acquire the necessary 

documentation, but, as the rest of the poor segment of the Ngwa society informed me, they 

cannot comply because they cannot afford the cost. According to them, the Government 

considers its own interest, and low-income earners cannot afford to register their properties.200 

 

On inquiry, I gathered from a professional surveyor that the cost of land surveying in Ngwaand 

does not have a set price; the cost depends on the size and location of the land.201 The estimated 

cost of surveying a plot of land was given at between 90,000 and 110,000 Naira. Inevitably, 

economic inequality means that it is the better off who benefit most from the protection of land 

rights through surveys, land registration, and building permits. Aware that Ngwaland has large 

expanses of land, respondents conclude that the high cost of securing land rights has been 

deliberately structured by the Ngwa political elites, who also double as absentee-land owners, 

leaving the poorest members of the society vulnerable to losing their property rights. Thinking 

about this, respondents challenge the (state) framework that appears to suggest that compliance 

with land legislation will protect landowners and help mitigate land disputes but actually blinds 

itself to the difficulties that most people actually face in this regard. However, as I observed, the 

inequalities and difficulties illustrated in the compliance process do not necessarily mean a lack 

of appreciation of the opportunities presented by the new land reforms. In fact, many people 

have found the new practice of surveying, for example, to be very secure and quite sustainable 

– but only if the fees are affordable. Thus, upon this major proviso, the incorporation into 

Ngwa’s land culture of land surveys for land registration and the acquisition of building permits 

is thus understood to have led to land security. 

 

                                                           
200 Interview, 9th March 2017. 
201 Interview, 15th November 2014.  
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6.2.3 Fee-based land registration and housing permits 

The payment of fees for land registration and housing permits were both practices that began 

in the colonial period, and post-independence governments have continued this approach to 

the extension of land bureaucracy or ‘inscription’, protecting landowners, determining land-

usage, and controlling the construction of houses. In order to incorporate these new changes, 

the government assigned the task to the Ministry of Land and Housing, with additional 

responsibilities extended to other government subsidiaries. For example, there is cooperation 

between the Board of Internal Revenue to track payment of stamp duties for land registration 

across the states (Ghebru et al., 2014; Ghebru and Okumo, 2016; Datukun, Nkup and Goar, 

2020). Land registration is currently arranged in such a way as to enable landowners to register 

their land at the State Headquarters of the Ministry of Land and Housing in Umuahia. With 

building permits, landlords are expected to register their land in the LGA where the property is 

located and where a prospective construction project is likely to take place. Despite the high 

increase in trespasses and land grabs, the number of local people registering land was not so 

high compared to the amount of privatized land and the number of houses already built across 

the region. 

 

Due to the high – or exorbitant – government-propagated land registration fees, many 

landowners are struggling to comply with the requirements, a problem exacerbated by corrupt 

Government officials hiking fees for personal gain.202 Some respondents shared their frustration 

at how the Government turns a blind eye to the public’s concerns and the officials’ actions. 

Madumere and Uzodinma lament the difficulties that prevent ordinary people from 

experiencing what their counterparts have experienced in the developed western worlds.203 

Others raise similar questions as to why the average citizens are unable to experience the same 

dividends of intercultural exchange and convergence that elites enjoy. 

 

Mr. Onyekachi, for example, a 70-year-old pensioner, feared eviction from the house he had 

been living in for 36 years. He did not have survey plans and so could not start to register his 

property at the Ministry of Lands and Housing and secure a building permit from the local 

                                                           
202 Interview, 29th March 2017.  
203 Interview, 9th March 2017.  
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government – a situation that Onyekachi attributed to the high cost of this process. Obtaining 

formal property documents is indeed an expensive process.204 The reference to lack of financial 

resources in the respondents’ narratives places capital as a huge factor in land relations. It 

highlights the extent of the “barrier that has kept a segment of the population away from 

participating in the land reform process,” the high cost that means that “only wealthy 

individuals or syndicates are able to participate in the land reform” (Malope and Batisani, 2008: 

389). As such, capital is a major factor in land interactions in Ngwaland, particularly when 

critically examined from the perspective of the marginalized Ngwas who feel deliberately 

excluded by government to benefit the elites.  

 

Low official land documentation in the land registry is an African issue, not a Ngwa or Nigeria 

one. According to statistics, less than 15% of land in Africa has been officially registered with 

title deeds, with Sub-Saharan Africa accounting for 1%, and most of being titled for high-level 

income earners (Tibaijuka, 2004). Given the foundation on which the colonial government 

initially structured the new land governance, this postcolonial structuralization is not surprising. 

Fee-based land practices, like other transplanted cultural practices in Ngwaland, were intended 

to serve the material needs of the colonizer’s own civilization (Home, 2015: 55). The 

continuation of the colonial new land governance by postcolonial regimes was, I argued here, 

also a means of extending the existing structural colonial exclusion in land relations.  

 

Mr. Onyekachi, whose house was to be demolished by the state government to pave the way 

for road expansion, was also facing the lack of compensation for losing his property. Most 

private landowners have lost their land and their homes to compulsory acquisition without 

adequate compensation or any at all simply because the “determination of equivalent 

compensation is difficult when people do not have clear rights to the land” (FAO, 2009: 25). 

The high charges for formally processing land paperwork have led many landowners in Ngwa 

communities to opt out of obtaining land deeds, which they use to fund building their houses 

instead; indeed, as the fees charged often amount to more than the costs of construction. People 

tend to prefer to build houses than to waste money on legal paperwork, notes Mr. Onyekachi. 

                                                           
204 Informal conversation, 14th February 2017.  
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The usual plan is either to pause the process without a timeline or to process the paperwork in 

a piecemeal fashion over time. This strategy, as I witnessed, positively invited gaps and 

oversight together with vulnerabilities to malpractice in government agencies. During one of 

the in-depth interviews, a respondent told me about his plans to start a building project and 

would visit the local government area to inquire about the requirements for a building permit.205 

I saw this as an opportunity to investigate and evaluate the claims of the respondents and 

followed the process with him. 

 

Ahamefula, a promising man in his 40s, registered his land with the State Ministry of Land and 

Surveyors but expected nothing more than what most of the respondents, including Mr. 

Onyekachi, had experienced. He was, however, prepared to at least try to do the right thing by 

obtaining all the legal papers needed to secure his building plans. Before meeting the officials 

responsible for the permits, Ahamefula explained to me why he was applying for legal approval. 

“I know if I do this right now, it’s going to be for my own good, and I won’t need to do it 

again,” he explained – adding, tellingly, that “I’m not going to face extortion.”206  

 

Part of the corruption that people spoke about was targeted at officials who take bribes and are 

generally referred to as the “task force.” This task force drives around cities and suburban and 

industrial areas, searching for construction projects without building permits. Ahamefula did 

not want to become a victim of the task-force: “Developers without building permits are 

continually pressured to settle [i.e., give a bribe].” If a developer resolves to continue settling 

with the task-force, the project can be completed without approval, a condition and strategy 

that many respondents identified and had used to complete their building projects. Effectively, 

houses could be built upon payment of an informal surcharge – so, yet another cost, or ‘fee’ – 

but then they were not guaranteed under law, so the owners did not enjoy any security in the 

long term. 

 

In this case, Ahamefula did receive the building permit requirements, written by an official on 

a sheet of paper with the cost of each specification approval stated in the paper – but we 

                                                           
205 Interview, 29th March 2017.  
206 Ibid.  
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discovered from further inquiries that these payments were not official and would not be 

reflected in the official receipt. Further searches on the local government website did not reveal 

any details relevant to land development and building permits. This lack of information has 

resulted in land registration and building permits being criminally hijacked by corrupt 

management and approval officials.207 On the basis of the conditions imposed – ranging from 

the submission of a building design and plan, an approved letter of attorney from the Ministry 

of Land and Survey, and a three-year tax certificate – the total amount, including the land 

inspection and fence, health and sanitation, borehole and building permits (and more) came to 

approximately 900,000 Naira, which is equivalent to 2,360 USD. This amount is a fortune for 

Ahamefula, who estimated his annual earnings at less than 1.2 Million (3,146 USD). 

 

After all the payments, Ahamefula was asked to develop his project pending the approved 

paperwork. It took him about ten months to acquire the paperwork. It was quite apparent that 

the process, in terms of time and money spent and human resources expended were quite 

excessive. There are just a few Ahamefulas out there, both desiring and able to flourish. As 

observed, the landowners facing this challenge are mainly those living in new suburban areas, 

and the more developed the area, the more expensive is the processing fee. There are many 

people in the remote villages, such as Chinyeaka Ogbonna, who barely understand these laws 

exist, and those who are aware of them do not know where and how to proceed with the legal 

documents. For the continuing stream of urban migrants, ‘making it’ in the city is made very 

difficult indeed, or impossible. 

 

Fast-forward to October 2019, when Chinyeaka Ogbonna wanted to obtain the approvals and 

was similarly extorted. In his case, he was compelled to pay twice for building permits and was 

still without correct receipts. After he complained following one of many confrontations with 

the task-force, I decided to contact the Chairman of the relevant LGA. I had never met him and 

got his contact information from the LGA website. After the introduction, I explained the 

problems faced by people in the area and sought to know if he was aware of them. He admitted 

he was and went on to tell me that people regularly wrote and called him to complain about the 

                                                           
207 Interview, 29th March 2017; See also, Nwuba and Nuhu, 2018.   
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challenges they face in trying to develop their projects. It is common knowledge that Nigerian 

officials rarely acknowledge their awareness of such violations in the sectors under their control 

unless there is sufficient evidence to support the complaints. However, this official apologized 

on behalf of the task force and promised to remedy the situation. The Chairman met the 

respondent, who paid the appropriate official fees and was granted permission to build. I 

learned that the task-force visited his project site twice, the contractor gave them a photocopy 

of the approval, and that they never visited the project site again.208 

 

Those who are unable to get approval due to high fees are not generally so fortunate as to meet 

the right official at the right time – or have an outsider-insider intervene and advocate on their 

behalf. From an informal conversation I had with another local government official, I deduced 

that nepotism plays a major role in how much an individual pays and how quickly their file will 

be handled. No one, not even a single respondent, could tell me the exact amount required for 

each permit. The statement that Chinyeaka Ogbonna was finally able to pay the appropriate 

fees refers to the amount that the Chairman told him was correct, as compared to what others 

had paid earlier. 

 

During the conversation with the second official, I understood that when they feel the applicant 

is aware of the permits to apply for, the individual risks being a target for extortion. Another 

thing that emerged from that conversation was that people always prefer the easy way out, not 

having to follow the procedure themselves and preferring to use officials as proxies for their 

applications. In this case, the officials will give them quotations with an additional percentage 

for their services. Such practices undermine the knowledge that prospective applicants do 

manage to acquire. For example, respondents reported receiving conflicting information from 

various officials and people who had previously gone through the process simply because some 

applicants used officials as a proxy. The lack of transparency in the exchange of information 

extends and consolidates the official irregularities while creating an unpleasant space for people 

in which to access paperwork that mitigates the risks of land security. 

 

                                                           
208 Phone interview, 4th October 2019.  
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One point that emerged from these personal stories when analyzing the ‘formal land 

registration’ and ‘building approvals’ was that the Ngwas were able to internalize the new land 

practices within the local setting in which the land reforms were actually contextualized. With 

anomalies in the process of fee-based registration and permits approval, the social plan for land 

and property security in Ngwaland changed. In the developed nations from where these land 

policies have been copied, egalitarianism and the dictates of public service ethic supersede 

nepotism and ‘bigmanism’; corruption may be present, but it is not rampant (Asuzu, 2006: 252; 

Robinson, 2018: 158). The evolving operation of land policies in Ngwaland reflects the ongoing 

struggle for rights and equality more broadly, which seems to revolve around highly connected 

political elites and their families and allies. The irregularities in the process further a large divide 

between elites and average Ngwa residents, who see in the policies a deliberate program intent 

on removing the right of ordinary people to land security. 

 

Indeed, this disparity between the ideals of the imported land practice and the realities 

experienced by respondents is not unintentional, for it is structurally ingrained in the operation 

of the transformation. Even with the “integrative power of globalization, its processes produce 

a divisional impact,” argues Bauman (1998: 70), this “convergence and dissipation” is “an 

expression of opposite impulses, representing the division of rights and deprivations, wealth 

and poverty, capital and impotence, power and powerlessness, and freedom and restraint” – 

“even less can these divisions be rectified,” he adds. If people like Madumere, Uzodinma, and 

many others do not see a new shift in the way these policies are implemented, they can only 

hope that the future will be different. Mr. Onyekachi has stopped hoping. The “costs will 

continue to increase,” he says, “and officials will continue to demand additional side-kicks.” 

Madumere and Uzodinma hope to see a change in the price of land registration and building 

permit applications – but when, they cannot say. In fact, this problem appears rather to be 

increasing, primarily as a function of migration and urban spread. The urbanization of 

Ngwaland emerges in this study as an important factor in the local process of globalization, as 

is evident in the development of Aba and its surroundings. 

 

6.3 Urbanization and Resistance: land and the Europeanization of Aba and its environs 
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As of that time [the colonial period], when they started to set up administration to govern 

the area [the Eastern region], they brought administration here to Ngwaland. They started 

in Aba. Aba is dominated by non-indigenes. At that time, all our neighboring brothers, we 

called them Ndi Ohuhu (strangers). I think in Anambra [village], they were all rushing down 

from their areas to come and live in Aba, serving those white men, selling their crops, and 

doing their farming for them. We (Ngwas) gave land to strangers for free. Ngwa has enough 

land, and nobody cares. Most of the land owned by strangers in Aba then was not bought… 

In those days, if the government want to allocate land to people, as a stranger working with 

them, he or she would compile the names of their family members and submit, and it would 

be overlooked. There came a time when the Aba Ukwu left their place to a hinterland, 

leaving the real Aba township. The government plotted it out to people, the areas of Park 

road, Pound road, Jubilee road, and Ngwa road. They marked it out for development on 

their own township plans. There was a sanitary line in all the old Aba township. Every 200 

feet, they created a street, so all the waste goes into the sanitary gutter straight to the river. 

Now we are having a problem in Aba because this side of Aba does not have such township 

planning, and this is wrong because once you talk about a township, [when] you are talking 

about the urban area, those things have to be there. Now, land is sold from pillar to post. 

This is wrong.209 

 

This traditional ruler obviously wants to articulate the encounter with new cultural values 

through the development of the locality in which he was born and raised, where the rural setting 

has evolved into a metropolis. HRH Eze L. Kelechi placed the early urbanization process in 

the region in the early 1900s, peaking in the 1920s, a period characterized by economic 

expansion and transnational (European) and rural-to-urban (local) migrations (Fox, 2012; 

Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1991). Many Ngwas are therefore aware that creating a new (modern) 

society through urbanization was not just about economic expansion but also about territorial 

expansion.  

 

In the process of analyzing the interviews, I observed that this knowledge is very much a part 

of the narratives of the Ngwaland urbanization process and something that appears to have an 

impact on everyone, positively and negatively. Several respondents identified Aba as the center 

of the urbanization process and as having driven the early modernization project in the region. 

Based on the accounts of this traditional ruler and other respondents, it is clear that the early 

urbanization of Aba and surrounding areas played a significant economic, political and social 

role in reconfiguring the changing and contemporary practices of land in South-East Nigeria. 

                                                           
209 Interview, 5th April 2015. 
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As Coquery-Vidrovitch (1991: 3) states, “a city never stands alone.” The development of cities 

entails more than exchanges and oppositions since they operate “as points of articulation of 

economic systems” (Mabogunje, 1965: 420) and the sites of “formal political power and 

administrative authority” (Bekker and Therborn, 2011: 1). In understanding Aba as a function 

of the global historical (economic, political, social, cultural) convergence of urban culture in 

Ngwaland (Fox, 2013; Bocquier, 2017), respondents tend to position their narratives within the 

colonial context of the early urbanization process. 

 

The urbanization process in Ngwaland can be said to have begun shortly after the various 

expeditions, including the many trials, incarcerations, and executions of natives who had 

resisted the British invasion in 1901. It was towards the end of 1902 that Ngwaland – and Aba, 

in particular – became the focus of British colonial policy as an administrative center for the 

administration of the colonial government. The urbanizing development Aba began in earnest 

in 1903 when the District Headquarters was officially moved there from Akwete, a former 

colonial administrative district in the then Southern Nigeria, although a set of buildings with 

common architectural features had already been constructed after a ‘classical’ style prior to the 

relocation. The institution of governance was established in Aba as a statement of colonizing 

‘civilization’ and controlling power for the functions of state. Legal jurisdiction for Ngwaland 

was established at the Aba Divisions, and buildings for a military base were constructed in 1902 

to curb the tensions that arose from indigenous protests against the numerous incarcerations 

and executions.  

 

In 1904, the first Native Court overseen by appointed indigenous officers was established as 

supplementary to the existing District Commissioner’s Court. The Court primarily emerged as 

a result of the numerous indigenous protests and revolts (Nwaguru, 2012: 97-99).210 The 

selection of Aba as an administrative center required vast areas of land be prepared to establish 

the necessary infrastructures of governance. The type of modernity that drove the Aba city 

project greatly affected how land was accessed, appropriated, and used. The early land 

legislation (see Chapter 5) had already allayed challenges that might arise from the indigenous 

                                                           
210 Interview, traditional ruler 26th November 2014. 
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population. Importantly, the fears created across the region because of the many executions of 

those who resisted and fought the colonial authorities and their occupation of the region 

contributed enormously to dampen tensions. Under duress, the native populations has had to 

come to terms with the fact that land ownership rights were no longer under their control – with 

the exception of common land designated for use, trees as resources, and houses for demolition, 

to which the right to compensation still prevailed (Nwaguru, 2012: 109).  

 

 

 

Figure 6.4 A modern-traditional style fence in Ngwaland. 

 

When Zukin, Kasinitz, and Chen (2016) wrote about local shopping streets as spaces of 

everyday diversity, they were also simply articulating the character of local cities as shaped by 

a global toolkit (of capital flows, cultural identities, social class, poverty, ambition, etc.). Aba’s 

architecture can be argued, too, to represent a clear, urban planning, visual message about local 
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change driven by a global toolkit. Like other revitalized local cities across the globe (Zukin, 

Kasinitz, and Chen, 2016), the indigenous Ngwa settlement was replaced with a modern 

European city style. As ever, the people seem to have been divided about the changes they saw, 

with one side (negatively) seeing a region becoming less Ngwa and the other side (positively) 

embracing the diversity of the global within a local setting. Aba's urbanization clearly 

demonstrates this diversity and revitalization. However, remnants of traditional housing 

patterns infused into a modern architectural design (see figure 6.4) continue to exist, expressing 

local resistance to total modern urbanization. In Aba, Figure 6.4 depicts a cement hotel 

entrance fence with traditional thatch roofing. 

 

Aba was one of the first well-planned cities to be developed in present-day Nigeria. In alliance 

with prominent Aba indigenous peoples (particularly those of Eziukwu and Aba-Ukwu), the 

colonial presence boosted Aba as a market town, and the administrators converted it into a 

global city. One of the most popular markets, for example, was the ancient Eke-Oha market. 

Oral reports underscored that the significance of the Eke-Oha market grew in the wake of the 

transfer of the District Headquarters from Akwete to Aba by the colonial administrators. The 

market was noted to have attracted many people, mostly traders, to settle in Aba.211 As the new, 

Europeanized model of urban development and governance emerged through the 20th century, 

trade and administration and social interactions generally among locals, migrants, and British 

administrators became intertwined. And as a function of the hub of activity, the demand for 

land in the city became a major pressure, exacerbated by immigrants flooding into the city to 

benefit from its socio-economic opportunities. According to one FGD participant, “[Even] 

those who could afford it scampered to purchase land for housing, and this became one of the 

driving forces in the growth of Aba.”212  

 

The new city’s global vision not only attracted people from far and wide, but the new land 

reforms also created opportunities for immigrants to acquire land. The influx and settling of 

immigrants contributed enormously to the narratives of urban land culture. According to a 

                                                           
211 Today, Aba houses several moderate markets, including the most popular and one of the biggest markets in the 

South-eastern Nigeria, the Ariaria International Market, Aba, which has since been transformed to become the 

Aba Shopping Center.    
212 FGD, 27th November 2014.  
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second FDG participant, “the more people that came into Aba, the more the physical 

appearance of the city was improved, and the development plan further expanded.” Similarly, 

this presence of immigrants in Aba helped to “foster the cultural diversity people enjoy today 

in Ngwaland,” as a third respondent concluded.213 Here, ‘improved development’ is defined in 

terms of the expansion and improvement of infrastructure, referring to the “urbanization that 

is extraordinarily rapid” (Bekker and Therborn, 2011: 3). As expressed in the UNDP (2009) 

summary referred to in Bekker and Therborn (2011: 3), 

 
…rapid urbanization creates ties between the city and the countryside, simultaneously 

disturbs and transforms communities living in urban neighborhoods and in rural villages 

close to the city, and has led to substantial numbers of mainly internal, rather than 

international, migrants who choose the capital cities (mainly) in which to settle because 

these places are perceived to offer citizens an improved economic livelihood and better 

educational and health services. 

 

As this quotation indicates, a rapid urbanization process can be beneficial to society and to people 

in general, but it also disturbs society and social relations. As noted, the urbanization that has 

taken place in Ngwaland since the formal colonial intervention in the early 1900s has depended 

on the appropriation and privatization of common land. Further effects of urbanization have 

become evident in Ngwaland as new roads and railroads have spread. The new transport 

infrastructure promoted interconnectivity and encouraged trade activities and exportable goods 

between Aba and major economic communities across the country. The rail network, in 

particular, stimulated economic and social activities, and the city continued to attract not only 

the indigenous population (local immigrants from rural communities) but also European 

trading companies (Nwaguru, 2012: 97-110). Thus, most respondents were able to appreciate 

the positive aspects of the disruptive urban transformation.  

 

One respondent recounted how his father greatly benefitted from Aba’s new economy. The 

respondent and his siblings had received high-quality education through the opportunity 

provided to his father. An uneducated, traditional man, his father was influenced by the acumen 

of British colonial officers and used the economic energy of the city to the benefit of his children. 

                                                           
213 Ibid.  
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He added that many Ngwa chiefs at the forefront of Aba’s modernization project had done 

similarly and taken advantage of the improved amenities and infrastructure supporting the city’s 

commercial activities.214 

 

The benefits and opportunities of Aba’s urbanization, as reported in Nwaguru (1973, 2012: 

109–110), were underscored and extended in this research. One respondent, for example, was 

a traditional ruler whose father had played a significant role in the early urbanization process. 

He explained that the new facilities had drawn people from places like Bende, Arochukwu, 

Nkwerre, the coastal towns of Opobo and Bonny, and many other distant and nearby locations 

to buy and sell goods and engage in other economic activities. It did not take too long, he said, 

for Aba’s commercial dominance to weaken the economic relevance of neighboring regions, 

highlighting the problem of territorial inequality on the one hand and the advantage of 

development opportunities on the other.215 As urban opportunities continue to diversify, most 

inhabitants became accultured to the modern infrastructure of a rapidly growing metropolis, as 

the sprawling city can now be described. Coleman (1958: 114 ff.) points out the importance of 

language and Westernization in this process; the upwardly mobile and newly affluent middle 

class learnt English and became accustomed to English values, thus gaining access to a vast 

new world of ideas, contacts, and aspirations and acting as models for individual development 

in the contemporary, globalizing world (Coleman, 1958: 114ff).  

 

Thus also, the indigenous people and the settlers became similarly accustomed to the 

appropriations of land, particularly in a scramble to acquire the choicest areas in Aba city 

center.216 Such engagement with the new urban culture driving local behaviors is consistent with 

the notion of cultural flow and mélange as a constant alternation between externalization and 

local interpretations, with the flow passing from society to society and person to person in a 

continuous process of distribution, consumption, and transformation (Risager, 2006: 67). 

                                                           
214 Politician and elder, interview, 17th November 2014.  
215 Interview, 26th November 2014.  
216 FGD, 29th November 2014. This represents a geo-social spatial shift, it should be noted, as the city center was 

not the traditional choice inherited from colonial times. In fact, the best areas for the indigenous population were 

categorised second or third-best for the British colonisers, who separated the government (British) residential areas 

from those of the indigenous population and settlers (a divisional practice continued by post-independence political 

elites). 
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Risager refers to this process as a function of “global ecumene” because of its contribution to 

the production and reproduction of new social systems. A key term by Ulf Hannerz (1992a: 218 

cited in Risager, ibid: 68), by which he attempts to define interconnections and complexity at a 

global level: 

 

Cultural interconnections increasingly reach across the world. More than ever, there is a 

global ecumene. The entities we routinely call cultures are becoming more like subcultures 

with the wider entity, with all that this suggests in terms of fuzzy boundaries and more or 

less arbitrary delimitation of analytical units. 

 

 

I prefer to refer to it as glocal ecumene, which aligns with Nederveen Pieterse’s global (cultural) 

mélange. As Nederveen Pieterse (2009: 117) emphasized, “it would not be difficult to make a 

general case for modernization and development in the global South as processes of 

hybridization.” This is because African society is a melting pot for all forms of cultural mélange, 

with constant change and local (re)interpretations of new influences, as urban culture represents 

in Ngwaland. Indeed, the Ngwa urbanization culture exemplifies how the process of 

urbanization can be negotiated from below as part of both historical and contemporary global 

cultural flows, framed by the gaze of power and a new system of governance of colonial and 

postcolonial regimes (Home, 2015: 53). It also demonstrates how laws and regulations 

imported or transplanted from other places can shape the physical form of Ngwa villages as 

they develop in their own (local) context (Ibid). Even with a language of combinations, 

articulations, improvization, and hybridization to describe the change process (Nederveen 

Pieterse, Ibid), the consequences and disruption of the new and rapid development of 

urbanization were profound.  

 

This new urban culture in Ngwaland, with its disruptive influence on the people, is part of the 

overlapping social, political, and economic agenda that is glocal in scope and represents how 

the global and local can become spaces for mutual constitutive relationships (Appadurai, 1996). 

During one FGD, a chief pointed out how easily influential people took over and occupied 

other people’s properties. The situation was complicated, though. Umejiaku Udochi, a 62-year-

old farmer, who had witnessed first-hand the effects of the Biafran Independence/Nigerian 

Civil War of 1967-70, added that such an “evil” had been committed during the colonial era, 
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and “one wondered why people were so bold to carry out similar acts after the War.” Umejiaku 

was explicitly referring here to the mass occupation of other people’s land and houses in the 

aftermath of the bloody, three-year conflict. He also explained that some of those who survived 

it had come back to find that their property had been taken over by a stranger, while others who 

had presumably died in the war and had left no one behind simply lost it. Some of those who 

returned were unable to chase away the intruders. “Perhaps they were too weak to fight,” 

Umejiaku suggested, “because the war destroyed any legitimate documents they had that could 

have enabled families to regain their property.”217 

 

I can personally relate to Umejiaku’s testimony, as my father told us a similar story. In this 

scenario, his relative went and occupied someone’s land after waiting for several months for the 

unsuccessful return. It took the intervention of family members of the landowner to persuade 

my father’s relative to leave the property. The direct offspring of the landowner survived the 

war, but the rest of the family, including the original owner, were lost. These narratives 

recounted by Umejiaku and my father indicate a further development in land resource practice 

that stretches beyond the British appropriation and Western commodification to include the 

role of the indigenous peoples and the effect of war. However, this should be itself further 

contextualized by and the analysis deepened by appreciation of the contemporary state land 

policies in regard to urban expansion, the primary factor in contemporary change. The 

transformation of Aba from city to metropolis is revealed as urbanization in the form land 

expansion – to an area of over 827 square miles now – alongside massive population growth – 

from around 58,000 in 1953 to some 534,265 as recorded in the 2006 census (Nwaguru, 2012: 

100;  Nzeadibe and Anyadike, 2012: 315).218 Aba is now one of the faster-growing places in 

Nigeria, with an estimated population of over 1 million people (Nzeadibe and Anyadike, 2012: 

315), while the wider population in the state of Abia is put at 3.7 million.219 

 

Notwithstanding the obvious uncertainties that come with the expansion of rural Ngwa 

communities, especially in relation to unequal appropriation and distribution of land, 

                                                           
217 Ibid. 
218 https://gazettes.africa/archive/ng/2009/ng-government-gazette-dated-2009-02-02-no-2.pdf.  
219 http://www.citypopulation.de.  

https://gazettes.africa/archive/ng/2009/ng-government-gazette-dated-2009-02-02-no-2.pdf
http://www.citypopulation.de/
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urbanization has been crucial in people’s experience of culturalization. This became evident as 

respondents discussed the importance of urbanization in Ngwaland during the FGDs. The 

continuity of the ‘colonial heritage’ was mentioned by one of the respondents. The 

contemporary state authorities retained the colonial development in what is now known as the 

Old Aba township. Old Aba, consisting of several streets from Ngwa Road to Park Road, has 

nevertheless been revitalized with modern infrastructure to help the city meet a certain global 

standard (Nwaguru, 2012). Even at that, as mentioned above, a blend of traditional and modern 

architectural design has continued to show how the global and local housing styles reflect the 

process of glocal developments in Ngwaland.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.5 A relaxation spot with modern-traditional design in Ngwaland. 

 

Over the last two decades, in the transformation and incorporation of many rural areas and 

communities into the metropolis, Aba has been expanded to accommodate several markets, 

including one – the Ariaria International Market (AIM) – that attracts traders from across the 
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African continent. This expansion encouraged the formation of trans-continental border 

relationships between Aba traders and their Western counterparts. Consequently, cultural 

values have been exchanged, trade policies shared, and mutual interests sustained. The nature 

of the globality that drives Aba may be understood from the activities of several local traders 

(most of whom were respondents) in the AIM who have never been to China, America or 

Europe but have developed continuous trading relations using modern communication 

technologies to transact with their Western counterparts. To put it another way, this is one of 

the notable outcomes of cultural mélange, in which innovative technological and 

communication networks and electronic devices (and channels) are creating and reinforcing 

access for abstract and distant proximate communities and peoples to crisscrossed to construct 

and sustain all forms of social, political and economic relationships (Appadurai, 1996; Rosenau, 

2003, Nederveen Pieterse, 2020). In the last ten years, the AIM has expanded further, moving 

into land in residential areas in and around the Aba vicinity.220 

 

One exciting perspective that resonated during the FDG focus on the urbanization process in 

Ngwaland was the spatial culturalization of Aba metropolis – a precedent, I would argue, for 

rapid expansion and transformation of rural communities across Ngwaland. Aba may have 

served a colonial hegemonic purpose, but the image of Aba now is more that of a local city 

globally designed, one that has become a space for cultural exchange and interaction and that 

shapes urbanization across several rural areas. The transformation of rural settlements in 

Ngwaland may be understood as an example of the types of developments represented in and 

as Spaces of Everyday Diversity (Zukin, Kasinitz and Chen, 2016), Commercial Development from 

Below (Yu, Chen, and Zhong’s (2016), and From Ghetto to Global (Kasinitz and Zukin’s, 2016) – 

“where local communities are fast becoming a global urban habitat and where variations of 

cultures are seen, felt and tasted.” 

 

This representation is never isolated. The experiences of urbanization in Ngwaland have been 

conditioned by the power of technology and multimedia, expressed through the mobile phone, 

                                                           
220 In order to continue promoting Aba to the world, the current state governor of Abia state, Dr. Okezie Ikpeazu, 

signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with Chinese companies to transfer skills to Aba shoemakers on 

the application of new technology and equipment; AIM is now the largest shoemaking market on the African 

continent.   
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telecommunication systems, computer software, the Internet, electronic screens, and billboards 

along with the traditional mass media of television, radio, and newspapers (Appadurai, 1996; 

Bauman, 1998). For example, I observed how the presence of modern communication 

technologies has changed the narratives of rural societies, visual representations of which are 

now transmitted like scattered images of the global urban. There is a hybridization (Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2015) that links an image of a city in Europe with the realities of Ngwaland, thus 

confirming the process of glocalization at work. As the subsequent section will demonstrate, 

the expansion of urban centers and the use of land in Ngwaland demonstrates how urbanization 

can contribute to deepened glocalization.  

 

6.4 A new Enyimba Economic City: continuity of urban growth  

I identified a process of hybridization in the continued spatial urbanization of local settlements 

across Ngwaland. A spatial urban ordering of local place is gained through interactions with 

land resource practices and includes the design of “history, culture, landscape and people” 

(Hatuka and Forsyth, 2005). The place of local urbanization within the mélange context may be 

best understood from the instances where people in countries like Israel or South Africa no 

longer see their city center in Tel Aviv or Johannesburg differently from the European model 

acting as global paradigm. European urban design concepts have influenced the spatial ordering 

of schemes and ideas worldwide, including in these cities, as captured by the notion of 

“Rothschild Boulevards in Tel Aviv” (Hatuka and Forsyth, 2005) or “generic cities” (Koolhaas, 

1995). Importantly, however, while the Europeanization of African architectures and urban 

planning may remain active (Whyte, 2010) with the sustenance of traditional housing patterns 

as shown in figures 6.4-5, the process of urbanization in Ngwaland also suggests a new model or 

remodeling of “urban networks” (Atkinson and Rossignolo, 2009). 

 

In urban networks, new urban design schemes interact with other urban ideas and become 

influenced in unpredictable ways that are currently relegating the European urban design 

concepts. For example, the urban designs across Dubai influenced but not defined by Western 

urban architecture appear to be reshaping other urban designs, as in the case of the Enyimba 

Economic City (EEC) in Ngwaland (Figure 6,2). Agreed in 2018, the EEC is planned as a 500N 

billion private sector development initiative that is considered capable of igniting an industrial 
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revolution in Nigeria. The EEC urban design won the first Charter Cities Business Plan Contest 

for 2019 and boasts advisors and financiers from the African Export-Import Bank, African 

Development Bank and the International Finance Corporation.221 It occupies 9,646 hectares of 

previously green land, spread over three LGAs (Ukwa East, Ukwa West, and Ugwunagbo).222 

 

 

Figure 6.6 Design for the Enyimba Economic City (EEC).  

Source: eecdgroup.com (2020) 

 

The prospect of the new city attracted divergent ways of perceiving urbanization and the 

methods of conveying it by participants. One respondent asked if I had seen the proposed site 

for a new economic city, and I could feel in his description how enthusiastic he was about the 

prospect. Indeed, from his description, it appeared as a new “city within a city” (Kastner, 2012: 

210). The new economic city is expected to further drive the economic expansion of the Ngwa 

                                                           
221 ECC defeated Blackstone Charter Cities of Australia and Novgorod New Hanse Town of Russia to the second 

and third positions, respectively, to win the cash prize of 25,000 USD. See sunnewsonline.com. 
222 These three LGAs are all in Abia State; Ugwunagbo is the only one in Ngwaland.  



245 
 

region and Abia-State. The goal is to attract the long-term local and foreign investment that 

would integrate Nigerian businesses (manufacturing and services) into regional and global 

supply/value chains. Influenced by Dubai’s urban structure and economic drive, the city is 

projected to propel a well-diversified economy and a modern city that will compete in the 

market with the West. It is expected to create between 625,000 to 700,000 direct jobs within ten 

years and to enhance Nigeria’s participation in the African Continental Free Trade Agreement 

(AFCFTA). Governor Ikpeazu stated during a media brief that “the time has come for our 

people to move from trading to manufacturing” and “the EEC is the vehicle through which we 

are going to achieve that.”223 Figure 6.3 shows the scope and scale envisaged for the project. 

 

The Governor’s depiction of the new city’s prospects – reflected in the respondent’s enthusiasm 

– is itself an indication of today’s process of mélange, where urban spaces are no longer a 

restricted socio-spatial order or separate categories but rather the spatial coordinates of 

fragmented local space that can serve for a social, political and economic productive model city 

concept (Al Sayyad, 2001; Hatuka and Forsyth, 2005). In all of these urban spatial actions, 

accessibility to land remains a significant factor required for and limiting the development of 

the new urban spaces, as the EEC project exemplifies. The transition and transformation of the 

Aba metropolis from a rural settlement to the expansion to ECC at Ugwunagbo is an example 

of top-down glocalization forces at work (Suchacek, 2011). The commodity culture can also be 

argued to characterize this city expansion, in which land at the local level can be endlessly 

contextualized to stage a (re)production of global cultural relations and to promote the 

interconnection of modern cultural and economic values. EEC is thus designed to be a vehicle 

for capitalist economic development, pushing for more financial and labor markets operations, 

in order to consolidate the increasing glocal interactions.    

 

The urbanization of Aba and environs is an affirmation that access to land can form the basis 

for the social life of a city that influenced all aspects of human interactions across space and 

time. Speaking with a government insider, it was clear that the state will ensure the completion 

                                                           
223 Thisday News and EECD, thisdaylive.com/index.php/2019/11/25/enyimba-economic-city-430m-700000-

jobs-coming-to-abia/ and eecdgroup.com/project-description; also, see vanguardngr.com/2017/05/invest-abia-

get-land-title-documents-24hrs-ikpeazu/ (accessed 21 February and 25 November 2019). 

about:blank
about:blank
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of the project given the revenues and economic activities that the new city will generate.224 A 

later pronouncement by the Governor to ensure that all prospective investors to the region can 

gain easy access to land with a certificate of occupancy (secured within 24 hours) unarguably 

affirmed the insider’s information. Such efforts to promote further investment have also 

included, for example, the targeting of around ten Chinese companies to invest in the $1.5 

million shoe factory in Aba. Many Ngwas are excited about the opportunities the city will 

provide. The issue of land, however, represents a price to be paid, as indicated by the spatial 

plan of the development (Fig. 6.4). 

 

 

 

Figure 6.7 The eight pillars of the EEC project. 

Source: eecdgroup.com (2020). 

 

                                                           
224 Informal conversation, 16th July 2019.  
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Many researchers who have studied large-scale urbanization in the context of glocalization (e.g. 

Little, 1971; Ruhiiga, 2013; Afriyie, Abass, and Adomako, 2014) agree that this type of rapid 

urbanization has serious consequences for the rural landscape in terms of increasing pressure 

on the local land resource. When I saw how many hectares the state had acquired, I wondered 

how the communities in Ugwunagbo had been persuaded to give up their plots and properties, 

given how protective the Ngwas are of their land. Then I recalled the Nigerian land law, the 

Land Use Act (Section 5.4), which grants the state governor power to acquire any land deemed 

necessary for the public interest (and the duty to pay compensation). Surprisingly, there seemed 

to be no uproar from the Ngwas about the acquisition. The respondents I spoke with generally 

agreed that their people are focused on the global social, economic, and cultural benefits the 

project will bring.  

 

 

Figure 6.8 Land distribution of the EEC development.  

Source: eecdgroup.com (2020). 
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As a researcher, while I have no direct influence on the responses that research participants may 

provide, I do believe that their responses may have been influenced by their perception of me a 

westernized individual (outsider), regardless of my assumed insider positioning. In other words, 

they may be attempting to show conformity to liberal Westernization norms while avoiding the 

image of being anti-progressive by protesting the amassment of vast areas of land (Fig. 6.5). In 

contrast to their responses, evidence suggests that promises and expectations of economic 

opportunities for host communities in exchange for large areas of community lands for a 

development project do not abate resistance and conflicts, at least not in the early stages of 

project implementation (Ebi, 2015: 93).225 Unless, of course, these responses are motivated by 

the unpalatable socio-economic conditions among the growing unemployed population, who 

are eager for new opportunities to improve their situation. However, when compared to their 

Ngwa counterparts, the host Akwete community in Ukwa East LGA and Asa community of 

Ukwa West LGA in Abia State were less than enthusiastic, a reactionary response I considered 

to be the norm when large areas of lands are to be appropriated for development projects. 

 

In August 2019, a former Chairman of Akwete Joint Council of Chiefs noted that the Akwete 

community had not been compensated by the state and called on the state governor to properly 

engage with the community in the acquisition of their land.226 Six months later, the Asa 

community also demanded from the state government an equity share of the business city on 

the basis that the project had taken much of what was left of their farming land, after so much 

land had already been occupied by oil companies.227 In a recent live-stream meeting (on 1st 

December 2020), one of the EEC project managers noted that the host communities are 

shareholders and will cumulatively derive $5.4 million in equity, which equates to 4% of the 

total value, as compared to 20% for Crown Realities Plc and for the Federal Government of 

                                                           
225 The WBHS is a case in point where, regardless of developmental goals, indigenous landowners revolted and 

were appeased with the reallocation of 500 plots. Reflecting on the contrary experiences of research participants, 

as well as the irregularities and disenfranchisement that marred WBHS project, it is not documented whether the 

right indigenous landholders received the plots or if they were re-allocated to others for whom they were not 

intended.  
226 PM News, pmnewsnigeria.com/2019/08/16/we-have-not-received-compensation-from-ikpeazu-abia-

community/ (accessed 18th June 2020).  
227 Business A.M, businessamlive.com/rumbling-by-communities-over-land-threatens-n500bn-enyimba-

economic-city-project/ (accessed on 18th June 2020).   
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Nigeria ($27.4 million each) and 6% for Abia State Government ($8.2 million), with the 

remaining 50% for public sale (privatized).228 

 

The varied positive reactions of the Ngwas to the prospects for the new city project suggest that 

if the government is able to tailor policies that are people-oriented and where people feel they 

are stakeholders in the project, sacrificing their land for the public good may be accepted, 

literally regarded as a worthwhile investment. Where government public policies are 

“unsatisfactory” and “unseen” (Quade, 1977; Mettler, 2011), however, they may fail to meet 

people’s expectations, which seems to be the case for the Akwete and Asa communities. EEC 

policy appears to aim for the relationship between land, people, and government to be 

structured so as to promote and deepen local-global socio-cultural and economic connections 

through spatial urbanization. Insofar as spatial urbanization and expansion trigger the efforts to 

consolidate a global land culture in a local setting, the disparity in practice is likely to remain a 

major challenge and become, I suggest, a cultural fault line. This inequality in land practice, as 

seen in the privatization process (Section 6.2.1), affects everyone, not only men, traditionally 

identified as the primary holders of land rights. In fact, Ngwa women’s rights to land remain 

little changed even now, long after the formal end of colonialism. As a result, the divisive 

impacts of the globalization process exacerbate an old exclusion. 

 

6.5 Summary 

Chapter 5 provided further answers to the second subsidiary research question on how global 

cultural values interacted with precolonial Ngwaland resource practices, and how the residents 

of Ngwaland experienced and negotiated the process of transition from common to 

commodified land. The chapter discussed the background of the use of land resources as 

communal property related to culture, rather than as commodity related to economic value and 

how this continues to inform contemporary land practices. The analysis in chapter 6 builds on 

the discussion in chapter 5 and expanded it in two major ways.   

 

                                                           
228 NjenjeMediaTV Live Stream, ’Enyimba Economic City, The Hidden Development in Alaigbo You Never 

Knew About’, 1 December 2020 youtube.com/watch?v=MtvVDQRr_IM.  
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Chapter 6 explored privatization and urbanization as driving forces for the development of the 

land market economy through the commodification and monetization of various aspects of 

land resource practices. First, commodification became one of the main features of the changing 

culture of land through the role of state officials who gained the power to regulate indigenous 

land. The analysis of chapter 6 highlighted how the commodification culture was realized 

through the alienation of indigenous rights to land by declaring communal land as vacant and 

therefore open to be confiscated by the colonial state and subsequently disposed of as private 

property. The change process continued as the activities of colonial rule were adopted by the 

post-independence state which consequently consolidated a new privatization culture.   

 

The analysis showed how institutional legislation at different times transformed. The ancient 

system of land ownership, inheritance, transfer, and the culture of hospitality, in which natives, 

migrants, and other ethnic strangers who had previously enjoyed the privilege of land usage 

for free, became obliged to acquire land through monetary payment. These changes were 

initiated primarily through colonial laws and policies, but were subsequently extended by the 

post-independence state which introduced taxes and fees (revenues) for land registration and 

other land activities. This development transformed the marketable value of land. Most land 

resource activities shifted from a traditional, social and cultural environment to a 

cosmopolitan, market-oriented economy. This development enabled the liberalization, 

privatization and commercialization of land resource practices and the ‘left-behind’ reality 

was that virtually all changing land resource practices were associated with either poverty or 

prosperity. The monetization of land resource practices through privatization, created spaces 

in which wealthy individuals alone tended to enjoy good opportunities to participate in the 

land reforms. The analysis highlighted this significant dimension as an indication that the 

distinction between the wealthy and the poor became reproduced through a system of revenue 

and fees – that is, of the commodification process. This chapter showed that such 

reproduction is dependent on firstly what is commodified (capital value), secondly where it is 

located (locality/region/country), and thirdly the pace of change.  

 

In expanding the first major theme by analyzing the differentiation in social life (rich and 

poor), this chapter also discussed how the privatization process was mediated by large-scale 
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agrarian market reforms. Agrarian reforms were introduced in Ngwaland and initiated 

another major shift – that from the production of food crops for the family to cash crops for 

sale. Consequently, while food self-sufficiency of the local population declined, increased 

income potential from local markets rose and led to the financial prosperity for some, but 

struggle for many. Furthermore, the expansion of plantation agriculture prevented 

smallholders (peasants) from accessing resources (including those that might have been 

communal), with some losing their land to the large commercial farmers. The changes were 

particularly difficult for small landholders. In short, poverty was introduced into Ngwaland 

during the colonial period and was consolidated in post-colonial period.  

 

On the other hand, the limited number of commercial farmers, both local and foreign, enjoyed 

a great boom. They had access to capital and other facilities that encouraged the production 

of crops, and for this category of people, whether indigenous, migrants, or foreigners, the land 

practice change meant prosperity. Thus, the analysis in chapter 6 showed not only that the 

newfound utility of land was supported by commodity exchange in a model that was primarily 

market- and capital-driven as compared to the previous communal exchange of goods, it also 

revealed how agrarian reforms shaped the privatization process and led to further social and 

economic divisions within the local population. 

 

The second expansion covered in this chapter involved the ethnographic evidence which 

showed that these social, economic, and political expressions of capital associated with the 

acquisition, ownership, transfer and use of land also shaped the new dynamics of 

urbanization. Likewise, the modern and contemporary development of major cities and 

suburban areas was discussed in terms of trade relations between locals and outsiders. This 

development indicated how global trade interactions were intertwined with urbanization at the 

local level. At the same time, we can conclude that while global urbanization styles spread 

rapidly, traditional styles also continue to exist, albeit subtly, but clearly noticeable.  

 

For example, architecturally, modern housing styles coexist with old, traditional housing 

styles. When it comes to housing, of course, architecture has direct social effects as well as 

cultural implications and ramifications. In the case of Ngwaland, the combination of 
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traditional and modern architectural prototypes by locals expresses, albeit selectively, both a 

sense of shared heritage and – in some cases – resistance to all sorts of external influences. 

The expressions of resistance are clearly visible in cases where the process of urbanization is 

perceived as a space for the exploitation of land at the expense of its use for commons. They 

are also expressions of local reactions to the threat of the assertation of external values in the 

form of new global urban lifestyles. As the chapter discussed, the Ngwas are known for their 

resistance to external influences – going back to the popular Agbala and Obete uprisings of 

1914 and the Aba women’s movement in 1929 against high taxes and levies and cheap and 

forced labor, associated with the colonial political economy. While the local resistances 

pushed through certain economic and political reforms, the analysis shows that the outcomes 

deepened social differentiation between the rich and the poor, promoting further exclusion 

and marginalization in land relations.  

 

The continued changes in the urban and privatized spaces have been rapid since the early 

1990s, shaping and transforming local land culture in Nigeria and Ngwa society in particular. 

The post-colonial period witnessed new twists and turns within the cultures of privatization 

and urbanization, bringing both advantages and disadvantages to different segments of the 

people. In the context of population growth, the analysis emphasized how these new turns 

became embedded in cosmopolitan laws, policies, and practices through intensified efforts to 

mainstream the commodification of land. Efforts to enforce the commodification of all 

activities related to land resources further shifted control over land away from communities 

and vested it in post-independence governments at various levels. Control over land was not 

only transferred to the local state, but also to the federal, state. Additionally, local 

governments collaborated with international actors, such as the WB, dabbling in the 

acquisition and allocation of land resources. This glocal approach facilitated rapid 

privatization and urbanization and particularly the commodification of land resources in 

Ngwaland. 

 

While the loss of communal lands, through the policies and massive funded housing programs 

of both the WB and the federal government of Nigeria lent credence and support to the 

processes of urbanization and commodification, large parcels of land which previously 



253 
 

belonged to various communities in Ngwaland, were forcefully expropriated by the 

governments without compensation for the purposes of their housing programs. This required 

financial compensation, thus introducing a new dimension both to the commodification – 

converting people’s land into money – and inequity – where compensation claims have not 

been met in a timely fashion, not fully or not at all. Where compensation has been paid, the 

amounts have generally been meager, leading to local agitations. The analysis also pointed to 

how houses were allocated to citizens of Nigeria with no consideration of any advantage 

offered to the indigenous people. Most of the allocated housing has gone to absentee landlords 

collecting rent from the allocated property, and many indigenous people who had their 

ancestral lands taken away were not able to receive the allocation. Thus, the victims were 

made landless and homeless, representing a new sort of deprivation with the removal of a 

sense of place and belonging.  

 

On the other hand, there are some indigenous and immigrant beneficiaries who express a 

sense of fairness and satisfaction with the distribution process, projecting the supposed 

colonial principle of equity onto the culture of privatization. As with the colonial and post-

independence divisive system, most beneficiaries seem to have inexorably become culpable 

key players in a corrupt system promoting exclusion and marginalization in land relations. 

The analysis here showed how mismanagement and corruption fed into a privatization 

process, creating land distribution inequities that widened the gap between elites and the poor 

and migrants and indigenous people.  

 

The consideration of the changes introduced through the new cultures of privatization and 

urbanization in this chapter has been important in order to come to a number of conclusions. 

First, there is an inextricable connection between international, national, and local actors, 

including the policies supporting the continued process of commodification in Ngwaland. 

Secondly, the sociocultural, political, and economic marginalization and disenfranchisement 

currently prevails in the culture of privatization (commodification) in Ngwaland. Regarding 

the former, the development of the glocal has extended with the rapid influx of technological 

infrastructures into Ngwaland. Regarding the latter, some divisions which originated in colonial 

governance structures, have subsequently been reinforced by postcolonial land administration 
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structures and practices. Other state-governed practices of capital, such as surveying, title 

deeds (power of attorney, certificate of occupancy), and land rent and levy systems have 

further entrenched differentiation. 

 

To summarize, the empirical findings as discussed in this chapter showed how the transition of 

the land from common to commodity has manifested through its privatization and 

urbanization. These new practices were shaped by a capitalist ideology, where the market is 

money-driven, with the endogenous reproduction of the land markets co-enacted by the local 

Ngwa people and immigrants in search of economic opportunities, which are interconnected 

with the global regime of capital (c.f., the WB interventions). These cultural manifestations and 

changes also shaped local reactions and fashioned new social relationships in the practices of 

land. Building in this, the next chapter will analyze the reactions and new relationships in 

Ngwaland as cultural fault-lines of the processes of global-local interactions and development. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

 

THE CULTURAL FAULT LINES 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

Whether or not modernity has brought about changes, the only way possible is for the 

siblings to decide to give her a small portion of their own share. If she is an orphan, then 

she must be of good character in order for the [brothers] to accept her. If, for example, she 

did not marry, the woman should be of good character in order to win the hearts of her 

brothers. Only the brothers are capable of accommodating their sister. Out of mercy, the 

elder brother can also give the sister land to farm from his own portion.229 

 

These words of a traditional ruler reflect the position of Ngwa women in land practices in the 

twenty-first century. As discussed in Chapter 4, this positioning is not new and rather has its 

roots in precolonial culture. A distinction between past and present, however, emerged through 

the exacerbation of women’s societal exclusion during the colonial regime, which was sustained 

and consolidated in postcolonial regimes and appeared to be culturally difficult to deconstruct 

today.  

 

This continued exclusion and disempowerment, as well as the challenges in reducing the 

marginalization of women in Ngwaland, can be seen as a reflection of the asymmetrical power 

relations towards women within the global-local units that are constantly in flux and creating 

different social relations. Even though the continuous process of the powerful global relations 

interact with local reactions and have created a plurality and fluidity of sociocultural, political, 

and economic connectedness unlike any other in human history – and with respect and 

tolerance for mutual differences create equal opportunities. The fact remains that the 

overlapping of structural differences has also created frictions and marginalization (Appadurai, 

1996; Swyngedouw, 1999: Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020; Fraser and Hellemont, 2020). As a 

                                                           
229 Traditional ruler, interview, 6th April 2015.  
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result, it is not uncommon to see ever-increasing realities and narratives of sociocultural, 

political, and economic exclusion and marginalization across the world, but especially in the 

global South, including in Ngwaland (Nigeria), where patriarchy still reigns supreme.  

 

Following Chapters 5 and 6, which examined how global cultural values interacted with 

precolonial Ngwaland resource practices and how Ngwaland residents experienced and 

negotiated the transition from common to commodity, this chapter begins to address the third 

subsidiary research question, that of, how do local reactions to the continued commodification and 

hybridized land resource practices shape new social relations, and transformed approaches to land conflict 

management. Particularly, the chapter addresses how experiences arising from the exigencies of 

hybridized forms of land practices shape disparities in land relations. Specifically, here, I discuss 

the gender division and marginalization of women, as well as the challenges faced by the Ngwa youth 

in contemporary practices of land, as these are socially, politically, and economically nurtured 

in the monetized land practices. 

 

The remainder of this chapter has four sections. In the context of a patriarchal society with a 

modern system where women are symbolically equated with commodity and object for 

possession, the next section (7.2) examines the issue of women and land relations in colonial as 

well as post-independence Ngwa society. The third section (7.3) then considers the challenges 

of commodification for the youth in their relations with land. In the fourth section (7.4), I 

address the gap between government policy and the reality of landlessness. Section 7.5 

summarizes the issues discussed in the chapter. Throughout, the discussions are framed with 

people’s real and imagined experiences as conditioned by their own interpretation of land 

relations and based on their variously valued interactions with a range of land activities and 

institutions, with most of the information derived from in-depth interviews. 

 

7.2 Women and land: objectification and property in transit 

The condition of contemporary Ngwa women in land resource practices, as well as their 

relationship with land, are investigated. The empirical outcomes of this research found that 

Ngwa women have remained landless and structurally objectified. Ngwa women lack the basic 

rights to land. In societies with a patrilineal land tenure system, such as has historically persisted 
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among the Ngwas, women's land rights depend on their relationship with a male, usually a 

father, brother, son or husband, (Manuh, 1988). Patriarchy is a gendered power structure in 

which men dominate and control women’s status, privileges, and rights (to land, labor, 

reproduction, sexuality, etc.) in society through a network of social, political, and economic 

relations (Kalabamu, 2006: 237). In reference to Lovett (1989: 25), Meghan Dalrymple 2002: 

42) argues, since women in such societies cannot claim independent land rights, their access to 

land is indirect and thus insecure. Blackden and Bhanu (1999: 35, cited in Dalrymple 2002: 43) 

similarly observe that, as “men in patrilineal groups acquire rights to land by birth in their 

communities or groups, they can create assets by building a house or planting trees on the land, 

a task usually carried out by men and rarely done by women,” and this “process of asset creation 

tends to convert men’s use rights into private ownership.” 

 

Obviously, land access arrangements impact on the system of allocation and distribution within 

households. African households typically assume specific roles for men and women, with the 

dominant tradition being that family survival depends on the land and thus the male rights-

holder. The position of women in this setting is structured to meet the needs of their family 

through unpaid labor at home and independent production to attain a level of self-reliance. 

While the empirical findings of this study indicate that although these land-right-based 

dynamics are changing, at the community level, where land rights are sacrosanct and represent 

an important aspect of group identity, the denial of women’s right to land remains little 

changed. Not much has been accomplished in contemporary Ngwaland in this respect, even 

for women who are starting to deconstruct the rigidity of gender roles by taking on male income-

provision responsibilities. This disparity in land distribution may be considered a social fault line. 

Most of the women respondents here, embedded in the patriarchal system of the Ngwa society, 

said that men have deliberately refused to acknowledge that women are going beyond past 

norms and traditions to positions of authority that should place them on an equal footing with 

men and so are beginning to seek equal land rights.230 

 

                                                           
230 FGDs, women, 30th November 2014, Isiala Ihie Autonomous Community in Ugwunagbo LGA; 10th April 

2015, LG Secretariat, Osisioma Ngwa LGA HQs. 
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This fault line is not only historically or locally structured (Kalabamu, 2006), but it is also a 

result of uneven globalization developments (Lastarria-Cornhiel, 1997; Bond, 2006; Grabe, 

Grose, and Dutt, 2015) - an outcome of global capitalist production and (local) consumption 

that manifested through commodification, privatization, and urbanization cultures (Amanor, 

1999; Kunnemann and Suarez, 2013; Doss, Summerfield and Tsikata, 2014). In other words, 

the mixing and expansion of capital into an existing polarized local land governance framework 

in Ngwaland, leading to the commodification of land resource practices, created social, 

political, and economic disparity and polarization, substantially negating women’s rights to 

land (Appadurai, 1996; Amanor, 1999; Federici, 2011). Scholars who find these fault lines to 

be results of intercultural diffusions and tensions (Roudometof, 2016; Nederveen Pieterse, 

2020) – or what Appadurai (1996) described as the effects of a complex, overlapping, and 

disjunctive order – also claim that this represents the new glocal cultural economy. These 

scholars see the fault lines (such as the relegation of women’s rights to land) as arenas for new forms 

of power hierarchies, control, and contestation as a result of processes through which 

commodification, privatization, and urbanization have been glocalized. They claim that 

through an absorption of cultural mélange and the construction of provocative (new) cultural 

practices, the dislocation has been further activated. This is to say, land is a critical domain for 

the divisions and contestation of rights because of the historical linkage to power and control 

mechanisms.  

 

The disparaging conditions of women in land relations were verified several times in this 

research. Even though women actually access land more often than men and remain an 

effective mediation resource in land dispute resolution, still, as an elder and politician told me, 

“Women will never be permitted to approach the oldest man for allocation of land to build a 

homestead, that would never be done in Ngwaland.”231 This respondent explained the degree 

of change that modernity has brought to Ngwaland. He remembered how people used to live 

in mud houses, and walking was the mode of transportation. People would walk miles to carry 

messages to neighboring villages, as there was no vehicle or bicycle, and water was fetched from 

distant streams. Today, they can build and roof their houses with aluminum sheets instead of 

                                                           
231 Interview, 17th November 2014.  
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palm fronds. Technology has made it easier for them to fly by plane, travel by rail, water, and 

road using trains, cars, and ships, such that journeys of three months are now reduced to a few 

hours to days. Messengers have been replaced by modern communication techniques such as 

telephone, print, and visual media – television, newspaper, radio, and the Internet. He 

applauded colonialism as the driver of Westernization that brought these changes to their 

doorstep and concluded that Christianity played a major role in eradicating the killing of human 

beings for sacrifice and tossing twins into the evil forest. I wanted to understand why women 

are still denied rights to land: 

 

We are talking of our own tradition, remember? It may be different in other places. Human 

rights or no human rights would never change the fact that women cannot be allocated land 

for a homestead in Ngwaland. We have a belief that any female child is like a stranger in 

her father’s land and thus belongs to another man through marriage.232 

 

Such references to women as ‘strangers’ are common in Ngwaland, made in relation to the 

transition process of a girl-child to womanhood and marriage. The research findings indicate 

that modernity (globalization) has rarely changed the structure of women as people ‘on the 

move’ – essentially, patrilocality – which is at the heart of their not having rights to land. Thus, 

women grow up with the knowledge that they do not have a share in land allocation and 

inheritance, and they are married into families with zero expectations. A bride-price (dowry 

payment) is paid as part of the marital arrangement, explains a traditional ruler, after which a 

married woman’s right to land will become inter-linked with their husbands.233 

 

Most of the narrators explaining women’s (non-)rights to land compared the amounts involved 

in marrying women with the price of land, with many claiming that land costs more than 

women. One of the major problems with this objectification of women is the conformity of the 

majority of Ngwa women to the patriarchal structuring of Ngwa society. This appeared as a 

huge challenge in the broader movement to deconstruct and resist the gendered power relations 

that enact women’s exclusion and marginalization, which is fundamentally intertwined with 

the right to actively participate in land resource practices (Lennie, 1999). Clearly, this 

                                                           
232 Ngwa Elder and Politician, interview, 17 November 2014. 
233 Interview, 6th April 2015. 
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normalization is not a simple consequence of the global capitalization of land. Rather, the local 

gendered power relations that stretch back decades condition women as well as men to continue 

manifesting inequality as the cultural norm. Thus, the current generation of Ngwa women has 

been structurally conditioned to think and conform to the past, a condition that exemplifies the 

pressures of the global cultural processes at the local level. At the same time, it has dampened 

the zeal of women to actively resist. A situation that I observed to have worsened the 

contemporary relegation of women in land matters.  

 

In attempting to understand the contemporary Ngwa women’s actions for potential change, it 

became clear that the movement appeared to be distinct from the popular Aba women's 

movement of 1929, which can be argued helps to explain the “reactions against the 

homogenizing threat of globalization” (Ger and Belk, 1996: 284). While women in that era 

were able to aggressively resist and achieve some form of change by organizing riots and 

protests (Allen, 1976; Nwaguru, 2012), even if it was only temporary, contemporary Ngwa 

women appeared to be confined and bounded by and within the social and political pressures 

and environments that conditioned the fault lines that shape their exclusions and 

marginalization. This suggests that the approach women adopt for their actions, as well as the 

potential for progress and change, is typically determined by time, space and context. Many 

elements can be considered as working against contemporary Ngwa women’s efforts for 

emancipation from historical injustices that continue to deprive them.  

 

As shown in the manifestations of the land practices reform policies (section, 5.5), the social, 

political and economic contexts of contemporary regimes continue to push forward the inherent 

distortions of African customary practices and policies of colonial regimes, thus giving rise to 

those who have taken an activist stance and are concerned about the challenges limiting 

women’s rights and security to land. Given the inherent ambiguities between old and modern 

cultures and the mélange that produced a commodified and capitalist land culture entrenched 

in disparities and exclusions (Appadurai, 1996; Cvetkovich and Kellner, 1997; Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2020), I agree with Lyn Ossome (2014) in questioning whether contemporary laws 

can ever secure women’s rights to land in Africa. As the discussion progresses, the response to 

this question will become clearer. One thing is certain, the challenges that Ngwa women 
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experience with modern land acquisitions and transfers are still rooted in the colonial capitalist 

structure of exclusion and the ideology of customary laws.     

 

While contemporary Land Tenure Acts in Nigeria recognize the rights of all individuals to land 

(male and female), the condition of the Ngwa women exemplifies the non-flexibility and 

essentially non-plural systems that regulate modern access to land in the country. And which 

has continued to be disadvantageous to women in Nigeria. This unequal grounding extends 

across the Ngwaland and even beyond the continent, as Asian women confront comparable 

hurdles in their efforts to secure land rights with similar challenges (Amin, 2006; Ossome, 2014; 

Federici, 2011, 2021). I remembered when my research assistant and I visited Mrs. Amarachi, 

a vibrant young widow who leads the women’s group in her community. Sitting in the living 

room of her four-bedroom bungalow one late afternoon in November, we found our 

conversation turning to women and land resource practices in contemporary Ngwaland. I 

wanted to understand the efforts that women are making today to change the position of women 

in terms of land practice. I felt her frustration as she narrated how difficult it is as a woman to 

claim rights to land and property and how traditional custom has continued to undermine 

women’s efforts to actively participate and interact with land. “I doubt that women could ever 

be at par with men,” Mrs. Amarachi said and went on to talk about how birthing a son for her 

late husband was the saving grace that had allowed her to remain in the house she built with 

him. In other words, without a surviving male child, the likelihood of relatives stripping her of 

the inheritance would be high.234 

 

This narrative expresses the contemporary situation regarding land practice of a co-wife (Igbo 

men traditionally take more than one wife)– and mother, daughter, daughter-in-law, and 

sister.235 Almost 90 percent of women respondents cited cultural norms as the reasons they 

believe that a woman’s right to land can never be equal to a man’s. This is the case regardless 

of whether a woman is herself richer or educated or has inculcated Western values. Seldom 

have the attempts by those among the remaining 10 percent enough to challenge the existing 

standards achieved victory. Those women who did make attempts, according to participants in 

                                                           
234 Interview, 28th November 2014. 
235 Women leader, interview, 28th November 2014. 
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a (mixed-sex) FGD, were either persecuted by their families or labeled agents of Westernization 

and even met with strong opposition from their fellow women.236 So, it is not so surprising when 

respondents make comments to the effect that the introduction of Western cultural values can 

never change how Ngwaland responds to women’s rights to land. This appears to represent a 

negative aspect of the limits of globalization.  

 

The implication here is that women's resistance is failing to produce results. When women talk 

about their resistance to the exclusion from land rights, their interpretations of this tend to differ 

from those that are prevalent in the literature on local struggles. The society that produces the 

Ngwa women does not allow them to take to the streets to protest and riot or to go on strike in 

order to express their dissatisfaction with the formal and informal exclusion of women in 

matters of land control and management. They do not enjoy the level of coordination achieved 

by well-known organizations in other sub-Saharan countries, such as the Uganda Women's 

Network (UWONET), Uganda Land Alliance (ULA), National Land Forum in Tanzania 

(NLFIT), Zambia National Land Alliance (ZNLA), National Land Committee in South Africa 

(NLCISA), Kenya Land Alliance (KLA), Rwanda Land Alliance (RLA), and Namibian NGO 

Federation (NANGOF) (Tripp, 2001, 2004: 3). One thing is certain, however: while Ngwa 

women do not have a formalized alliance or coalition, they do meet on a regular basis in 

community halls to discuss and make decisions in response to societal forces affecting their 

rights, including their relationship with the land, and they do have leaders, the wives of 

traditional rulers.  

 

According to these community leaders, women in Ngwaland agree that the movement against 

land exclusion must begin at the family and community levels. This implies that while they may 

not follow the conventional pattern of an organized movement, women have nevertheless taken 

up a dialogic approach aimed at the family and community level. Some women are also taking 

their concerns to policymakers, albeit in an ad hoc fashion. In fact, those who oppose the 

policymakers and envision a political solution believe that if more women become involved in 

politics, the change that they all desire may not be so far-fetched after all. It is difficult to say 

                                                           
236 Mixed FGD, 12th April 2015 at Owor/Umuosi Village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 
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from all this whether Ngwa women's efforts at the family and community levels are sufficient. 

Notwithstanding the belief that acquiring land in their names effects a subtle but persistent 

resistance to inequity in land rights, women’s sense of achievement here is constrained by the 

knowledge that the land will eventually be transferred to a male relative. Yet, this may be 

viewed as providing women with a temporary sense of fulfillment and thus indicative of a way 

in which women are circumventing traditional norms (Tripp, 2004: 2).   

 

On the other hand, the opposition to women’s rights to land in Ngwaland encapsulates the 

historical, colonial, and postcolonial distorted culture, which exemplifies the problem of 

inserting specific human rights in different local contexts. If we might adopt Appadurai’s (1995: 

210) emphasis on the production and inter-contextual relationship of a locality and its subjects, this 

opposition to women’s rights to land indicates that even in societies with the most diffused 

global cultural flows, their relationship with the subjects they produce, name, and empower to 

act socially is enmeshed in the historical and dialectical. Thus, the ability of women’s 

movements to effect change can only be determined by the context of the locality in which the 

women are produced. In other words, Appadurai is saying that the issues women face in 

contemporary Ngwaland do not arrive only with modernity and the commodification of 

properties but rather come through a combination of historical (precolonial and colonial) 

relationships and the hybridization of the twenty-first-century global cultural flows, which also 

produces disconnection inside localities.   

 

7.2.1 In a place of hopelessness and despair 

As subjects within a region in which they are produced, named, and have the rights to be 

empowered to participate socially on an equal level with the rest of the subjects within the 

community, many women speak from a position of sorrow, pessimism, and despair 

(Appadurai, 1995). As earlier noted, some of the women lean on the practice of “good conduct” 

in the absence of surviving male children, particularly the widows and unmarried women. This 

category of women, according to one Ngwa traditional ruler, must appeal to the conscience of 

male relatives through good behavior as the criterion determining whether or not they will be 

accommodated. Thus, they must be willing to take any portion of the land offered to them to 

farm for sustenance – unless they (are able to) buy land, which must also be negotiated for them 
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through male relatives.237 This is the “practice that has been in existence, and our modern men 

have failed to change it,” says Ugoeze M. Anyaogu, the wife of a late traditional ruler and a 

well-educated private secondary school proprietor. 

 

Ugoeze Anyaogu complains about how women have their rights to land neglected, which she 

compares to the way they were treated in the old days. For her, nothing ever changed in 

Ngwaland, and she is not sure if it ever will:238 

 
Here, women do not stay where men are addressing land issues unless we are invited to 

stand as witnesses. The point is that we can’t approach the Ama Ala to express our 

displeasure at excluding women in too many areas of land resource practices. According to 

our men, ‘women are strangers’, we are in ‘transit’. We are considered a legitimate part of 

them because of the dowry paid on our heads. This is the only way we are marginally 

recognized in the household. Even though Ngwa women today have access to education, 

interact with other developed societies and share in their cultural values, we know that our 

culture is not favorable to us, and we know it will be difficult to change the tradition. Not 

only are we not permitted to participate actively in land practices; also, we’re prohibited 

from pouring libations, cutting, and blessing the kola-nut. To tell you how rigid our tradition 

is for women, instead of women cutting and blessing kola nuts, a male child under the age 

of 18 is preferred to take up the role. The challenge we face is that most of our men are 

illiterate, and it’s not easy to convince people who are illiterate to do things differently. It 

takes lots of effort and resources, and I doubt though if we’ll change anything about our 

situation anytime soon. 

 

Ugoeze Anyaogu is not alone in her opinion, as other respondents generally agree with her. 

The ‘traditional’ marginalization of (co-)wives can be particularly invidious. For example, first 

wives without male children may see the entire family inheritance transferred to a second or 

third wife with sons. As one respondent complained, “If women who have contributed towards 

growing the family assets can be relegated during the sharing of family properties because they 

have no sons, then can we agree with our men that women are truly strangers as well as objects 

that are bought with money and can be discarded.”239 

 

                                                           
237 Interview, 6th April 2015.  
238 Interview, 8th April 2015.  
239 FGD, women, 30th November 2014, Isiala Ihie Autonomous Community in Ugwunagbo LGA.  
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Female respondents reacted bitterly to their marginalization and the challenges of patriarchy 

that characterize the women’s experiences of land resource practices in Ngwa society. My own 

first experience of this came during the land dispute resolution that I participated in as an 

observer at Owor/Umuosi, a community in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. I knew that it was taboo for 

women to participate in land discussions other than as witnesses, yet, after my identity (as a 

researcher) had been cleared and I was informed that, as a woman, I could not actually take 

part in the proceeding, there were a few minutes of consultation, after which I was permitted to 

participate. What had changed? Unfortunately, I was unable to gain an answer to this question. 

The so-called traditions depriving Ngwa women of their rights to actively engage in land 

matters were presumably set aside for me on the basis of my ‘outsider’ status. This led me to 

believe that the so-called ‘traditions’ are flexible, so deliberately used to relegate certain a 

category of individuals (women) in a particular social context (land practice). Then the belief 

systems and practices themselves are receptive to change, can be compromised and 

deconstructed by those so empowered. 

 

Similarly, I talked with a traditional ruler of a community who told me that he allows his wife 

to be present during dispute resolution proceedings with his cabinet. When I asked why he did 

not approve of the participation of women, he explained that although a few women chiefs have 

emerged in recent times, they can never be participants in land matters because women are not 

allowed to be involved in land settlement proceedings. His reason for allowing his wife to be 

present was that he wanted her to be his witness during the decision-making process. So, a 

woman as insider can be present, but without a voice and only if allowed by a man, while a 

woman as outsider can participate, and in both cases, the decisions are made by men.240 These 

traditional norms of engagement in land matters seem to further reinforce the difficulties facing 

contemporary Ngwa women. As in several African countries (Grigsby, 2004), the issues are 

complex. Nevertheless, women remain directly and indirectly disadvantaged in land resource 

practices, both in their immediate communities and in the national legislation. This relegation 

operates as a fault line marking and expressing the gendered structure of socio-cultural 

interactions.  

                                                           
240 Interview, 7th April 2015.  
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7.2.2 Ngwa women and the twenty-first-century cultural fault line 

As capital flows into local communities, land resource practices become more commoditized, 

and local policies continue to consolidate the capitalist culture, the changes may exacerbate 

social disparities within communities and groups, making it impossible for the majority of the 

population to protect their interests (Appadurai, 1996; Amanor, 1999: 83). As the case of Ngwa 

women demonstrates, this change may have an impact on local consciousnesses and stimulate 

more movement against socioeconomic and political inequities within communities. In the 

context of the twenty-first century, developing Ngwa society with a rapidly growing population, 

and where local consciousness is susceptible to external cultural values, women are actively 

silenced and subjected to the illusion that they have no business to seek for and be granted land 

rights.  

 

Some male narrators argue that land commodification has addressed the traditional gap, 

making it possible for women to access and own land. This view was considered flawed and 

debunked by most of the women I interviewed. In Ngwaland, the nexus between the 

commodification of land and the rights of women to own land is limited. There is no doubt that 

most of the women find that land commodification does make it possible for them to purchase 

land, but they see how the socio-cultural disparity remains a major obstacle. One woman during 

an FGD angrily questioned why women’s right to own land is mediated by men – such that 

“society encourages today’s women to be independent, to work hard and to earn a living, but 

women are robbed of the privilege of owning outright the land that they have bought.”241 She 

resented having to attach a man’s name to the title deeds. 

 

Mrs. Orjiugo, a retired school principal, recounts how she bought land with her savings but was 

compelled to use the name of her (eldest) son on the property papers. Even if she had used her 

own names, moreover, she rhetorically questions what significance that would make when the 

land will be systematically treated as that of her sons, or her brothers’ and husband’s (male) 

relatives in the absence of a surviving male child.242 The social sphere in which Mrs. Orjiugo 

                                                           
241 FGDs with women held on, 30th November 2014, Isiala Ihie Autonomous Community in Ugwunagbo LGA. 
242 Interview, 14th January 2017, Aba. 



267 
 

and other respondents were able to participate in land resource practices (through 

commodification of land) demonstrates the spatiality of Gibson-Graham’s (2008) diverse 

economies and how such fluidity works to lessen rigidity. However, these women argue 

strongly that land commodification has actually deepened existing divisions in land relations and 

thus further excluded them from equal land distribution and land rights.243 

 

This finding further supports the idea that the convergences of cultural flows/values unfold 

unevenly, shaping specific local practices across different aspects of a phenomenon in ways that 

foster social, political, and economic inequality (Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 

2020). Many of the women I talked with said that their access to and thus use of land only for 

limited, non-permanent activities; invariably, access is more subtle and complex than control.244 

Indeed, this condition is reported to extend beyond territorial borders, with women across 

African societies, particularly those in rural areas, facing challenges of legitimacy and being 

excluded from engaging in the everyday processes enabled by land tenure (Africa Tomorrow, 

1984; Tsikata and Golah, 2010; FAO, 2018). 

 

This issue does not in itself necessarily decrease openness to new imported cultures on how 

land should be practiced, but that openness is already negatively impacted by the effort required 

in order to deconstruct the ways in which society structures women in the discourse of land 

resource practices. It is understandable that, throughout colonial Africa and as consolidated 

post-independence, reform policies have fostered a new culture of individualization of access 

and control related to title rights. However, as Lovett (1989: 39) argues, attempts to support and 

ensure access have been directed towards the benefits of men and thus the perpetuation of 

patriarchy, and much less or even no attention has been paid to women. 

 

As demonstrated by the discussions above, the divisive traditional norms are not the only 

obstacle to equitable land negotiation since Ngwa women, in this case, also lack the political 

agency necessary to determine how land practices are negotiated. Thus, although, as 

                                                           
243 FGDs with women, 30th November 2014, Isiala Ihie Autonomous Community in Ugwunagbo LGA; 10th April 

2015, LG Secretariat, Osisioma Ngwa LGA HQs. 
244 Mixed FGD, 12th April 2015, Owor / Umuosi Village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 
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emphasized earlier, the (1978) Land Use Act is quite comprehensive in highlighting the rights 

of every Nigerian to own land, regardless of gender as well as religion, class, and ethnic 

affiliation, in places like Ngwaland, characterized by a large peasant population, women are 

consistently restricted in how they can actually negotiate and enjoy rights to land. This has 

further knock-on effects. As if the intensification of these structural socio-political imbalances 

were not enough, men who lack capital for business or other needs can use their land title deeds 

as collateral to secure loans to enable them to purchase the inputs they want for their businesses 

or other needs considered necessary for males.245 Because women rarely have their names on 

title deeds, they are further deprived of the right to enjoy equal economic opportunities. 

According to several women respondents moreover, even when their names appear on land 

papers (a practice that is already not usual), they are rarely able to use land as collateral for 

loans without a male proxy.246  

 

Explaining the challenges faced by contemporary Ngwa women, Mrs. Florence notes that, even 

when women who have sources of income that could grant them the leverage to purchase land 

does eventually succeed, it does not matter whether they buy the land with their own money or 

not or even whether their name appears on the land papers, they are always obliged to present 

male relatives.247 Equally dissatisfied, Mrs. Rachel is aware the Ngwa culture has not been fair 

to women on issues related to land rights and control and condemns contemporary state policies 

that have consistently ignored various ambiguities that hinder women’s equal participation in 

land matters.248 

 

A century of colonialism and globalism involving the influx of external cultural values along 

with changes in local conditions seem to have done little or nothing to reconfigure the way 

women’s rights to land are mediated in Ngwaland. This disparity reflects the hybridizing 

consequences of the new global cultural economy, in which cultural mélange also symbolizes 

a space of cultural conflicts, power dynamics, and dislocations (Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen 

                                                           
245 See, Davison, 1988: 15. 
246 FGDs with women, op cit. 
247 Mixed FGD, 12th April 2015 at Owor / Umuosi Village in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 
248 Ibid. 
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Pieterse, 2020; Kramsch and Uryu, 2020). The commodification of land has continued and 

even exacerbated the relegation of women’s right to own and control land, while income 

deficiencies that affect their purchasing power have further deepened the problem. From the 

Ngwa FGD responses of males as well as females, it is clear that the objectification of women 

as comparable to monetized land that can be bought and sold into marriage appears as a 

criterion that defines ‘Ngwa women’ as beings undeserving of land ownership and control rights 

themselves. The fact that some women are offered privileges and not others by the same men 

(e.g., husband) acting as custodians of a tradition that limits women’s land rights is also 

revealing, in at least two ways. 

 

First, it highlights the power dynamics embedded in the continuous evocation of customary 

norms and colonial and postcolonial land practices, including the commodification culture, 

which diminish women’s rights to land. Second, it highlights the objectification and exclusion 

of women from most aspects of land practices as deliberate and without any necessarily good 

purpose. Thus, in fact, there seems to be no concrete reason for limiting women’s control of 

land at all. Further, it follows that if cultural practices can be so readily socially constructed, 

then harmful cultural practices can also be deconstructed. Today, the story of the Ngwa women 

provides few grounds for optimism, however. Yet, while the modernizing process of 

commodification in the context of the patriarchal structure of Ngwa society and the similarly 

structured lack of inclusive state policies may seem to have sustained the exclusion of women, 

cross-cultural interactions still appear to offer the most important way forward towards an 

inclusive shift in land practices for Ngwa women. Or, globalization may yet work to women’s 

benefit in this regard. 

 

7.3 Landless youth, monetization, and alienation from the land 

The empirical findings in this research indicate that the Ngwa youth are also unevenly shaped 

by the fault lines of global-local interactions on the changing land resource practices. While the 

gendered power relations of land resource practices lead contemporary Ngwa women towards 

landlessness, young people face similar challenges but differently. In the early stages of my field 

research, when I examined the shifting patterns of land resource practices with the framework 

of cultural mélange, I observed a sense of ‘common’ being somewhat imagined and replaced in 
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reality by individual interests, which I came to understand later as an illustration of the power 

of global developments. When individual interests took center stage in Ngwa society, the 

acquisition and transfer of rights re-shaped every aspect of land resource practice. The position 

of young people in the region was no exception, particularly from the male-child perspective. 

 

As mentioned in Chapter four, it is the traditional right of every male child to have access to 

land, both family and community land, although that access may be limited due to age and 

need. While most of the young people I interviewed seem to embrace individual rights over the 

principles of commonality, this choice, I observed, tends to align with those individuals who 

wanted the freedom to commodify their land – to realize and maximize its economic (meaning 

financial) value – rather, that is, than the desire for a permanent place of belonging. Conversely, 

young people with limited land, insufficient to serve the next generation in the face of an 

increasing population, are more concerned with access to a permanent place of belonging rather 

than with commodification. The imbalance in individual rights operates thus not only as a 

driving factor but also as one of the conflicting aspects of the responses to the changing land 

resource practices.249 

 

Irrespective of the disparity of individual rights to land management, the main concern for the 

Ngwas from the perspective of age is young people’s landlessness and the alienation (loss) of land for 

future generations. A major problem encountered here also related to the expectation that 

individual autonomy over one’s own portion of land should help to minimize the number of 

disputes (as compared to those that would normally arise if the community were still following 

the traditional, commons practice of managing land in trust for members of the community, 

unbeknownst to them). The reasons are that this change, with the commodification or 

monetization of land, is likely to evaporate the sense of belonging. The reduction of disputation 

is equally a disappearance of relationship, not only to the land but also with people. Disputes 

over land have a positive social value precisely because of the communal arrangements from 

which they originate. They foster close social relations, with otherwise may fade. 

 

                                                           
249 FGD, 29th November 2014, Osisioma Ngwa LGA; mixed FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbato in 

Obingwa LGA. 
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However, this does not mean that individual land ownership has only financial value. At least 

in the opinion of one person who spoke at an FGD, individuals are becoming more vigilant 

and focused on what is theirs, as well as their own land. There is a perceived risk, stressed by 

one elderly member of the community, of “the mismanagement of the little land left in their 

possession and the intrusion into the land of others.”250 What the older generations interpret as 

mismanagement, however, may be the commodification of land by young people, without 

consideration to the permanent place of belonging, which for the elders is loss of a personal 

connection to the ancestral home. 

 

Although each male child has a stake in the communal land, which the community traditionally 

held in trust until the child reached adulthood, the land arrangements of the twenty-first century 

have shifted. Now, the land meant for each male child is entrusted to the head of the household. 

FGD and interview respondent results support this phenomenon as one of the driving forces 

behind young people’s landlessness in Ngwaland. Most of the older people I interviewed cited 

the economization of land markets and poverty as reasons why heads of households are selling 

off land reserved for their children. Chibunna Njoku considers such reasons as “flimsy” and 

“unpalatable.”251 Like young male teenagers, Chibunna had found out that there would be no 

land left for him to build a homestead when he reached adulthood. 

 

Young people who are ready for marriage would occasionally talk about the huge challenge of 

landlessness, but the Ngwa society seemed not to want to do anything to change the sharing 

arrangement of completely entrusting communal land to the heads of households for their male 

children.252 For Chibunna, it was not until he was ready to prepare for marriage and asked his 

father for land that he realized there was no land for him to build his own homestead. To make 

a living, Chibunna left the village to Lagos, which people considered to be economically 

promising for young migrants. He was just 16 years old, an age that I noticed seemed to be 

common among my male respondents to leave home to seek their fortune away from 

                                                           
250 Ngwa Chief, FGD, 29th November ,2014, Osisioma Ngwa LGA.  
251 Mixed FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbato in Obingwa LGA.  
252 Mixed FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbato in Obingwa LGA; FGD, 29th November 2014, Osisioma 

Ngwa LGA. 
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Ngwaland. In fact, Chibunna was one example of a young person living in Ngwaland who has 

not benefitted from the promising economic opportunities in Lagos. During his 11-year stay in 

the national capital, Chibunna had made a living riding Okada (a motorcycle taxi), a vocation 

he continued after his return. Both in Lagos and Ngwaland, the motorcycles are hired; 

Chibunna returns to the owner a stipulated amount of money from his earnings. “The money 

I make can only cover my basic needs, not for savings,” he told me, in answer to my question 

about why he may not be able to purchase land.253 Chibunna did not want to consider staying 

with his father, even though there were spare rooms. He found the action of his father in selling 

the land to be “terrible,” and also that of other fathers who do not think about the future of their 

children. He compared his condition with other young people he thought were fortunate 

enough to have fathers who had few portions left behind. Chibunna was not a happy man, and 

he shared a rented room with a friend in a nearby village. He told me he could not afford to 

marry a woman in his present condition. 

 

While it was obviously typical for Ngwa youth to face the problem of landlessness as 

experienced by Chibunna, I never heard them talk about what was their own contribution to 

exacerbating the annihilation of land. This was either blamed on the heads of households who 

sold land, who failed or refused to effectively manage the lands commonly assigned to the 

family, and who, in turn, passed on the blame to the government for failing to ease economic 

burdens and create opportunities to minimize the sale of land as support for sustenance. But the 

heads of households and governments are not the only factors contributing to land annihilation 

in Ngwaland, according to these research findings. I came across several young people in 

Ngwaland who had inherited land and, recognizing the tremendous potential of the land value 

to support their economic needs, had grasped the opportunity and sold the land without 

considering the immediate and longer-term implications. 

 

When I investigated why young people (males) in Ngwaland sell land as a source of income 

rather than looking for job opportunities or even becoming self-employed, I realized that this 

practice is common among contemporary young people and not something they want to talk 

                                                           
253 Mixed FGD, op. cit. 
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about. While they did rather not talk about it and did not necessarily consider it even as 

contributing to their present landless state, understanding the dynamics that drive landlessness 

from their own perspective is crucial and might open a space for responsive policies or reforms 

that align with the youth’s contemporary needs. In regard to the practice of realizing land value 

through sale as a source of sustenance, most youths did indeed blame the government’s failure 

to create a favorable environment for the creation of job opportunities. Emeka Anyanwu was 

in agreement with the older generation about government being the problem: “No one would 

want to sell land for subsistence if the government did its own part by providing opportunities 

for the youth,” he said. “And if you want to sell land,” added Ijeoma Chijioke, “it has to be to 

solve a pressing problem.”254 

 

Both Emeka and Ijeoma were graduates and had been unemployed for six years after leaving 

university until recently when Emeka had begun small-scale farming and Ijeoma took to Okada 

riding. They told me that they had been able to graduate from school because, at some point, 

their fathers had sold some of their land. The few portions that were left for them had already 

been sold during the period of their unemployment. Thus, they had fallen into the same position 

as Chibunna. Emeka and Ijeoma, however, had been able to use the money from the sale of 

their land to become self-employed. As the expectation of graduates is to develop a professional 

or business career, the Emeka and Ijeoma, like many other Ngwa youths, had to find a different 

way to survive. Because there are few good work prospects – where crime is not considered an 

option, land sales have become the ‘new savior’, as the youngsters characterize it.255  

 

The land sales, however, do not imply farming and a traditional rural life. How the current land 

market boom has reshaped the Ngwa youths' relationships with peasant activity are revealed 

by the fact that while they may return (sometimes temporarily) from the cities to the 

countryside, none who do so mention combining their new careers with any kind of peasant 

activity in their villages. This implies that, unlike in the past, these types of work combinations 

are no longer regarded as affording good prospects. The few people who live in cities, have 

other jobs, and also engage in peasant work do so for personal consumption rather than 

                                                           
254 Mixed FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbato in Obingwa LGA.   
255 Ibid.  
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commercial gain. It is a lifestyle preference or way to make ends meet, not living and income 

arrangement through which to develop one’s future. 

 

As elsewhere in Africa, particularly in Nigeria, the recent trend toward land sales among the 

younger generation of Ngwas has been driven, at least in part, by a rise in the value of land 

(Holden and Otsuka, 2014). Selling land is not only lucrative but relatively easy; it does not 

carry the physical stress of having to work for a living. For people with access to large portions 

of inherited land, “it is like a habit, in the words of a respondent who pleads anonymity and has 

basically sold all the land he owns.256 As the level of landlessness of young people continues to 

rise, the older generation does not even have solutions to limit the way they sell land. When I 

spoke to some of the research participants in most of the fast-developing suburban communities, 

they attributed the trend to the development and Westernization pressures that had accompanied 

colonial and postcolonial land market reforms, along with the influx of migrants that enabled 

the trend to sustain by providing a market (the buyers).257 According to these respondents, 

development determines the pace of land markets, and, since most communities in Ngwaland 

are rapidly evolving into a mega-metropolis and people are striving to be attuned to the outside 

world, they desire to live a life that conforms to the dictates of modernity. In their opinions, the 

government and the heads of households may have been accountable and thus are not 

exonerated from the blame, but the fact was that the majority of young people who engaged in 

the trend are irresponsible and imitating a life that they are not prepared for. 

 

Indirectly, they were shifting away most of the blames to the young people for selling their 

lands.258 I raised similar concern to the many youths I interviewed, why if unemployment really 

was the main driver, did young people not limit the number of times they sell land, since the 

first sale could be translated as a means of raising business capital, and none countered this 

assertation. My impression of young people commodifying land as a source of income rather 

than pursuing other economic opportunities seemed to point to a market that looks more 

attractive than the other opportunities available in the region and across states in the country.  

                                                           
256 FGD, 29th November 2014, Osisioma Ngwa LGA.  
257 Interviews, 17th November 2014; 27th November 2014; 6th April 2015; FGD, 29th November 2014; 30 November 

2014.  
258 Ibid.  
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The above empirical observations indicate that the ‘annihilation’ of land among Ngwa youths 

is not an isolated reality or trend but rather a social construction. This may be interpreted as 

emanating from individuals who, above all, have the capacity to make their own choices and 

create their own identities and how they portray themselves within the situations they find 

themselves in (Burr, 1995; Berger and Luckmann, 2011; Locke and Bailey, 2013). We may 

argue, therefore, that the interaction of Ngwa young people with land resulting in landlessness 

and land annihilation – or, the young peoples’ annihilation from land practice – is a reaction to the 

contemporary land market, an alternative considered desirable, suitable for their immediate needs. 

In the context of a society in which land was not previously sold and where people’s 

(particularly males’) sense of identity and ethnic belonging is or at least has been defined by 

their proximity to ancestral home or compounds, the easy-going attitude of the Ngwa youth 

towards the commercialization of their land affirms the argument of constructionist, Sultana 

Choudhry (2016: 111 ff), that social beings – in this case, the young people – are “like 

chameleons, constantly copying bits and pieces of values and identities from any available 

source and re(constructing) it to suit their own current situations.” 

 

Thus, this phenomenon very much appears as a cultural dislocation (Appadurai, 1996) and 

culture conflict (Nederveen Pieterse, 2020) – in which external and local cultural values and 

identities are hybridized, creating new social relations of young people in Ngwaland to land 

practices such as the commodification and monetization of land, dislocating them from a sense 

of territorial belonging. This alienation through the monetization of land markets is performed 

on young people whose own individual actions tend to emerge from an endogenous “social 

negotiation” to resolve the current challenges (Eberle, 2018). This situation has developed in a 

context where solutions cannot be accessed within the family and are not provided by the 

government. Regarding the latter, we thus speak of gaps in land relations between people as 

citizens (especially the young), on the one hand, and the government, on the other. 

 

7.4 Economy diversification: government policies and the question of land 

It was in the newspaper that Chief L. Onwukwe first read about the economic diversification 

program in 2013. Chief Onwukwe had no knowledge of the policy before that time, but he 
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never felt that the government would ever think of economic growth outside the oil industry. 

In 2012, the federal government, headed by the former President Dr. Goodluck Ebele Jonathan, 

had pushed forward the policy of the Agricultural Transformation Agenda (ATA). Apart from 

reforms aimed at developing the agricultural sector, the main thrust of the policy was to 

diversify the major revenue generation from oil resources to the agricultural economy (His 

Excellency, 2012). The transformation or diversification policy of the Goodluck government 

was introduced when the country started experiencing the effects of a steady decline in the prices 

of crude oil and other gas products. This policy deviated from previous programs, in which the 

agricultural agenda had been mostly approached as a development program rather than as a 

business (Uzonwanne, 2015). Although the federal government is responsible for distributing 

the national (state) income established from oil revenues, each of the 36 states of the federation 

was to act as a grassroots policy implementing agency.259 

 

In 2015, the ATA policy guidelines were further improved as the new government under 

President Buhari called on the public to embrace agriculture with offers of monetary support 

and other agricultural inducements, such as seedlings and fertilizers. Although people generally 

seem to regard this directive as a positive development, the key concern for many has concerned 

land: where, how, and what land is given for the use of citizens? Since the country’s citizens 

cannot engage in agriculture without ample land provision, land here becomes quite critical. It 

is a matter that impacts the broader Ngwa community, whose main source of income is derived 

from agriculture, but which faces scarcity and lack of access to large-scale agricultural land. 

 

As reflected in this dissertation, the scarcity of large-scale agricultural land across Ngwa 

communities has been greatly exacerbated by the commodification of land. The ownership and 

thus control of land has shifted from the collective to the individual. As a result of this shift, 

formerly large-scale community agricultural lands, often shared for large-scale agricultural 

production during farming seasons, have now entered into the hands of individual community 

                                                           
259 For example, the Imo state government launched a program named ‘Back to Land for Agriculture’, which was 

structured to diversify the state economy using agricultural production as an instrument. The scheme drew mixed 

reactions due to its impractical directives, one of which required (as of August 1, 2016) the ‘state employees to work 

3 days in a week and farm for 2 days’, which was simply ignored; significantly, one of the demands made by the 

workers was for the state to provide land if the policy was to be enforced. See AgroNigeria (2016). 
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members, who have then transferred substantial portions of these lands to private individuals 

for residential or industrial/commercial purposes. This transition towards large-scale 

agricultural production has become the real problem facing the Ngwa people, especially the 

unemployed youth, who told me that they would have participated in the new development 

initiated by the ATA if the government had provided land and funds.  

 

Indeed, while the idea of the benefits of large-scale agro-industrial production to counter 

poverty is one of strongest global ideological flows picked up on by the local and regional 

Nigerian governments – in which the local is simply absorbed by the global – there have been 

no identifiable peasant initiatives or movements in Ngwaland to oppose large scale farming. 

Rather, people are resisting through the traditional political umbrella of the Umunna (Village 

council) at the community level, continuously refusing to cede large-scale agricultural land to 

the state. They cite the low or lack of direct impact on indigenous peasants and landowners, 

aware that the land given may be lost, eventually be redirected to other, profit-maximizing uses 

with no benefits to indigenous farmers Of course, this resistance strategy may be limited, but it 

does appear to be holding back large-scale land appropriation.   

 

The problem can be attributed to economic glocalization in the twenty-first century, which has 

increased the influence of large-scale agricultural production and international financial flows 

on local land-use decisions, potentially resulting in a scarcity of local productive land and 

weakening natw3ional policies aimed at promoting the public good (Lambin and Meyfroidt, 

2011). Put another way, this problem stems from the interconnectedness of people and land 

markets through capital and information movements, as well as interactions between local and 

global social, political and economic institutions (Appadurai, 1986, 1996; Lambin and 

Meyfroidt, 2011). Local people may continue to find themselves trapped in the triangle as more 

land is required to sustain the capitalist-driven glocal economy of the twenty-first century. And 

they will continue to face a scarcity of suitable land for domestic production and consumption. 

This fault line could be widened by government underinvestment in the belief that locals who 

are still stuck in the idea of common land in a modern capitalist society may not maximize 

returns on capital (Mafeje, 2003). 
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During one of the FGDs, young people agreed that the policy was a ‘positive idea’, but doubted 

whether the state government was actively implementing the policy, given that no one there 

had benefitted themselves from the program or knew anyone else who had. Suspicion of 

government officials is quite common across Nigeria, and it takes concrete evidence for people 

to believe what politicians tell them. The historically high level of corruption, misappropriation, 

and lack of transparency and accountability in information sharing and program 

implementation deeply undermines people’s confidence in their elected and appointed officials 

(Duruamaku, 2018). I found that this discontent to have affected not only young people but 

other age groups also, middle-aged as well as more elderly men and women. Peasants who 

would have happily received government assistance through this project instead gave a very 

reserved grassroots response to questions about the scope of the agricultural diversification 

program. I came to learn from the discussions that these people preferred not to talk about a 

situation they were used to or how their government treated them. To them, it would seem like 

a waste of time answering questions about something that was not going to change. 

 

I recalled an in-depth interview with Chief Onwukwe, when, for the first time, I met someone 

who admitted that the state government had initiated an agricultural support program. 

Curiously, I asked him how it was that the people I met knew nothing about this project? It 

transpired that Chief Onwukwe was not a direct beneficiary of the initiative at the time of the 

interview but had learned about it from a friend who lived in Umuahia, the state capital. 

Apparently, the friend had promised to help him apply for palm seedlings for his intended palm 

plantation. The palm seedlings, as he explained, were not for free, but they were subsidized. 

Strikingly, many people in the region, including a large segment of the peasant groups, refused 

to believe that the state government had ever introduced any agricultural program that benefits 

the people. Only a few could say that they were aware of the federal government’s policy on 

agricultural diversification, but none said that they themselves had access to state-level 

initiatives. 

 

Chief Onwukwe’s vision of owning a palm plantation had not come to fruition the last time I 

reconnected with him, in mid-July 2019. He had been unable to access the subsidized palm 

seedlings. Thus, he also came to question the credibility of the program. Gaining credibility 
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seems to be an understandably uphill task for elected leaders. Similar credibility questions had 

trailed the previous governor of a neighboring state, as I learnt, when his people had challenged 

him to show them the location of the ‘Imo Rice International’. This was supposed to be a mass 

rice production plant established in the state by the governor as part of the state agricultural 

initiatives. This also, it appears, had never materialized.260 

 

There are claims of federal government bias to favored groups; in particular, it was said that 

people in the North region benefitted more from government largess than their counterparts 

from the South-East. A case in point was the Accelerated Agriculture Development Scheme 

(AADS), a financial input stimulus provided by the federal government and the Central Bank 

of Nigeria (CBN) in line with the Agricultural Credit Guarantee Scheme Fund (ACGSF). 

Established by Decree No. 20 of 1977, this used repayment plans to guarantee “loan facilities 

to farmers through banks” (CBN, n.d). Although the AADS was promoted by CBN 

representatives during an official visit to the Abia state governor in Umuahia, again, none of 

the respondents I met with had ever benefited from or could confirm knowledge of another 

beneficiary of the loan program. 

 

In fact, none of the various official claims regarding the AADS could be verified during my field 

trips, as none of the officials contacted agreed to be interviewed. Most respondents said that if 

anyone had benefited from the loan scheme, it would be known because of the information-

sharing culture that exists in the community, particularly when such information is likely to 

affect the lives of community members. The state government’s statement during the visit of the 

CBN representatives contrasted sharply with predominant perceptions of the general populace. 

According to the Governor, as reported:261 

 
The state has a comparative advantage in agriculture which made the government make it 

one of the pillars of its development program. The state would be key in palm oil, and 

poultry farming in the new CBN agriculture loan program, [because it] has hectares of land 

where it would build farm clusters for the youths…. (Okoli, 2017). 

 

                                                           
260 Ibid.  
261 vanguardngr.com.   
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The governor does not, in fact, seem to imply the provision of land for people who would like 

to be independent agricultural managers, as the respondents anticipated. Rather, it appears that 

the farming segment of the program was to be supervised by the government, suggesting, 

perhaps, that the management of the farm clusters would be permanently transferred to the 

hands of prospective beneficiaries. This appears as an opportunity missed. While land 

commodification may have diverted young people’s attention from large-scale agricultural 

production, the empirical results gathered in this research indicate that unemployed graduates 

could be quite willing to engage in farming as a profession, were the government to provide 

land – together with technical and financial support – for an integrated program. 

 

For existing peasants, funds to increase their production capacity dominate young people’s 

expectations of land, where the need is for both funding and land. Many people want to go into 

agriculture but lack the capital and have no access to land. The local people, particularly the 

youth, cited land as the most pressing challenge. Meanwhile, two years after the above 

declaration, and reiterating the government’s primary focus on increasing agricultural 

productivity in the state, the Governor stated the following:262 

 
[The state government] is going to increase [the] tempo in agriculture because [it] intends 

to stir up an agro-based industrial revolution in Abia [state]. [The state government] wants 

to improve the economy of each local government council in Abia by establishing cottage 

processing mills for rice, cassava, and oil palm. [The] Abia government is working towards 

establishing a cassava economy by acquiring a processing plant that would process cassava 

tubers to starch of pharmaceutical grade.  

 

The quotation below, from the same news report, seems to affirm the problem with 

accountability and transparency that bedevils government efforts to implement the program 

and recognize how dissatisfied the people were: 

 
People may think that [the state government is] slow, but I want to ensure that the [state 

government] builds long-lasting infrastructure. (Ibid.) 

 

                                                           
262 For the Governor’s full statement, see Pulse.Ng/news, 2019.  
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Despite the statement made by the Government, the follow-up with the respondents indicated 

that still, none had been able to access the agricultural diversification program.263 One 

respondent, who was unemployed the first time I interviewed him and who seemed very willing 

to take advantage of the program, responded to my question about how he felt now by looking 

back to a few years ago, when he could not access the incentives and had said hopefully, 

“Nothing is impossible,” with the answer, “The government still has three years to go, you see 

why I said nothing was impossible.” The optimism seemed a little unlikely or unrealistic, 

perhaps. Indeed, this respondent was the only one who showed any real hope and belief that 

the program could reach out to those who needed it. Others had already given up and moved 

on to look for another source of income. 

 

Overall, although the agricultural program could have promoted a diversified economy, the 

question that people continued to ask was, ‘Where is the land?’ In one interview I had with a 

community leader, he had argued that the federal government was introducing the policy 

without even considering the availability of land.264 Thus, while the diversification of the 

economy would have created new networks of educated farmers merging with existing rural 

peasants, it equally shows how the cultural transformation of land has changed the narrative 

about its usage or practice. Since land unavailability seemed to have been a major challenge, 

the people did not fail to realize the effect that the program could have had on the region, the 

state, and even the entire country. 

 

Further, the need for adequate access to land, in this case, reminds us of the link between 

development, land, and economic opportunities. A commitment to socially-oriented 

agricultural land policies that drive economic growth and opportunities together with having 

the opportunities spread to the lowest segment of the society may create what Gibson-Graham 

(2008) and Whatmore and Thorne (2004) had in mind when describing “diverse economies” 

and “nourishing networks.” In this sense, the local can have an impact on the other, the global. 

                                                           
263 It is important to note that when respondents speak about not having access to the agricultural initiatives, there 

is no possible indication that the initiatives might not be running in other local government areas of the state. 

Rather, the response was limited to the degree to which the programs specifically impact them and their personal 

expectations of policy makers regarding the implementation of the programs.  
264 Interview, 17th November 2014.   
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Such a development would involve a network of economic activities through agricultural 

outputs and interactions connecting Ngwa society to the larger world. It would need to be 

oriented to boosting grassroots efforts and promoting diversity through a focus on class, age, 

and gender issues. In that case, the liquifying of transnational borders for easier trade relations 

understood as a paradigm of globalism – the free trade of goods – can also work to the local 

advantage. 

 

7.5 Summary 

This chapter has begun to address the third subsidiary research question regarding how local 

reactions to the continued commodification and hybridized land resource practices are shaping 

new social relations and transforming approaches to land conflict management. Primarily, I 

have discussed and shown how local reactions to cultural mélange processes has created fault 

lines in land resource practices through the continued commodification (privatization) and 

increasing urbanization, along with traditional norms and practices that are unfavorable to 

women and young people who are excluded and marginalized in land relations. This chapter 

showed that despite the liberalization of land markets through the global commodification and 

privatization culture, inequality between Ngwa men and women and opportunities for young 

people in land relations actually worsened since the colonial period.  

 

This chapter examined how, despite the development of the land market economy, which 

availed opportunities for immigrants, unmarried Ngwa males and Ngwa women to purchase 

and thus own their own land, the relegation of contemporary Ngwa women, in particular, 

prevails. They still lack independent access to land. The liberalization of the land market 

economy was not very inclusive, fluid, or responsive to the needs of women in Ngwaland. 

Although women’s voices were already negligible in the public arena in traditional Ngwa 

society, the policies of colonial and post-independence further deepened their exclusion. This 

situation became politically normalized, and the women themselves were socially and 

economically objectified. In terms of glocal development, contemporary Ngwa women thus 

found themselves in quite different circumstances compared to their Western counterparts, and 

their desires for liberation still thwarted.  
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While the exigencies of cultural interwovenness of land practices signaled opportunities for 

women to purchase land by proxy, land is still ultimately transferred indirectly to a male 

relative. Indeed, the analysis in this chapter showed how patriarchy as a gendered power 

structure, still denies women rights to land, and this the chapter has established, are the 

outcomes of cultural mélange through the changes on land resource practices. I argued, 

therefore, that this fault line is not only historically or locally structured, but also resonates with 

unequal globalization patterns as manifested through current, glocal forms of commodification, 

privatization, and urbanization as the outcomes of the interactions between global and local 

values on land resource practices. The situation of Ngwa women appears to validate the views 

of Appadurai (1996), Kraidy (1999), Thornton (2000), and Nederveen Pieterse (2009, 2020), 

who argue that while glocalization may provide agency to local voices, rather than this simply 

effecting a response to local oppression, the results of plural and overlapping interactions can 

also be a source of disjuncture, marginalization, and friction (Butts, 2015).  

 

In dealing with issues of gender and land-based practices, Ngwa women have long been 

contextualized as landless and objectified as outsiders and strangers, as structurally liminal, like 

people in transit. This traditional characterization supports the normalization of the exclusion 

of women’s land rights, facilitates policy developments that consistently ignore women’s land 

rights and prevents their inclusion, voices, and aspirations for direct access, ownership, and 

inheritance of land. The marginalization of contemporary Ngwa women can be understood 

through Zygmunt Bauman's (1998) emphasis on the consequences of global processes, where 

being local in a globalized world signals social deprivation and degradation. This especially 

occurs when locals feel they are losing their capacities to generate and negotiate meaning, and 

when they constantly face actions to which they cannot defend themselves. Nevertheless, the 

presence of global goods did raise a certain degree of consciousness of these rights and triggered 

an imagination that seems to yearn for liberation – even if (re)gaining these rights, according to 

the analysis, may still take longer than expected. 

 

Relatedly, the research revealed a gender imbalance in perceptions of change. While men 

believe that commodification, or rather the privatization culture, has created spaces for women 

to participate in land relations actively and equally, women see things differently. Rather, they 
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claim, the right to purchase land is different from the right to own the land to which they are 

organically connected to through birth. Just as a man has the right of inheritance, to own land 

that he did not purchase with money, women demand that the same right will be extended to 

them. The land culture in Ngwaland was found to be unwelcoming to women as they 

experience structured exclusion and marginalization throughout their life-course. This situation 

is common for the majority of women in society, as indicated by their use of the word ‘we’ 

rather than ‘I’ when discussing their experiences with land in Ngwaland. The first-person plural 

form here operates as a metaphor of solidarity, connoting general experiences of neo-

patrimonial, as well as customary oppression of women. These oppressions specifically situated 

in Ngwaland is found to be a further consolidation of the outcomes of cultural mélange– as 

another aspect of glocal development. 

 

The differences in land relations and the undermining of women’s right to fully participate in 

land resource control and management contributed to the development of a new resistance 

culture among Ngwa women. This turned Ngwaland into a local “site of cultural resistance” 

(William Thornton 2000: 80). However, these local narratives of resistance are primarily not 

expressed in the coordinated alliances and coalitions which are typical of women’s 

movements across Uganda, Kenya, Namibia, Rwanda, Tanzania, and South Africa. The 

Ngwa women tend not to take visible actions which are characteristic of glocal forms of 

resistance. Rather, their strategies aim to unravel and disempower the dominant gendered 

power structures in Ngwa society, through expressions of story-telling and dialogue.  

 

Since story-telling and dialogue are forms of social struggle (Yah’maht and Thomas, 2005; 

Hendricks, 2019), I locate these narrative histories of Ngwa women and of others (even adult 

males) who have felt marginalized and excluded in one way or another as expressions of 

resistance. In other words, Ngwa women subtly resist capitalist, neopatrimonial, and 

customary practices that obstruct their daily social, political, and economic interactions with 

land through the stories they tell and the subtle engagement approach they adopt at family and 

community levels. Contemporary Ngwa women are more conscious of glocal social, political, 

and economic policies and practices that affect their lives, and they have adopted a dialogical 
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approach tailored to local contexts in which these differences are conditioned in order to explore 

how their actions can (re)shape their future.  

 

In addition to the consequences of the transition from common to commodified land practices 

for women, this chapter has shown that young people in Ngwaland face landlessness and 

alienation. The analysis has revealed how local conditions contribute to this while specific 

policies also disenfranchise the youth and prevent them from taking the opportunities that 

access to land could provide. The ethnographic evidence shows that the lives and cultural ideals 

of Ngwa youths have been reconfigured, with their perceptions and worldviews of how land 

should be practiced also shifting. In today’s commodified world, where land markets 

encapsulate a philosophy of individual rights to land against collective ownership, young 

Ngwas seem to be drowning in a conflict of interest, motivated both by the value attached to 

the sense of belonging, particularly in the face of alienation, and that derived from the 

monetization of land, with its potential for wealth creation. Whichever most defines their 

motivating interests will determine the future of land practices in the years and decades to come.  

 

The consequences of the transition from common to commodified land practices included gaps 

in land relations between the people, particularly the youth, and the government. In analyzing 

the government economic (diversification) policies, this chapter discussed the impact of the 

continuing commodification of land on government policies, which affects the broader Ngwa 

community and hinders their access to large-scale agricultural land. As Jones (1948: 323) long 

ago already noted, “agriculture depends upon a sufficiency of land, which in turn depends on 

a redistribution of population.” As a result of modern development, land availability in 

Ngwaland is restricted, and access to the resources for agricultural production remains a major 

challenge, not only for the existing peasant households but also the aspiring youth. The analysis 

points to the agricultural diversification program as an example of how government policies 

operated over time to limit the availability and accessibility of land. Their restrictive policies 

seem to discourage citizens, particularly young people (including those returning from the city), 

to explore the social and economic opportunities that land might offer. 
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CHAPTER 8 

HYBRIDIZED PRACTICES AND CROSS-CULTURAL DISJUNCTIONS 

 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Land does not expand, but population does. As a population grows and socio-cultural, 

economic, political, and technological forces shape the changing land resource practices, the 

outcomes of the changes also create new challenges. More so, as the continued 

commodification and rapid urbanization processes shape land relations, the outcomes of the 

interactions also shape new conflicts. As Chapter 7 has underscored, there is a connection 

between social development, continued commodification (privatization), rapid urbanization, 

population growth, and increasing disparities. Here, in Chapter 8, the focus is placed on how 

this is expressed through increasing land conflicts in Ngwaland. As the population increases, 

more people struggle for access to limited lands. Typical conflicts arising in the nexus of 

development and commodification of land are boundary infringements, competing claims over 

ownership rights, and land grabbing, and multiple resales. In addressing the outcomes of these 

developments, traditional leadership has been transformed. Among other things, it is now 

merging traditional and modern tools for managing land conflicts. It is in this context that the 

present chapter seeks to broaden the response to the third research question regarding how local 

reactions to the continued commodification and hybridized land resource practices shape new social 

relations, and transformed approaches to land conflict management. 

 

The research findings presented here affirm the relevance of traditional leadership in the 

management of land conflicts as a reaction to the processes of glocal developments. This 

relevance, however, is neither driven by chance nor simply emergent from its rooting in 

traditional leadership as a precolonial and also colonial construction. Rather, the relevance is 

evoked from the context of tradition as the new norm, involving an imaginary construct of 

ancestors and forefathers. With the idea of the new normalized, inherited tradition, I mean the 

norms and beliefs that people embrace and reconstruct based on historical experiences in 

connection to their present-day experiences. As the analysis in this chapter will show, in 
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normalizing traditional leadership, the Ngwas not only internalized traditional leadership but also 

adapted a specific kind of power that shapes the way traditional leaders function in the local 

community in the twenty-first century glocal Ngwaland. 

 

The remainder of this chapter is divided into four sections. The second section (8.2) addresses 

the new conflicts that have emerged with the development and (continued) commodification of 

land in Ngwaland. This section addresses the infringement of boundaries and demarcations, 

including claims to ownership rights, land grabbing, and multiple resales. The infringement of 

land boundaries seems to generate further disputes as the population and demand for land grow. 

Disputes of this nature may originate among individuals, families, or villages. The third section 

(8.3) discusses the role of traditional leadership in mediating contemporary land conflicts. The 

fourth section (8.4) analyzes people’s perceptions of the transformed traditional leaderships of 

land conflict management across the Ngwa region. The final section (8.5) looks at the perceived 

monetization of land conflict management, and the final section (8.6) summarizes the chapter.  

 

8.2 Development came to us with new land conflicts  

The empirical findings of this research have revealed the prevalence of new forms of land 

conflicts in Ngwaland since the early 1990s with an intensity that emerges along with the 

colonial and globalizing shift from the historical common land arrangements to modern land 

commodification and the value that the local land market has now acquired.265 This has led to 

boundary conflicts arising from poor land demarcation, resale, lease and concessions granted 

to outsiders (immigrants), inheritance disputes, and the sale of land in urban areas. The 

confluence of population growth, land value, and increasing land pressure across the region has 

deepened these conflicts. In agreement with modernist ideas on the effect of social change, 

respondents related these conflicts as a direct result of development (Frynas, 2000; Lumumba-

Kasongo, 2016; Banerjee, 2018).  

 

I further claim these conflicts as a response to the processes of cross-cultural practices and glocal 

developments in a local Ngwaland where culture is inextricably linked to land claims and 

                                                           
265 The early 1990s marked the period of intense sharing and the transfer of communal lands to (family) individual 

ownership.    
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identity and are expressed by the social realities and awareness accompanying new forms of 

hybrid practices through conflicts as a “cultural exercise” in and of themselves (Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2009: 145). In the context of cultural mélange or hybridization of the external and 

local practices, Nederveen Pieterse sees conflict as a feature of multiple (plural) cultural 

struggles and differences, the hallmark of the social construction and negotiations of powerful 

interests. In other words, cultural mélange or hybridization embodies a constantly changing 

space in which global-local developments can be negotiated through the politics of cultural 

differences and where conflicts are inescapable (Ibid). As will show shortly in this analysis, 

Ngwaland is a site of cultural pluralism and differences, with diverse, powerful interests 

invested in the social construction and negotiation of land claims and other forms of land 

resource practices in response to glocal development processes.  

 

The cultural dimension of land resource practices in Ngwa society is not solely about access 

and ownership claims but also about the link between land and livelihood. And as this 

connection between subsistence and declining land access in a predominantly agrarian society 

has shifted over periods of revolutionary transformation, so too has the shift in land conflicts. 

For example, Ngwa society is a place where the status of men is determined by their traditional 

names, such as Eze-ji. Eze-ji is a title determined by how many yams a person can harvest in a 

farming season. Those who have multiple yams counted in their barns are honored and eligible 

to be members of the Eze-ji club, with names such as Oba-iri and Ohu-oba granted according to 

their barn size. Men receive and enjoy this yam-based social status. Unfortunately, as HRH Eze 

Ukata notes, development reduces available land and, at the same time, usurps the continuity 

of the traditional rights that yam titles offer citizens. Seeing that schools, churches, hospitals, 

and factories are all built on land, Eze Ukata does not seem shocked by the impact of cultural 

interactions in the region.266 

 

However, as the interview continues, Eze Ukata did not see why access to land should not 

decrease when the land for farming is taken for something else: “If a school needs space for a 

sports field, the portion likely to be removed for the field may have provided many yams, but it 

                                                           
266 Traditional ruler, interview, 23rd November 2014.  
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has already been sculpted out of the margin for other human extra activities.” This is noted to 

have been the state of land resource since development started. Not only do the people point to 

the development pressures as a factor affecting the land culture in Ngwaland, but they also 

claim it leaves them struggling to access the limited land that is available.267 In agreement, Eze 

Ukata adds, that “every development project that comes to a place and requires land is a source 

of conflict, although it can also bring along new cultures that are likely to change traditional 

practices.” Referring thus to developments as the catalyst for new conflicts in Ngwaland, he 

explains further:268  

 

Everything modern is present in Ngwaland. We are living in an individualistic era of global 

flows. Modern developments have actually brought a lot of vices to our society. What I 

consider as modern developments are schools, factories, churches, etc. When land for 

farming is taken away from people who do not have alternative means of accessing land 

and who have no employment but want to work, it means people will always fight for land. 

If you know how much farmland was used to construct roads, you will be amazed. Such 

land is gone, and communities cannot regain it because it has become government land. 

The concern is not only about the compensation paid to landowners for their land and 

crops, but how many days, weeks, years that money will sustain their needs. They have 

permanently lost the land, but money cannot be permanent unless it is managed well. 

Modern infrastructural developments shrink the land, cause conflicts, and the difficulties of 

coping with these conflicts exacerbate the situation. Road construction requires a lot of 

land. If you take too much out, it reduces land sustainability, and the problem is that people 

give birth every day. Until 1951, I knew how many boys there were in my own family (my 

father, my elder brother, myself, my younger brother, and the last). It was only six of us, 

but now I have four boys alone, and my first son has three sons, the second has two sons, 

the third has a son, and the number continues with my own brothers and their families. My 

sons relied on my inheritance for their homesteads, and their sons will also depend on them, 

and the process continues. The land does not multiply, so where is the land to accommodate 

all these people? 

 

This passage illustrates both population growth as a family reality and cultural mélange across 

the region, which has changed every aspect of land practice. My interactions with respondents 

like Eze Ukata typically indicated that the concern about land appropriation and development 

is not necessarily about the degree of cultural pluralism that globalization has brought as such, 

but rather about the future state of land and the contemporary conflicts that emerge as a result 

                                                           
267 FGD, 18th November 2014, Owor/Umuosi in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 
268 Interview, 23rd November 2014.    



290 
 

(i.e., from the exigencies of modernity, cultural pluralism and convergences). Eze Ukata was 

right to claim that roads take a lot of land in the area. In agreement, several other respondents 

also referred to roads as a major land consumer, with the region thus sacrificing a large area of 

land for modern infrastructural development.269  

 

While there is growing concern about the rapid decline in land resources, respondents also agree 

that development of the region is a positive thing. Such concerns and affirmations are in line 

with the changes that glocalization has converged through migrations, trades, communication 

and technological innovations, and micro-macro socio-political and economic policies that 

have made it easy for societies and cultures to interact, notwithstanding the differences in 

values, time, and locations. While the changes may have produced positive outcomes, they 

have also created disparities, uncertainties, and conflicts (Appadurai, 1996; Rossi, 2007; Sun, 

2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). This means, while globalization provides more 

liberation to land market opportunities to local people, it also leads to more unevenness, 

uncertainties, disruptions, and new forms of conflicts (ibid; Mann, 1997; Rossi, 2007; Arrighi, 

2007). In reality, these uncertainties and disruptions are visible through the flows present in the 

locality where hybridization processes are taking place. 

 

 As one FGD participant noted, “We have seen what development [particularly new 

technological innovations] can do for us; building modern roads has brought the city to our 

villages and created a market for our sustenance.”270 Listening to the local residents talking 

about the benefits of modern roads took my mind back to Eze Ukata. The village he leads as a 

traditional ruler is one of the fast-growing villages of Ngwaland.271 He clarified how the 

construction of the road linked his community with other states, such as Imo State, Rivers State, 

and Enugu State, but most importantly, how the modernization of the road brought life to the 

                                                           
269 FGD, 29th November ,2014 Aro Ngwa in Osisioma Ngwa LGA.  
270 Ibid.  
271 The application to get an autonomous was submitted to the former Executive Governor of Abia State, Dr. Orji 

Uzor Kalu on the 26th of June 2000, made for the Autonomous Community (seven villages). An autonomous 

community can be granted for villages that want to be independent if they can prove to be economically viable to 

support the local government council in its development aspirations and if the annual population growth is over 

certain percentage. At of the time that this Autonomous Community was carved out from another Autonomous 

Community in Isiala-Ngwa South LGA, the annual population growth rate was at 2.5% with the total population 

of the villages well over 12,000.   
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people through regular commercial activities at the junction of the village.272 However, he also 

did not fail to mention – again – the pace of land shrinkage across the region and its potential 

challenges. “Land shrinks every day, and everybody needs the little left,” he says. “Today, in 

Ngwaland, it is a struggle over who’d gain access before the other.” I observed a sense of 

uncertainty in his expression and then wondered why he feels so concerned about the future 

condition of land in a region blessed with enormous acreage. He explained the situation thus:273  

 

For example, I have children residing in and outside Nigeria. Those residents in Nigeria 

may want to grab the little left before abroad siblings return. That alone is a source of 

conflict. I want to believe it happens not only in Ngwaland alone but across Nigeria. 

Development has benefits, but consequences sometimes outweigh the advantages. Every 

day, things get worse in Ngwaland. The average Ngwa man’s connection to land is 

spiritual, and not having protection to land rights spells doom.  

 

The fear of HRH Eze Ukata for the condition of land in the region may be justified. Another 

respondent talked about a family in his village that had been approached by a South African 

Network Telecommunication Company to install a network communication mask. This family 

had shared their land, but the person with the portion that the telecommunications company 

wanted to use was the youngest in the family. The elder brother, already aware of how much 

the land could yield, started to lay claim to the parcel of land allocated to his younger brother. 

The refusal of the younger brother to give up the land was the beginning of a family land conflict 

that was still continuing on my last visit to the community in 2017.274  

 

In this case, the global nature of the telecommunications company was relevant. It sheds light 

on the link between the presence of T/MNCs, the movement and exchange of capital, and local 

conflicts. As Van Maanen and Laurent (1993) argues, the flow and hybrid of cultures, in this 

case, through T/MNCs act as product and process with its own cultural character, extending 

contact with local communities that persists over time and even become amplified, these 

                                                           
272 Umuikaa junction is a popular bus stop in the community. Passing vehicles stop over at the junction to purchase 

food items sold by the people from the community. In the recent times, the Umuikaa junction has recorded the 

construction of several fuel stations, a meat butchery, mortuaries, churches, Army/Navy Cantonment, bank, and 

private schools, etc.   
273 Interview, 23rd November 2014. 
274 Ngwa elder and politician, follow-up conversation, 16th February 2017 (following interview, 15th November 

2014).  
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interactions lead to tensions, and also the unraveling of global corporate uncertainties or local 

agendas. As the experiences in Ngwaland have shown, the interaction of locals with T/MNCs 

in the process of land transactions involving capital exchange can lead to family conflicts 

involving the community. This unevenness, which results from the ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ of these 

hybrids or mélanges that extend beyond T/MNCs to include technologies, global brands, 

socioeconomic and political policies, the internet, global violence, and so on, is what John Urry 

(2007) theorized as the consequences of global complexities.  

 

It is no longer news in modern Ngwaland that multinational corporations pay much more 

money for land than individuals or local companies. And the worst scenarios for such conflicts 

generally have to do with when “brothers have had to denounce each other, and one brother 

will claim the other is not a biological child of their parent.” Even families have had to label 

family members or groups as ‘mere migrants’ rather than ‘freeborn’.275 These are cultural labels, 

often deceptively invoked to deny a group or community member the right to access land. In 

other words, as development dominates the region and the value of land soars and people 

struggle to access and secure it, conflict becomes inevitable, and this can turn quite bitter, biting 

deep into family histories and cultural labeling.  

 

While development may have influenced the value of land and subsequent land 

commodification in the region, empirical evidence also indicates new conflicts that have 

emerged as a result of the exigencies of the monetization of land resource practices. These new 

conflicts manifest through the conditions of boundaries, struggles over inheritance and leases, 

concessions, and the sale and resale of land, which are imported Western cultural practices. As 

these new conflicts evolve alongside local land-related conditions, however, subsequent 

discussions cannot be isolated from cultural mélange pressures in a local transition mode. Given 

the critical empirical observations of cultural mélange in the region, it is important to recognize 

Ngwa perceptions and understandings of the nature of their land resource practice as an 

interactive engagement with land commodification and monetization.  

 

                                                           
275 Ibid.  
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8.2.1 Boundaries and land demarcation 

The FGDs and individual interviews conducted for this research showed that contestations over 

new boundaries and demarcations have emerged as a significant consequence of contemporary 

interactions of global-local cultural values in respect of land resource practices in Ngwaland. 

Boundary problems may have features that are notably old and seem permanent and thus 

permanently relevant to daily life, considering that agriculture and housing remain the core 

function and purpose of land (Cousins and Claassens, 2006). Although the government acquires 

land for road-rail development, housing schemes, and large-scale commercial agriculture, in 

which case boundary issues are not complex, in today's Ngwa region, where subsistence 

farming and private residential housing abounds, boundary disagreements still remain a major 

source of conflict.  

 

Community members turn to land for agricultural activities every farming season. Although 

these lands are traditionally demarcated with defined boundaries spanning decades, disputes 

over these obvious landmarks are prevalent. Desperate repeated attempts made by community 

members, the self-serving purposes tend to contribute to questionable and intentional boundary 

changes that generate tensions within their communities. These usually result in further, 

complex disputes requiring resolution by means of modern, traditional, or integrated 

management mechanisms.276 The empirical findings included several disputes arising from new 

boundary disagreements associated with the land leasing of incorrectly demarcated and 

undocumented land. The elements of the conflict are twofold: first, tenants benefitting from 

leases are using land without understanding permanent boundaries and paying attention instead 

to the boundaries indicated during the time of the contract; and second, some tenants are 

violating the terms of the lease by deliberately trespassing on other people’s land.277 Such 

trespasses never go unnoticed, even though it may take a while.  

 

When I asked respondents why boundary or land demarcations are repeated, in almost all the 

narratives both for this and for why there seems to be a higher percentage of land disputes in 

                                                           
276 Interviews 15th, 17th November 2014, 21st November 2014; 13th April 2015.  
277 In most of the reported disputes, landlords are also noted to be privy to the violation and had even sold chunks 

of other people’s land to make more money for themselves.  
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contemporary Ngwa society more generally, they came up with two reasons. First, the value of 

land after the (1967-70) Civil War created a huge gap between the landholders and the landless. 

People without a lot of land but with a growing family thus became more likely to trespass and 

illegally amass land that was not theirs. Second, not all individuals and families were lucky 

enough to gain land directly. Early conquests relied heavily on the zeal and strength of 

communities and villages to conquer more land. Often, families and communities with limited 

land engaged in boundary infringements to claim possession of land that did not belong to them. 

In furthering their explanations, they added that most of the people that violate land boundary 

regulations and trespass into other people’s land do so out of envy.278  

 

One local resident described the connection between envy and boundary-related land disputes 

as resulting from land location and sibling rivalry. Envy-driven people often create disputes 

because they cannot access their land or because they are simply jealous of their brothers: “In 

the villages, there are many cases of brothers encroaching on the lands of their siblings, not 

because they do not have their own lands, but because they want more.” Conflicts of this nature 

are said to be common in polygamous households (i.e., where the man has married more than 

one wife). It has always been, “Why should my brother get so much land, or why does he get 

this particular land?” As if he thought his explanation was not enough, the man I was 

interviewing broadened the role of envy to boundary disputes by connecting it to the effects of 

development: 

 

As an effect of development, envy over land was not widespread until Westernization 

altered our society. Now, globalization has made the human mind conscious of the things 

they can access. These things are packaged in human rights. Everybody desires to access all 

these rights without questioning whether these rights are deserving of hard work and 

commitment or granted just because we are humans. When people don’t understand the 

conditions for these rights are to be merited, the effect of the consciousness of the access to 

these rights is reflected in conflict and struggle. People exhibit behaviors counterproductive 

to these rights, and this affects their relationships with other people, leading to conflicts 

based on the dimension these rights are pursued. Sometimes, the only commodity people 

can easily connect to meet their life necessities is land. People live under the illusion that 

land sales could relieve permanent penury and poverty. Everyday realities have shown such 

an illusion to be unproductive as it has just opened the way for more land struggles than 

                                                           
278 Interviews, 15th November 2014; 17th November 2014; 21st November 2014; and FGD, 27th November 2014.  
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ever. Because of the need to keep using land to escape to poverty, envy has become a force 

consciously and often unconsciously drives people to seek land beyond their own 

boundaries.279 

 

The above narration of the impacts of development and Western cultural pressures in 

Ngwaland indicates how much the motivation for land conflicts has shifted over the years. They 

have moved from the early conquests of powerful individuals and communities to a new type 

of boundary conflict that is complex and pursued by communities against communities, 

immigrants against indigenous landowners, and the state against indigenous communities (and 

vice versa). All of these are conceived as a product of the interwovenness of global-local cultural 

ideals and interactions profoundly rooted in land practice.  

 

The nature of this wave of cultural entanglement and hybridization, while the effects replicate 

new forms of conflict, can be compared to Brian Larkin’s “Bollywood in [Nigeria] without 

Indians,” a concept used to advance the idea of global cultural flows (ideas, traditions, systems, 

etc.) into local societies, and the engaging/responsive elements of these cultures in re-defining 

identities, practices [rituals], norms, and systems (Larkin, 2008). The same movement further 

transforms practices, systems, and individuals in relation to global thought, while they also hold 

on to local ideologies. As theorized by Larkin, the complicated and complex series of 

intermixing of external and local cultural values driven by the monetary land market structure 

have positioned peoples like the Ngwas not only objects of the extraordinary global reach of 

Western and advanced societies but also placed them as definers and defenders of their own 

local ways of practicing land outside the dominant paradigm. The empirical findings here have 

boundary problems as rooted in the history and culture of the Ngwas following shifts driven by 

global interactions. This actually implies that boundary problems are not new to the Ngwas, 

but rather that the difference is the transition from the traditional system of land demarcation 

methods to the contemporary one of surveys and markers requiring formal registration.  

 

Historically, as mentioned (Section 6.2.2), the Ukpo (life-tree) was widely used for 

demarcations. The tree’s life cycle spans decades and generations, and its potency as a land-

                                                           
279 Interview, 21st November 2014. 
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marker is still relevant in contemporary Ngwa society, although, according to my informants, 

not comparable to the old days, before the changes. Altering the boundaries of farmland or 

parcels of land has the potential for much difficulty in identifying exact boundary positions, 

especially when attention has not been paid to the boundary for a long time. The altering of the 

importance of the Ukpo was considered a further breach of custom. How the Ngwas perceive 

the breach of boundary markings or demarcations remains rooted to their traditional value 

system, but the process of resolution has evolved over the years. Rural communities and farmers 

are nowadays unable to formally secure their land use using the Ukpo as a trusted method of 

land protection.  

 

In the absence of an Ukpo, another traditional boundary marker was used, the Nvuru or Nvunvu-

oke (bridge-demarcation).280 Nvunvu-oke may also be used to demarcate land where the owner 

of a large piece sets limits under which to demarcate the tenants who lease from him. Prolonged 

tenancy is also a trigger for land disputes arising from Nvunvu-oke issues.281 One of the 

respondents, a Ngwa indigene, claimed that boundary-driven land conflicts often “involve 

immigrants,” tenants who “want to claim part of the leased land without considering the 

consequences.”282 Some tenants who have occupied leased land for a long time have been found 

taking additional space outside the lease agreement or even claiming the entire land, a move 

that the landowners have strongly resisted, leading to disputes.  

 

Such a scenario occurred between Mr. Azubuike Onyema and his ‘immigrant’ tenant, who 

refused to leave his property after the lease had expired. This was not the first time that Mr. 

Onyema had found himself in a land conflict (see Section 5.1). As recounted in this chapter and 

on my last visit in 2017, Mr. Onyema’s attempt to reclaim his land has not met with success.283 

Attempts by landlords to limit the rights of tenants, primarily immigrants, are noted in the 

findings here as a major challenge in contemporary Ngwaland. 

 

                                                           
280 ‘Nvunvu’ means heap, and for the purpose of boundary, a pile of sand with weeds or a tree carcass. 
281 Interviews, 17th, 21st November 2014; FGDs, 18th, 27th November 2014. 
282 FGD, 18th November 2014. 
283 Interview, 15th November 2014.  
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Referring to the role of women in boundary issues, the empirical findings indicate that women 

contribute to the preservation of boundary markers (as well as being drivers of land conflicts). 

In lands where, for example, the Nvunvu is usually massive and wide, as it has been built over 

time, women use the heap as a dumping site but with a view also to increasing the size of and 

preserving the boundary marker. Over time, such a boundary marker may be used by women 

to cultivate vegetable gardens. When used for this purpose, the marker becomes difficult to 

distinguish, particularly the original base structure, thus blurring the adjoining land boundaries. 

This has been described as one of the practical causes of land disputes in rural communities.284  

 

Likewise, the Igara (a small stick-like structure) is another traditional method of making 

boundary marks. This is less durable and used over a prolonged period of land use can 

disappear, leaving a boundary unmarked. The Igara – like the other traditional boundary 

methods, including contemporary survey markers – can also be removed or deliberately altered 

by the owners of adjacent fields/land.285 This emphasis on Ukpo, Nvunvu-oke and Igara is 

meant to highlight the fluid process of glocal developments as related to these historical marks 

that has found relevance in modern times.  

 

Nevertheless, the determination of intensions through actions also causes endless disputes when 

boundary marks are modified (see below, Section 7.3). Something else that further resonated in 

this discussion was the role of the locals in consolidating the changing cultural land practices 

and how the outcome of the interactions shapes money-driven land policies and Western-

inspired land culture, structures, and practices. As Toulmin (2009) emphasized, external 

cultural values and interests thrive in local societies with the support of endogenous systems 

and people. This emphasis found expression in the case of Ngwaland. Although the Ngwas 

may seem to perceive the exigencies of external cultural values in Ngwaland as the driving force 

behind boundary disputes, I found that the integration of traditional boundary practices into 

modern land tenure security system also contributes. Moreover, boundary disputes arising at 

                                                           
284 This type of conflict arises during the farming seasons, when women have the most access to the farmlands.  
285 Ngwa politician and elder, interview, 15th November 2014; interviews, 17th, 21st November 2014; FGDs, 27th 

November 2014, 12th April 2015. 
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the village or community level are not limited to farmlands but also extend to land in residential 

areas, especially where the violation of boundary demarcations is rife – and increasing.  

 

The interactions of traditional boundary demarcation methods and contemporary surveys for 

land security means that the Ngwa boundary conflict experience can be understood in terms of 

a cultural mélange that has developed in the construction of new meanings of land resource 

outcomes. The implications of this change in land resource practice through the localization of 

external cultures is not limited to boundary issues; it manifests, also, in contestation over land 

ownership and efforts to revoke already granted titles. The nature of this contestation is traced 

back to a history that it dynamically transcends. The result is a rapidly changing Ngwa society 

rooted in the pluralism of cultures and consolidated on the basis of land relations, including 

those between Ngwas and immigrants.  

 

8.2.2 Migrants and social relations: competing claims over rights to land 

As noted in Chapter 4, the Ngwa ancestors were very generous to migrants, and, based on 

friendship and the need to populate communities, a lot of land was parceled out to migrants to 

settle with their families. The immigrant population in Ngwaland, sometimes referred to as 

‘strangers’ (or ‘outsiders’), has been a significant part of the community since as far back as the 

oral history goes. Designating the immigrant community as ‘strangers’ creates the illusion of an 

‘us’ and ‘them’ and helps to solidify spaces of conflicts (Osman, 2017). The exonym has social 

and economic implications, functioning especially for the benefit of the indigenous population. 

 

In the past, when someone was called a ‘stranger’, what was communicated was landlessness 

(or perhaps the utter dispossession of land rights). Individuals under this category could only 

gain access to a lease or temporary use, without title rights. This traditional structure was more 

pronounced in precolonial days. Today, immigrants can have full property rights, just as the so-

called ‘free born’ who enjoy hereditary privileges. This is possible because the post-

independence land tenure structure guarantees all residents (strangers and indigenous people) 

equal rights to land as long as they have money to buy it. Unfortunately, however, the 

commodification of land – as a result of global-local mélange of various cultures – made land 

accessible but only for those who had money to pay for it. Before the commodification culture, land 
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was a sacred trust belonging to ancestral heritage that the elderly held in trust for the people. 

No one, including the rulers, had the right to sell land, as the ancestors would strike the offender 

with death. People could only acquire land as an inheritance – which they were obliged, under 

the guidance of the elderly, to pass on to the next generation. 286 With colonial rule, over time 

and with the new land policies, anyone might have the right to land, even though financial 

inequality would deprive many people of what felt like that right. This deprivation, shaped by 

the exorbitant cost of land registrations (Section 6.2.3) seems to be representative of the 

experience across the regions in Nigeria, and in most African countries, for that matter, “where 

powerful vested interests at all levels ensure that land titling and registration benefit them and 

others are deprived” (Toulmin, 2009: 10).  

 

In Nigeria, including Ngwaland, the contemporary land laws appear to empower vested 

interests to exploit poorer groups in the community in almost all aspects of land resource 

practice (Ifeka, 1996). One interviewee expressed his support for the changed status of land and 

yet disclosed a clash he had with a migrant over his land, which seemed to count against this. 

He claimed that, for the last ten years, he had been in court with a stranger over a piece of land 

that was supposed to be his ancestral heritage, but the litigation ended in favor of the stranger. 

At the least, this goes to explain the impact of the state of land and the rate of social 

transformation on traditional land security.287 Schoneveld (2013) pointed out that in Ethiopia 

and Nigeria, the state has a duty to ensure land is free from traditional encumbrances and other 

traditional cultural interests, especially with the allocation of title rights to people. As regards 

conflicts arising from the interaction of land between migrant landowners and the indigenous 

peoples, the state may have put in place regulations that could help citizens to have security 

over land, but some respondents argued that these regulations did little to change the situation 

they face.288  

 

Policy guidelines that suggest surveying, land registration, and the acquisition of land tenure 

certificate of occupation as a way of securing land rights have been hugely at fault in failing to 

                                                           
286 Interviews, 5th April 2015; 15th, 17th November 2014. 
287 Interview, 15th November 2014. 
288 FGDs, 27th November 2014, Ugwunambakala, 29th November 2014, Aro Ngwa. 
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compensate certain category of individuals, including elite migrants, while leaving poorer 

groups unable to regain access to their lands (Akin, 2010; Nwoko, 2016). These glocal 

developments point to the consequences of the complex cultural hybridization (mélange) 

processes, similar to what Urry (2007) identified as the complexity of the new global 'order' and 

'disorder,' and taken to be both 'cause' and 'effect'. Looking at the complex glocal developments 

in Ngwaland, it is clear that Urry's notion of the complexities of this new global economy is 

being realized. As he argued, the iteration of the smallest local changes can result in unexpected, 

unpredictable, and chaotic outcomes over billions of repeated actions, sometimes the opposite 

of what the people thought they were trying to achieve. The analysis in this section also 

highlights how these glocal outcomes have created vulnerability within existing complex 

relationships, resulting in uncertainty and distrust among the various actors in their 

relationships with land. 

 

For example, I learnt from the respondents, particularly those with completed and ongoing 

court cases involving migrant landowners, that this claim stemmed from the way in which the 

government grants rights of occupancy without due process – not verifying whether landowners 

really do have rights to the land. “The anger is directed not only at the government, but also at 

migrant landowners, in particular, those who engaged with the fore-fathers,” says a traditional 

ruler, and explains how occasionally migrants due to the prolonged use of leased land entered 

on trust had made claims of purchase and had gone forward to tamper with the initial boundary 

at the time of lease. No exception to the Ngwa people, especially “those who see land markets 

as business, and whose source of sustenance is directly tied to the proceeds of land sales.” 

Adding to the clarification, the traditional ruler tells me that “today those lands which have 

been ceded to early immigrants have become a source of tension between the descendants of 

their ancestors and the immigrants.”289 

 

Agitations motivating the revocation of title deeds for land already ceded to early migrants 

continue to rise as the wave of developments permeates the Ngwa region and reconfigures the 

value of land markets. These agitations are consistent with Urry’s (2007: 153) observation that 

                                                           
289 Traditional ruler, interview, 5th April 2015. 
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people rarely forget events within their system or culture. This has nothing to do with people 

wanting to change their world; rather, it demonstrates how they react to local configurations. 

In fact, references to the early days dominate the narratives, with narrators citing ‘ignorance’ as 

the bane of their ancestors and the reason for their present predicament of land relations with 

the descendants of early immigrants. For example, land ceded to immigrants did not used to be 

measured; rather, stone-throwing was used to determine the areas of land allocated (see Chapter 

4). Wherever the stones landed was automatically granted to immigrants, no matter how large 

the plot. Now, the most expansive lands, including in the Aba metropolitan area, belong to 

migrants, inherited from their forefathers. 

 

As a norm in contemporary Ngwa society, migrant tenants are required to pay annual rents to 

their native landlords. No matter how often the land is sold, the new landlord must conduct 

certain traditional rituals for the indigenous landowners in order to allow their signatures to be 

included in the transfer document as a sign of approval for the sale. Traditional transfer ritual 

customarily applies to the entire village, with youths as the most prioritized. The ritual is 

required before physical development can be permitted on the land. What this practice depicts 

is an evolving Ngwa society, where cultural practices and relations through land transactions 

are now social spaces that simultaneously accommodate both modern values and customary 

laws. This engagement with both modern values and customary laws is the result of a cultural 

mélange process that occurs through networks of flows that merge to reconfigure local practices.   

 

As Remigius N. Nwabueze (2009: 61) observed, this cultural connectivity or engagement often 

finds representation in “a valid transfer of land under the relevant customary land tenure, 

[which] could be followed by an English style conveyance in respect of the same land and 

between the same parties.” When this procedure is not obliged, and with knowledge of 

perceived gains the land may have accrued for the migrant landlords, the indigenous 

landowners often felt cheated and undermined. This also contributes to ownership disputes, 

particularly, in regard to the form of transactions undertaken before the land was transferred to 

the early immigrants by their forefathers. 
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Mr. Onyema tells me that although there were no records of land transfers between their 

forefathers and migrants at the time, he knows that the transfers were endorsed by their 

forefathers with traditional blessings.290 On the presentation by migrants of items such as 

stockfish, local gin, and kola-nut, I have been told that the blessings of the ancestors are 

irrevocable, as they signify a symbolic mark of recognition and a customary rite that endorses 

the transition of land from the original owners to the immigrants. In the modern court system, 

traditional blessings for land transfer are difficult to prove, especially where there was no 

exchange of land with money or written agreements. As there is no proof of land transfers from 

the time, respondents note that disputes of this nature continue to prove difficult for the court 

to ascertain what had transpired.291 As is discussed in the coming sections, the court is the only 

place where information from past events passed through generational storytelling is considered 

invalid. This shortcoming in the strength of oral histories is likely to have an impact on new 

generations that are challenging and literally praying for the court to revoke title deeds over 

land granted by their ancestors to migrants. 

 

From the moment I arrived in the field and discussions about land resource practices began, I 

listened to respondents talk about being robbed of their lands. They also transferred some of the 

blame to their ancestors for giving away vast land for nothing, without any consideration for 

the future. Notably, the conflicts never seemed to be about any prejudice against migrants, but 

rather about a perceived monetary gain that lands are accruing for the migrants without 

recognition being accorded to the original landowners. The more development increases the 

value of land, the more the new generation sees monetary opportunities slip out of their control. 

In response, some have contested the claims of the descendants of migrants’ rights over the 

lands. The argument forwarded in one such case I followed was that their ancestors might have 

given up those lands out of ignorance; thus, they requested the provision of written agreements 

entered into between the forefathers. As of the time of this research, the case was still ongoing 

after several years due to the difficulty in verifying whether the transactions were legal.292 

Speaking to two Chief Magistrates, both Ngwa indigenes, I learned that it would be “impossible 

                                                           
290 Interview, 15th November 2014. 
291 Ibid.; FGD, 18th November 2014, Owor/Umuosi in Osisioma Ngwa LGA. 
292 Interviews, 15th November 2014, 5th April 2015.  
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for the new generation to win the case, regardless of how long it takes the court to finalize the 

proceedings.” Both respondents reaffirmed that “knowledge of the value of land and greed 

pushes the new generation to ignore tradition.”293 

 

According to Chief J.K Osondu, “you never ask to return what the ancestors gave out.”294 This 

confirmed Mr. Onyema’s assertation that “the agreement between the early immigrants and 

their ancestors remained binding and valid.”295 Looking into the dynamics and embodied 

relationships between government (policies), indigenous peoples, and migrants’ actors in land 

practices in Ngwaland, I see an embodied social connections of living together in the same 

place; however, economic dislocations that appear to create apprehension about the destruction 

of important social safety nets, accelerated by rapid urbanization, continued commodification 

culture, loss of cultural identity and a sense of place (Grindle, 2000: 178ff; Appadurai, 1986). 

This dislocation appears to be economically motivated by the market value of land.  

 

Inevitably, land conflicts extend beyond land relations with immigrants and their descendants 

to those among indigenous peoples, particularly those whose source of livelihood is derived 

from land and who see land-market opportunities as an easy escape from poverty. This excludes 

immigrants and indigenous peoples who conduct and enter into legal transactions on lands 

without having to infringe on the rights of other landowners. Land grabbing and multiple-resale, 

on the other hand, have emerged as a consequence of the glocalization development processes 

(Borras et al, 2011; Schilling, Saulich, and Engwicht, 2018) and become part of the narratives 

of Ngwaland’s changing land resource practices.   

 

8.2.3 Land grabbing, multiple re-sale 

Land grabbing and multiple land re-sales have become a glocal issue in recent years, particularly 

since the early 2000s. Land grabbing has been used to describe private-private purchases, public-

private leases, and concessions of large areas of land for food production, alternative energy 

production, mineral extraction, logging, tourist complexes, Special Economic Zones (SEZ), 

                                                           
293 Magistrates, interviews, 7th, 15th April 2015.  
294 Interview, 15th April 2015.   
295 Interview, 15th November 2014. 
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and securing access to water or for conservation and environmental purposes (Schilling, Saulich 

and Engwicht, 2018: 439). Land grabbing in Ngwaland includes the illegal stealing (taking), 

seizure, or exchange of land for less the market value of a community’s or individual’s land for 

profitable use. Multiple re-sales, on the other hand, relate to the illegal transfer of ownership 

rights of a piece of land several times without the knowledge and consent of the actual owner. 

The issue of land grabbing (and multiple re-sales) has been observed to be exacerbated by a 

combination of the global food crisis, finance, the environment, and the involvement of 

powerful transnational and national economic actors, ranging from corporations to national 

governments, constantly seeking for land, often in developing countries. Local land ownership 

reforms have also been noted to worsen the link between land-grabbing and conflict (Borras et 

al., 2011: 209; Schilling, Saulich and Engwicht, 2018), and commodification culture has been 

considered a major factor (Touch and Neef, 2015; Serna, 2021).   

 

Discussions on the elements of the commodification process in Ngwaland inevitably reveal 

increasing land disputes may include boundary issues and clashes over land rights but extend 

to land grabbing and multiple resales of land. As several respondents pointed out, contemporary 

land conflicts go beyond what the ordinary eye may see, as their enactments are enshrined in a 

local context that is constrained by the increasing ease and rapid movement of information, 

things, capital, transnational human migrations, technological innovations, and political-

economic transformations (Appadurai, 1996; Lakoff, 2008: 277; Ritzer and Dean, 2019; 

Nederveen Pieterse, 2020). Land grabbing and multiple resales of the same land sometimes 

dominated discussions about the drive for land conflicts in the region. The critical role of 

globalization in the urbanization of Aba and other important developing suburban areas of 

Ngwaland has accelerated the land rush. The more people around the world troop into the 

region to invest and participate in commercial activities, the greater the increase in the value of 

land, leading to a proliferation of cases of multiple re-sale, not excluding land grabbing.296 

 

Foreigners do not need a physical presence to gain access to land in the region. Evidence from 

the research confirmed a large presence of transnational companies and affiliations spread 

                                                           
296 FGD, 18th November 2014.  
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across the region. However, the degree to which immigrants purchase land across the region 

also appeared to intensify land grabs and multiple resales, including with the Ngwa indigenes. 

I tried to talk to someone who, I was reliably informed, engages in grabbing and reselling lands 

already sold to people. He did not grant me an audience. I had wanted to find out directly from 

him how it felt to grab land in the closely-knit Ngwa setting where people knew what he was 

doing as well as how it was possible for the same parcel of land to be sold many times. 

 

I was able to get responses to those questions, although not from the perpetrators, but rather 

from a community conflict manager who often handles this kind of conflict. It was early in the 

morning in the suburban part of the Aba metropolis when I interviewed HRH Eze 

Umunnabuike, a 77-year-old traditional ruler who, I later discovered, had dealt with many land 

grabs and resale disputes. We were talking about the new post-independence conflicts in the 

region when he described the scale of land grabs and land resale and the impact of these 

activities on the socio-cultural fabric that defines the Ngwa people and their relationship to land 

resource practices. HRH Eze Umunnabuike had never been interviewed by anyone about land-

related conflicts in his area and felt that it means people (i.e., researchers) were showing interest 

in the activities in the region. 

 

HRH Eze Umunnabuike told me that since Ngwaland is growing rapidly, people are selling 

their land to strangers, who have different values and orientations. The land grabbers are keying 

into the rising land markets and the difference in cultural orientations of potential buyers. This 

difference in cultural orientation, as he explains, has led to conflicts between indigenous 

landlords and migrant tenants, in particular, over some of the severe traditional conditions or 

demands by the landlords after the sale, which the tenants may not be culturally accustomed 

to. Based on several years of direct management of these kinds of conflicts, HRH Eze 

Umunnabuike distinguished indigenous landlords likely to engage in actions that could place 

prospective tenants in positions that could cause them to lose rights over their own property. 

He stressed that “greedy” indigenous landlords often make extreme demands, with evil 

intentions, either to resell the land or to continue to use the land for activities that would 

generate more revenue for them. Some of these greedy indigenous landlords knew the 

consequences of their actions, but used threats to scare off their victims, thus creating space to 
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attract more victims. Tenants did challenge some, with the confrontations leading to violence, 

in most cases, and bloodshed.297 

 

HRH Eze Umunnabuike blamed the weak government institutions and the lack of enforcement 

of the existing legislation to direct the actions of land grabbers, who seem to have refused to 

comply with the laws of the country. He feared that conflicts of this nature would continue to 

arise as the region continued to develop to meet global standards. In the exception of land 

acquired through conquest, land grabs and resales were new to the people and had never 

occurred until the people knew the value of land. Imagining how things had been done before 

the British colonial administrators came, he added that land agreement between parties was 

non-existent; rather, land was leased, and permanent transfers made verbally and instituted on 

trust. Parties did not worry that the land leased under a verbal agreement would never be 

returned. Today, land grabbing and land resale are quite common among the Ngwas and are 

less likely to be carried out by immigrants, he concluded.298 

 

While the respondents confirmed HRH Eze Umunnabuike’s claims, they were equally quick 

to counter the impression that land grabbing and resales are carried out exclusively solely by 

the Ngwas.299 “Migrants cannot be completely exonerated from land issues in the region,” said 

another traditional ruler who held contrary views to HRH Eze Umunnabuike on indigenous 

peoples (Ngwas) and land grabbing and resales. HRH Eze C. Uchendu, 83 years old, ruled one 

of the Ngwa autonomous communities that was starting to develop and where the rush to buy 

land by immigrants had been on the rise in the last twenty years. I found that almost half of the 

families in his community had sold a portion of their land to strangers at one point. “Why?” I 

asked. “There is suffering in the country, people are starving, and that seems to be the only way 

to live,” he replied, and continued thus: 

 
Like any money-driven business, the sale of land has become a source of livelihood in 

Ngwaland. Many of my people who were lucky to inherit a large portion of land from their 

fathers are depending on land sales as a source of livelihood. This category of people has 

                                                           
297 Interview, 5th April 2015. 
298 Ibid. 
299 FGD, 7th April 2015, Umuode Village, Osisioma LGA. 
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no other business that generates family income except for the selling of land. Once the first 

capital has been squandered, the immediate relief generated from the accumulated money 

from sales causes further sales. Ultimately, if there is no more land to sell, and because it 

has become a habit, this category of people will resell the land already sold to other potential 

buyers. Conflicts resulting from this situation attract more parties because they include first 

and second buyers, and in the most extreme situations, several buyers of the same piece of 

land.300 

 

Although accounts indicate a complicated situation that characterizes both natives and 

migrants, there is no doubt that the continuous rise in conflicts shows the probable local 

condition and the actors supporting the sustainability of land grabs and resales. Before I 

interviewed HRH Eze Uchendu, I had a conversation with three non-indigenes born in the 

region who had worked, studied, and established businesses in the region. The three 

respondents confirmed that migrants approach developing villages and undeveloped areas for 

cheaper land that they know will probably appreciate in value if left for a few years before real 

development reaches those villages. In order to make a better deal, they had to be prepared to 

go farther into the villages, and if there was an opportunity, people who urgently needed money 

for a project or burial would be likely to sell off their land much cheaper than when there is no 

urgent need for capital.301 

 

I could only deduce that both actors are benefactors as well as instigators of the conflicts shaping 

the land markets increase. However, I learned from HRH Eze Uchendu that landlords who did 

not bother to check their land are assumed by land grabbers to have abandoned it and may 

return years later to find that the land has a new landlord and often two landlords contesting 

rights over the same land. HRH Eze Uchendu told me that every parcel of land resold by an 

immigrant to several buyers must have been supported by indigenous ownership. This narrative 

suggests that immigrants hardly succeed without the support of their native landlords because, 

during the transfer agreement, the seller must present the prospective landlord to the native 

owner as part of the formalization of ownership.302 

 

                                                           
300 Interview, 5th April 2015. 
301 FGD, 27th November 2014. 
302 Ibid. 
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In order to reinforce the complex role of immigrants in promoting these conflicts, HRH Eze 

Uchendu informed me that wealthy immigrants tend to seek land belonging to poor people – 

and to use money to influence them in parting with their lands. This new trend, he claimed, 

was a major source of land conflict in Ngwaland, and the problem with this trend was that it 

bolstered a new type of capitalist tendency among members of the society. To exemplify, 

immigrants see a lucrative market opportunity where money can be exchanged for land, he 

explained, while for Ngwas (especially the poorest among them), land is embraced as an easy 

escape from poverty. It is no longer news, therefore, that land in suburban and well-developed 

urban areas costs millions of naira and is not accessible to most. As a result, land in and around 

remote villages attracts immigrant buyers who prefer to buy many parcels of land with the same 

money that could hardly get a parcel of land in the more expensive areas. In fact, one sees that 

those immigrants who spend so much money on this land often make those communities their 

permanent place of residence. Invariably, by virtue of tenancy, they become part of the 

community. Many who bought land in large portions, as the research further discovered, had 

gone ahead to build housing estates to generate more capital. As already illustrated (in the last 

section), if all statutory requirements are met, contemporary state law protects immigrant 

landowners, including indigenous landowners with irrevocable powers of attorney and 

certificates of occupancy.303 

 

Despite divergent views, the majority of Ngwa and immigrant respondents agree on the role of 

immigrants in the changing land resource cultures, particularly through the importation and 

dispersal of values and ideologies that have shaped every aspect of land culture in Ngwaland. 

While respondents appreciate the positives of pluralism of cultural values that have influenced 

ideas and attitudes towards land resource practice, they also emphasize local economic 

                                                           
303 Once land is bought and all the formal requirements fulfilled, the right of ownership is automatically transferred 

from the original owner to the buyer. So far as the buyer and his/her family are alive, the land belongs to them. 

Prior to several reforms orchestrated by globalization, land was either gifted or leased, the lease expiable and the 

land returned to the original owner. If the interest to keep land is communicated to the owner, the leasehold can 

be re-negotiated. In contemporary Ngwaland, leasehold has been replaced with the power of attorney. Leasehold 

is still widely practiced across rural Ngwa communities, and is quite dominant among peasants; however, this 

returns a smaller margin than in the past. Except for farming, and during farming seasons, lands are no longer 

leased out to people in the rural communities. This is because several communities had shared their farmlands, and 

many, having sold part of their inherited lands, are left with insufficient land to share. Lack of farmland to lease 

out to farmers has been noted during this research as a huge problem affecting food productivity of rural farmers 

across the Ngwa region. 
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challenges that intensify the propensity to lease and sell land. In this type of case, when the 

propensity to lease and sell land is strong, output reflects the kinds of conflict that arise. As 

respondents expressed, the emergence of new types of land conflict as a result of the 

commodification of land markets has disrupted the lives of contemporary Ngwas. Ngwaland is 

not the only place in the world where this is happening, even if the context may differ. In 

Cambodia and Mexico, land grabbing remains a major source of conflicts and displacements, 

causing uncertainties among rural populations (Touch and Neef, 2015; D’Odorico, Rulli, 

Dell’Angelo and Davis, 2017; Serna, 2021).  

 

The continuing commodification (monetization, privatization) of land, which has placed a 

monetary value on the land, appears to shape the land-grabbing process in these places much 

as it did in Ngwaland. This highlights the role of transnational corporations and even national 

governments enticing and pushing rural poor communities to give up enormous areas of land 

for less than market value, sometimes with little or no recompense. This trend has taken on a 

new dimension in Ngwaland, however, with the involvement of immigrants who perceive 

opportunities. These interactions and ambiguities are characteristics of the hybridization of 

global cultural flows and their disjunctures, which rarely forms a simple fraternization among 

human movements, technological flows, and financial transfers/transactions, but rather 

produces unpredictable conflicts and constraints as a result of cultural and place-specific 

differences, including the way diverse actors respond and consume the diffused cultural flows 

available to them (Appadurai, 1996).  

 

More importantly, the hybridization of global culture with local land practices has shown the 

potentiality of reshaping local behaviors in land practices and management, particularly in the 

way that the national government formulates land governance. The role of capital/finance in 

the reconfiguring of local relations and conflicts cannot be underemphasized. Thus it is that 

Nederveen Pieterse (2009, 2020) refers to the outcomes as a product of mélange, which crucially 

involves change. In response to these new challenges in Ngwaland, an evolving traditional 

leadership has emerged that nevertheless remains at the center of resolving the emerging land 

conflicts. 
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8.3 Contemporary traditional leadership in land dispute management 

In rural and urban communities in the Ngwa region, land dispute resolution has long been 

organized around the institution of traditional leadership. In the empirical findings gained here, 

the existing traditional dispute resolution mechanism emerged as a critical component of land 

practice as a reaction to the demands of global-local interactions in Ngwaland. Through the 

influence of Western cultural traditions, just like across countries in Africa (Toulmin, 2009), the 

institution of traditional leadership in Ngwaland has transformed to a certain degree in meeting 

up with the demands of a modern society. The decline of the 60-year-old colonial-inspired 

traditional leadership pattern together with the unprecedented effect of twenty-first-century 

technological control on local practice appears to have created a new system of dispute and 

conflict resolution processes. These allow the Ngwa greater autonomy and ample opportunities 

to choose when and how to report conflicts resulting from land practices. The contemporary 

state has used the English-Court system to regulate the power of traditional institutions – to a 

greater degree, even – yet its usefulness for the people has not completely diminished. This is 

not to claim that the institution is without flaws, as reflected in the dual position played through 

the indirect-rule system (see Mamdani 1996), a position that has led to divergent perceptions of 

the institution over different periods of time. The English judicial system can indeed represent 

the interests of justice seekers, but there is a common perception that the dictates of traditional 

leadership prevail as the people’s option when pursuing justice through the courts.304 

 

Local support for the role of traditional leadership across the Ngwa society seems to point 

toward an attempt to reduce the perceived threat around the compatibility of the old with 

modern state practices, where the conception and practice of traditional leadership is 

determined largely by the ideals of a Westernized political leadership structure and not by the 

realities of the locals (see, Mamdani, 1996; Chabal and Daloz, 1999; Koelble, 2005; Cousins, 

2007). This discourse, often contextualized within the framework of Mamdani’s “colonial 

despotism and authoritarianism” or Chabal and Daloz’s “political instrumentalization of 

disorder,” seems to appeal to a system of practice that is applicable across Western societies, 

where the system or practices are organized, regulated and driven by the principles of modernity 

                                                           
304 FGDs, 18th November 2014; 27th November 2014; 29th November 2014; 30th November 2014; and 7th April 2015; 

Interview, 21st November 2014. 
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and where people are bound by agreement with the rules of modernity, with no provision for 

fluctuation between ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ as prevalent in contemporary African 

societies.305 However, the experience of modern Ngwaland conflict management seems to be 

one of traditional leadership shifting from this perceived despotic narrative. As Toulmin (2009: 

14) noted, traditional leadership has managed to effectively establish accessible systems of land 

administration as a result of cultural interactions, including the establishment of secretariats and 

the employment of professionals to deal with contemporary land-related issues.  

 

Having demonstrated how the new land practices in Ngwaland, beginning in the colonial 

period from the 1900s to the present day, have interwoven new forms of land conflict with a 

wider, transformed traditional leadership institution in conflict management, in the next three 

sub-sections, I will focus on individual narratives of the diverse ways in which traditional 

leaders handle and resolve land conflicts in line with demands of contemporary land conflicts 

as shaped by the increasing economic value of land markets and the hybrid forms of land 

resource practices in the region as an outcome of the process of cultural mélange. The sub-

sections will present the direct narratives of the Ngwas and migrants seeking justice, including 

the procedures and prejudices that inform the administration of justice and the cross-cultural 

demands of equally shaping the transformation of traditional leadership processes and those 

seeking justice. I consider the narratives as representing the local responses to the processes of 

cultural mélange – the outcomes of the continued commodification and hybridized forms of 

land resource practices in Ngwaland.  

 

8.3.1 Filing of cases 

Based on the narratives of people who had to report or bring their land disputes before the 

traditional leaders’ cabinet for resolution, virtually all the individuals or groups had experienced 

the same procedure, in particular with respect to what is required to file a formal case with the 

council. I observed that this process was consistent with a mixture of traditional and Western 

components, which place cultural mélange within the process of the changing land conflict 

                                                           
305 Patrick Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz finds contemporary African system and practices fluctuating between 

modernity and traditional rationalities, and concludes that it may be understandable for African society to operate 

simultaneously in that realm, yet, it undermines the consolidation of modernity and thus Africa institutions faces 

the crisis of effectiveness (Chabal & Daloz, 1999). 
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management in Ngwaland (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). To demonstrate how glocal response to 

the continued commodification and mixed forms of land resource practices has shaped 

behaviors and a transformed approach to land conflict management, I use the case of a research 

participant, which I call Chidinma Njoku to protect his identity, as an example.   

 

Chidinma Njoku and several other justice seekers attested that the combination of modern and 

traditional approaches to conflict management in Ngwaland “had begun in the late 1990s.”306 

I met Chidinma when I had gone to interview one of the traditional leaders about their response 

to the demands of modernity in relation to their role in managing the new forms of land conflict. 

During our conversation, a middle-aged man entered the traditional leader’s palace on a 

scheduled appointment. While waiting in the visitor’s room for us to conclude the interview, 

the traditional leader disclosed that Chidinma had filed a petition in his traditional cabinet. 

Chidinma consented to my request for an interview when I approached him after I ended my 

interview with the traditional leader. 

 

Chidinma lived in Aba metropolis but was originally from Ugwunagbo LGA.307 His father had 

died 16 years previously, leaving eight males (including Chidinma) and four females from six 

different mothers. Since women are seldom included in the inheritance, Chidinma and his 

seven male siblings had been embroiled in a lengthy dispute for more than ten years over the 

land left for the family by his late father. Now, three years after his father’s death, Chidinma 

explains that some of his siblings have started to exploit the land without the consent of the rest 

of the family members. The property was a twelve-acre plot that the father had received for the 

entire lineage when the communal land was shared. When some of the brothers who were 

exploiting the land declined to have the land shared, so Chidinma filed a petition requesting the 

traditional leader’s cabinet to share the twelve-acre plot among them. “They cannot claim not 

to have worked the land,” says Chidinma. “For eight years [by then] my siblings have made 

great profits from the palm trees in the land.” Chidinma was convinced that the economic gains 

the siblings were getting from the land were the reason for their refusal, a reaction that led to 

his decision to seek support from the traditional ruling cabinet. As the first son of the family 

                                                           
306 Interview, 5th April 2015.  
307 Chidinma shares the same autonomous community with the traditional leader though from different village.  
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and based on Ngwa tradition, the first son of the family remains the key-holder in the absence 

of the father and may request the sharing of his inheritance. 

 

Before the formal filing of the petition, a list of the prerequisite conditions was handed over to 

Chidinma by the palace secretary. The list must be met if the petition must be approved. In 

order to meet the requirements, a few pieces of kola nut, bitter kola, and alligator pepper, one 

crate of beer, one bottle of gin, and a sum of 5,000 Naira was provided. For other respondents 

I interviewed, the traditional ruler’s cabinet requested a keg of palm wine as part of the 

conditions. The requirements vary from one traditional ruler to another and, most particularly, 

depend on the class status of the justice seeker. When I ask traditional leaders why money was 

so important as a condition when filing complaints or petitions, a practice alien to the Ngwa 

customary laws. I received a range of responses, from the complexity of the cases and the 

estimated length of the proceedings through administrative costs to cover correspondence costs, 

such as emails and telephone calls, typing and printing the case proceedings, to transportation 

costs for the palace secretary to more efficiently manage case-related tasks involving expertise 

from beyond the area of the proceedings, including travel costs for witnesses residing outside 

the case location, in addition to an inspection fee of 10,000 Naira each from the conflict 

parties.308 

 

The traditional leaders who claim that they do not ask for money from justice-seekers say that 

they want to make justice accessible to the people. Respondents disputed this claim and 

questioned whether the traditional rulers can be dependent on the meagre monthly stipend 

allocated to them by the government.309 “If the claims to promote access to justice are true,” 

argue the locals, “they do so because they have other businesses, are educated and have the fear 

of God within them,” yet “they can hardly exonerate themselves because they do not preside 

over the council alone, the council members still require that every aspect of the conditions be 

met.”310 

                                                           
308 Interviews, 21st November 2014; traditional rulers, interviews, 6th, 13th April 2015. 
309 FGD, 29th November 2014, Osisioma Ngwa LGA; interview, 21st November 2014. 
310 FGDs, 18th November 2014, Owor/Umuosi in Osisioma Ngwa LGA, 29th November 2014, Aro Ngwa in 

Osisioma Ngwa LGA, 7th April 2015, Umuode in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; interview, 21st November 2014. 
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After listening to these views, I concluded that perhaps those traditional rulers were being 

careful not to present a negative image, and this caution may have been necessary – 

understandably, maybe, because of communal de-legitimation of authority and the possibility 

of a formal dethronement. Practically all petitions received in the traditional leadership cabinet 

across the autonomous communities revealed similar conditions. Perhaps the flexibility 

observed in some traditional leaders’ approach reflected an openness to embracing new 

knowledge in the management of land disputes or else contingent on the pluralism of a new 

cultural awareness and mélange (Webb, 2014; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2011; Manschot and 

Suransky, 2008), which can influence traditional practices. Alternatively, the distinction from 

those traditional leaders who distanced themselves from the filing fees may illustrate traditional 

leaders’ attempts to raise awareness about the accountability and effectiveness of the institution 

in contemporary times as compared to the legacy of colonial arrangements (Cotula, 2007; 

Toulmin, 2009: 14). 

 

Anyway, Chidinma’s petition was accepted, and the date for the first hearing was set a few days 

after all the requirements had been met. In fact, the day I first interviewed Chidinma was the 

day he confirmed the date with the traditional leader’s cabinet. I also learned from the 

traditional ruler that a memo was sent to all the parties concerned informing them of the identity 

of the complainant and the subject of the petition, along with the date of the hearing.311 This 

new practice of filing cases with a combination of traditional items and money as administrative 

costs, as well as the use of telecommunication infrastructures to communicate with the 

appropriate parties, demonstrates the extent of glocal developments in response to the outcomes 

of cultural mélange in land resource practices in Ngwaland. It also shows that traditional 

leadership in local societies has undergone (still undergoing) a process of what Nederveen 

Pieterse (2011) refers to as “global rebalancing.”  

 

Global rebalancing, according to Nederveen Pieterse, is multidimensional and takes the form 

of economic, financial, political, institutional, social, and cultural processes. In other words, the 

                                                           
311 Interview, 5th April 2015. 
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idea of rebalancing is a response to societal crisis and imbalance, as well as the other forms of 

imbalances (economic, political, or institutional). Looking at the new approach to traditional 

leaders’ management of land conflicts, it may not be wrong to conclude that the traditional 

leadership approach has rebalanced and continuously rebalancing its economic, financial, 

political, institutional, and socio-cultural activities. All these illustrate how the local, traditional 

approach to land conflict management is contingent on the frontiers of global flows and the 

new forms of conflicts emerging from the continued commodification and hybrid practices of 

land.         

 

In the next section, in tracking the progress of the case proceedings, Chidinma further leads me 

into the intricacies associated with timelines and gathering information for the management of 

land disputes. The voices of traditional rulers, the traditional ruler’s cabinet members, 

customary court magistrates, lawyers, and other justice-seekers with differing opinions are 

heard and condensed to construct an integrated representation of the realities of contemporary 

Ngwa traditional leadership dispute proceedings. These further tailors local responses to the 

operationality of glocal developments. The intricacies associated with the management of land 

disputes also, like the contemporary process of filling cases, represent a new dimension, one 

that highlights flexibility in the transformed approach dependent on and tailored to the nature 

of the specific conflicts or cases as reported. 

 

8.3.2 Timelines, information gathering 

It was early morning of the first hearing, and I had put across a call to Chidinma to know how 

ready he was. He has woken up with a severe headache from the previous night. “All my 

thoughts have been about today’s proceedings, and I am very worried,” he says. I ask him why 

he should be worried when the day he has been waiting has finally come. Chidinma feared the 

probable outcome of the case, and he questioned whether his siblings would agree for the lands 

to be shared if they would accept the verdict of the traditional ruler’s council and what would 

happen if they refused. Chidinma has no answer to these questions. The outcome rests with the 

traditional ruler’s council, as he concludes before we end our conversation and agree on a 

follow-up. Invariably, Chidinma trusts the ability of the traditional ruler’s council. A 
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responsibility most traditional rulers acknowledged depends largely on the skills of the ruler, 

how educated, flexible, and their fear of God’s wrath.312 

 

A few days after the proceeding, I set out to meet with the traditional ruler for the second time 

to discuss the process and outcome of the land dispute resolution between Chidinma and his 

half-brothers. The traditional ruler explained that the parties were present and had ample time 

to present their positions and grievances and that the issue had ended in a positive way with the 

brothers accepting to share the land according to their age. He also noted that the parties were 

categorical that the sharing of land must be led and supervised by the traditional ruler, who 

shall be witnessed by the head of their kindred and members of the traditional council, A 

resolution that Chidinma eventually acknowledged during a follow-up.313 One thing, however, 

was quite conspicuous: the time it took to resolve the conflict. 

 

In most of the in-depth interviews, discussions, and follow-up discussions, respondents 

(particularly traditional rulers) suggested that the time taken for the resolution process vary but 

would generally range from six weeks to six months, and, at the least, four weeks (HRH Eze 

C. Uchendu, 5th April 2015).314 For Chidinma and his half-brothers, the traditional ruler tells 

me this particular case was different because it is the first son of the family who decides when 

the father’s land should be shared, so the rest had no option, especially not after the many years 

they had exploited the land. He also clarified that the resolution process could have taken longer 

if the half-brothers had objected to the request, or if there had been any need to invite 

witnesses.315 In any case, the outcome of the process was neither near the timeline I had 

anticipated nor Chidinma’s. Informants who had resolved land disputes through the utilities of 

traditional leaders’ council stated that the time for resolution depends on a number of factors, 

such as the nature of the case, the willingness of the party to resolution, and the feasibility of 

                                                           
312 Interviews, 5th, 7th, 15th April 2015. 
313 Follow-up conversation, 12th April 2015. 
314 During the time of this interview on 13th April 2015, HRH Eze C Uchendu has an ongoing dispute resolution 

proceeding that has stayed four months. 
315 Follow-up conversation, 12th April 2015. 
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information gathering.316 Even land disputes of a similar nature can still vary in timelines, as in 

the following case. 

 

Not unlike Chidinma’s situation, in another case brought before another traditional ruler, it was 

the younger brothers that reported their elder brother and requested that the land of their 

deceased father be shared. The process had taken four weeks already, according to the 

traditional ruler; the elder brother had refused the siblings’ request, so more time was offered to 

him to think things through as the siblings threatened to escalate the case before a court if he 

failed to accept their demands. Those weeks were counted from the first day of the proceedings 

to include the invitation of witnesses from the parties to gather information until the date of the 

verdict, said the traditional ruler. As for the reason why the elder brother may have refused to 

oblige, the traditional ruler explained, “He felt challenged,” which could be interpreted as 

“disrespect and a bruise to the ego of the Isi-Okparas” (first sons). During the proceedings, the 

council stressed that the elder brother was inconsiderate toward the feelings of deprivation that 

appeared to motivate the younger siblings’ demand for justice because he had used the land 

without his younger siblings’ knowledge.317 The timeline is considered to be incredibly 

significant and, as I was made to understand, counts from day one of the proceedings to include 

the invitation of witnesses from the parties and lasting through the period of information 

gathering up until the day of the verdict. 

 

Discussing during an in-depth interview with two traditional rulers whose direct community 

‘experiences’ in land dispute management have spanned over 20 years further broadened my 

appreciation of contemporary resolution processes to include the mediation skills of the conflict 

managers (traditional rulers and the council members) to respond to a variety of land matters.318 

Such experiences as would be seen, though slightly different in the case of one of the youngest 

traditional rulers, are all immersed within histories that capture the twenty-first-century process 

                                                           
316 FGDs, 18th November 2014, Owor/Umuosi in Osisioma Ngwa LGA; and 29th November 2014, Osisioma 

Ngwa LGA. 
317 Traditional ruler, interview, 24th November 2014. 
318 Ngwa traditional rulers, interviews, 24th, 26th November 2014, 5th, 6th, 13th April 2015. 
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of resolving land disputes related to grabbing, resale and/or encroachment. The experiences 

also directly shape the duration of the dispute management process. 

 

As long-standing community peacemakers, both rulers recognize that gathering information 

across witnesses with knowledge of the disputed land is of enormous importance to the process. 

The importance of these resources (witnesses) for information-gathering depends heavily on the 

likelihood that facts are there to be uncovered, which does not mean an end to the process. 

Rather, it is a starting point that sets out the direction and shape that the resolution of the 

dispute(s) will probably take. As I listened to the experiences of the traditional leaders who have 

had to live across two worlds, the traditional and the modern, I observed some of the cross-

cultural influences and the hybridization of endogenous and Western values in Ngwaland – 

which could represent changes across regions in Nigeria, and probably in most developing 

countries around the world.  

 

Furthermore, the reference to traditional leaders’ flexibility and educational abilities tends to 

highlight the characteristics of the contemporary fluid, diverse institutions, which are socially 

and politically traditional yet intimately influenced by the exigencies of both endogenous and 

external forces. Hence, I agree with Caterina Becorpi’s (2018) and also Boege, Brown, 

Clements, and Nolan’s (2008) claims that the traditional leaders’ new approach to managing 

land conflicts is the result of a mix of external factors as well as a range of local social 

reconstruction measures targeted at adapting into the new global cultural system. In other 

words, this new approach to dealing with the contemporary conflicts in Ngwaland has emerged 

from movements and formations with origins in the effects and reactions to globalization as 

well as the impacts of central (national) state structures and processes (Boege, Brown, Clements, 

and Nolan, 2008). These glocal responses are expanded in the next section, and focuses on the 

viewpoints of traditional leaders themselves on how they respond to the new forms of conflicts 

that are emerging from the continuous commodification culture and hybrid forms of land 

resource practices.  

 

8.3.3 We uproot land conflicts 
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HRH Eze Umunnabuike is the traditional ruler of one of the fast-developing autonomous 

community in Osisioma LGA, a community comprising of many small villages that have 

moved from being local rural hamlets to metropolitan areas where diversity is consciously and 

unconsciously mediated among inhabitants of indigenous populations and migrant groups 

through land resource practices. In his view, the negotiation of this diversity means that people 

interact with land to such an extent that conflict is inevitable. HRH Eze Umunnabuike settled 

about fourteen cases of land disputes in a year, “but this has dropped to eight in the last three 

years,” he notes, responding to the question of the relationship between diversity, changes in 

land practices, and the emergence of new forms of land conflict. He further describes how 

diversity and changes to land practices in Ngwaland have also prompted traditional leaders to 

respond to disputes with resources and procedures that underscore the convergence of 

indigenous and Western conflict management techniques. 

 

When I ask HRH Eze Umunnabuike to explain his direct experiences with the management of 

the new conflicts that surfaced from the modifications of land practices, he replies with a smile 

that “the procedure of managing land matters determines the sustainability of the resolution.” 

He tells me that witnesses are the most important resource for the traditional rulers’ council in 

the management of land conflicts.319 I have heard so much from the respondents about the 

significance of the witnesses in the conflict resolution process. As discussed below (Section 8.4), 

several respondents, including traditional rulers, revealed that one of the major causes of land 

dispute escalation is false information.320 

 

HRH Eze Umunnabuike acknowledges that it may be true that witnesses may provide false 

testimony but insists that other methods of investigation can be employed, depending on the 

nature of the dispute. The council can resort to women for information, particularly those who 

may have been allowed to farm on the same land. Still curious, I ask him what if these attempts 

do not help with the matter, and he responds, “The council will expand the investigation 

beyond the borders of the community to neighboring villages – this means that people from 

other villages with knowledge of the land will be approached and information generated will 

                                                           
319 Traditional ruler, interview, 5th April 2015.  
320 Ngwa elder, interviews, 15th November 2014; traditional rulers, 6th, 13th April 2015.  
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complement the existing to influence the right decision.”321 Usually, prior to the final ruling, the 

traditional ruler, members of his council, and others in the arbitration panel proceed to inspect 

the land to determine its actual boundary. These steps are applied to allow the cabinet to 

determine the rightful owner of the land, especially when the case relates to land grabs and 

trespasses. Even with these procedures, HRH Eze Umunnabuike recaps those things were not 

as they used to be – “We document every part of the proceedings for record-keeping” – and 

points to the direction where the computer rests on the desk in the adjacent room that serves as 

a reception. Besides the palace secretary who takes minutes, he also has a personal secretary 

who computerizes and archives all the case proceedings and verdicts for future references. 

 

Even though people may choose the court system to resolve their land conflicts, there are many 

who make traditional leaders the first alternative, and several among them are people with 

undocumented agreements. What does that mean to this group? It is about “truth, fairness, and 

impartiality,” explains HRH Eze Umunnabuike. To help me understand how traditional rulers 

have evolved over the last ten years, he tells me of the complexity of a case he handled that 

proceeded before the court and was returned with the same verdict. The conflict was between 

two brothers from his community. The late father had assigned some parcels of his land to the 

son living with him in Nigeria. Later, the firstborn, who had been outside the country, returned 

and demanded that the allocation of portions to his younger brother be annulled. The brother 

declined and stated that the land had been given to him by their late father and that he had also 

helped their father to raise the money for his brother’s education abroad. The elder brother 

would not hear the excuse, and the matter was brought before the Ama-ala (Council of Elders), 

but they could not resolve the case. After meeting with the conditions for case-filing known as 

‘itu-omu’ and the younger brother sending a notice of summons to the hearing, HRH Eze 

Umunnabuike told me that the first thing he had done was to allow the brothers to tell their 

own versions of what had happened. 

 

During the second hearing, the brothers were asked to recount the stories to enable the 

traditional ruler’s council to evaluate the first versions for any discrepancies. In all of these, 

                                                           
321 Traditional ruler, interview, 5th April 2015.  
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HRH Eze Umunnabuike recounts, the “documentation of the stories was fundamental” in 

order to gather accurate information that would make the right judgment possible. When it was 

time to gather information, HRH Eze Umunnabuike gathered information from witnesses 

mentioned at the first and second hearings, and most importantly, from those whom he believed 

might be privy to what had transpired between the deceased and the younger son. Given that 

the eldest son who returned from overseas had no witness and that his father had not informed 

him of the land he had purportedly given to the younger son, HRH Eze Umunnabuike felt that 

their mother was the right witness, as she could hardly protect one child over the other. As if he 

sensed what I wanted to ask, he quickly added, “The Bible has been my powerful tool to get 

people to tell the truth even when they have the intention of offering false information.” 

 

Most of the traditional leaders I have spoken with mix traditional prayers to the gods of the 

land and the bible to offer prayer to God in Heaven as a way of initiating oaths to influence 

people to stand on the path of truth. Meanwhile, I wondered why HRH Eze Umunnabuike 

spent several weeks gathering information when it could have asked the truth of their mother. 

He admitted that “Women don’t stand first,” explaining that “one person can’t provide the 

proof that would form the basis for land decisions and women cannot be admitted as a first 

witness.” His positioning of women was complementary rather than as a direct agent in land 

matters. This cultural structuralizing of women continues to affect Ngwa women’s relations to 

land resource practices. The problem with positioning women as complementary rather than 

direct agents in land resource practices obscures efforts to liberalize and equalize the distribution 

of land resources and power relations both within the households and the society level (Razavi, 

2007). 

 

HRH Eze Umunnabuike further explained that while the council was still handling the case, 

the younger brother took workers to till the land. The elder brother went to the land with a gun 

and shot a worker to death. When land matters result in bloodshed, neither the Ama-ala nor 

traditional ruler’s council can continue with the case as it has become the responsibility of the 

law enforcement agencies. HRH Eze Umunnabuike, however, was alerted about the situation, 

and with the outcome of events, the case was reported to the police because a life had been lost. 

He told me that he does not “deal with murder cases.” The limit of his roles was also recognized 
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by the many traditional rulers and community members I interviewed, who affirmed that the 

role of traditional rulers does not include handling murder cases, irrespective of whether or not 

it happened because of land disputes, except in rare cases.322 

 

It is important to observe that a decision rejected by parties from the traditional rulers’ council 

can proceed before the court. This is quite common. The complexity, however, is that many 

land cases brought before the court after the traditional ruling are returned with the same 

verdict.323 The proceedings of the traditional rulers’ council are accepted as evidence when 

tendered. This shows, of course, that the regular courts place importance and reverence on the 

decisions of today’s traditionally settled conflicts. This reciprocal value awarded to the institution 

of traditional leadership is important to note, as, in practice, the outcomes are most often 

accepted by the parties without further challenge.324 This has thus proven the common Ngwa 

terminology to be true, that “Where an abomination is committed is where the appeasing will 

be carried out” – literally meaning that only those with the knowledge of their tradition can 

understand how to amicably solve their own problems.325 

 

It is also crucial to note that if the parties agree, land disputes can be resolved in the traditional 

ruler's council. For example, where such land has title deeds or statutory occupancy certificate 

(rights of occupancy), the case is heard in the high court (and may move to the appeal and 

supreme courts if decisions are challenged in the lower levels). Unlike the traditional leadership 

approach, these courts do not rely on hearsay but on evidence-based submissions, whether 

documented, written, or oral.326 Land disputes arising from the deaths of others may be reported 

to the traditional rulers as the custodians of the community, but they have no formal authority 

to hear the case. 

                                                           
322 I have been reliably told by few respondents that occasionally the parties may decide to settle out of court and 

request that the case be referred to their traditional ruler for resolution. The arrangement would be that if the parties 

are unable to settle their differences, the traditional ruler will return the case to the police for further referral to the 

court within a prescribed period, depending on the institution responsible; this final result, apparently, is not 

unusual. 
323 Interviews, Ngwa traditional rulers, 26th November 2014; 6th, 13th April 2015. 
324 FGD, 7th April 2015; interview, 15th November 2014. 
325 Secretary of the Ngwa Youth Association, FGD, 7th April 2015.  
326 Court judges, interview, 15th April 2015.  
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What makes contemporary traditional leadership responsive to the interwovenness of cross-

cultural practices is the fluidity of the resolution process, which enables decisions made at this 

stage to be appealed. The appeal may be heard at the customary courts, particularly for land 

matters without title deeds. The highest level of most common land matters terminates at the 

customary courts of appeal. Whatever decisions are taken at this stage is final and binding on 

the parties and the community.327 In most of the in-depth interviews, discussions, and follow-

up discussions, such as with HRH Eze Umunnabuike and two other traditional rulers, 

respondents acknowledged that due to the meticulous and careful way in which traditional 

institutions deal with land disputes, the well-documented traditional evidence is rarely 

overturned at regular, customary or other levels of appeal.328 There may be few cases, but the 

decisions I have been shown by the traditional rulers were awarded similar rulings in the 

appellate courts and were thus deemed sound judgments. This development, HRH Eze 

Umunnabuike attributes to the influence of global cultures of value-orientation on the 

management of contemporary land disputes across the Ngwa communities.  

 

Beyond linking new technological innovations and applications in handling modern conflicts, 

HRH Eze Umunnabuike strongly believes that the nexus between education and conflict 

management is shaping people’s perception of the capacity of traditional leadership in 

addressing land disputes.329 This is a factor recognized by many traditional rulers, which I also 

observed during a few land dispute resolution proceedings, where the majority of the council 

members are highly educated, and a few hold a master’s degree.330 This, therefore, situates the 

traditional leadership institution in a local context where evolving traditional rulers “uproot 

land conflicts rather than leave them hanging in the air.”331 Arguably, this resonates with the 

common belief of the Ngwa people that the court system creates room for escalation while the 

traditional leadership institution gets to the root of the conflict.  

 

                                                           
327 Ibid.  
328 Traditional rulers, interviews, 26th November 2014; 5th, 13th April 2015.    
329 Interview with HRH Eze Umunnabuike, 5th April 2015. 
330 One of the traditional ruler’s secretaries holds a master’s degree.  
331 Interview with HRH Eze Umunnabuike, 5th April 2015.  



324 
 

However, the institution's flexibility in offering justice seekers a choice to seek alternative 

approaches to justice, the use of the bible for oath-taking as applicable in Nigeria court, the 

documentation of proceedings for record-keeping, the opportunity for fair hearing, the 

continued system of inviting witnesses (as applicable in modern court), and traditional method 

of inspection of contested land have shown the outcomes of cultural mélange, which is 

expressed through transformed traditional leaders in land conflict management. All these new 

approaches to how contemporary land conflicts and management emerged in this research as a 

response to the processes of glocal developments. While the modern court as an external system 

tends to be the most formal place in which to pursue justice, the empirical evidence from diverse 

individuals indicates that the court scarcely ever dispenses justice to land disputes, thus 

emphasizing the contemporary role of traditional leadership.  

 

8.4 People’s perceptions of traditional leadership in the management of land conflicts 

The contemporary legitimacy of traditional leadership in the management of land disputes in 

Ngwaland, as evidenced by the empirical findings gained, is rooted in both the direct and 

indirect experiences and perceptions of the people who have in some sense interacted with land. 

Local perceptions are significant in understanding the social construction of the processes of 

glocalization, particularly, the context and the ways in which various diffused cultural flows 

originating from around the world affect local cultural structures and practices (Ju, 2010: 46; 

Kjeldgaard and Askegaard, 2006). With cultural mélange as an inevitable consequence of 

glocalization processes, the adaption and blending of different cultures can best be understood 

through people’s construction of the experiences of the changes in existed structures and 

practices (Robertson, 1995; Achterberg, Heilbron, Houtman and Aupers, 2011). Community 

members have strong perceptions of traditional leadership compared to the practices and 

procedures of the courts in the management of land disputes. Although the experiences and 

perceptions of the activities of contemporary traditional leaders may vary, especially as they 

relate to women, young people, and migrants, the response from both Ngwa indigenes and 

migrants and from those who have both won and lost cases is generally positive. They are likely 

to choose traditional rulers over the court for the settlement of land disputes.  
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The positive preference generally suggests a transformed traditional institution that is accessible 

to the diverse cultural values of today’s rapidly growing, globalized world. This change of 

attitude towards traditional institutions is not exclusive to the Ngwa society. Evidence from a 

national survey conducted by Afrobarometer (2017) involving 1600 (adult) Nigerians indicates 

greater acceptance of traditional leadership in conflict management. The findings showed 

general support and preference for traditional leaders as against contemporary state strategies, 

including government officials, political parties, the police, and the courts, in terms of trust, 

corruption, and job performance (25, 27, 43).332 For community members, regardless of the 

strategies and processes adopted, it is more about the equity and accountability that traditional 

rulers are perceived to offer than the court or police. For example, this statement from a 

community member demonstrates that traditional leaders are very adaptive to a new culture of 

mediation but have not lost touch with local cultural norms: 

 
Most traditional rulers use the Bible instead of the Ofor as a tool to resolve land conflicts, 

although the breaking of kola-nut still applies. They have dropped most traditional methods 

of managing conflict and now perform better than police and court. Today, we have more 

enlightened and traveled traditional leaders than before, and the exposure seems to help in 

managing land conflicts.333 

 

These words not only suggest a disparity in the way that traditional institutions are generally 

conceived in scholarly literature as compared to local realities but also express the admissibility 

of a transformed traditional leadership that has responded to the demands of new land conflicts 

with a mixture of imported Western values and indigenous cultural norms. In particular, the 

characterization of the mixture of Western and indigenous culture in the management of land 

disputes highlighted by respondents also shows that traditional leadership can be flexible to 

adapt while still rooted in tradition and custom, with a wide range of inherited cultural, 

historical, moral and social values, closer to the people and willing to support their way of life 

(c.f. Adewumi and Egwurube, 1985; Keulder, 2010).  

 

                                                           
332 The support for traditional leaders was more marked, overall, in rural as opposed to urban environments and 

among men as opposed to women; of the modern institutions, only the army scored higher than traditional leaders; 

religious leaders also scored higher. 
333 Ngwa chief, interview, 26th November 2014.  
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This transformed and modern-responsive traditional leadership in land-dispute management 

seems to respond to the forces of cultural mélange as represented through a new cultural 

consciousness that deconstructs the rigidity of customary norms and practices. The leaders are 

able to perceive the reality of the changing digital world and adapt, even if not totally, to the 

various global landscapes (flows/values). Thus, the process and transmit varied images, 

policies, and practices to other cultures (Appadurai, 1990, 1996). Based on the fieldwork 

observations and interactions with traditional leaders, it may be stated that while some have 

experienced other cultures and are educated, others who have never traveled out of the country 

or had a Western education have still been directly or indirectly influenced through an 

increasingly influential media imagery; and where this is not directly consumed, they have 

resorted to imagination (Baudrillard, 1998; Johansen and Søndergaard, 2010).  

 

By visualizing the new ways of transforming conflicts in order to be in tune with the structures 

of the new glocal system, “imagination becomes an organized field of social practices” for those 

traditional leaders who imagine the world (Appadurai, 1996: 5). As Appadurai explains, 

imagination has turned to a “form of work or negotiation between sites of agency and globally 

defined fields of possibility.” Because the shift in approach to land dispute management can 

only be understood through an appreciation of the realities of community members and in order 

to grasp the extent of the transformations at the local level, we need to get at how and in which 

contexts the transformations are directly experienced as part of the responses to the process of 

glocal development. Therefore, in the following sub-sections, I concentrate on discussions that 

reflect respondents’ divergent perceptions of contemporary traditional leadership as their 

alternative and preferred method for responding to modern-day land disputes. 

 

8.4.1 Representation 

The “true representativeness of a traditional ruler is determined through people who have had 

direct relations with him,” says one interviewee. This respondent is highly educated with a 

bachelor’s degree, holds an important position in the community as a member in the traditional 

rulers’ council, and has been directly involved in several land disputes management over the 

past ten years. One of the identified ‘attributes’ characterizing the perceptions of contemporary 

traditional rulers is the degree to which they represent the resolution of land conflicts. To answer 
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my question about the connection between the true representation of local interests and claims 

on the part of contemporary traditional rulers in respect of land conflict resolution, the 

respondent narrates a story about a dispute involving his father-in-law and a migrant. 

 

The father-in-law had offered two plots of land to a well-known migrant in the community. The 

agreement, he explains, indicated “not sold but offered (leased) without monetary 

implications.” This implies that the migrant would have the right to stay on the land until he 

decided to leave. Eight years later, the migrant changed the original lease agreement – and went 

even further in selling a plot. When I ask how his father-in-law became aware of the changed 

documents and the sold plot, the reply is that the father-in-law was unaware, “not until the new 

buyer began building on the plot and presented documents indicating the migrant as the 

landowner.” After several unsuccessful confrontations with the migrant, the father-in-law 

approached the traditional ruler with a petition against the migrant.334 

 

After several back-and-forth meetings, the traditional ruler’s council ruled in the father-in-law’s 

favor. The migrant was asked to repay the new buyer and return the land. However, the migrant 

rejected the decision and instead took the case to court, a reaction the respondent saw as a ploy 

to scare his father-in-law into letting go of the land. Like most other respondents, he ascribes 

reactions to a predictable behavior from influential and rich people like the migrant when things 

do not go their way. “They do this to poor Ngwa people,” he explained. “They shut them out 

and hijack their lands with their money,” demonstrating one of the responses to the continued 

commodification culture, in which marginalization and inequality appear to reflect the mode 

of a new capitalist Ngwa society in which money or wealth equals power to control (Muller, 

2013; Stiglitz, 2019).  

 

As demonstrated by the historical process of land reforms in this dissertation (chapter 5) and 

confirmed by Muller (2013: 23), marginalization and inequality are not simply the result of 

politics, as these problems are more deeply rooted and intractable than commonly recognized, 

but the foundation is an inevitable by-product of capitalist activities, and expanding equality of 

                                                           
334 Elder and member of traditional ruler’s cabinet, interview, 19th March 2017.   
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opportunity only exacerbates it – because there exist some individuals (communities) who are 

simply better than others at exploiting opportunities for development and advancement that 

capitalism affords. While seeing inequality as a choice that policy can fix, not inevitable, such 

individuals, like the migrant in this case, are the exploiters that Joseph Stiglitz (2019) sees as 

“greedy and selfish exploiters,” and David Gordon (2019) refers to as “greedy capitalists.” The 

refusal of the migrant to return the land as decided can be a reflection of how much cultural 

mélange through its mode of operations (technology, capital, and financialization, new ideas 

and policies, commodification and privatization, urbanization, etc.) has brought to light the 

local responses of these hybridized practices in ways that benefit one and disadvantage another. 

In other words, the local responses to the process of cultural mélange also reflect a site of glocal 

“discontents” (Stiglitz, 2019).   

 

Although five years went by before the court ruled in favor of the father-in-law, he quickly 

pointed out that the traditional ruler was visible throughout the court process (i.e., the judgment 

was equally rooted in the traditional ruler’s verdict). From submitting copies of the traditional 

council proceedings and verdict to standing as a witness, the traditional ruler’s commitment to 

resolving the conflict created an impression of true representation for the respondent. The 

reality of this respondent and the father-in-law with traditional leadership in land dispute 

administration reflects the representative experiences of most Ngwa respondents in this study, 

although empirical evidence also shows that circumstances may differ, as particularities of land 

disputes determine how representative a role a traditional ruler can play during a resolution 

process.335 

 

This respondent might have indicated that money serves as a weapon of intimidation, but such 

acts are not limited to migrants. Mr. Nwosu’s perception is quite understandable, considering 

that most of the respondents hold similar views – making it seem that the conflict over land is 

basically structured along the lines of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, a categorization that lan Bremmer 

(2018) claims is intended to deliberately mobilize and invoke emotions to vilify the other who 

                                                           
335 FGDs, 18th November 2014, Owor/Umuosi; 29th November 2014, Aro Ngwa; 27th November 2014, 

Ugwunambakala; 7th April 2015, Umuode; interview, 21st November 2014.  
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is ethnically different. This issue is interrelated with how people construct the legitimacy or 

credibility of traditional leadership and how this respondent’s perceptions of immigrants may 

have emanated from a personal experience beyond that of his father-in-law. Going forward, we 

see that the interviewee’s experience with the discontents of glocalization also influences his 

own sense of contemporary traditional leaders’ authenticity and legitimacy.   

 

8.4.2 Authenticity and legitimacy 

The interviewee’s late father, like his father-in-law, had allowed a migrant friend to live on his 

land and return it whenever he wanted. He notes that the father warned his children never to 

evict the migrant until he decided to leave, as that “that was the arrangement that constituted 

the leasehold.” The migrant had continued to use the property until about 15 years previously. 

The respondent notes that the problem began after the migrant’s death, as the children refused 

to vacate the land on the basis that they had inherited the land from their father. “You cannot 

inherit what your father doesn’t own! Is that possible?” he asks rhetorically, immediately adding 

that he reported the matter to the traditional ruler’s council for resolution. 

 

In the middle of the conversation, in response to a question, he asks his daughter to bring a 

paper to show me why he prefers traditional leadership over other methods of conflict 

management. The daughter emerges with a worn-out copy of a lease agreement signed on 

September 29, 1953; it has no provision of extension or transfer to the children of the migrant. 

“I knew the land was going to return to the family, I had no doubt,” he says. “If the agreement 

states that the deceased (migrant) and his household will live there until they are satisfied, then 

the children are entitled to stay until they return the property,” he adds. The agreement was the 

only concrete evidence he had, and he strongly emphasizes the importance of written 

agreements. Although he was ultimately granted victory, the children of the migrant challenged 

the decision before the court. Since he filed the matter to the same traditional leadership cabinet 

where he participates as a member of the council, he acknowledges that his opponents (children 

of the migrant) were concerned about conflicts of interest but strongly disagreed with any 

suggestion of bias.336 

                                                           
336 Interview, 19th March 2017. 
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Besides countering the suggestion that the traditional council may have favored him, the 

respondent claims that most of today’s traditional leaders oppose any prejudice against 

outsiders based on the ‘value’ of their positions. On this, I quite understood him since trust was 

generally stressed by respondents as a significant factor in legitimatizing traditional leadership 

as an institution. Confidence in traditional leadership was also claimed by respondents to be 

rooted in unbiased representation, as claimed here. Moreover, based on the perceived gap 

between the ordinary people and state government, I observed during this research that the 

intermediate functions of traditional rulers as a link between the people and state seem to be 

afforded legitimacy not only by the people but also by the government. I see the two 

recognitions as a “dual legitimation,” as the case in Zimbabwe (Buur and Kyed, 2006), and what 

this observation symbolizes is an institution that derives legitimacy from the strong faith of the 

locals as much as the government. 

 

Traditional rulers can easily be dethroned by the state government if community residents 

report complaints of bias or lack of representation or promotion of community peace and 

stability. From this perspective, it is easy to see the angle from which this respondent’s 

perception is based. He has no problem with his contenders’ lack of confidence over the dispute 

resolution process because, as he put it, “I guess they have no knowledge of the changes that 

have arisen over the last ten years in the way traditional rulers deal in land matters.”337 He did 

not doubt the justice of his victory and nor was he afraid to respond to the court’s summons.  

 

                                                           
337 The respondent was trying to explain the process of change traditional leadership has undergone across different 

democratic regimes in Nigeria. What he did not note at the time was that having seen the grassroots’ attachment 

to the institution of traditional leadership, the efficacy in managing communal conflicts was recognised equally by 

post-independence military governments. The adaptation of the institution was gradual, with the transformation 

gaining momentum in the 2000s. Previously, the political creation of Abia State from the old Imo State can be 

argued to have set the stage for new state government approach towards the role of traditional leadership. Through 

Edict No. 8 of 1991, the military government creation of autonomous community laws made provisions for the 

Ministry of Chieftaincy Affairs, which recognised the traditional rulers leading the autonomous communities and 

their cabinets as a level one (community level) land dispute settlement apparatus. The provision of the law required 

traditional authorities to ensure that no dispute arising from land matters in the community degenerates into serious 

conflict or escalates to bloodshed. The subsequent civilian-state governments have at different periods between 

1996 and 2015 officially strengthened traditional leadership with state statutory powers with added responsibilities 

to legislate and adjudicate on conflicts at the community level. In this, it becomes easy to understand the 

progression of the transformation of traditional leadership as inferred here, by this respondent (see Abia State, 2006: 

Edict No. 8). 
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Also, and like most respondents, he trusted that his ancestors were always with him. Ancestors’ 

support and guidance, mostly interpreted as spiritual protection from overzealous and evil 

persons, is believed to be potent only when people are on the path of truth.338 Based on the 

judgment of the traditional council, the court granted the respondent the land rights and gave 

the children of the migrant six months’ notice to vacate the property. Throughout the court 

process, “my traditional ruler stood in court for the truth, even when he could have easily been 

bought with money.” 

 

Like Mr. Chidinma Njoku (Sections 8.3.1 and 8.3.2) and several other respondents, this 

respondent’s faith in the credibility of traditional leadership in the provision of justice indicates 

the degree to which community members are likely to invest in the authority of the institution 

and how the leaders are perceived not just as people with traditional knowledge to make 

informed decisions in favor of both indigenes and migrants but also as people who do actually 

represent their opinions. The summary of this respondent’s experience and several others that 

seem to shape the broader perception of contemporary Ngwa traditional leaders in land dispute 

management resonates with the attributes of a true leader. 

 

According to political theorist Pitkin (1967: 4), a “real leader is one who must do what is best 

for the people he leads, including thinking what is best by applying his own wisdom and 

judgment.” In this regard, it makes sense to understand the respondent’s defense of traditional 

leadership, thus: as a traditional leaders’ responsibility to effectively lead requires an unbiased 

disposition, so the consequence of good leadership becomes itself a reflection of trust from the 

people. Furthermore, while support and solidarity create legitimacy for traditional leaders to 

exercise, I also observed that the way in which traditional leaders engage in land dispute 

management efforts as perceived by the community members is immersed in historical images, 

processed through everyday, lived experiences, and ultimately legitimatized through a range of 

diverse perceptions.  

 

                                                           
338 Overzealous or evil persons can connote those likely to deprive someone of a thing of value, such as life or land.  
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Some of these perceptions, as seen in this respondent’s case, are not only framed by direct 

experiences but also compared with contemporary state experiences in line with the diffused 

flows and through other cultures with which they transact through the media, which appears to 

configure their expectations of their traditional leaders. As Straubhaar argues (1991: 56), with 

cultural proximity made possible through technological flows – particularly, media techniques 

and relations – people can easily depend on and relate with distant cultures and, most 

importantly, internalize cultural productions from outside both their nation and region. In other 

words, the role of technological flows in Ngwaland as an outcome of the mélange process can 

be argued to have shaped the peoples’ perceptions of their leaders beyond the cultural 

productions from within. These perceptions also contribute to making sense of processes of 

glocal developments in the region.  

 

In this context, the link between technology and media techniques contributes to the mediation 

of peoples’ perceptions of traditional leaders as a form of structuring the leaders’ actions as 

responsible. This can be translated to Stephen Pfohl’s (2005) emphasis on the power of global 

technological flows as constitutive of human social life and the structurization of social order 

(behavior). In the next section, these local responses are considered in terms of flexibility, 

transparency, and accountability as a representation of the level of adaption of traditional 

leaders.  

 

8.4.3 Flexibility, transparency, and accountability 

Flexibility, transparency, and accountability emerged in the empirical results as perceived 

attributes of traditional leadership as community members share their experiences of social 

interactions with traditional rulers in the management of land disputes across Ngwa 

communities. From peoples’ direct experience as witnessed, flexibility, transparency, and 

accountability in traditional leadership seem to have set the stage for a traditional imaginary 

construction of cultural affinities, colonial orders, contemporary public goods, and expectations 

of good local leadership from the traditional leaders today. With land conflict resolutions 

efforts, people reacted more positively to traditional leadership institutions than to the 

equivalent contemporary state practices in regard to accountability and transparency; on 
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flexibility, perceptions were based on people’s not feeling under any obligation to report land 

cases to traditional rulers.  

 

These perceptions seem to suggest spaces for cultural adaptability and interwovenness as part of the 

change process. We may also argue in line with Victor Roudometof (2003) that these perceived 

adaptations of traditional leadership in a modern Ngwaland were shaped by a particular 

historical specificity of a cultural context in which particular regions and civilizations have 

interacted with each other over the last centuries. In the context of cultural mélange, the 

perceived transformation of traditional leadership in conflict management became the social 

space in which the production of glocal modernities manifested (Roudometof, 2003). This 

manifestation, as Roudometof (2003: 37) may have us reflect on, as a form of the social 

construction of a new practice (culture) of formal rules and regulations, or a modern hybrid 

approach to local governance to which I also claim as a response to the processes of glocal 

developments. This manifestation, as perceived by the people, also influences the decisions 

people make on where to seek justice.  

 

Nowadays, the parties to a conflict reserve the right to decide where they feel justice can best 

be obtained at any stage of the trial, in contrast to precolonial Ngwa society, where the options 

were rigid, limited to traditional leadership and shrine visitation. As described (Chapter 4), 

maintenance of transparency and accountability on the part of traditional institutions and 

practice promoted oath-taking as a way of awarding justice to those who deserve it. The 

consequences of deception or misinformation were catastrophic. According to the respondents 

here, those who choose this option in modern times face similar consequences.339 In order to 

minimize the “avoidable deaths that characterize the consequence of oath-taking at the shrine,” 

notes one of the traditional rulers, “traditional leaders who are aware of this consequence have 

worked to change the colonial image that people have about them.”340 All these efforts to adapt 

to modern times can only be the outcome of cultural diffusion and mélange (Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2009) or efforts to absorb modernity into the traditional conflict management 
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approach. Roudometof (2003: 47) refers to these adaptive behaviors or efforts as the localization 

of the contents of modernity. The continuous adaptation of traditional leaders to modern 

practices in response to the outcomes of various cultural flows in Ngwaland across space and 

time (precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial), on the other hand, highlights the link between 

social space and the regulation of plural contacts. Roudometof (2003: 47) explained this linkage 

in relation to cultural mélange and the production of change:  

 

The social space invoked by formal modernity pertains to constructions of sites and rules 

that regulate contact with others—ranging from diplomatic encounters to the operation of 

multinational corporations to the spaces of international legal practice. In sharp contrast, 

the social space that pertains to modernity’s content involves the operation of the private 

sphere but also the workings of neighborhood relations. Hence, localization involves the 

simultaneous fusion of different elements, whereby local cultural authenticity is 

constructed, reproduced, or maintained through a variety of practices. The interplay 

between the localization of the content of modernity and the globalization of the forms of 

modernity has to be considered as constant. 

 

Historically, traditional leaders have been in a constant state of modification in response to new 

social, political, and economic spaces (environments). As seen in Chapter 5, traditional leaders 

of the precolonial period adapted to colonial culture in the same way that they are adapted (still 

adapting) to postcolonial glocal contents. In the same line, Mr. Onyema believes that traditional 

leaders have transformed their former image, so people have no business approaching the shrine 

now as they have the knowledge that justice is assured.341 Mr. Onyema may not have been lucky 

in his quest for justice, unlike Chidinma Njoku and the traditional ruler’s cabinet member, but 

his short experience with a traditional leader still shaped his perception of the institution 

positively as compared to the different experiences he has had with the court. Still battling with 

the government over encroachment on his land, he might also lose a plot of land that he 

temporally leased to a migrant.  

 

When his tenant did not move away, Mr. Onyema says, he sought the opinion of his traditional 

ruler. Apparently, he was advised to forfeit the land because the case would not be found in his 

favor as a result of a new land law granting the occupier the right to occupy the land after years 
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of continued residence. Mr. Onyema believes the conflict would not be adequately handled by 

the traditional ruler and decided to bring the matter before the customary court. The matter 

took on a different dimension when the migrant’s lawyer claimed that the migrant could no 

longer move out of the land after ten years as the land had become “statute-barred.” 

 

Statute-barred or adverse possessions may occur when a person who possesses a land belonging 

to another may acquire valid rights of ownership of the land in accordance with certain 

requirements of common law, such as possession of the land for a sufficient period of time 

(Bashorun et al., 2016). Since that was the case here, and the migrant, as claimed, may live 

there forever, Mr. Onyema, still under shock, considered the migrant’s choice of defense to be 

a breach of trust and right of ownership. As the case continued, he was hopeless about what 

would become of the judgment: “If the matter is to the advantage of the migrant, I know that 

we will never live in peace.” Based on experience and considering the time and money already 

spent going back and forth to the court, he adds that “I should have listened and probably 

allowed the traditional leadership council to mediate on the case.” Finally, “I think we would 

have found a level ground instead of losing my property,” he groans.342 

 

Mr. Onyema’s reaction is based on regret. In a quiet moment, almost as if he had lost his 

thoughts, he tells me that he feels sad about discounting his traditional ruler’s advice. And there 

is another factor to this sadness. Mr. Onyema regretted that he had undermined the utility of 

traditional leadership, even when he had experienced their capabilities previously (when they 

awarded him victory over a land dispute with one of his kinsmen). And he sees traditional 

leadership as more transparent and accountable than courts, where lapses of judgment may 

prove difficult to change. “It would be a good idea if lawmakers were willing to grant traditional 

leaders’ legal status (as lawyers) as the right instrument for dealing with land disputes,” he 

opines. “Lawyers lack the expertise of local areas and can never be compared to traditional 

leaders with a vast knowledge of local environments, customs and practices as related to 

land.”343 
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Mr. Onyema is not alone; most of the respondents acknowledged that lawyers lack the 

geographical knowledge of the rural terrain or the social history relating to disputed land to 

make informed decisions on who owns what. Similar views, however, were extended to those 

traditional rulers whom the people perceived to have been appointed without communal 

consensus and approval.344 The government appointment of traditional leaders came into effect 

during colonial rule and was consolidated post-independence. The incorporation of traditional 

leaders into the contemporary political governance structure of the country is also a response to 

the global cultural flows in Ngwaland and further signifies the recognition of spaces for social 

identity as an existing element of cultural heritage by the society of its member (Kjeldgaard and 

Askegaard, 2006). (Pre-)historically, Ngwas practiced a hereditary or gerontological pattern of 

kingship, which encourages succession through the lineage of the deceased kings.345 Even 

though the exercise of the power of traditional leaders is limited to the community level, but the 

hybridization of traditional leadership with the postcolonial modern governance structure and 

practices illustrates a “relativization of modernity” (Roudometof, 2006) – or cultural mélange – 

terms to explain the process in which understanding of modernity is no longer exclusive to the 

Western norms and values but how the norms/values migrate into other non-Western contexts, 

co-exist and absorb into other cultures, are reconceived and reinterpreted to become a glocal 

phenomenon. It is necessary to further indicate that traditional leadership is not just a space for 

the social construction of identity as response to glocal developments but also social space that 

constitute ‘change’.  

 

 All these practices have changed, and for Mr. Onyema and several other respondents, “it is 

one of the effects of modernity.” Extending the discussion, respondents claim that the 

traditional leaders without merit, who lack the knowledge of their customs and geographical 

history, were mostly appointed by the government to represent its own interest at a grassroots 

level.346 One of the traditional rulers whose name was consistently cited by his people in this 

context refuted the accusation as a “mere allegation orchestrated by those who have an eye to 

                                                           
344 FGD, 30th November 2014, Akpaa Mbato; woman leader, interview, 28th November 2014; Ngwa elder, 

interview, 16th April 2015.  
345 Traditional ruler, interview, 26th November 2014.  
346 FGD, op. cit.; woman leader, interview, 28th November 2014.  
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his position.” According to him, traditional leadership positions across Ngwa communities are 

all based on “collective approval,” and “the opposition of few individuals in the community 

does not imply his appointment was a bad choice or lack merit.”347 

 

While he may be correct that opposition from a few community members does not mean a 

traditional ruler is not collectively approved by his people, he seems to be wrong to say that the 

choice of traditional leadership in all Ngwa communities is based solely on mutual acceptance. 

Although people are careful when they talk about how the government is imposing traditional 

leaders on them, one thing was clear; the traditional leaders whom I had the opportunity to 

interview generally did not deny the imposition or characterize people voicing such allegations 

as “enemies of the community.” The lack of acceptance of the allegations is rational, 

considering the sacredness of the traditional leadership position in the community and the 

correlation between their lack of merit, accountability, transparency, and customary knowledge 

of land dispute management. In fact, the allegation of imposition of traditional leaders without 

knowledge of the region’s history was supported by (fellow) traditional rulers, who see the new 

trend as worrisome and a threat to the Ngwa heritage.348 

 

The level of accountability and transparency of traditional leaders can be assessed only by their 

people, particularly those who have direct or indirect relations with them, says Mr. U.M. Silas, 

a migrant from the neighboring Imo State. Mr. Silas’s concern is that of an individual who has 

extensively interacted with traditional leadership. The first meeting with Mr. Silas took place in 

the late morning of 27th November 2014, when I participated as an observer in a conflict 

resolution engagement involving him and a Ngwa indigene. Mr. Silas, a shoemaker, contractor, 

and exporter, had migrated to one of the developing suburban areas of Ngwaland. He bought 

a piece of land from a member of the community and fulfilled all the customary conditions that 

granted him the right of ownership. 

 

A few years later, Mr. Silas was ready to build on the land but found out that it had another 

landlord. He reported the case to the traditional ruler, who summoned the community member 
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that had sold the land to Silas and his father. After a thorough investigation, the traditional 

ruler’s council discovered that the younger brother of Mr. Silas’ landlord was the brain behind 

the second sale. The traditional ruler and council members penalized the offender, who 

acknowledged his guilt and agreed to sign an agreement not to interfere or encroach on the land 

again. According to the traditional ruler who mediated on the case, “the purpose of the penalty 

was to serve as a deterrence to other community members who may be thinking of committing 

the same offense – the message is very clear that I would not allow the people I lead to act 

irrationally.”349 At the same time, Mr. Silas was not surprised at how the resolution had played 

out. Describing the transparency the traditional ruler’s council exhibited in the judgment, he 

led me to understand that the kind of traditional ruler a community has will determine the 

frequency of land violators. When community members know that their traditional ruler will 

not shield bad behavior, they will act sensibly while desisting from offenses that would harm 

their reputation and place financial burdens on them. 

 

Many of the community residents I spoke to agree with Mr. Silas – particularly on 

accountability and transparency – as opposed to the “unreliability” of contemporary state 

institutions (police and court). They pointed out that neither the police nor legal practitioners 

can understand local contexts shaping land matters and that, if those government agencies can 

understand, only traditional leaders can provide them with detailed information. Apart from 

land conflicts, residents offered their accounts of criminal activities in the community as another 

area in which traditional rulers are performing well and have recently shown themselves to be 

capable of seeking out culprits and handing them over to the law enforcement agency for further 

action. One respondent who adjudicated on various land-related cases in the magistrate court 

as a judge summarized his view on this thus: 

 
I prefer traditional leaders in handling social problems to the contemporary, state justice 

system. There is little transparency and accountability in the state justice system. As much 

as we respect and support our traditional leader, he must be accountable for all decisions 

and actions taken. He must be able to take responsibility for any mistakes that could be 

triggered by his actions. All traditional leaders are aware of this and thus aspire to be open 

and accountable in their styles of leadership. They know that we can overthrow them; they 

are that. Nobody dares question the government institutions. Our rights are deprived at this 
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level, but the power to enthrone and dethrone rests in our hands. It is a huge responsibility 

of every community member to contribute to ensuring that peace is strengthened.350 

 

A community resident whose grandparents I was told were the first-generation migrants 

in Ngwaland had this to say: 

Traditional leadership cannot be compared to contemporary state practices. Traditional 

leaders are accountable and transparent because they know that their people are closely 

watching them. For example, the truth is not farfetched in disputes handled by traditional 

leaders, considering that community disputes are ambiguous and require fair judgment. 

Witnesses are ready to testify without being victimized or harassed in a traditional 

resolution setting. People [don’t like to] testify at the police or court for fear of victimization. 

The police and the courts spend a lot more time resolving conflicts than traditional leaders. 

Some disputes are minor and could be handled within one week… [but] can remain in court 

for one, two or more years because of lengthy postponement, mostly due to favoritism to 

discourage the other party. It’s similar with the police that collect bribes from the parties. 

Normally, these cases can be considered and resolved on the same day by traditional 

leaders.351 

 

Other perceptions of issues with accountability and transparency continued to undermine the 

cross-cultural internalization that mostly occurs through interactions between traditional 

leaders and the local people. Such interactions, as Oomen (2005) would argue, are often rooted 

in their roles – which may become complex, unfixed or else rigid, as witnessed with the Ngwa 

traditional leaders whose overall goal is to foster peace and minimize deadly contemporary land 

disputes across their communities. The empirical evidence here garnished indicates that, in 

general, community members strongly believe that their traditional leaders are well acquainted 

with their community customs and histories, such as knowledge of land boundaries and 

landowners, and could control community-based youth activities – which appear to be a major 

part of the problem of disputed land in communities today (above, Section 6.5). 

 

When research participants talk about traditional leadership in conflict management, their 

coherence, albeit with minor variations, evidences the extent to which people recognize and 

internalize relations with their traditional leaders in terms of local power. People broadly 
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embrace the current traditional leadership, with its cultural overlap that resonates with what 

Christine Owusu-Sarpong (2003: 36) called “living memories of the communities.” I observed 

a memory in Ngwaland’s land resource practice in which new power relations were recreated, 

relations that went beyond the colonial subjugation to a post-independence power that has 

embraced new cultures in recreating the link between the ancestors (past) and the living (now). While 

Owusu-Sarpong may see this as merely a power to foster a sense of pride for members of a 

community, I would argue that it embraces an openness to new cultures in a way in which, at 

least, the ‘assumed old’ is innovatively imagined, even if it is no longer quite practiced.  

 

As conflict managers and cultural ambassadors within the community, traditional leaders have 

an accountability and transparency that operates as a legitimizing factor for maintaining not 

only local cultural and traditional heritage but also external cultural values. All in all, this current 

study through these perceptions, which I consider a response to the process of glocalization, 

offers new insights into how external cultural flows and values influence traditional rulers while 

also affirming the research of scholars who have situated the role of traditional leaders in 

conflict management within the space of glocalization, particularly, as an outcome of 

hybridization and cultural mélange (Santos, 2006; Böge, 2015; Becorpi, 2018).  

 

8.5 The monetization of justice 

As the typical, fundamentally non-monetary culture of traditional practices was, the ability of 

cross-cultural interactions that influenced the continuous commodification of land practices has 

been noted to extend to the traditional administration of justice. As the analyses throughout the 

chapters have shown, this continued commodification culture, which has also marked the space 

of the present traditional leaders in the administration of justice, is summarily the product of 

cultural mélange. Cultural mélange, as glocal scholars have reminded us, is not an innocent 

process; its elements, championed through migration, commodification (privatization), 

capitalism, urbanization, technology, communication techniques, and so on, produces and 

nourishes cultural pluralism while also creating unfavorable local conditions in response to the 

consumptions of these elements (Appadurai, 1996; Ger and Belk, 1996; Hallinan and Jackson, 

2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). In recognizing the disjunctive nature of the process of cultural 

mélange, I paid attention to the narratives signaling how commodification culture shapes the 
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monetization of traditional leadership with the emergent of new conflicts as the outcome of the 

hybridization process.  

 

As traditional leaders altered their handling of contemporary land conflicts, flaws that affect the 

degree of peoples’ trust in traditional leadership developed. It is known that the 

commercialization of land has paved the way for new forms of division, marginalization, and 

land disputes, thereby creating new challenges in the management of land conflicts. Like the 

land itself, however, the social justice related to disputes was also not monetized in traditional 

Ngwa society. This practice has continued in contemporary times and is designed to direct the 

actions of community leaders – which means that traditional leaders are not expected to deliver 

justice in exchange for monetary compensation. Unfortunately, this new dimension to 

traditional leadership in land conflict managements resonates with the ‘global now’ or the ‘here 

and now’ of glocalization (mélange) outcomes in which ‘capital’ appears to shape not only global 

behaviors and practices but also locals are caught up in the ruptured vision (Appadurai, 1996).  

 

However, as local traditional leaders have been influenced by the monetized system that formed 

in response to the demands of global forces and, equally, in the process, traditional and modern 

approaches have become interwoven in the management of land disputes and delivery of 

justice. As observed during fieldwork, traditional leaders no longer restrict items for filing cases 

to traditional conditions since they have added money. The money claimed is for administrative 

costs and refreshments during the proceedings. Although the amount may vary from one 

traditional leader to another, the minimum amount accepted is 5,000 Naira. Depending on the 

nature of the case and the individual concerned, the amount – literally referred to as ‘table 

money’ or ‘head money’ – can be as high as 50,000 Naira and must be accompanied by other 

local traditional items (see Section 8.3). The problem with this practice is that most people 

cannot afford it. One respondent, who pleaded anonymity, mentioned that most traditional 

leaders set conditions according to the petitioner’s ‘pocket-size’, or how rich the petitioner is. 

This practice was reproached by many respondents contending that traditional leaders do not 

need to ask for money as part of the requirements for filing cases to their council. 
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The main motivation for this contention was that the traditional rulers are paid a monthly 

allowance by the government, and so they should cover any administrative costs. Those who 

argued in support of the traditional leaders compared the cost of seeking redress in the court 

and police to that of using the institution of contemporary traditional leadership. This argument 

is grounded on the premise that the court takes longer and requires the parties to hire the services 

of an advocate who, depending on the duration and the length and weight of the case, costs 

thousands or millions of Naira.352 

 

Also, the argument may seem plausible considering that access to the Nigerian police is also 

not free. Although their slogan reads “Police are your friend!” and “Bail is free!” it is common 

knowledge that the plaintiff and defendant pay money to settle their differences. Complainants 

pay a “mobilization fee” to have the suspects arrested while the suspects offer bail money to get 

released from police custody. No one comes to Nigeria’s police without having to part with 

money, no matter how small the case. As Daniel Jordan Smith (2006: 174) points out, “bail 

money is a permanent payment to the police that the [defendant] does not eventually get back.” 

Respondents identified these anomalies in the modern justice system as one of the motivations 

for legitimizing traditional leadership because people feel that the cost of using a modernized 

traditional institution is minimal and that there is little chance of justice being hijacked.353 

 

As indicated above (Section 8.3), most of the traditional leaders I approached to seek 

clarification argued that they do not demand money as part of the requirement for case filing.354 

Many of the respondents disputed this claim and argued that this is not a hidden practice but 

rather something in the public domain. Migrants were said to have been more severely affected 

than the Ngwas, the explanation being that immigrants are known to have ‘deep pocket size’ 

with limited knowledge of the basic requirements for case filing and are willing to meet the 

conditions without further recourse. The implication of this trend is twofold. First, the cost of 

filing is adapted to the provisions of migrants and thus limits the opportunities for ordinary 
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people to seek justice. Second, justice may be awarded to the highest bidder, a condition that 

the respondents have confirmed is being exacted by some corrupt traditional leaders.355 Most 

people who have lost confidence in the traditional leadership institution have done so for this 

reason. A respondent has this to say:356 

 
If it were [before], traditional rulers would pass judgment on the basis of fact, but now most 

of them take money to influence their verdict. They are taking what rightfully belongs to 

someone else and giving it to another. At the court, lawyers can charge money for their 

services, but they defend the interest of their clients. You see the difference. Bribery is an 

issue with our traditional rulers – they collect money from this person and the other person, 

and then they twist the facts. That is the problem of today. 

 

The passage referred to above can be argued to characterize the consequences of globalization, 

as regards to the “power relations between two locales – source and destination” (Saxena and 

Omoniyi, 2010: 8) and what Appadurai (1996) referred to as “translocality.” This consequence, 

as reflected in the monetization of the traditional justice system in Ngwaland, characterizes the 

power of cultural exportation and settlement to other locations. After settlements, the 

reconfiguration of the objects can also reproduce new cultures that are transportable to different 

other locations, and the cycle continues. That signifies the strength of cultural mélange with its 

overlap and disjunctions (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). And the consequence of these interactions 

is entrenched within Appadurai’s translocality. We can say that the monetization of the justice 

system was bound to take place, and even if it did not take this form, it would probably have 

taken on a different dimension, as in the case of contemporary Ngwa women in land practices. 

 

Just as with the issue of accessibility, use, and ownership, Ngwa women still see the 

monetization of justice by traditional leadership institutions as a further attempt to delimit their 

chances of fair justice. Take, for example, the poor widow who, struggling to feed herself and 

yet finding herself contesting the property of her late husband with the relatives, asks how she 

is supposed to afford to meet the conditions to register her case. This is the plight of many 
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women in Ngwaland, says another widow.357 When I seek further explanation from one of the 

Ngwa Chiefs on the endless challenges that women face in seeking justice in Ngwaland, he 

responds that “social and economic conditions in the region contribute, but the male factor in 

land practices in the region” remains the greatest obstacle. He also explained that contemporary 

Ngwa society, shaped by a monetized economy, also shapes behaviors and practices that link 

justice with financial resources. In his exact words, “Without money, justice would be remote 

and non-existent to a certain class of society.”358 

 

Listening to his explanations, I could understand the widows’ concern. The first widow has not 

been awarded justice, and it has been eight years since her late husband’s sons and co-wife 

evicted her from the house she built with her own money. Her crime was that she had no child 

in her marriage (so no son). Sometimes, a man’s relatives may not be bold enough to cite not 

having a child as a reason to expel and deprive a woman of her property. The charges of 

adultery, murder, or refusal to marry a late husband relative may be used instead. There are so 

many others like these widows in every corner of Nigeria facing dehumanizing conditions that 

existing policies have not been addressed.359 

  

During the interviews, I discovered that the only time women have an opportunity to claim 

property is when the husband has written a will. The possibility, as a legal practitioner affirmed, 

is unattainable with the traditional leadership institution and has to go through the court. 

Without a will, the likelihood of being able to claim a property is zero, especially given that part 

of Nigeria’s inheritance law also accommodates the man’s relatives in the right of inheritance.360 

A woman may claim a property if it is clearly shown in the documentation that the land has 

been purchased by her; otherwise, it is held by her son(s), and by her husband’s relatives in the 

absence of a male child. The existence of a will automatically strips the traditional leadership 
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institution of any legitimacy to adjudicate on the matter unless otherwise advised by the court 

after the hearing and the parties opt for a settlement outside the court.361 

 

Many women pointed out that their husband’s refusal to prepare a will remains one of the major 

issues they face in marriages. The average Ngwa man believes that the preparation of will 

connotes ‘death’, and that this belief leads to procrastination with no will at the end.362 While 

the process of having a husband write such a document may seem plausible, “it is not as easy 

as it seems,” the legal practitioner tells me. The situation may become complicated for the 

woman if the man’s family rejects the contents of the will as well as in situations where she has 

no son, especially since the husband may have had children with other women. The 

contestation of wills is prevalent not only in Ngwaland but in the whole of Nigeria. As the legal 

practitioner further explained, “the problem with disputing wills in the court is that many 

women cannot follow through the entire process due to lack of financial resources and the long 

duration of cases in Nigeria.”363 

 

It is clear from the narratives that every aspect of the justice system appears to create unfavorable 

conditions for contemporary women. There may be some who have won cases in the court and the 

traditional leadership system,364 but one can be sure that many have been deprived of justice 

and that widows and other poor groups still face challenges when attempting to secure justice. 

Posing these issues to traditional leaders and legal practitioners, I learnt that they do not seem 

to have been addressed. I listened to legal practitioners blame policymakers and individual 

traditional leaders trying to distance themselves from the stigma of marginalization and 

exclusion that the patriarchal system has created. For example, I encountered traditional rulers 

who have denied monetizing justice and claimed instead to involve women in every aspect of 

land practice. Specifically, I have been told that it is not traditional for women to be subjected 

to conditions that deprive them of the right to social justice and to participate in land matters. 

                                                           
361 Ibid. 
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364 In a verdict passed on 7th February 2009, one of the traditional rulers granted justice to a widow for her late 

husband’s land against three respondents – all males. This kind of decision is uncommon in Ngwaland and appears 

to have constituted a major win for Ngwa women. 
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However, when I attended dispute resolution meetings, I never found a single woman 

participating, which leaves a lot to be imagined about the contemporary level of exclusion. 

When analyzing general land practices in twenty-first century Ngwaland, it is not news that 

women have more knowledge of boundaries than men because they use the land more than 

men. The need for more social justice and equal rights in this area is clear. All these changes, 

disparities, and disjunctions are, of course, reflective of the local responses to the continued 

commodification and hybridized forms of land resource practices.  

 

8.6 Summary 

By continuing to address the third subsidiary research question on how local reactions to the 

continued commodification and hybridized land resource practices shape new social relations 

and transformed approaches to land conflict management, this chapter investigated new forms 

of conflicts that emerged from the colonial period. The chapter showed that these new conflicts 

do not only connect to the continuing commodification culture – including the rise of 

urbanization (infrastructural development), increase in population growth (occasioned by high 

birth rates), and influx of immigrants (in search of opportunities) – but also heightened the 

pressure on land resources. All aspects of land resource practices became subject to continuous 

financialization and commodification in which the early land transactions which involved local 

produce like kola nuts and palm wine, were replaced by monetary exchanges. The introduction 

of monetary exchange was linked to the growth of a glocal capitalist system. Monetization of 

all aspects of land resource practices led to new forms of land conflicts related to boundaries 

and land demarcation, competing claims over rights to land, land-grabbing and multiple land 

re-sales.  

 

This chapter showed how the rise of urbanization, the influence of Westernization, and the 

preponderance of immigrants contributed to the commodification of land through 

monetization and further affected traditional practices of land conflict management in 

contemporary Ngwaland. These glocal culture (urbanization, influx of local-foreign 

immigrants, commodification, etc.) also affected the institution of traditional leadership in 

conflict resolution. Traditional leaders became transformed in response to the demands of 

global-local interactions, which created a new system of dispute and conflict resolution 
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processes. These changes are represented through local people’s narratives which revealed how 

new traditional leadership approaches gradually evolve as the result of a mix of external factors 

and local social reconstruction measures.  

 

While traditional leaders may play a prominent political role as intermediaries between the 

people of the communities and the state government, it has been found that direct 

representation, accountability, and transparency remain their main strengths in winning and 

consolidating local support. The contemporary state has the resources to support the influence 

of traditional leaders, but it is the leadership qualities of direct representation, accountability, 

and transparency that mostly sustains the legitimacy of traditional leaders among their local 

constituents and thus maintain their effective power. This chapter established that it is the 

loyalty and support of community members that endorses and underwrites the institution of 

traditional leadership in contemporary Ngwa society. It may thus be argued that the 

transformation of traditional leaders in their new approaches to local conflicts, including 

around land, is a reaction not just to external influences but also to the local conditions in which 

their legitimacy emerged. In other words, this is another glocal development of land practice. 

 

The analysis further showed how these transformations became reflected in the ways in which 

cases are filed (reported), case proceedings are conducted, and information is gathered for the 

administration of justice. This new development represents a hybridized approach of modern 

and traditional mechanisms, where local produce and money facilitate adaption to a new 

conflict management structure. The analysis also shows the adaptability of new technologies 

and communication devices to manage and disseminate information related to the land cases. 

This again brings into focus the local consumption of global developments. This “spectrum of 

adjustment strategies” (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt and Perraton, 1999: 9), or what may be 

dubbed novel conflict resolution strategies, meets the growing complexity of social, economic, 

and political practices in an ever more intertwined world (Appadurai, 1996; Rosenau, 1997; 

Roudometof, 2016).  

 

The transformation of the institution of traditional leadership confirms how political 

deliberations about governance and socioeconomic activities are no longer free of external 
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influences in the present age of connectivity, even when traditional, local institutions may 

appear to retain their sovereignty. The empirical findings further showed that traditional leaders 

are evolving under the obligation to conform to the political deliberations on governance and 

socio-economic activities prompted by international governance and policy norms. Traditional 

leaders have to co-exist with the contemporary, national government in a new, interconnected 

world. Maintaining the traditional authority required to exercise governance means that 

adaptation became inevitable. This development highlights the plurality and continuous 

reconfiguration of power relations (as a new phenomenon) that exist within the frame of global-

local interactions (Held, 2004: 8; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009).  

 

Analyzing how the people view the role of traditional leaders in managing land conflicts, this 

chapter discussed how the Ngwa people and Ngwaland residents approach the accountability 

and good representation performed by contemporary traditional leaders, as ways in which they 

can gain a sense of impartial justice delivery. There is a belief that traditional leaders are guided 

by their sacred role in the community and have the interests of the community at heart. As such, 

fair representation has been identified as one of the attributes that can contribute to conflict 

resolution and provide better opportunities for the prevention and mitigation of land disputes 

at the local level.  

 

A wide gap has been identified in administrative transparency in justice dispensation between 

traditional leadership practices and contemporary state institutions. Traditional leaders 

understand the problems of their communities, the living conditions of their people, and the 

conditions that can trigger disputes and have conflict resolution procedures adapted to 

accommodate the conditions at all levels. State governments, however, are presented in the 

narratives to be far from the people and as seeming to have only a limited knowledge of how 

people survive day-to-day. The institution of traditional leadership is reported as less expensive, 

quicker, more transparent, and thus a clearly preferable option for contemporary conflict 

resolution. 

 

Further analyzing the perception and realities of people regarding the institution of traditional 

leadership and land conflict resolution, the chapter identified peoples’ perceptions and 
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experiences of the traditional leaders as pointing not just to accessible, fluid and plural spaces 

for the contemporary management of land conflicts, but also to discontentment. The institution 

of traditional leadership is perceived to provide an alternative space for local people to secure 

justice since a lack of funds plays a key role in shaping local, tailor-made decisions. However, 

it also enables the misappropriation of justice by traditional leaders. The continuous interaction 

between global pressures and local values thus appears as a cultural mélange expressed in the 

emergence of new phenomena (new practices, changed legislation, monetization, and new 

conflicts) that both meet the needs of, but also create discontent among those seeking justice. 

With land commodification exacerbating the conflict landscape, and with most Ngwas now 

perceiving land as a source of income, some traditional leaders – essentially, those appointed 

by the state – have been found to be greatly influenced by the money culture in the award of 

justice – again leading to new glocal phenomena in a changing global-local context.  

 

In conclusion, this chapter showed how peoples’ perceptions and experiences of traditional 

leaders in contemporary land conflict resolution in Ngwaland reveal agency. Although 

individuals and communities are inevitably subject to global forces outside their control, people 

are also the mirrors and maps of their own realities. They create their own worlds in the way 

they understand them, bring the role of the interactive process of social construction to the 

forefront (Galbin, 2014), and through an awareness that social boundaries are indeed socially 

constructed in the process of global-local interactions (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009: 145). The 

perceptions reported suggest that while global-local interactions emerge through new 

phenomena primarily related to capital, they may also create social spaces of fluidity and 

plurality that can be utilized by local people and institutions (such as in justice dispensation). 

The effect is the creation and sustenance of contradictory, tense, and polarized spaces 

(Appadurai, 1996; Grindle, 2000; Gibson-Graham, 2008; Cvetkovich and Kellner, 1997). I 

therefore conclude that the projection of local realities in reaction to the pressures of glocal 

developments creates new forms of local agency and that these can diminish the homogenizing 

traits of globalization processes.  
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CHAPTER 9 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS 

 

 

9.1 Introduction 

This dissertation has investigated the changing land resource practices by analyzing the 

interactions between global cultural values and local land developments in the transition 

process from common to commodification of land resource practices in the case of Ngwaland 

in Southeast Nigeria. A conceptual framework of cultural mélange has supported a critical 

examination of various relationships, convergences, disjunctions, and frictions that enabled a 

constructive analysis of the empirical data for new appreciations of how cultural mélange 

influences land-based changes in Ngwaland, Southeast Nigeria. The analysis foregrounded a 

complex transition process of interweaving social themes and individual and social-group 

experiences rooted in time and space rather than as isolated abstractions. The ethnographic 

approach adopted in this study emphasized the realness and actually lived experiences of the 

diverse Ngwaland residents.  

 

In this chapter, I pull together and extend the empirical findings generated on the basis of the 

three subsidiary questions of the study and relate them to the conceptual framework that 

underpins the research, as discussed in Chapter 2. This final chapter thus addresses the main 

research question – How does cultural mélange inform us about hybridized land resource practices in 

Ngwaland, and how does that information broaden our understanding of the shifting cultural practices of 

land resources? – initially through the three subsidiary research questions. Here, therefore, I will 

start with a brief summary of my answers to the subsidiary questions before moving on to focus 

on the main research question.  

 

In Chapter 4, I addressed the historical background of cultural practices of land resources in 

Ngwaland in response to the question: How were precolonial land resource practices organized in 

Ngwaland? My main findings were foregrounded on Ngwa identities that have evolved and 
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reconfigured over the last three centuries. Human movements (migration) first constructed the 

historical identity and formation of the people. The Ngwas were explorers who journeyed to 

locate greener land for habitation and were joined by others who did the same. The critical role 

of migration was thus always deeply indicated in the social structure of the politics of belonging 

in Ngwaland, importantly informing the early politics of land ownership, usage, and access 

(land rights).  

 

With the movement of people from other regions within the country, the traditional culture of 

land resource practices began to change. Importantly, the precolonial land” traditional” 

practices were dynamic and should not be reified, essentialized, or fossilized as a static given 

from which modernity operated. Although land was not sold or monetized, the land practices 

were already in flux, confirming the processes of cultural mélange as already deeply rooted in 

historical practices (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). Indeed, notwithstanding the link between 

migration and the reconstruction of land resource culture, Chapter 4 has shown that precolonial 

land resource practices presented as traditional and static were, in fact, dynamic – given the 

fluid (and continuous) process of transition from common to commodity. 

 

I then addressed the second subsidiary question in Chapters 5 and 6: How did global cultural values 

interact with precolonial Ngwaland resource practices, and how have the residents of Ngwaland experienced 

and negotiated the above-mentioned process of transition from communal to commodified land? My main 

findings have indicated a historical convergence of diverse cultural values (flows), which 

impacted the local land culture. This occurred through the movement of foreigners (migration), 

trade, technological, and communication infrastructures, a new system of governance (indirect 

rule) and policies, commodification (privatization) and capitalization (monetization), and 

urbanization culture, which were mediated through plural interactions among the new entrants 

into Ngwa society and the residents of Ngwaland – and which also, inevitably, affected the local 

land culture. In other words, these converging global cultural flows reconstructed the pre-

existing (already dynamic) land resource culture, resulting in the change from common to 

commodified land resource practices. 
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The demonstration of the changing land resource practices in Chapters 5 and 6 has confirmed 

that these cultural flows affect and transform local land culture through a glocal (re-)construction 

of Ngwas’ precolonial and colonial past and postcolonial/post-independence present. The 

impact of these flows on (pre)colonial common land culture was found to have not only brought 

a financialization but also an individualistic culture as against collective norms and practices. 

These developments promoted a relatively more fluid (but also more unequal) access to land – 

both for the local population and for outsiders in the form of political (policy) and profiteering 

interests and arrangements.  

 

The convergence of these global cultural, economic, and political values/flows experienced and 

negotiated – resisted and adapted – over time by the residents of Ngwaland confirmed the sense 

of a change derived from the process of cultural mélange (Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 

2009; Webb, 2014). Overall, Chapters 5 and 6 show the mélange of this global-local interaction 

with regards to land. What had been precolonially organized around kinship was refashioned 

through the arrival of British colonial administrators into Ngwaland with their compelling 

characterization of commodification, privatization, and urbanization. This permeated the 

Ngwa space and altered the region’s common land culture. Essentially, it effected a movement 

towards the incorporation of land into a specific type of economy. 

 

Subsequently, in Chapters 7 and 8, I addressed the third subsidiary question: How do the local 

reactions to the continued commodification and hybridized forms of land resource practices shape new social 

relations – particularly new disparities and conflicts, and transformed approaches to land conflict 

management? My main findings have indicated that the local reactions to the processes of 

glocalization did not occur in isolation, distinct from cultural fault lines, disjunctions, 

disparities, and conflicts. Rather, the continued glocalized forms of commodification and 

monetization of Ngwaland resource culture and glocal land practices – being consolidated in 

postcolonial regimes through external land laws and policies – promoted (further) inequalities, 

exclusions, and marginalization creating new forms of conflict and resistance in the process.  

 

Chapter 7 shows that the cultural fault lines of glocalization processes of urbanization, 

monetization, and privatization have a significant impact on women and young people. Despite 
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the fact that the commodification and the privatization culture created opportunities for women 

to participate in land relations, women in Ngwaland have generally remained disenfranchised, 

excluded, and marginalized. There are no equal grounds for participation. This lack of room 

for participation in land relations encouraged the formation of activist culture, and Ngwaland 

can thus be regarded as a location of resistance. Young people also perceive themselves to be 

socially, politically, and economically disadvantaged, as well as disenfranchised in terms of the 

distribution of resources. In the emergence of a new Ngwa culture of individualism, where 

young people are caught up in a tangle of survival and retaining the sense of belonging to their 

‘place’, the awareness of being landless is growing in tandem with an expanding population 

and rapid urbanization. 

 

The findings in Chapter 8 have also linked the emergence of new conflicts – boundary 

infringements, claims over ownership rights, land grabbing, and multiple resales – to the 

continued commodification, rapid urbanization (infrastructure developments), and population 

growth, as well as to an influx of migrants seeking opportunities in Ngwaland. These elements 

together are creating pressures on land resources that combine with the monetization of all 

aspects of land to act as a trigger for conflict. Conflicts were thus discovered to occur in response 

to the processes of glocal developments.  

 

In order to effectively respond to the new forms of conflict orchestrated by the rising 

urbanization, influence of Westernization, and preponderance of immigrants, traditional 

leaders have been influenced in various ways and thus adapted their conflict management 

approaches to the exigencies of these cultural influences. The traditional leaders’ approaches to 

local land conflicts have altered in response not only to foreign influences but also to the local 

conditions that gave rise to their legitimacy. According to the ethnological research reported 

here, individual perceptions have played a significant role in the representation of traditional 

leaders' adaption to modern practices as well as to the gaps inherent in the hybrid approach to 

justice administration, in which the monetization culture appears to have also influenced the 

award of justice. This monetization of traditional justice administration also has impacted 

negatively on women and young people seeking justice. All these outcomes and the local 

responses to glocalization processes and their perceptions demonstrate that whilst the process 
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of cultural mélange creates social spaces of fluidity and plurality, they also create and sustain 

disjunctive, polarizing, and divergent spaces (Appadurai, 1996; Cvetkovich and Kellner, 1997; 

Gibson-Graham, 2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). 

 

These research findings discussed in Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 are complementary in terms of 

their implications for the primary discussion here as formulated in the main research question: 

How does cultural mélange inform us about hybridized land resource practices in Ngwaland, and how does 

that information broaden our understanding of the shifting cultural practices of land resources? Thus, 

Chapter 9 extends the discussion on the theoretical implications of the findings and focuses on 

how the notion of cultural mélange can extend our understanding of land resource practices in 

Ngwa-land. A cultural mélange perspective not only offers a summarizing sense of dynamic 

glocalism but can also operate actively to provide new perspectives and insights into the 

changing practices of a land resource. Indeed, it was the global pressures, influences, and 

impacts on Ngwas’ land resource practices that spurred this study to seek for an alternative 

understanding in the first place, a demand, it has been found, that the context of glocalization 

characterized by cultural mélange met.  

 

As argued, if we are to understand the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland through 

a glocal cultural mélange lens, the main reference point must be the plural cultural values that 

emerge, are sustained, and mutate through interactions and disjunctions among globally spread 

forms and local land-resource conditions. Conceived as a complex and plural phenomenon, I 

argue, the interactive process of glocalization helps us to comprehend the myriad intertwinings 

of cultural values that emerge in the changing processes of land resource practices. In short, the 

concept of cultural mélange informs and enables a sense-making of information that also directs 

the perception and gathering of that information. 

 

The following three points express the clearest conclusions to have emerged from this research. 

They are that interacting processes (locally, regionally, globally, through a process of cultural 

mélange) are (1) as old as history, continually affecting and reconstructing land resource 

structures and practices, (2) challenging and modifying practices of local land cultures, and (3) 

creating disparities and conflicts, and continuing to shape hybrid approaches to conflict 



355 
 

management by local actors who are constantly affected by the convergences of global flows. 

Of course, the speed of change and the extent of the wider impacts on the local may have 

increased in line with technological progress, but the essential processes are similar in shape – 

even if their content – such as defined by commodification – is radically different and unique to 

the time (see below, 9.4). 

 

Since the idea of ‘interactions’ is primary or at least fundamental here, this should be 

emphasized. It is true that there are obvious trends – such as the expanding size of the area 

external to and acting upon a territory or site, like Ngwaland, which has now reached the 

‘global’ – and that the actions of power upon this involve unequal influences in socioeconomic 

relations – such as of colonists and M/TNCs. Nevertheless, at no point are the balances and 

dynamics of power assumed in a determinist reading or, further, reduced to developmentalism 

or ‘progress’, with the so-called ‘Third World’ on a fixed path bound toward the ‘First’ (or the 

West, or the North, or similar). The idea of ‘interaction’ involves just that, an interaction. The 

efficacy of individual and local agency is affirmed in the combinatory process, and ‘cultural 

mélange’ is invoked partly in order to get at the unpredictable, non-linearity of evolution that 

emerges. 

 

Following, in Sections 9.2 – 9.5, I address the main research question; in Section 9.6, I offer 

some concluding thoughts on the research limitations and suggestions for further research. 

Regarding the main research question, Ngwaland as a case study has afforded various 

generalizable conclusions about the implications of cultural mélange in changing land resource 

practices, particularly in relation to the shift from common to commodity. The implications 

drawn from the conclusions of the three subsidiary research questions thus contribute to an 

understanding of how cultural mélange informs us about local cultural phenomena in 

transitioning local societies.  

 

These implications (findings) condense cultural mélange as a site of global flows/values; as 

power relations and control mechanisms; as a driver of cultural plural relations; as a space for 

frictions, disjunctions, resistance, and negotiations for agency related to aspirations, 

imaginations, and anticipations, even, of more equal socioeconomic and political opportunities 
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related to land resource. All of these factors, I consider, have contributed to a better 

understanding of the hybridized and shifting cultural practices of land in Ngwaland. The 

following sub-sections consider this first, in terms of those global cultural flows (9.2), and then 

of power dynamics (9.3), glocal (plural) Ngwaland practices (9.4), and a space of disjuncture 

and negotiation (9.5). 

  

9.2 Global cultural flows as a force behind hybridized land resource practices 

According to the findings of this study, the global-local interaction leading to the changes and 

hybridization of land resource practices in Ngwaland did not occur in isolation. This research 

has supported the argument that these changes visibly manifested through a combination of 

different global cultural flows/scapes and local developments to unsettle the local land cultural 

practices in Ngwaland. As shown in detail in Chapters 5 – 8, commodification, monetization 

(capital/finance/commercialization), privatization, individualization, urbanization, and new 

political ideas (policies, rules) were all evident in upsetting the Ngwa space and altering the 

existed land resource practices. While these global cultural developments were observed to have 

interacted with local developments to create new land practices and perspectives, the changing 

process created new challenges, disjunctures, conflicts, and fault lines. In the following three 

sub-sections, I reflect on how these new global developments have influenced the Ngwaland 

resource practices. 

  

9.2.1 Commodification, monetization, privatization, and individualization 

The commodification and monetization culture was observed as an important global 

development that influenced land practice changes in Ngwaland. The land resource culture, 

which previously had negligible or no monetary values (Chapter 4), underwent a massive 

transitional process of commodification that shaped every aspect of land resource practice 

(Chapters 5–8). Historically, the flow of commodification and monetization of land resource 

culture were found to have been articulated not only through commercialization (early trade 

engagements) but also by the British land laws and policies. The British involvement became a 

powerful, even dominant force influencing change in Ngwaland that can be characterized as 

globalizing, yet never totalizing (since traditional ways of doing things endured). 

Commodification and monetization thus continue to prevail in the postcolonial regime and 
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impact on the evolution of local land practice and therefore can be argued as having validated 

the functionality of cultural mélange and the hybridization of land resource practices 

(Appadurai, 1996; Roudotemof, 2006; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009).  

 

The development of the commodification and monetization culture within the Ngwaland space 

brought new transactional dimensions to the land market economy. This new development has 

made it possible for land (including other land-related activities) to be conducted in exchange 

for money. Traditional local land values and the old power systems they incorporated are now 

quite at odds with modern values heavily influenced by global economic flows. Thus, those 

community members who are disadvantaged by the exigencies of global flows and local land 

developments become disenfranchised, losing access to land and transformed into people without 

land. The research findings clearly showed that it is the landless who most live with the 

imagination of the past, both as idealized and as remembered, recognized, and appreciated. 

This imaginary of past-place is sited within the context of a practice of land in which the principle 

of common upholds not just an odd idea that is justified by fantasizing an imagination of the 

past in relation to the rights of access to every member of the freeholding community or kindred. 

This is essentially a reactionary attitude that glosses over traditional injustices. Also, the 

principle of common resonates in the findings of this research as an optimistic and progressive 

vision for maintaining the Earth as a common. 

 

Manifestly, the commodification of land has been found in this research to have played a huge 

role in shaping not just the change process of land in Ngwaland but also the attitude of the 

people towards land resource practices. This was reflected through the participants’ narratives 

in the one-to-one interviews and FGD’s, where they defined or implicitly characterized 

commodification basically as the monetization of land practices, which implies the capitalization of 

land. As a result, capital was identified by the Ngwaland residents as a defining factor in their 

experiences of land commodification. While capital can be argued to have shaped the transition 

of common land to commodity, however – as a common experience of the loss of the common 

and as a continuing ideal practice to be maintained – it was also found to have also deepened 

the differences and marginalization that existed in Ngwaland’s traditional land practices – so 

revealing and extending what was not common as well as creating new differences and inequalities. 
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The emergence of a commodification culture, therefore, was also found to have placed various, 

identifiable groups in distinct circumstances that have shaped how they relate to land resource 

practices and the transitional process.  

 

This finding is present in Appadurai’s claim (1986) and that of other critical scientists, such as 

Mauss (1967), Marx (1978), and Kopytoff (1986). It highlights the importance of treating 

commodification as a continuous space of transformative processes and the construction of 

differences and inequalities. It also highlights the importance of Appadurai’s (1996) and 

Nederveen Pieterse’s (2009) claims about the flow of (international) capital as facilitating land 

market transactions and creating open trading environments beyond national borders, in which 

the modes of interaction are both competitive and mutual and yet the interaction process is also 

hampered – or distorted or designed – by the unequal market environment.  

 

International capital flows into Ngwaland have likewise been found to have played a significant 

role in reshaping land resource relations, particularly through international corporations and 

national businesses as well as through international investment initiatives, as exemplified by the 

partnership between the government and the WB in the financialization of the WB housing 

schemes in Aba (Section 6.2.1). In this study, commodification, (international) capital, and 

privatization can all be understood as overlapping and mutually constitutive factors shaping 

land resource relations beyond the borders of Ngwaland. Or, to put it differently, the 

commodification of land resource practices in Ngwaland has been considered here as a “typical 

representation of the capitalist mode of production” (Appadurai, 1986: 7) – one in which the capitalist 

context evolved through a privatization culture, yet where the ‘typical’ is still unique, 

exemplified in the territorial specifics as a glocal.  

 

In the Ngwa case, the diffusion of global cultural flows on common land culture not only 

brought monetization but also cultivated an individualistic culture as against collective norms 

and practices. This also implies that land can now be bought and sold by anyone with the money 

to do so, including women (though often through a male proxy), young people and immigrants 

(Sections 4.4, 6.2 – 6.2.1). These new and continued developments promoted a relatively more 

fluid access to land – both for the local population but also for outsiders in the form of political 
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and profiteering interests. Reflecting on the confluence of the global cultural flows and local 

contents (Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020), the empirical findings of this 

research point to several characteristics of the old and new cultural values that differ 

significantly but have yet merged to shape hybrid practices of land. In other words, the change 

process of land resource practices does not happen just by external forces operating through 

power structures of control but is very much adopted, adapted, and generally engaged with by 

local people as agents. This is conceived as occurring in ways that offer an appreciation and 

understanding of cultural mélange that itself then acts as a perceptual feedback loop informing 

the identification of ‘facts’ and insights into how processes of change are viewed (Sections 5.2- 

5.2.3). For example, the methodology of informant interview and group discussion is valorized 

precisely because it affords direct access to local experience deemed important not just in its 

own right but also for its agency. 

 

Simply expressed, immigrants and elite members of the community appear to have easier access to 

privatized land and properties than do poorer community members, with women and younger 

males (also) being structurally marginalized. Newcomers (comparative), chiefs, and elder 

(male) members of the community enjoy a mix of patriarchal (traditional) land relations and 

modern land security. This is observed by their transactional power derived from these 

sociocultural flows and access to material capital. It is this conflicting combination that was 

paradoxically expressed in their grief (the idealized past) and yet shown as their wealth. And it 

is equally paradoxically that, through the convergence of contemporary conditions, land 

resource practices in Ngwaland became a cultural phenomenon for the rapid construction of a 

fluid but also unequal society where those who are rich access more opportunities than others 

(Sections 6.2-6-4, 7.2-7-4). 

 

9.2.2 Urbanization and technology 

In confirmation of Appadurai’s (1996) claim, the empirical findings of this research found the 

increasing flow of urbanization to be a major driver of local transformation in Ngwaland. The 

findings are also in agreement with Smart and Smart (2003: 263), who observed that urban 

cities are crucial “sites for transcultural connections such as long-distance trade and the 

transmission of innovations.” Altogether, these new cultural elements have been found here to 
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be pushing what Appadurai (1996: 152) refers to as the “implosion of global and national 

politics into the urban world” – a process that has resulted in a global mélange of cultures 

(Nederveen Pieterse, 2020). In Ngwaland, the rapid urbanization was also identified as a major 

flow shaping the changing land resource practices (Sections 6.3-6-4).  

 

The evolution of Ngwa communities from knitted hamlets to metropolis and urban sprawl 

began in the colonial period with the European city model and gradually shifted to a Dubai-

urban model expressed in the EEC project (Section 6.4). This expresses the influence of Western 

(and more recent Middle Eastern) flows into contemporary Ngwaland resource practices, but 

it also reflects the role in the urbanization process of mass migration (domestic and foreign) and 

new knowledge and ideas acquired through modern (Western-styled) education and institutions 

(such as architectural plans and building construction techniques), with socioeconomic spaces 

(the mall) and socio-technical mediations (satellite television channels, film productions, 

electronic billboards), including telecommunications (Internet, mobile phones, computers).  

 

These developments have manifested in the (post)modern (sub)urban site through transactional 

engagements in commodified land markets, which also drive new land security programs 

(surveying, land-titling, building permissions) (Sections 6.2.2-6.2.3). The development and local 

consolidation of the urbanization process in Ngwaland is a product of change articulated in 

spaces of complex relationship and difference – or, in the glocal (Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2020). This research, moreover, has found all these new cultural elements and more 

in Ngwaland, operating as a function of both the generalized and specifically national and 

regional and particularly centralized focus of continuous population rise and residence. Due to 

the increasing population in the Aba metropolis, the emergence of small towns and cities in the 

expanding urban area has caused an intensification of physical infrastructural developments 

(Sections 6.3-6.4). These both sustain commodified land markets and propel a new urbanization 

culture in Ngwaland. This contemporary urban culture exemplifies and confirms Appadurai’s 

(1996) and Nederveen Pieterse’s (2009) convergent nature of the new global cultural system as 

functioning in a synthetic form of both the modern and the traditional. 
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As empirically observed in this research, the modern and traditional architectural styles, 

commodity and common, global and local technology and communication infrastructures all 

overlap and intersect within the Ngwa community, itself determined as a flux and pinned to the 

territory, where this is defined by a combination of the natural or physical (land, buildings, etc.) 

and human (social relations, institutions, etc.). This observation was further validated from the 

perspectives of some Ngwa residents who have barely ever left their village – in comparison to 

others who commute daily to other parts of the region, such as Aba, but have been able to fully 

integrate into the modern world in all its social, economic, political, and technological aspects 

(Sections 6.2-6.4). In the context of Subsidiary Question 2, these flows – creating ‘(land)scapes’ 

– can be described as having (had) a significant impact on Ngwaland’s experiences not just of 

urbanization and commodification but also of technological infrastructures. Many Ngwas, for 

example, are nowadays also located in other parts of the world and constantly communicate 

with their people ‘back home’ in real-time (Sections 4.4.2, 8.2).  

 

This very contemporary mobility has not only quite abstract cultural implications but also 

entirely material ones. For example, the cross- and trans-territorial connections are used as a 

proxy through which to gain access to land markets, new land security programs, and the 

construction of modern houses (Sections 6.2-6.4). The prestige, knowledge, and expanded 

visions communicated in addition to the financial power gained through connections to the 

‘outside world’ are consciously and unconsciously leveraged as a resource – where this outside 

is primarily, representationally, and still typically the West as the modern, per Appadurai’s 

(1996) imaginal world of the glocal system. And of course, with access to developments where 

they reside around the world, these everyday globalists are themselves very much influenced by 

their own international environments, personally imitating and transmitting of cultures 

worldwide ‘back’ to their local communities (Appadurai, 1996; Hopper 2007; Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2020). 

 

Those Ngwa residents with no physical connection to the outside were still observed in this 

study to have constructed their own urbanity (Sections 6.3, 7.3). They do this from scattered 

sources, ranging from advertising photos to the gossip of aspiration. They could identify with 

the new policies governing land securitization and relate to the modern homes of those who 
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physically live in the West and are constantly on the move, bringing along with them these 

flows, physically and virtually and intellectually and emotionally, into Ngwaland. Their 

synthesis or hybridization is different, of course, to the mobile and those who move out. Again, 

this speaks to the notion of cultural mélange.  

 

Migrants also, like the Ngwas, became receptors to the communication of Ngwa cultural values 

as well as emitters of their own cultural values in the glocal (Sections 5.5.1-5.5.2, 8.2.2-8.2.3). 

This occurs not only through access to land markets but also by adhering to the domestic 

policies governing land tenure securitization and urban architectural designs. These adaptations 

include modern approaches to building constructions, surveying, and the registration of land 

but also conforming to traditional methods of transferring land rights. The ensuing plasticity in 

adhering to both modern and customary land-security arrangements and blending of traditional 

and modern architectural designs reveals the hybridizing features of cultural convergence in 

Ngwaland resource activities, where both indigenous and migrant communities interact with 

and participate in the production and consumption of innovative urban land designs and 

practices. 

 

The engagement of local actors and national government in the urbanization of Ngwa 

communities also reflects the linkage of transnational migration – the movement of people, 

technology, ideas, communication, and capital – in the construction of new land resource 

practices. Even if some aspects of cultural change appear to be imposed in this complex social 

mix, a change process is almost never completed without the participation and support of a 

diverse range of actors. This participation is not just a representation of agency. In line with 

Nederveen Pieterse (2000: xvi), it is found here that if social realities are constructed, then 

agency plays a role in the construction of change (Chapters 5-6). Similarly, the role of agency – 

of the Ngwa research participants – in land changes is a representation of social construction, 

where culture informs what the people of Ngwaland know, shape what they mean, what they 

understand, what they do in their everyday life and experiences, and how to participate in the 

production of social processes and things of value around them (Nwafor, Naing and McLean, 

2012: 38).  

 



363 
 

The transformation of traditional lifestyles to urban lifestyles and designs and now the blend of 

traditional and urban (modern) designs and lifestyles and all of its attendant manifestations in 

Ngwaland demonstrate how the people in a locality can adapt to new cultures and how the 

change process can vary across time and space depending on the particular circumstances. The 

role of the Ngwa people and residents in bridging the gap for land appropriation, control, and 

privatization through formal institutions, eventually leading to the domestication of land 

commodification and urbanization was not limited to the colonial period but also a continuous 

process in post-independence (Section 6.2.1). Abstractly and theoretically, it might further be 

pointed out, the knowledge construction of the research methodology employed in this research 

has presented local people with opportunities to become actors in their own representation of 

themselves and of their new urban and technological lifestyles through diverse land resource 

practices. 

 

This ever-changing and growing urban culture has also been significantly found as sustained 

through the transactional power of capital flowing into Ngwaland. This moves via both 

migrants and indigenous peoples based on commodified land markets that condition access to 

rural and urban land according to financial capacity, allowing the wealthy to acquire land in 

the most desirable urban and suburban areas. This study has thus observed that big money 

effects big changes, including undermining the traditional architectural structuring of lifestyles 

underpinning social relations that award at least everyone a particular communal living 

arrangement (Sections 6.3-6.4). Now, most people have to negotiate that in order to be freer to 

leave for the city, or beyond – and where not possible, some brings the urban architectural 

designs and lifestyles to the village or rural settings.  

 

9.3 The power dynamics 

Jan Nederveen Pieterse (2009, 2020) and Marwan M. Kraidy (1999), among numerous others 

(e.g., Appadurai, 1996; Cvetkovich and Kellner, 1997; Tian, 2021), claim that power relations 

and structures of power control are central to the process of cultural mélange. Like Foucault 

(1980, 1982), Bourdieu (1989), and Roudometof (2016), these scholars maintain that the 

operation and construction of relations between the local and global raise concerns about the 

structures of communicative (linguistic) or symbolic power. Indeed, the empirical findings of 
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this study show that various actors in the process of constructing commodified land practices 

expressed power relations at the level of exploitation, exclusion, and marginalization. They 

would do this by invoking different categories of symbols involving tribal identity, social class, 

gender, and age category. This categorization at the level of interaction with land resource 

practices emerged as a space for difference, inequalities, and frictions, highlighting one of the 

outcomes of the linguistic and symbolic power interactions.  

 

In this research finding, the understanding of power relations in these categories in connection 

to colonizers and colonized, indigenous and migrants, and among the indigenous themselves 

has revealed a dynamic convergence of power relationships that is as much expressive of 

division and exclusion as of inclusion and liberation. Sikor and Lund (2009: 13) similarly found 

that in localities where socio-cultural, political, and economic perceptions of power relations 

tilt toward the granting of land privileges for some people while denying the same to others, 

conflicts are inevitable. Within the space of changing land resource practices, complex power 

relations can be seen among diverse actors – in this case, among the hegemonically-driven 

British colonialists, the tightly-knit Ngwas, and the new opportunity-oriented migrants within 

the Ngwa space. As a result of the inherent complexities in land resource practices, psychosocial 

positioning (status identity, gender, age, etc.) became entangled in the contestation of these 

power relations (Sections 4.4–5, 6.2.1, 7.2–3). 

 

9.3.1 Identity labeling 

In this study, the majority of Ngwa residents expressed their identity and class divisions in ways 

constituted by both the British and indigenous exertion of power (Sections 4.4.1, 5.2.2). 

Underneath the ethnicity insignia for the indigenous, the words ‘nwadiala’ (freeborn) and 

‘mbiarambiara’ (stranger) were used to distinguish between family landholding and community 

landholding rights; thus, rights of access and usage were organized around this identity labeling. 

In a subtle way, ‘mbiarambiara’ was used to classify and exert power over Ngwas who migrated 

and settled later and did not have freehold land rights other than access to community lands; 

this term extends to other non-Ngwas in addition to the other term used for this, ‘ndi-ohuhu’ 

(stranger). 
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This linguistic construction and conceptualizing of power within land resource practices in 

Ngwaland is perhaps best explained by Simon Clarke’s (2008: 510) notion that identity 

difference becomes stronger and firmer when groups define themselves in relation to a cultural 

other. Land is specified on the basis of in-groups and out-groups, which acts as an emotive 

cultural marker to define the identity of ‘us’ and ‘them’ and assign land rights based on this 

distinction. Although group differences appear to be more visible when the other is physically 

and linguistically distinguished, however, differences in Ngwa identity in relation to the 

organization of land were discovered to be complicated. The construction of power relations 

operates in a subtly divisive way to exclude the out-group from holding the same (freehold) 

rights to land as the in-group, within the group as a whole (Ngwaland residents) (Sections 4.4-

4.4.1).  

 

Social status also emerged as a form of identity labeling for land distribution, with those with 

cultural titles such as Eze-ji (King of Yam) having greater access to land than those who do not 

(Section 4.4.2). This identity division persisted and evolved in the post-colonial period through 

the process of commodified land practices, and it has developed power relations functions 

within the global-local interactions of commodified Ngwaland practices (i.e., in the context of 

the rich and poor, where the rich enjoy greater access to land markets). Land relations, 

therefore, cannot be understood in this light but outside of the context of asymmetric power 

relations in which identity and class differentiations determine the degree of influence people 

have over land, including their consequent and associated relationships with others in society. 

Today, identity labeling and class differentiation are not subjects people are willing to discuss 

in depth. There is a tendency to claim that the principle of communal share had addressed these 

differentiations, with rights to access land for habitation and sustenance guaranteed for all – 

that is, for all male, marriageable adults – regardless of group category (Section 4.4.1). The 

findings found this claim to be untrue, however. Instead, the continued commodified land 

culture in Ngwaland appeared to have exacerbated the existing identity and class divisions, with 

the unequal distribution of privatized land and housing being a major example (Sections 6.2-

6.2.1). 

 

9.3.2 Indirect rule, gender divide, and the repression of women’s land rights  
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As the empirical investigation progressed to the sociocultural, political, and economic 

construction of gender, a strong link was found between local culture, diffused cultural flows, 

and the dominant power discourse in Ngwaland. The empirical findings showed that 

precolonial land resource relations were gender divisive and non-inclusive and particularly 

imbued with a patriarchal structure that disenfranchised women’s right to land ownership 

(Section 4.4.3). The spread of Western capitalist culture through colonial reconfigurations of 

existing common land resource structures as commodities for commercialization contributed 

to a deepening of the patriarchal system in Ngwaland. Although the patriarchal structure of Ngwa 

society appeared to have been slightly altered due to contemporary values, the findings have 

shown that it remains fully operational.  

 

The divisive and exclusive power relations not only operate in the context of gender relations 

to land resource practices but are also shaped through legislation, laws, and the management 

of land conflicts. In the process of the commodification of land practices, a dynamic developed 

in which exploitation, exclusion, and marginalization extended beyond the precolonial gender 

division and was consolidated in colonial and post-colonial periods through legislation and laws 

that empowered certain categories of men in the society (Sections 5.2-5.2.2). This research 

found that exploitation, exclusion, and marginalization in land resource practices was realized 

through the global-local junctures of indirect colonial rule vis-a-vis warrant chiefs, taxation, and 

legislation, and that this deepened gender divides, social class, and age inequality (Sections 

5.2.2, 6.2-6.2.1, 7.2-7.4).  

 

The exploitation, exclusion, and marginalization that consolidated gender division in 

Ngwaland have been recorded in this research as a very glocal process through the legislative 

indirect (colonial) rule system that historically involved the participation of local community 

actors (Mamdani, 1996). The participation of local actors forged a space for the articulation of 

power in order not just to subdue the other (even if ‘they’ were one of ‘us’) and exert power on 

the basis of class or group membership. It also created a space that nurtured gender division 

and furthered patriarchy. Under colonial standards, community leaders aggressively redefined 

the principle of communal oneness (Sections 5.2-5.2.2). They articulated self-interest in the 

interaction process with the British colonial administrators on common land tenure and related 
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practices, which were used, among other things, to reimagine an ideal characteristic for not 

only the traditional leaders but also structure how women engage with the land.  

 

Indeed, the analysis of the functions of community leaders during the colonial period and their 

linkage to the process leading to the commodification of land in Ngwaland is crucial in 

understanding the contemporary transformation of traditional leadership in Ngwaland (Section 

5.2). But it is also fundamental to the continued consolidation of exploitation, exclusion, and 

marginalization of women in land relations, and in particular, through land conflict 

management (Sections 7.2.1, 8.3.3, 8.5). Similarly, the role of state actors at all levels of post-

independence has been found to have contributed to the exclusion and marginalization of 

women in land relations by sustaining the British land practices and management values, 

including the continuous lack of policy development targeting women’s land issues (Sections 

5.2-5.5). These dynamics of power relations and control mechanisms sustaining exclusions in 

Ngwaland were also an important component of the process of global-local interactions 

(cultural mélange) – and still are.  

 

Going forward, this study has observed that exclusion and inequalities through gender 

relations are often resisted, albeit with a dialogic approach; however, the unequal relations 

and challenges that women face in Ngwaland in their relationship with land resource practices 

have remained both socially, economically and politically unresolved. This is notwithstanding 

the fact that even in today’s world, the narratives of women relegated to domestic 

responsibilities and nurturers are changing. Male breadwinners continue to regard themselves 

as more important because they are expected to; they self-identify with the perceived 

expectation that they coordinate most of the social flows in society. This is also true of the 

elderly, with the social structure of Ngwa celebrating gerontology and holding a high regard for 

older people (the traditional value of knowledge and wisdom gained through experience).  

 

The patriarchal Ngwa society appeared to consciously operate against the changing dynamics 

of gender and also age roles in land resource practices. This challenge prevents the majority of 

Ngwa men, especially, from recognizing that it is the aggregate behaviors of people in the 

community, whether in a traditional village setting or in a global community, that determines 
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social flows. Social patterns may shape ethnic and cultural practices in relation to others they 

perceive as ethnic allies, strangers, or socially incapable, but the dynamic cultural diffusions and 

plurality of contemporary life expose such interactions to a new, broader, hybrid dimension 

that appears to elevate previously marginal voices (Appadurai, 1996; Hopper, 2007; Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2009). 

 

In this case, the spread of global flows into Ngwa society was paradoxically observed to have 

generally deepened already divisive gender relations while also creating a new power dynamic 

that is liberating for women in Ngwaland. Access to global flows of information and ideas that 

consistently emphasize the importance of women’s rights to land appears to have empowered 

silent voices and contributed to a process of deconstructing the objectification and 

commodification of women. Despite their confinement to rural communities, it was found that 

the majority of the women had been exposed to human rights’ ideas projected by the media and 

enlightened individuals who bring with them new appreciations of human (hence women’s) 

rights (Sections 5.5, 7.2). 

 

The combination of these cultural flows into Ngwa society has resulted in the concept of 

women’s rights trickling down to the community level, with expressions of agitation for 

universal human rights, a global value universalized by the United Nations. Even though 

traditional Ngwa society does not recognize these rights, it is certainly observed in the Aba 

metropolis, in the Obingwa and Osisioma areas, where women, like their men, can own land 

and build and sell their own property (albeit through a male proxy). This would have been 

unthinkable in the precolonial period. The present reality challenges local perspectives on the 

right to access land in Ngwaland. In a nutshell, this development reflects the extent to which 

deep-seated traditional norms that have long existed and been sustained can be adjusted. The 

results are various and themselves in flux, reflecting the continuous process of the power 

dynamics also shaped by global-local interactions – of cultural mélange.  

 

9.3.3 Landlessness 

While gender relations must be critically captured in local policies regarding access and 

ownership to land rights, this study has also signaled that the concentration of exclusion appears 
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to focus mostly on women and young people, with young females doubly so, of course – but 

overlooking the possibility that males also – as youths – could also be landless. Though 

individual (family) circumstances vary and different gender- and age-defined experiences 

constitute the issues differently, one thing that these groups have in common remains, though 

– their landlessness.  

 

While this dissertation has identified the lack of sufficient land and economic development 

programs to effect change at the local community level as a challenge to economic self-

sufficiency for both men, women, and youths, it has also identified multi-faceted interactions 

between the government, indigenous peoples (Ngwas), and immigrants (domestic and foreign) 

in the privatization (commodification/monetization) and urbanization cultures (Chapter 6). 

While these interactions may indicate global pressures on land resources, they also highlight 

the operation of power relations. The empirical findings located these power structures and 

relations in Ngwaland in a historical and contemporary context of glocalization. The 

commodification of land practices has been specifically found to have elaborated power 

relations through plural interactions and contestations over the (perceived, increasing) limited 

availability of land. Moreover, this study has identified a link between population expansion 

and knowledge of the value of land and power dynamics that is facilitating a widening access 

gap. This included those inequalities as expressed in the conflict landscape and management 

approaches (Chapter 8).  

 

These power structures and relations in the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland are 

not only constitutive of fluid relationships but also spaces of difference and friction. Importantly 

also, they are constitutive of a space for multiple negotiations to aspire, imagine, and anticipate 

equal access to reproductive resources and social justice. Considerations of this kind lead to a 

more direct appreciation of the idea of cultural mélange in the hybridization of land resources 

and how this may have implications for theory more generally (i.e., beyond Ngwaland as a case 

study). It is for these experiences of global-local interactions that individuals (youths, migrants, 

women, and others) with the capital have the power to access land without having to remain 

landless. This opportunity reflects another positive perspective of potential progress towards 

more socially equal relationships.  
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This positive aspect of global-local interactions that shapes asymmetric power relations towards 

more socially equal relations as an attempt to deconstruct the sense in land relations of ‘us’ and 

‘them’, ‘tribal in-group’ and ‘tribal out-group’, ‘male’ and ‘female’, and ‘young’ and ‘old’. As 

the ‘free-born’ who enjoy hereditary privileges, the immigrant population in Ngwaland, 

sometimes referred to as ‘strangers’ yet who have been a part of the community since time 

immemorial, can today acquire full property rights. This implies that the liberalization of 

contemporary land tenure system has created a somewhat improved socially equal relations 

among all citizens (strangers and indigenous people) – as long as one has the money to purchase 

land. This new right and social relations come with the commodification of land, but also 

created disjuncture and space for agency negotiation.  

 

9.4 A glocal (plural) Ngwaland practices 

The outcome of the changing land resource practices in Ngwaland confirms that cultural 

mélange can deepen global cultural interconnectedness through cultural flows in the form of 

the movement of peoples, ideas, capital, and goods, as well as urbanization, symbols, and 

images (Appadurai, 1996; Hopper, 2007; Roudemetof, 2016; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). 

This form of global cultural development and mélange is greatly shaped by the ease of global 

migration/tourism through constant improvement in transportation systems – airplanes, road 

and rail constructions, and sea-container shipments (Hopper 2007: 29) and of communication 

and technology (Appadurai, 1996). Such distinctiveness of cultural mélange or cultural 

interconnectedness can also be thought in terms of connectivity and proximity, but also its new 

challenges that create disparity, conflicts, and social inequalities.  

 

Connectivity brings a type of global spatial proximity in which the world has become more 

compressed, intimate, and itself a part of the consciousness of everyday activities (Tomlinson 

1999: 3). This signals the idea of glocalization and cultural mélange as involving a process in 

which experiences of distant images are exported into our most intimate local spaces through 

media techniques and contemporary information and communication technologies, also ideas 

and ideologies (Appadurai, 1996; Tomlinson 1999: 3; Hopper 2007; Nederveen Pieterse, 2020). 

The plurality and fluidity that cultural mélange represents can be understood from instances 
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where, physically miles away yet in the frame of connectivity, the idea of proximity becomes 

prominent. Thus, our experience takes the form of a global closeness, where societies, 

communities, and peoples with cultural differences and political orientations are distantly 

bonded through events, practices, and activities that directly affect their lives, such as 

international conflicts, worldwide financial networks, and planetary environmental threats 

(Tomlinson 1999: 3) – and also land resource practices (Moore, 1998; Geschiere, 2009; 

Mitchell, 2009; Boone 2013).  

 

As Ngwaland has been glocally disrupted and transformed by the experiences of people of 

different backgrounds introducing a variety of cultural values to the indigenous, the local 

traditional land resource practices have also changed. The research findings here affirm that 

this convergence also describes the pluralist and diverse nature of our times such that people of 

different ethnic groups co-exist and share values of difference (Varkøy, 2017: 4). The concepts 

of melting pot and tapestry – and others, like mosaic and salad (e.g., Griffin, 1998; Emerson and 

Woo, 2006: 173 ff.) for this cultural mixing (and non-mixing) are nowadays extended to 

mélange.  

 

This examination of changing land resource practices was guided by the concept of cultural 

mélange, conceived as a social global-local relations – perceived and experienced by 

convergences of visible and imagined flows situated within a context of pluralism, fluidity, 

disjunctions, and conflicts (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). Thus, rooted in place, this is 

nevertheless a conceptual space, characterized by a dynamic emergent definition deriving from 

difference. The idea of difference is constitutive of mélange, while ‘cultural’ is intended broadly, 

in the sense of social culture, and political and economic culture, material culture and suchlike. 

 

The change in land resource practices of Ngwaland, particularly the transition from common 

to commodity, has been shown to have manifested through the convergence of different cultural 

processes. This glocalism expresses the heterogeneous structure of its cultural mélange. By 

examining the processes of the convergence of diverse flows into Ngwaland, specifically Aba 

and its environs, the empirical findings have confirmed its situation in time – as related to a 

history of globalizing and ongoing change – and in human geography – as socially and 
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technologically connected to other communities around the world. Diverse practices in 

changing social conditions – its pluralistic character – reinforce a certain heterogeneity, which 

problematizes standardization and homogenization (Goldberg, 1994; Kumar, 2007; 

Roudometof, 2016). 

 

For instance, as more immigrants arrive, Aba becomes more cosmopolitan and modern. This 

brings customers and investors into the city to do business with local traders. The growth of 

international markets connecting local traders to manufacturers in Europe, Asia, and Africa 

ensures that the interconnections of these interactions are not only multiple but also fluid. 

Technological advance has heightened the cultural mobilities, with the distant (through 

web/phone communication platforms) as well as physical confluence of the indigenous and the 

incoming. These types of additions and hybridizations have become significant contributors to 

the negotiation of the complex relationships that construct a fluid economy of land resource 

practices – glocally conditioned by capital, currency, and investment flows and exchanges, and 

the political possibilities shaping the expansion of urbanization projects in Ngwaland. In this 

respect, the land resource practices of Ngwa societies are found to be no longer isolated but 

rather a site of challenges, with integrations and negotiations of complex, dynamic 

relationships. These types of effects of globalizing thrusts are quite ubiquitous in the world 

today, and, insofar as they shape a particular space in Ngwaland, they create a glocal that can 

stand as a case study for the type of process and its results which pertains more generally to 

Nigeria and Africa.  

 

The plural and fluid space of land change in Ngwaland as an outcome of the process of cultural 

mélange (Nederveen Pieterse, 2020) presents a contemporary example of emergent 

glocalization through, among other things, the commodification of traditional land practice. To 

put it simply, for the pre-colonial land resource practices in Ngwaland to be altered and the 

colonial and postcolonial hybridization of land resource practices to be consolidated itself 

already conveys the ability of plural and disparate relations to drive cultural mélange (Canclini, 

1995; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009; Roudometof, 2016).   
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It must be admitted, however, that as researched here, the roles of the various actors in the 

appropriation, control, and formalization of land resource practices that led to the shift from 

common to commodity reflected a relationship organized around distinctive plural powers. The 

influence of Western culture on all aspects of Ngwa traditional land resource practices has been 

to introduce and spread a range of specific new land values. Overall, these have constructed 

individuality over communality, sparking contestation and imaginations around issues of self 

(sense of belonging) and survival (livelihood). Importantly, however, the critical, traditional 

sense of being a Ngwa – as one who must be a member of a group in order to gain access to 

land – has persisted but also created spaces of friction, resistance and negotiation for agency.  

 

9.5 Space of disjuncture and negotiation 

One way of understanding the roles of the various actors (both foreign and local) is in terms of 

pluralism, as based on the nature of the complex interactions generated by the connectivity of 

external and local cultures (Hannerz, 1990, 1992; Roudometof, 2016; Dessi and Sedda, 2020). 

This study, however, indicates that the interconnectedness of glocal cultures through plural and 

fluid interactions does not claim a space without opposing sides. Several scholars, in fact, have 

advanced the understanding that the process of cultural mélange is also a space of conflict 

(Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020; Roudometof, 2016).  

 

In this pluralist space, a pervasive, complex sense of exclusion and uncertainty has been 

observed in the experiences of the changing land resource practices. These experiences, 

articulated through the divergent flows of people, ideas, capital, technology, and media that 

reconfigured traditional Ngwaland resource arrangements, have confirmed cultural 

interconnectedness but also tensions. Different people and groups have been placed in different 

relationships through the colonizing and later independence periods of appropriation and 

control leading to the commodification culture, as evidenced by the transactional ability to 

easily access, use, own, and buy and sell land. People with transactional power over poorer 

members of the community, such as indigenous elites and some immigrant populations, have 

been able to develop relatively unhindered land market relationships in the Ngwa context.  
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Understanding the complex disparities in the context of the Ngwas’ involvement in the 

development of new land resource practices extends beyond simply recognizing the 

opportunities presented by the land commodification culture, however. Land is not just a 

commodity to be purchased since the social relationships to it in terms of local land resource 

practices have been elevated to a critical status in the articulation of power (above, Section 9.3). 

That is, in addition to being a material good, land has become a cultural space in which the 

political economy of the other and different identities are negotiated, consciously and 

unconsciously. The modernizing transition away from common land through commodification 

and the development of a money-based economy has shifted the idea and thinking as well as 

practice of land toward that of private and individual property. Thus, it has transferred and 

extended ownership rights from hereditary privileges to individual private rights, which has 

continuously further disparity, conflict, (new) resistance, and space for the negotiation of 

agency. 

 

9.5.1 New localities of disparity, conflict, and resistance 

This dissertation has exposed tensions between traditional and modern land practices 

connected to the divergent articulations of the more or less rigid enculturation of social, 

political, and economic relations. Leaders, women, migrants, and young people relate to and 

experience such relations in different ways defined by the dynamic totality of the glocal situation 

– as a multidimensional outcome of the process of cultural mélange (or innumerable outcomes 

of the myriad processes). From the notion of women as strangers and thus unentitled to rights 

of ownership (Section 7.2) to the situation of farmers now without access to land for their 

livelihood (Section 7.4) and the landless young without hope for a place in the future (Section 

7.3), estrangements, denials, and tensions develop – or are performed – within the transformation 

of the traditional into the present mélange. These tensions have come to acquire a special power 

of their own, shaping Ngwa society anew.  

 

It is therefore observed in this dissertation that as cultures converge for new expressions – in the 

space of the mélange – social practices change along the fault-lines of the cultural tensions. The 

findings in this research identify the changes as defining possibilities for a new way of life 
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through new collective lived experiences and agency and new constructions of social relations 

in Ngwaland (Hannerz, 1992; Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). 

 

As novel ideas shape modernity and the modern state and globalizing forces affect the way we 

do things, the change process that emerges tends to produce spaces of friction and resistance. 

For example, the replacement of traditional leaders in the customary court with educated 

lawyers in managing land-related conflicts (Sections 4.3, 4.5, 8.3.3) could serve the purposes of 

an oppressive modernism. However, the lawyers have learned that conflict resolution requires 

a local knowledge of the topography of a particular community. When a judgment (decision) 

based on evidence cross-examined in accordance with Western laws refined to fit local 

situations fails to appeal to local sensibilities, the tension creates a sense of distance from the 

“new” or “foreign” way that highlights the dichotomy of traditional and modern values. 

Hannerz (1990: 242) views this sense of distancing from a culture when it contrasts with the 

culture of origin as typical within the context of experiences of different cultures. This means 

that the more elements of new cultures are viewed with disdain by the locals, the more they 

maneuver their ways around the new cultures, even if these tactics are conditional and 

provisional (this does not imply that new cultural values are not viewed with respect, esteem, 

and admiration as the various cultures are perceived by the Ngwas). Thus, the contemporary 

society continually transgresses the modern, yet not in the sense of the postmodern since it is 

deeply informed by tradition, as in the case of Ngwaland. This perspective may hold for the 

Global South more broadly. 

 

Rather than asserting either the primarily positive or else negative aspects of cultural pluralism, 

this dissertation has demonstrated that its inherent tensions may be temporal (situated in the 

present) but also continuous (in a present time that is ongoing). The individual’s adoption of a 

stance to the external force for change is determined by the particular nature of that change 

within the personal and local context, be this, for example, a leader coming to terms with the 

law of the state in relation to the law of the land (Section 8.3) or a woman working to gain legal 

control of a plot of land through a man (Section 7.2). That is the glocal in operation. But the 

stance adopted is continually being determined thus, as a response to that external force at a 

point of tension. The tensions are conditionalities that endure in the cultural mélange, appearing 
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to rise whenever self-identity and interest are threatened (Lu, 2000; Gershenson, 2003; 

Nederveen Pieterse, 2020).  

 

The variance and alternation between traditional and modern methods of accessing land 

markets have an impact on both processes of dealing with land-related disputes, which further 

raises tensions. This also leads to issues regarding the acceptance of any approach to resolving 

disputes, in which justice is expected to be neutral, low-cost, and quick – which thus all become 

points of criticism. These dynamics reflect a land resource practice – or range of practices 

making up the whole – whose future will continue to bear the consequences of today’s change.  

As a glocal phenomenon, the cultural possibility of land as an object of economic, political, and 

social relationships, the spirit of capitalism, and financial exchange are embedded in the more 

traditional practices of commoning. This creates complex and plural relations and tensions that 

capture the convergence of tradition and modernity. This places land in the context of a cultural 

continuity (Appadurai, 1996; Urry, 2007; Tian, 2021). Then, cultural mélange constitutes a 

characterization of land practice as ever-changing and mobile, a dynamic that is constant in its 

dynamism, but which is rooted in local tradition that also shapes the conflicts and resistance. 

 

This research has found cultural mélange to work as an analytically important tool in the 

processes of local transformation and for the articulation of alternative ways of understanding 

social relations and difference in land resource practices. Differences and relationships among 

cultures and localities are critical for an appreciation not only of how socio-historical and 

political processes evolve but also how alternative social processes emerge and how power is 

(intentionally or otherwise) invoked as a uniting and exclusive force (Kumar, 2007; Gill and 

Kasmir, 2016; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). The variety of cultural flows that steered the 

production of new land practices in Ngwaland exemplified various forms of relations where the 

development of an economy-based land market – through land surveying, titling, and 

registration (Sections 6.2.2-6.2.3) – that transformed customary tenure structure into freehold 

structure comprised spaces of plural, dynamic social relations and thus also of conflicts and 

resistance. 
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Further exemplification of this friction has been analyzed in the introduction of Western land 

law into a traditionally organized society (Sections 5.4, 6.2.2-6.2.3). This may be imagined in 

idealized terms of political justice, but the effect in terms of its actual operation, of course, is a 

function of social interaction. In this context, it is important to highlight the realities not only 

of colonialism and capitalism but also of commons. For example, even when land titles exist in 

a market economy, customary landholders may pay little attention to them (Sections 5.4, 6.2.3, 

8.2.2). But these also should not be idealized. Preexisting imbalances in access to tenure security 

may serve as the grounds for increases in inequity. Because of the initial disparity, not everyone 

can gain access to the means to attain land titles. Then, those with land titles have a 

disproportionate amount of bargaining power when it comes to negotiating land as an asset as 

they “assume statutory ownership and exercise disposal and exclusionary rights” (Lastarria-

Cornheil, 1997: 1326). An appreciation of these complex agencies raises our critical awareness 

of land resource practice, particularly as informed by not just the (positively) plural and 

hybridizing but also the (negatively) disparate, conflicting, and marginalizing functions of 

cultural mélange (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020). 

 

Another way in which friction and disparity has been considered in the present work has been 

through an investigation of gender relations in the context of land-based social interactions. The 

findings revealed the presence of social relations that appeared to operate as an appeal to change 

the patriarchal structure of land practice. The appeal was for a more fluid land practice in which 

both men and women can have equal access to land. In reality, it was found that both this 

disparity and its justification persist (Sections 6.2.1, 7.2). While diverse cultural flows has 

impacted the local land culture and created a space for women to access the land market, but 

the disparity gap remains wide. The patriarchy symbol still evokes a sign of power and authority 

and is employed to exclude women from all aspects of land practices, including active 

participation in conflict resolution (Sections 8.3.2-8.3.3, 8.5). 

 

While this disparity persists, though, the diverse cultural flows into Ngwaland are eliciting new 

levels of consciousness that encourages women to resist, at least in a dialogic way to articulate 

their land resource rights (Section 7.2). This consciousness may be said to reflect the uniqueness 

of cultural values to drive change, to the point where we can argue that new “cultures count” 
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and this counting itself “counts quite a bit” (Cannon, 2001: 5 ff.). This dissertation has shown 

that new cultures can count regarding many aspects of traditional practices, notwithstanding 

the local challenges that may affect the different groups involved. In Ngwaland, the flow of 

distinct pluralities has reconfigured the consciousness of not only women but also of men and 

young people whose marginalized conditions have been exacerbated by the commodification 

culture, leading them to question and sometimes resist in some way the various aspects of land 

practices that affect them. This also leads to further variations in societal relations and 

associated land practice. In fact, while the research found the globalizing forces of the cultural 

flows (particularly capital) as primary drivers of this cultural plurality in Ngwaland, the glocal 

relations that emerged provided its own site of desire for change within a space of difference. It 

is these types of processes that converge in the glocal as mélange (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 

2020) and which may be read into other situations deemed similar. 

 

Within the heavily disjuncted global-local interactions, the tensions between traditional and 

modern land practices have also been found to exist and persist during this research. This occurs 

notwithstanding the diverse cultural flows that continue to ferment shared values, behaviors, 

and actions that, in turn, redefine the articulation of land resource practices in Ngwaland 

(Appadurai, 1996; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). This tension within the space of plural cultures 

may be conceived as divided and articulated on the basis of protecting the ‘self’ from alienation 

and the capital imbalance that characterizes the commodified land market. The temporal 

tension may be condensed in the globalizing process, wherein people all over the world perceive 

themselves to be different. What they like and do and who and how they all differ. This is true 

in Ngwaland, too, inevitably. So, cultural mélange as a process that informs change and 

hybridized land resource practices can thus be appreciated and understood not (just) as a reality 

but (also) in the context of the conception of a continuous change project. It can thus be 

appreciated as a way to bring order into plurality, to lessen homogeneous spaces, and promote 

a wider knowledge of global-local interconnectedness just as well as it can be imagined as a 

social project engaged with the realities of disparity, conflict and resistance (Hannerz, 1996; 

Manschot and Suransky, 2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, 2020; Dessi and Sedda, 2020; 3).  
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At the same time, however, it is the case that the empirical findings of this research reveal how 

people may share social, historical, and economic values, but their (valorized) individual needs 

and aspirations may not be the same. The ties that bind to community become vulnerable, 

weakening the communities themselves. Then, the threatening consequence remains of people 

losing the sense and material reality of what and who they are and the community to which 

they belong. This is particularly so within a premise of a rising universal culture that promotes 

separation and division (c.f. nuclear vs. extended family), and ultimately alienation (as a 

condition of modernity) (Hannerz, 1990; Appadurai, 1996). For the transitioning Ngwa society, 

this fear is quite real and rather subtle precisely because of the dispersed objects of global flows. 

These are perceived to be changing or side-lining, eliminating, and destroying the traditional 

cultural symbols that define the Ngwa cultural heritage. In response, the culture of resistance 

had persisted, even though the strategies and tactics may differ from well-known resistance 

movements across the globe.   

 

The very real and entirely well-grounded fear of domination by external socio-cultural values 

taking over and restructuring Ngwa traditions creates tensions that have been observed to 

fluctuate between expressions of alienation and exacerbated marginalization, on the one hand, 

to aspirations of economic liberation and a redressing of historical inequalities and conflicts that 

have existed in land practice, on the other. Overall, this glocal confluence establishing the ever-

emerging cultural mélange may be represented as a convergence through negotiation for 

agency. 

 

9.5.2 Negotiating agency 

The convergence of tradition and modernity shaped by plural relations and subtle tensions 

articulated through land conflicts and marginalization have revealed through the Ngwa case 

that the process of cultural mélange can generate and enable various agencies at the local level. 

The idea of agency is crucial here. This study has demonstrated how, when people articulate 

their experiences of marginalization and exclusion in relation to land rights and opportunities, 

they seek the power to access the economic and social opportunities that land can provide. In 

other words, the right to equitable access to and participation in land resource practices 

represents the right to social, political, and economic belonging and emancipation. An agent is 
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necessarily free, to some extent, and the greater the power of self-determining action, the greater 

the agency. This glocal interactive power contextualizes land as a socio-cultural and political 

reality that is part of the Ngwa past, its present, and future. And it is this reality as the driving 

force of cultural mélange in a state of “motion” (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009: 89) that locates the 

land resource practices in Ngwaland within the logic of social change as a reproductive process 

(Appadurai, 2013; Friedman, 2008: 40).  

 

The implication of all this is that the various articulations of the changing land resource 

practices in Ngwaland reveal an ongoing negotiation for agency. These involve the construction 

and reconstruction of history (dominant traditional practices) and today’s developments (the 

modernizing thrust of ‘globalism’ through capital) and technology (material progress) to 

produce the ever-current specifics of the territory as a glocal, such as Ngwaland. This 

negotiation can also be understood as a “transactional interaction process whereby individuals 

in an intercultural situation attempt to assert, define, modify, challenge, and/or support their 

own and others’ cultural images/values, as well as negotiate various social limitations” (Ting-

Toomey, 2005: 217).   

 

Such negotiations for agency occur because people aspire, anticipate, and imagine their locality 

and traditions when interacting with both the “forces of custom and memory” and the new 

cultural expressions they see around them (Hannerz, 1990, 1992; Appadurai, 2013). As 

Jonathan Friedman and Kajsa Ekholm Friedman (2008: 40) noted, such negotiation processes 

create opportunities for individuals to deal with the specific cultural properties and structures of 

the world around them, globally encompassing and linking these to various others through the 

specificity of cultures to create new cultures and so transform and dissolve old ones, such as the 

case in Ngwaland with the transition from communal land ownership pattern to individual 

rights to property. In short, the actual operation of modernity and globalization on the local 

situation is not merely one of an imposition of overwhelming force but always also one of 

maneuver within the possibilities for action at the local level – as expressed in cultural mélange, 

as demonstrated in the example of land resource practice in Ngwaland (Hannerz, 1990; Lu, 

2000; Nederven Pieterse, 2009: Dessi and Sedda, 2020; Tian 2021). 
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Friedman and Friedman’s (2008) idea of such ongoing social negotiations for agency in 

Ngwaland is what Appadurai (2013) considers the “difference” of cultural reality or the tensions 

of cultural hybridization (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009) and pluralism (Manschot and Suransky, 

2008). This dissertation has shown that the absence of an equitable ground for the practices of 

land resource to thrive can drive the articulations of exclusions and marginalization, which, as 

a function of agency, can also further drive new resistance (Section 9.5.1). The application of 

cultural mélange as a concept emphasizes the ability to identify and create new understandings 

about how land resource practices operate within the developmental dynamics of reproduction 

– the negotiations – while acknowledging the differences in the process of cultural transactions 

and relationships that reside not just in power as an external and but also in agency as potential 

(Nurse, 1999; Gershenson, 2003; Nederveen Pieterse, 2020; Tian, 2021). The case of Ngwaland 

reported here stands as an example of this. 

 

Disparities in aspiration, anticipation, and imagination at all levels (individual, family group, 

neighborhood, etc.) also express a distinct force that can shape the reproduction of land resource 

practices that is often ignored by policymakers. As depicted in this dissertation, these aspects of 

agency differ in Ngwaland according to multiple types of individuated needs and desires, from 

widows seeking access to their husband’s assets without legal contestation (Section 8.5) through 

unemployed young men seeking to engage in agricultural productions for socio-economic gain 

and status (Section 7.4) to the landless constantly imagining and living in the memory of the 

past (Section 7.3).  

 

This research has demonstrated, moreover, how the continuous undermining of these 

differences can allow for the emergence of other temporalities in land practices. When 

imagining similar land experiences that are applicable in other locales, these groups believe that 

the empowering character of cultural fusion has, at the very least, provided them with the 

opportunity to “aspire as social and collective beings” for “empowerment, voice, and 

participation” (Appadurai, 2013). In other words, within these complexes of frictions emerging 

over time, the idea of cultural mélange provides a space in which structurally disadvantaged 

groups of Ngwa society can conceptualize how – and that – might effectively change the “terms 

of recognition” within which they live, or have become trapped (ibid: 289–90). Thence, cultural 
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mélange as analysis become politicized as a recognition of rights and the power of the 

marginalized to effect change. 

 

Empirically, when most Ngwas articulate their circumstances and aspire for equality and 

relational power to access land without being structurally excluded, the type of equality 

matching other cultures, as it were, that appeals to their needs can be understood through 

commoning practices, such as the Swedish stuga, where equity is reproduced by the traditional 

stuga – a summer home – which serves as a symbol of equivalence for Swedes, something that 

they all have and can relate to, something in common (Gannon, 2001: 190). In the Ngwa case, 

the historical common operates as both material and symbolic realms (also), through the 

multitude of present conditions, imagined pasts, remembered loss, and, crucially, present-day 

adaptions, fusions, and other mixings. This dissertation has shown that the lived reality of 

cultural mélange is instantiated, experienced, seen in the capacity to aspire for equality as 

achievable, albeit at a speed and to a degree that is quite dependent on the locality (Gershenson, 

2003; Renders and Terlinden, 2010; Nederveen Pieterse, 2020). It has also illustrated how 

failures spur people to leave the land or give up in other ways. 

 

The state's large appropriation of land exacerbates the urgency of Ngwa young people, in 

particular, to leave or give up. A lack of agency is experienced among marginalized and 

excluded groups who do not feel included as partners in land resource programs and initiatives 

that should have been transparent and tailored to bridge existing unequal access to land 

resources, social justice, and employment gaps (Section 7.3-7.4). Similarly, this research has 

revealed the highly poor land distribution and governance and how it deeply affect the local 

land market economy in ways that allow and promote unequal access to productive land 

resource (Section 6.2.1, 7.4). Scholars such as Genevey, Pachauri, and Tubiana (2013) 

emphasize the importance of long-term implementation of socioeconomic inequality policies 

that must be done fairly in order to reduce the complex inequalities inherent in the distribution 

of productive resources and promote greater satisfactions among an aggrieved populace.  

 

While the Ngwa's future trajectory is highly uncertain, due in part to Ngwaland's rapidly 

changing land resource culture, the landlessness and awareness of this among young people 



383 
 

and women does suggest the possibility of continued negotiation for agency in land relations. 

This observation increased my appreciation of the complex convergences that underpin global-

local interactions in Ngwaland, which shaped the analysis to underscore the possibilities for 

continuous change within a plural, disjunct space for agency negotiations in contemporary land 

resource practices in Ngwaland. This space for negotiations can also encourage any governance 

policy aiming to address this gap to apply interventions within the systems of social, political, 

and economic factors that condition the various inequalities and aspirations in Ngwaland. 

 

9.6 Concluding thoughts, research limitations, and suggestions for further research 

Several researchers argue that the complexity of land resource practices should be studied from 

a heterogeneous perspective (Moore, 1998; Geschiere, 2009; Boone, 2013). It is based on this 

suggestion that the present dissertation has examined the changing land resource practices in 

Ngwaland as an underresearched subject in Nigeria, moving beyond the homogeneous 

frameworks of developmentalism and globalism or else just resistance to focus on the broader 

realities of heterogenous, plural, and disjunctive processes. The outcome is a cultural mélange 

framing of multiple processes in constant flux and territorially fixed as the context of 

glocalization.  

 

The articulation of the change process in land resource practice in Ngwaland has revealed a 

local cultural phenomenon influenced by the convergences of multifarious flows and actors 

with divergent interests, powers, and aspirations that generate and reproduce frictions within 

the increasingly commodified land space. With the convergence of flows of people, 

communication and technological infrastructures, capital, and ideas into the specifics of land 

in the local conditions, traditional land practices have shifted from those of the common to 

commodity. A sea-change in orientation was also visible in this process as people became 

exposed to Western practices and ideas with the emergence of new educational and religious 

structures that reshaped local behaviors. This occurred in addition to the state power and its 

organizational structures based on a modern centralization and codified land law. Traditional 

leadership practices have been transformed as a result, parallel with the shift in rural settings to 

urban settlement, in the local economy from subsistence to semi-industrial, and in land and its 

related social organization from the communal to individual. 
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In response to the research questions, this study found cultural mélange to have highlighted the 

de-localization of social relations, interactions, and structures of common land resource 

practices. Change in land resource practices can now be appreciated as a phenomenon 

representing “a sense of place” (Silberbauer, 1994), “no sense of place” (Meyrowitz, 1985), the 

“borderless” (Ohmae 1995: 5), and “rootlessness” (Appadurai 1996: 29). Thus are the 

contemporary complexities shaped in and by the new global economy, where resources operate 

across vast distances, and even cultural relations between socially and spatially separated 

groups have become more than ever before interconnected through media technologies and 

traveling peoples. Shaped by global flows, land resource practices as policies and structures are 

no longer restricted to the purely local. Individual behaviors, attitudes, and perceptions have all 

been influenced by transactional commodification and consumerism.  

 

A perspective of cultural mélange has both guided and emerged through the findings of this 

study. Land resource practice today is a hybrid space of plural social interactions and relations 

that may no longer be constrained to face-to-face everyday encounters. The participation of 

Ngwa diasporas in land resource practices demonstrates such social interactions, with 

contemporary communication systems that are “increasingly characterized not by the physical 

presence of others, but by their physical absence” (Licoppe, 2004: 135ff.). Thus, importantly, 

the ‘space’ in ‘local’ no longer exists, as the distant 'other’ has overtaken much of social relations 

and interactions previously “dominated by ‘presence’ [and] promoted through localized 

activities” (Giddens 2013: 18).  

 

The increasingly disembedded local systems and structures of land resource practices constitute 

an expression of the dynamism of cultural mélange processes, one in which glocalization 

connects the traditional (local) and the (post)modern (global) in a way never imagined. This is 

thus “inevitably opening our local lifeworlds up to distant – ultimately global – influences 

(Tomlison 2013: 57). It is all quite predictable, but never perfectly so, and each glocality 

becomes a unique site of common but idiosyncratic flows and constantly evolving scapes. Such 

distinctions are revealed by oppositions. Even at the recent and current rate of global 

convergence and reconstruction of local structures and systems, the changing process of land 
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resource practices has not availed itself completely of “varying degrees of resistance” or 

prevented the “provocation of opposing characteristics” (Hopper 2009: 30). What these confer 

is the modification, unevenness, and multicentered character of cultural mélange as a glocal 

framework that inhabit the present through the past, as evident in the imagining of traditional 

structures in Ngwaland – and across Africa (Diawara, 1998).  

 

Based on the complex condition of global processes, shifts in land resource practices within 

local societies can no longer be reflected upon as homogenous and discrete rather hybridized 

and heterogeneous. Empirically, the interaction in the official sphere in land conflict matters of 

traditional institutions (local traditional cultural value) and regular police and courts (judiciary) 

utilizing British (English) jurisprudence (a Western cultural flow) through ‘coopted’ local 

community leaders in Ngwaland stands an excellent example of a cultural hybrid. The 

combination of modern and traditional approaches to cultural conflict management expresses 

a fundamental character of the global mélange. As a function of the overlap, regular courts 

occasionally reject traditional decisions by upturning such decisions or judgments in appeals. 

The disagreements indicate a disjuncture, which is itself an expression of plurality. 

 

The empirical findings further show that the fluid convergence of traditional and modern 

conflict management tools in addressing contemporary land conflicts in Ngwaland combine 

and condense the Western infrastructures of conflict resolution with the precolonial normative 

conflict management mechanisms that preserved order over time, mitigated rancor, and 

facilitated effective management of common-land resource conflicts. According to the analysis, 

a new conflict management approach of traditional leaders has emerged through social 

structure and space of diffused cultural flows negotiated across time and within a context 

emphasizing a sense of social responsibility and aspirations to uphold cultural heritage while 

appealing to ‘modern’ practices. The variable ordering of preference and different 

interpretations demonstrate the fluidity of the convergence of global flows into traditional Ngwa 

society, where justice-seekers, for example, alternate between the transformed traditional and 

modern conflict management approaches. 
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This condition, therefore, adds to our appreciation of local (traditional) land resource practices 

and structures as ever-changing. It further means that local land resource practices are no longer 

locally bonded entities but constantly influenced and shaped by endogenous and external forces 

through intersections with other traditions. The outcome of this research indicates complex, 

distinct plural cultural characteristics that undermine standardization and homogeneous 

assumptions about changing land resource practices. This study encourages knowledge 

development in regard to the complexities of land resource practices in traditional societies as 

constitutive of pluralism, fluidity, frictions, temporalities, and a heterogeneity of cultural 

confluences and dislocations. These are productive of the glocal and its specific cultural 

mélange, as exemplified in the interaction between traditional and contemporary approaches 

to conflict management.  

 

The commodification culture was also observed to have shaped the monetization of land 

conflict management at the traditional leadership level. The money culture attached to all 

aspects of common land resource practices was identified as a specific condition that monetized 

justice, thus transforming the earlier traditional mechanism of handling land conflicts where 

money did not exist. In spite of the inherent flaws occasioned by the commodification of land 

and monetization of justice, the presence of courts and the police as effective alternatives for 

recourse to address and challenge decisions reached by traditional leaders has imposed a 

sustained moral strain. Some excesses in land conflict management are mitigated by a 

recognition of these alternatives.  

 

The myth of gerontological attributes endures as a commitment to the communalized social 

order, which continues to promote old age (elderhood) to execute the complex traditional 

functions of maintaining order and harmony among the Ngwa people. In a society that relies 

so much on its customs and traditions yet is very much caught up in the twenty-first-century 

cultural flows, old age as a precursor for leadership and the management of land conflicts has 

appeared in this study as challenged. Accountability, flexibility, transparency, and authenticity 

were observed as key characteristics for the legitimation of traditional leadership rather than 

age alone. Several traditional leaders were not among the oldest men in their communities, 

historically the key criterion for the assumption of leadership positions. 
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The role of cultural hybridity in changing traditional leadership as an articulation of pluralist 

space expresses a synthesis of cultures meeting the twin demands of tradition and modernity. 

This contextualization is an element of cultural mélange that places traditional leadership in 

land conflict management within a constitutive and legitimizing space of power, identity, and 

resistance. The authority of traditional leadership is spatially dynamic, representing the area in 

which complex identities between Ngwas and others are negotiated. These identities are not 

simply the result of differences but rather of relationships that have shaped and increasingly 

directed local resistance to power and the identity of traditional leaders in the face of external 

pressures (Western culture). Such power and identity positioning are a “feature of mobility that 

embraces nearness and distance” (Clarke, 2008: 526) – with this as a crucial social norm for 

maintaining a sense of self through transience and fluidity in relation to historical and ever-

changing cultural circumstances. 

 

Indeed, I would claim that this dissertation has demonstrated an appreciation of cultural 

mélange in the construction of new land knowledge in glocal Ngwa society. Taken in this 

dissertation as a driving force for change, the recognition of the importance of cultural mixture 

(mélange) can encourage analysis more widely within the contexts and multiplicities of 

glocalization as applied to the shift from common to commodity in land resource practice. 

Ngwaland as a condensed space of power relations, cultural negotiations, temporalities, and 

continuities situates new insights into how land can be negotiated and maintained as a 

responsive site for cultural fluidity, pluralism, and conflicts. These, in turn, can articulate new 

spaces and contexts for the hybridization of land resource practices and also other local cultural 

phenomena.  

 

In order to strengthen the assumptions of the continuously changing land resource landscape 

and explore its fluid, plural, heterogeneous and disparate interactions, various research areas to 

explore have emerged. These limitations and related recommendations include the following 

four points: 
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• The history of change from commons to commodity with the advent of colonialization and 

the regime of capital has been a widespread experience of the Global South. 

Nevertheless, each territory is unique. This presents a generally fascinating topic for 

investigation that may have many implications and unpredictable relevance for 

contemporary practice. How that may inform a sub-discipline of cultural mélange studies 

promises rewarding insights. 

• The importance of people’s resistance certainly emerged in this study as an important 

element that should contribute to global mélange studies. Thus, further research might 

focus on ways in which local people’s resistance to (post)colonial domination continues 

after colonialism, such as through a bottom-up response to specific glocal developments. 

The rapid changes of social, political, and economic systems combined with the 

pressures on land resource practices may be expected to continue to shape disparity and 

conflicts. Hence, ongoing research is important in order to track the dynamics of this 

change.  

• Future research can also focus on the interrelations between bottom-up and top-down 

glocal developments in which the former are primarily guided by the latter as 

communities and individuals adapt to the wider and external social, political, and 

economic pressures and a specific form of development emerges in the glocality. In this 

research, the opinion of someone who condones the colonial era was more or less 

equated with someone who criticizes it. This raises the question of how such a 

relativization and the supposed political neutrality of ethnographic research should be 

tackled. More broadly, issues are raised about the contribution that mélange studies 

might make to the growing field of development studies. 

• This study has emphasized the importance of traditional leadership in land conflict 

management. Local people’s perceptions of traditional leadership in land conflict 

management do not appear to be dependent on whether the leadership and/or practice 

are precolonially or colonially invented. Rather, from imagining the past to 

contemporary practices, custom and tradition dominate the articulation of traditional 

leadership, which stands in stark contrast to the distant, mistrusted political officials and 

elites. This highlights a real tension of immediate relevance to policymakers. Therefore, 

further research could usefully explore the conditions that influence the various 



389 
 

perceptions of traditional leadership and its roles in land conflict; whether those 

perceptions are shaping new power relations and/or different types of leadership; and 

whether and how they should be promoted. 

 

Finally, this dissertation has focused on the fluid and plural context in which changing local 

land resource practices are expressed in Ngwaland. Additional research into other traditional 

localities with various actors is needed to further explore the dynamics and complexities of 

changing land resource experiences. Local land resource experiences are empirically 

understudied, particularly in the globalizing, thus glocal, perspective of cultural mélange. 

Extended investigations into this topic can be beneficial for all stakeholders and other interested 

parties. 
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