“IN THE EYE OF THE STORM”: PERCEPTIONS OF THE UNITED STATES IN TWO NORTHERN NIGERIAN STATES

BY

SAMUEL AYEDIME KAFEWO, (Ph.D)

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH & DRAMA,

AHMADU  BELLO UNIVERSITY

ZARIA, NIGERIA

BEING A PAPER PRESENTED AT THE

FY 2004 PAS/DAKAR AMERICAN STUDIES

COLLOQUIM ATCHEKH ANTA DIOP UNIVERSITY DAKAR MARCH 17-19 2004-

‘IN THE EYE OF THE STORM’: PERCEPTIONS OF THE UNITED STATES IN TWO NORTHERN NIGERIAN STATES.

Introduction


Individual and group perception of the other or others could be so radically different of what the other really is, wants to be or wants to be seen.  The constant gap between what we really are and the way others see us has characterized human relationship in history.  This has by implication being extended to relationship between countries and its peoples.  No where is this gulf between what a country and its people really are, what they want others to think of them and what people sometimes think they are than in the history of the relationship between the united states and the rest of the world.  This paper seeks to investigate such gap in the reality and perception of the image of the United States in two Northern Nigerian States of Kano and Kaduna especially the after math of the 9/11 bombings in American and the subsequent war on terrorism.


This will be done via the examination of the findings of a project “Building Bridges: promoting and consolidating peaceful co-Existence in Nigeria – Kaduna and Kano” carried out by the Nigerian Popular Theatre Alliance an NGO, aftermath of violent ethno-religious eruptions in these areas.  The questions the presentation will be interested in addressing area:  what factors prompt the average Muslim on the street of Kaduna and Kano to view America as a Christian country and so anti-Islam? Why does any attack on terrorists anywhere in the world by the United States make
the Muslim in Kaduna and Kano to turn his instrument of violence against his Christian brother as relationship? What lessons are there for these kinds of perceptions on the United States foreign policy? 


Yet, American themselves inspire of being “uprooted from several soils and ancestries’ and being ‘plunged together into one vortex’ whirling irresistibly in a space are fairly in agreement of who they are one of the persons trusted into this space J. Hector St. John, French immigrant so eloquently capture this spirit in his letters from an American farmer 1782:

What then is the American, this new man? He is either a European or the descendent (six) of a European, hence that strange mixture of blood which you will find in no other country.  I could point out to you a family whose grand father was an Englishman, whose wise was Dutch, whose Son married a French woman, and whose present four sons have four wives of different nations.  He is a American (six), who leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the new government he obeys, and the new rank he holds.  He becomes an American by being received in the broad lap of our great Alma mater.  Here individuals of all nations are melted  into a new race of men, whose labours and prosperity will one day cause great changes in the world (Luther Luedke 1987:8)

The great changes that the labour and prosperity of America is causing in the world today has brought about different perceptions.  In the first place, looking beyond the eloquence of the above quotation, we can see the origins of the discrimination and exploitation of her minorities throughout history.  Yet such “Benevolent and self congratulatory images of the “meeting-pot” and justice for all have been jolted by the realities of the current status of minorities (Carmichael and Hamilton 1957:157).  But the internal contradictions have been well managed the real problem is from out side for: 

Increasingly, the United States is using its Wealth under a new sense of destiny to better living conditions throughout the world, recognizing that no country can solve its own problems without respect to other countries.  Although general Washington, the father of the nation, advised Americans not to get entangled in foreign disputes, the United states could not, in fact, keep out, and both in the first and second world Wars had to restore and maintain the peace of the world (J.W. Watson 1979:17)


Presidents Roosevelt and Elsenhowver completely reversed these policies.  Successive American leaders irrespective of party affiliation have found it difficult to remain neutral in an increasingly volatile world.  The interventions have however come at a prize.  American interest have been under constant threat all over the world culminating in the September 11 2001 bombing of the world Trade centre and the Pentagon.


Hither to though, direct attacks on American interest have come from the middle East and the Arab world.  Minor skirmishes, which threatened to degenerate to large-scale conflicts, were not uncommon though with its Latin American neighbours like Cuba and even parts of Africa during the cold war years.


Black Africa was largely at peace or at least not in violent conflict with the United States prior to September 11 2001.  The incidents in Somalia add the bombings in the American Embassy in Nairobi all had external connections and as events later proved were in fact prelude to 9/11.


Africa, smarting from years of exploitation through colonialism and slavery was beating the drums of reparation while the middle East with its historical experience of loss of territory to the creation of the State of Israel and the culture of hate retention and ‘martyrdom complex was responding to imperialism with violence.


Some of the reasons adduced for the new dramatic changes in Africa’s new response like the perceptions in two Northern Nigerian States of Kino and Kaduna that will be discussed shortly range from the enormous spaces opened up by the wave of democratic spirit blowing across the globe, globalisation and changing circumstances of identity articulation all over the world.


Democracy and the globalise world has thrown up its own challenges.  Change and development are at the problematic of conflicts.  Any group perceiving themselves as neglected or excluded from the terrain of political power will most certainly fight back to assert themselves especially with things happening in other places so easily available to them.  The problematic of contestations in conflict, permeates central issues of class relation, ethnicity, religion, gender, justice, social equality, inequality, citizenship rights and governance (Toure 2003:7).


Adjust to the above is the fact that at no point in world under have individual and group identity come under such intense scrutiny.  While globalization is threatening to ‘submerge the world, shrinking borders and wiping barriers, fierce nationalism are building and playing themselves out in different spheres.  Engin T Isim and Patricia K. wood puts it succinctly for us:


We approach the relationship between citizenship and identity from a perspective that sees modern citizenship not only as a legal and political membership in a nation-state but also an articulating principle for recognition of group rights.,  we conceive of citizenship broadly-not only as a set of legal obligations and entitlements which  individuals possess by virtue of their membership in a state, but also as the practices through which individuals and groups formulate and claim rights or struggle to                                   expand or maintain existing rights (Isin & Wood 1999:4)

The Nigerian Popular Theatre Alliance and The Ford Foundation.


The Nigerian Popular Theatre Alliance was formed in March 1989 in Zaria after a workshop, which brought together popular theatre animators.  Its headquarters has remained in  Zaria Kaduna State, Nigeria while it operates in the six Geo-political zones of the country.  Its mission statement run thus:

To facilitate ways of using popular theatre for development purposes.  To seek the collaboration and support of national and international organizations in the collaboration and execution of projects in the search for solutions to rural and urban development problems in conjunction with their community development strategies (Oga S. Abah 1994:19)

Using theatre and other participatory methodologies to address mainly health and other rural development related issues ranging from ‘women’s health, ‘Agriculture’ environment’ to HIV/Aids awareness campaigns in its first ten years of existence, the organization has gradually shifted to politics, governance, conflict resolution and transformation as evidenced from recent workshops from 1999 which has covered “Democracy and Governance”, “citizenship participation and accountability” and “Building Bridges” the project under review here.


The Ford Foundation on the hand was founded in 1936 as a philanthropic organization in MIchigan, U.S.A.  The West Africa Office situated in Nigeria serves Nigeria, Ghana and Senegal.  It has four broad programmes on “Human Rights and Governance” “Media, Arts and culture”, Environment and community Development” and “Reproductive Health” with the broad aims of advancing human achievement, ‘promoting international cooperation’, reducing poverty and injustice and strengthening democratic values, the organization has funded over three dozen projects till date (Kafewo 2002: 211-212)


For the particular project “building Bridges” which is aimed primarily at promoting peaceful co-existence among the inhabitants of the project sites, the foundation worked with three different organizations.  These are the Nigerian popular Theatre Alliance based in Zaria to work in Kaduna and Kano States, Sedcom based in Ile-Ife, Osun State in South-Western Nigeria and Baziks theatre in Abuja to work in Aba, the commercial nerve centre of Abia State in South Eastern Nigeria.


The project was divided into three phases phase one is devoted to baseline study when participatory learning and Action (PLA) which is a cavalcade of tools that the community members can handle was used to teas out information on immediate and remote causes of conflicts in the affected communities and how to solve the.  The second phase is the training of groups from the communities on conflict resolution while the final phase involves community out reach programme by the groups trained for the purpose of peace building.  For the purpose of this presentation, the findings during the baseline study will be used to discuss recent perceptions of the United States.

Kaduna and Kano States pre-September 11 2001


To put the perceptions that we will discuss shortly in proper perspectives, it is necessary to look at the situation in the two state pre-September 2001.  Kaduna and Kano States were not exactly havens of peace sheltered by September 11 2001.


Historically, the area today designated as Northern Nigeria in which the two States under review Kaduna and Kano fall, have been hot beds of ethno-religious conflicts dating back to pre-colonial period. (Hogben 1967, Paden 1986, Kukah 1994) alerts us ethno-religious crisis in these areas right from the Othman Dan Fodio Jihad through the socio-economic Jihad on northern minorities (Christians and traditional religious practitioners by Sir Ahmadu Bello a progenitor of Othman Dan Fodio to the ‘Sharia’ crisis that engulfed Nigeria at the return to civil rule in 1999.


One thing that also came a cross strongly is that apart from identity articulation, perpetual tension exists between the two dominant religions of Christianity and Islam because of political manipulation (Bala Usman 1987, Siddique 2000, Okwori 2001 and Toure 2001).  The international institute for democracy and Electoral Assistance Sweden capture the situation thus:

Conversion to Islam and Christianity in Nigeria has been closely linked to the use of state power and has therefore been highly political.  Many religious and political “entrepreneurs” are eager to manipulate loyalties, and to fan the fires of divisions and hate memories for their own material objectives. (IDEA 2001:69)

So if these conditions already existed how come the sudden buck passing to the United States post September 11 2001?

Building Bridges: promoting and Consolidating Peaceful Co-existence in Nigeria-Kaduna and Kano.


Choosing the project sites: Kaduna states can be divided into ‘three distinct zones’.  The northern part of the State is made up of predominantly Hausa Fulani ethnic group and are Moslems.  The metropolis is cosmopolitan and the religious population is mixed.  The southern part of the State consisting of different ethnic groups are largely Christians and animists.  For the above reasons, Zaria town was chosen in the northern part, Zangon-Kataf in the southern part while Kaduna town provided the mix or balance between the two religion.


In the case of Kano, a large percentage of its over seven million projected population are found in the metropolis.  As the largest town in Northern Nigeria and in fact the commercial nerve centre of Nigeria, the State literarily begin and end in the capital.  Apart from this or as a result of this, all crises begin and end here.  Befitting perhaps for housing of the good things, it also bears the brunt of the bad times.


For the above reasons too, broad areas were chosen in Kano metropolis and its environs the first area selected were Sabon Gari, Tarauni and Gyedigyedi areas.  Sabon Gari is populated by the strangers and so houses the largest Christian population in the state and is also the only area where  sharia law does not apply.  The second area consist of Fagge area: Fagge, Kofan Mata,and Kofan Wambai.  The third and final area is Kano west consisting of Bayero University campus, federal college of education, Kabuga and Sani-manaige.

Below is distribution of research instrument

 Kaduna

	Location
	Community surveys
	Focused group Discussions
	In-Dept interviews

	Kaduna
	100
	6
	15

	Zaria
	50
	2
	5

	Zagon-Kataf
	50
	2
	5

	Total
	250
	12
	25


Kano

	Location
	Community surveys
	Focused group Discussion
	In-dept interview

	Sabon-Gari Area

Sabon Gari, Tarauni and Gyedigyedi
	80
	4
	8

	Fagge Area, Fagge, Kofan Mata & Kofan Wambai
	80
	9
	3

	Kano West:

Bayero University campus, Fed. College of education, Kabuga & Sani-manaige
	90
	8
	3

	Total
	250
	21
	14



Working through the minefields to administer the questionnaires, conduct the in-dept interviews and hold the focus group discussions was not an easy task.  In the first place the baseline study of the research coming on the hits of the first anniversary of the September 11 terrorist attacks in the United States did not help the research team.  The survey team including the contact persons had a lot of explanations to do to convince most respondents especially those of Islamic faith that we were no agents of the United States.  A lot of the explanation that we were a research team from Ahmadu Bello University Zaria sounded convincing  most of the time only to us doing the explanation.  A woman in exasperation asked while among the whole lot of people going about, she should be singled out to proffer ways of advising the country on how to achieve peaceful co-existence.


Some others easily point out that the United States have always waged war on Islam and Moslems from Afghanistan through Somalia to Iran and even the ‘encouragement’ of Israel to oppress the pedestrians in their homelands.  When remained that he most remarkable feature of American religion is its “polypiety” as one colonial called it – its religious diversity and multiversity.  A year book lists over 220 recognised denominations, and a recent encyclopaedia had no difficulty citing 1200 religious groups in America (Luedke 1987:303) and that the attacks could be more coincident that they happen to be Muslims, they vehemently resist this line of thought.  Reminded also that America has as at today about seven million practising Muslims, they retorted that Muslims in America who cannot see the injustice against Islam today are either not true Muslims or are simply blinded and two grateful for the so-called new freedom that America is offering them.  According to one respondent “what is an opponent of Saddan Hussain going to say to America after he is given refuge and encouraged to commit crimes against his country and Islam?”  This is a direct challenge to American patriotism, which is said to have a “sort of abstraction about it that makes it uniquely difficult and valuable: it is a devotion not to specific physical place, gene, pool, cuisine or cultural tradition, but to a political and social vision, a promise and the idea of freedom” (Lueke 1987:29).


However with so much propaganda blaring across the airwaves from the two sides of the conflict, people are to be forgiven for holding certain positions even if it means in doing so they went beyond rational reasoning.


Proponents of anti Islamic view are not with out a case entirely.  The truth is that the principle architects of the September 11 bombings practice a radical brand of Islam.  When the reprisal actions came against the groups where they were, they could not suddenly be classified as Buddst because they are not.  The situation became extremely tight and delicate for the United States to handle.  On both sides, it was as Muslims and it was also difficult not to see any action against them as against Muslims.  The Secretary of State Collin Powell was hard done explaining the United States position at the 244 Annual National leadership conference of Anti-Defamation league:

The president made it clear that the worldwide terrorism is our adversary, not Islam. And when isolated acts of hatred did occur against members of our Muslim community, our Muslim brothers and sisters, we swiftly and strongly condemned them (Powell 2002:2)

The anti-Islam and Anti-Arab views are even corroborated by independent sources.  As the Economist of 2002 notes:

Since the events of September 11, 2001, with the attacks on world trade centre and the pentagon (alleged to have been carried out by the al-Queda terrorists), the identity of Arab-American, whether Muslims or not has been attracting some new racial attacks in certain circles (Toure 2003:5)

Our work was further made difficult when the research was caught up with the Kaduna beauty pageant mayhem of November 21,2000.  Self-preservation was the key word as we all fled for our many days.  The riots stirred up vehement and fresh hostility that threatened to paralyse the entire work. W hen we returned to Kaduna nearly one week after the crisis many people were extremely despondent about the prospects of peaceful co-existence not only in Kaduna but also in the whole country.  We left Kaduna feeling a sense of personal loss as many of the youth groups and community members with whom we had held discussions in areas like Rigasa, Kaballa West, and Kano were killed in the ensuing beauty pageant riots.  (Abah 2002:7).


Statistical analysis of the respondents in terms of factors that provoke violence is quite revealing.  While the research team is looked at with suspicion and made to deny any link with America before they are attended to, 71% and 75% of the respondents in Kaduna and Kano  respectively acknowledge that very frequently religion provokes violence.  Similarly in Kaduna and Kano 41% and 46% respectively agree that ethnicity easily came violence.  In this category, even trivial things like stereotypes of Loquaciousness and arrogance of given ethnic groups are cited as factors that can provoke violence.


About 45% of the respondents also agree that politics could also be another cause of violence.  Even though fever women believe that poverty cause violence, both sexes are in agreement that poverty can easily provoke violence.  A careful look at one of the research tools in-depth interviews reveal that religion, poverty/unemployment, ethnicity are some of the deeply expressed factors responsible for conflict in Nigeria.


The interesting thing with the tools aid the way questions were framed was that it allowed for triangulation.  A response under one tool says focused grouped discussion could be corroborated or contradicted in in-depth interview.  Similarly, even within the same tool the response to question ten may reveal the weakness or strength of the response to question two.  Thus towards the end of most interview or discussions, it becomes easy to see or hear somebody who was blaming the whole situation on America to now cite leadership problem, resource control and allocation, biased media reporting, rumour mongering, illiteracy etc as factors responsible for conflicts in Nigeria.

Tentative comments on findings and conclusions.


Thus far, we have seen that the American war on terrorism handled after the attack on the World Trade centre and the pentagon created a lot of misconceptions about its role in world affairs in the two Northern States of Nigeria – Kaduna and Kano especially among its Muslim population.  However, like our background discussion showed, there were fertile grounds for the seeds of discord to germinate.  Successive leaders at both state and federal levels have always played politics with ethno-religious issues for their own gain.  Hate memories fuel the current political-cum religious battles, while multitude of religious and political entrepreneurs stand ready to mobilise primordial sentiments for profane material objectives.  Numerous actors have a stake in the promotion of ethno-religion conflicts because the associated arithmetic of numbers underpinning conflicts often translate into jobs, contracts, the creation of local governments and states, as well as representation in the national Assembly. (IDEA 2001:73-74).


While the missionaries encouraged the spread of Christianity in the south and the middle Belt, Sir Ahmadu Bello came to ‘right the wrong’ for the northerners and was eventually killed by southern 1930/Christian officers, the immediate events that led to the Nigerian civil war.


General Buhari accentuated the Muslim agenda by appointing a Muslim as his deputy ignoring the hither to convenient arrangement of balancing the two major religions in government.  General Babangida who pretended to have restored this balance was more dangerous as he went on to surreptitiously raise Nigeria’s observer status at the OIC (organization of Islamic countries) to full membership with out the knowledge of his deputy Ubitu Ekiwe and foreign minister Bolaji Akinyemi.


Even the sharia issue that because major conflagration from 1999 had been raising its about sharia in the constituent assembly in 1978 and 1995 constitutional conference.  Ironically, due to politics, Obasanjo who declared sharia “a no go area” in 1978 and imposed a compromise text allowing the composition of sharia court of Appeal as military ruler in 1978 decided to keep quiet or at best hide under the constitution in 1999 thereby paving the way for the declaration across northern states beginning with Sani Ahmed of Zamfara in October 1999 culminating in the February 21st bloody clashes sin Kaduna.


It is clear that in the states under review just like other areas of conflict, the states  have lost their legitimacy by serving particular interests.  For every state legitimacy is linked to the provision of public goods but more arbiters that guarantees the security of all sections of society.


This is not to say that the factors are internal and so the United States of America  need not worry at all.  In fact far from it.  No one should under estimate the power of the elite to manipulate and use religion especially to came chaos.  In order to call a dog a bad name and hang it, the northern Muslim elite have very crafty demonised anything Western in order to keep their people perpetually backward and hood wink them into hatred of Christianity and as an epitome of western values thereby maintaining their choice  positions in the socio economic scheme of things (Abah 2002:7)


The litany of literature available on how sharia was sold as an antidote to the moral decadence of Westernization /globalization spearheaded by the United States attest to this.  A sampler of the list (filaba 2002, Kazaure MU “Gains of sharia in  Nigeria”, weekly Trust June 8-14 2001:29, Ali Mazrui weekly Trust may 18-24 2000:11-12, suleiman “Westernzation: A Turning point” WT Feb. 9-15 2001:32”, The Collapse of Westernization” in WT.  Dec. 1-7 2000: 24 “Westernization and sharia: The imperatives of westernisation” WT Sept. 28-oct.5 2000:20, I Ibrahim A, “Islamic values under Threat-communiqué” Daily Trust may 9 2002:5)


It is in the same vain that thousands of children are currently being derived of immunization from polio as kano, Zamfara and Bornu States (Daily Trust Feb. 24 2004: 1-2, vanguard February 23 2004: 1-2).  The vaccines are said to contain chemicals that is calculated to retard the population growth of the northern States by who else but the west.  Interest Kaduna State gave the all clear to the vaccine at the last hour perhaps due to pressure by its overwhelming Christian population.  The sad thing is that even though Muslims are in the majority in these States where the vaccines have been banned, a substantial part of the Christian population will have their children derived of access to these vaccines.


Inspite of the above, the United states will only ignore on going perceptions about it in Nigeria at its own peril.  To start with there is a high level of  awareness about the events of 9/11. 91.2% are aware in Kano while 80.3% are aware in Kaduna.  In trying to unrevel the suspected reasons that could have triggered the event, the survey teased out a number of questions with the view of making respondents identify with any or all of them.  The options are: America’s domination of the world, America’s strong support for Israel and solidarity of the executors of the September 11 attacks with the Palestinians.  Most however did not agree with any of these options majority simply say that people dislike America. 58.9% in Kaduna and 78.4% are of this opinion in Kano.


While as much as 42% of Christian’s condemned the attack on America, 27.3% of Muslims say that the attacks were justified.  There were more people who condemned the retaliatory the attacks in Kaduna and Kano. 29.7% condemned the attacks in Kaduna while only 22.9% condemned it in Kano.  This is no doubt due to the composition of the two States in terms of Christians and Muslims one area of agreement however is the general notion that the attacks were religious rather than political or ideological. 68.1% of the respondents are of this opinion in Kano while 63.1% are of this opinion in  Kaduna.


A look at the reaction in the two States will show clearly the religious bias-while the Christian dominated survey in Kaduna and the population in Sabon-Gari Kano balanced out the average of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the action at 23.6% each!


However these statistics should not fool anyone.  The Muslims who dominate the States and triggered off the retaliatory attacks and who labour the negative perceptions most are resolute on what they want.  Hear one of them in Fagge local government Area who has a lot of anti-American posters on the walls of his shop.  The posters range from those eulogising Saddam Hussain through Osama Bin Laden to the late maximum dictator in Nigeria sani Abacha.  The young man said that:

Majority of us here in Kano are happy about what happened… Americans are permanently waging war against Islam.  Americans believe their own religion is superior to others but we know according to the Quoran that Islam is first among all other religions accepted in heaven.  Because of this, God himself has motivated his servant to destroy America as we have seen in the September 11 events (Abah 2002:18)


As a lot of the respondents talk about America’s domination of the world and its anti-Islamic posture America needs to do a lot of soul searching.


Beyond the double standard displayed in its dealing with the state of Israel, America needs a lot of convincing to do on how even Islamic governments who repress their own citizens at home quickly become their friends once it is convenient.  If the militant Islamic youths on the streets of Kano and Kaduna are anti-United States because of sentimental reasons, the policy makers should spare a thought and listen to people like Tom.


Malinowski, Washington Advocacy Director for Human Rights watch when he opined that “The Irony is that getting too close to countries that crush religious freedom may be more dangerous for America right now than keeping its distance-particularly when the religion being crushed is Islam” (Malinowski 2001:1).


If as Secretary of state powell said “so much misery, danger and instability around the world today is caused and exacerbated by intolerance, whether its in the middle East, South eastern Europe, or central Africa; whether its in Cyprus or Sri Lanka, Northern Island or Indonesia.  And when whenever ethnic and religious hatred help to fuel a conflict, it becomes all the more virulent and intractable with result to finding a solution” (powell 2002:3); and if the historic role of America is to fight for a new just and peaceful world where all humans will be free to pursue their life’s happiness and develop, then it should be seen to be fair to all.  It should not build up president Musharaf of Pakistan today became it is convenient to use him to apprehend the al-Queda members and turn round to hurt him tomorrow once today objectives is achieve.  When people perceive double standard, they are most likely going to react negatively.


Since no one wants to be seen to be doing ‘good’ to an ungrateful people, the goodness should come in a transparent manner to be appreciated by all.  What is more like the case of Nigeria and the states covered by the project in this study, why should America the source of danger to poor innocent victims whose only crime will be sharing the same faith with some Americans.
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