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Abstract   
 
 The relationship between democratization and development is the most explored subject of 
enquiry after the debate on communism and capitalism. Since the 1960s, development 
scholars have assumed a challenging task of outlining the link between democratization and 
development. Social capital is understood in a way that it either compliments or impedes the 
link between democratization and development. This study attempts to contribute to this 
debate by outlining specificities of social capital in the context of rural African setting and 
how that specific kind of social impacts upon the relationship between development and 
democratization. This is carried out by a comparison of two different communities i.e. the 
Ijaw communities in the Niger Delta in Nigeria and Gammalebogo communities in the Far 
North region of Limpopo Province in South Africa. These two communities offer a viable 
case study towards the understanding of the relationship between democratization and 
development vis-à-vis the impacts of traditional leadership and a communal way of life. In 
essence, it is the hypothesis of this study that the notion of traditional leadership has been 
overlooked by “democratic governments”, and equally so by development scholars, in their 
exploration of the link between democratization and development. This results in a linear 
understanding of the process of development. This way of approaching development 
inhibits further discoveries of different ways through which development is attainable, as we 
attempt to illustrate with the two case studies we selected in this paper. We observe 
specificities of social capital as a social phenomenon within the context of both 
Gammalebogo communities and Ijaw communities- the kind of social capital which 
according to established perceptions (Putnam, Huntington, for example), is believed to be 
conservative and therefore ultimately termed “bad social capital”. We take issues with the 
view that certain patterns of socialization should be deemed “bad social capital”. 
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Introduction: Conceptual Framework 
 
When confronted with the question of development we find ourselves operating within 
established traditions of thinking by deducing from known successful cases; retrospectively 
conducting acid-test on cases we are trying to make sense of. We then decide whether a 
given case falls within the confines of our understanding of how development and 
democratization ought to take place. Two possible observations arise out of this approach. 
Quite often we find that (1) a case -- displaying either failure or success of the phenomenon 
we are trying to study -- is explainable in terms of established ways of understanding the 
phenomenon or (2) a case is a “miracle” because it defies established theoretical projections 
on how the phenomenon ought to take place. Cases that fall under the latter explanation (i.e. 
“miracles”) are dubbed so because they follow strange patterns, violating established and 
tested hypotheses and, as a result are often sidelined from mainstream discussions because 
of their very miraculous nature. 
 
The idea of a miraculous pattern of development is an indication that a little has been done 
to enhance the understanding that social phenomena (e.g. development) are largely 
characteristically specific. The fact that certain regions experience particular path of 
development does not necessarily warrant that conditions that existed in such cases are 
ultimately impeccable prerequisites for development everywhere. While it should remain an 
objective of scholars to make general projections regarding how countries democratize and 
develop1, it should however equally remain in sight that general inferences need to be made 
in a manner that limitations are noted. This paper attempts to map out the specificities of 
social capital, as a social phenomenon. The paper argues that, different societies experience 
social capital in different ways; therefore there can be no universal form of social capital. The 
idea that different societies may experience social capital in a more or less similar manner, 
may itself inhibit realization of the genre of social capital emerging from societies that have 
not received full observation in relation to this matter. This paper observes societies that 
have not received much attention in relation to this matter with the aim to find out why 
those societies continue to experience problems in pursuing development goals. Does this 
have to do with the type of social capital they seems to have? What makes other societies 
develop more rapidly and successful than others? Putnam attempts to answer this question.  
 
Putnam attempts, in Making Democracy Work, to address the concern “why other 
communities are better able than others to manage collective life and sustain effective 
institutions” (1993:121). In his approach, Putnam adopts Coleman’s conceptualization of 
social capital to explain why communities respond the way they do to democratization and 
development initiatives. For Putnam, social capital- which is an essential component of 
development- results out of social or is indicated by, voluntary crosscutting-associations 
among citizens. Social capital, writes Putnam (1993), can be measured by looking at the 
“civicness” of community. The “civic life” or engagement is a result of and may also lead to 
a complex chain of relations essentially characterized by trust and personal loyalty. Such 
relations, while shaping the political machinery, are not political by origin and orientation 
(Putnam 1995: 665). 
  
                                                 
1 See for example, Huntington S. The Third Wave: Democratization in the Twentieth Century (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma, 1991)   
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In his analysis of community responses to democratization and development, Putnam 
employs the concept of social capital as an explanatory variable. This is shown in an 
extensive study he conducts Italy; Putnam conceptualizes social capital as a sine qua non for 
a successful institutional sustenance and therefore, development. We find a similar an almost 
similar approach in Samuel P. Huntington’s work.2 Huntington writes: “One can always 
impute a capacity for “adaptation” [successful democratization leading to development] to 
those who survive and lack of it to those who perish” (Groth 1979: 206). This suggests that 
those who perish do so because they fail to attain proper institutions necessarily 
commensurable to development.  
 
This approach offers only one way of thinking about the question of development and 
democratization i.e. the “tried and tested” pattern of development, deduced from cases 
where democratization and development were successfully achieved. Unsuccessful cases are 
then treated as cal de sac toward the understanding of development and democratization 
processes. This is because once a case is deemed a failure, its specific pattern is permanently 
looked upon as a negative contribution towards the understanding of development. Such 
cases (i.e. failure cases) are always analyzed within the context of successful ones, rather than 
in their own.  
 
One of the shortfalls in this area of enquiry is that, instead of projecting the notion of social 
capital or institutionalization in a context sensitive manner, scholars have a tendency of a 
giving a fixed picture which is context biased. This can be seen, for example, with Putnam’s 
notion of “bad social capital” and also Huntington’s dichotomy of “good” and “bad” 
institutionalization. As it is correctly pointed out, “…Huntington sees the developed world, 
characterized by high levels of organization and institutionalization as fundamentally 
different from the developing or underdeveloped world” (Groth 1979:212). The type of 
institutions that are perhaps peculiar or prevalent in underdeveloped world are, following the 
dichotomization, reasons why such regions fail to adapt to democratic culture and economic 
development. In a sense, such regions are not endowed with conditions necessary to secure 
economic development. Therefore, instead of studying the peculiar nature of such 
institutions and how they can be manipulated toward development ends, the approach has 
been to rid the developing nations of such institutions.  
 
Our focal point here is Putnam’s notion of “bad” social capital, which we think is 
comparable to Huntington’s idea of bad institutionalization. We aim to explore how this 
outlook reflects on patterns of socialization existing in certain societies. That certain ways of 
life are conservative and consequently bear negative impacts on democratization and 
development is the view we attempt to challenge here. We illustrate through support of 
empirical evidence that more than just being utterly insubstantial -- due to the argument that 
social relations should be understood within historical context -- the idea of bad social 
capital continues to jeopardize prospects for successful democratization and institutional 
sustenance in underdeveloped world. Our analysis is informed by a survey of Gammalebogo 
communities in Limpopo Province, South Africa and the Ijaw Communities in Nigeria.  
 
It is not our aim to attempt what one can say is a new conception of social capital, we only 
wish to stretch the existing conception (Coleman and Putnam’s) further than where it was 
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originally aimed at. We attempt to show that had it not been for domination of the 
seemingly pre-emptive idea that some institutions only yield bad social capital or 
conservative organizational culture, much in terms of development could be made out of 
existing institutions and the ways of life in underdeveloped world. We argue that the mode 
of institutionalization and patterns of socialization in the two cases we observe here -- the 
two traditional societies -- is not inherently incommensurable to development and 
democratization. 
 
We look at the connection between traditional leadership structures and ways of life in the 
Ijaw Communities and Gammalebogo communities, respectively, and try to see if some 
degree of useful social capital can be identified in the region. We enquire if the type of social 
capital identifiable in these cases is of a different genre from what Putnam, for example, 
identifies as good social capital. That would be to explore the reasons why the type of social 
capital prevalent in these cases is incapable of being utilized to achieved democratization and 
development.  
 
Our paper addresses two points: First, that the type of social capital in these case studies is 
inherently incommensurable to development and institutional sustenance. We demonstrate 
the inadequacies of this perception. Secondly, that the type of social capital prevalent in 
these cases has not been realized and used to further development ends. We wish to develop 
and illustrate this view. 
 
The core reason for institutional failures in these cases is because the type of social capital 
prevalent there is continually overlooked and written-off. Even democratic regimes in these 
cases are struggling in dealing with this problem. Thus, democratic governments continue to 
import, following recommendations deducted from successful cases of development, 
institutions that are quite confrontational to local culture and communal way of life. This 
results in a disjuncture or weaker linkages between role players in the process of 
democratization and development. For democratization and development to proceed evenly, 
writes Peter Evans, there should be “Mutually reinforcing relations between governments 
and groups of engaged citizens …” (1996: 1119). What this entails is that, if local institutions 
are alienated throughout the process of development, specifically as a result of the (negative) 
impacts of alien institutions on indigenous ones, citizens will also feel alienated since their 
ways of life faces a challenge. 
 

Many scholars have enquired as to whether public attitude has causal effects on the 
establishment and sustenance of democratic governance. Edward Muller and Mitchell 
Seligson attempt to address this question in their paper Civic and Democracy3. They answer the 
question in affirmative. While civic culture or high levels of interpersonal trust do not 
necessarily promote democratization (Muller and Seligson 1994:646) that, however 
determines how government initiatives are absorbed by citizens. Furthermore, the higher the 
civic culture, the more pressed the government is to deliver and to account for its conducts. 
This illustrates the reciprocity of participatory democracy and the importance of relations 
that facilitate such a system. An important point to note is the link between government 

                                                 
3 See Muller and Seligson “Civic and Democracy: The question of causal relationship”, in America Science 
Review, Vol.88,No.3, 1994 



 6

authorities and citizens, which is to a larger extent shaped by the latter and the former’s 
respective attitude towards each other. This reciprocal relationship steers the process of 
democratization and development. 

 

Our findings from both Ijaw community and Gammalebogo communities indicate that the 
government programs are usually not well received especially in the latter region. This results 
in the situation whereby local government authorities are under no pressure to account for 
their conducts including programs they initiate. Therefore, it becomes clear that lack of 
connection between citizens and government authorities, due to the government’s failure to 
acknowledge indigenous ways of life, compromises democratization and development 
initiatives.  

To sustain development and democratization, different groups and role players in the society 
need to be tied together throughout the entire process. The link is even more important in 
the beginning of the process of development and democratization. The relationship between 
different sectors of the society (government, civil society groups, and other informal social 
groups) is mediated by trust: social capital. The question surfaces as to what type of social 
capital is involved here. This question cannot be answered in abstraction since the most part 
of relations depend on cultural variables, which differ per case. Therefore social capital 
would develop within a given context, shaped by specific historical conditions.  

It is important to construe the notion of social capital in an open-ended manner; which 
means it can hardly be permanently attached to specific cultural traits, although it might be 
abundant in specific settings. Scholars have approached this question differently; both in a 
context sensitive manner and equally in a universalistic approach. The universalistic 
approach often risks the danger of presenting specific accounts of development as 
universally applicable laws. An interesting approach to the question, it seems, is the one 
argued for by Mark Granovetter. Granovetter takes off from the idea that “the bahaviour 
and institutions to be analyzed are so constrained by ongoing social relations that to construe 
them as independent is a grievous misunderstanding” (1985: 421). This sociological 
approach illuminates the point that patterns of social behaviour are embedded in indigenous 
ways of life. While a certain degree of autonomy can arise in terms of the evolution of 
patterns of behaviour, this takes place not at the initial stage of democracy but plausibly at an 
advanced stage.  

This approach is quite different from earlier versions, whose approach of trends in 
development appears to be an ipso facto analysis. For example, particular institutions and 
patterns of socialization evident at advanced stages of development are thence interpreted as 
prerequisite for development. Alexander Groth identifies this problem with Huntington’s 
work on institutionalization. Huntington states that institutional development is a necessary 
stage for democratization. Huntington argues that countries that show higher levels of 
institutionalization are in a better position to sustain democratization and development than 
those that are weaker in this respect.   
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However, it is shown that higher level of institutionalization referred to by Huntington has 
often been experienced at an advanced level of democratization and development. The same 
observation seems to hold for social capital, it is not always clear as to whether social capital 
is a prerequisite or a residue of successful democratization and development. The types of 
social relations that are perceived to be prerequisite for development often appear at an 
advanced stage of the process of democratization and development. Robert Putnam‘s 
observation of democratization and development in Italy is another work that points to 
correlation between successful development and “good” patterns of behaviour. In his 
account of development disparities in Italy, Putnam sees the successes attained in Northern 
Italy in terms of conditions that were not present in Southern Italy. Thus, Northern Italy 
experienced high levels of institutional development because the region was endowed with 
specific patterns of behaviour which were significantly not seen in Southern Italy; hence the 
latter’s stagnancy in development and democratization. 

The main aim of this report is to explain patterns of behaviour in rural African setting, with 
the aim to illuminate how they fair up with the idea of democratization and development. 
Rural development in Africa is a serious challenge that needs to be studied carefully. The 
approach has been to bring rural communities up to par in terms of development. The 
challenge is that social relations in rural African communities are largely defined by 
indigenous institutions such as traditional leadership structure. The report identifies three 
important layers that are connected to each other in a way that constitute an entirety in rural 
communities: 

 Local Government Authority 

 Community based organizations/civil society 

 Indigenous institutions/traditional leadership structures 

These three spheres parallel each other. At times, the relationship between these spheres can 
be quite confrontational as the institutions struggle for recognition and social or political 
space. This may result in the situation where another sphere attempts to usurp others. That 
presents a point of disjuncture and often has detrimental effect on the entire structure and 
the processes of democratization and development.  

In rural African setting the extent and nature of social capital is assessed by looking at the 
extent to which these three spheres complement each other. Intolerance or lack of 
cooperation among these three spheres (citizens, NGOs, and Local Government) may at 
first glance be a negative measure of social capital, however a closer look may reveal 
consistencies in terms of lack of cooperation, or in the form of lack of cooperation. If 
intolerance between these three levels of society runs too deep and consistent, that may be n 
expression of some kind of social capital in itself, and not necessarily bad social capital.  

To tackle the question from a different angle, we ask what lessons, if any, are deducible from 
the situation of lack of cooperation between the three spheres. It would be narrow to hastily 
conclude that there is nothing that can be learned from cases that have recorded negative 
connections between the three spheres. If the problem of lack of cooperation presents itself 
consistently, then we have a complex scenario which requires a deeper analysis.   
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In the two cases we observe here, there is a form of lack of cooperation expressed through 
adherence to traditional way of life. Traditional way of life is embodied in traditional 
leadership structure, which has since become a point of disjuncture in the process of 
democratization and development in post apartheid South Africa. Traditional leadership 
structures seem to embody what Putnam perceives as “bad” social capital. This is because 
socialization traits within the institution fail to positively work towards active participation in 
democratization and development.   

However, a careful observation of the internal logic of the behavioural and cultural attributes 
that flow out of traditional leadership structures point to the direction that there might be 
nothing inherently bad about the form of social capital that flows from this institutions. Our 
approach is that, where patterns of socialization seem not to commensurate development 
and democratization, it is necessary to enquire as to look deeper for the causes of the 
missing link. In the two cases we observe here, we will thus enquire as to why patterns of life 
associated with traditional leadership structures have not been able to play a positive role 
towards democratization and development.  

At the core of our enquiry is traditional leadership structure: an institution dominant in rural 
communities. In the two cases we observe here, development programs are predominantly 
initiated by the national government through local government office. Further, NGOs play a 
role in initiating Community Development Forums in partnership with the private sector. 
For this network of initiatives to stand, it requires “complimentarity” among different 
institutions involved. It is necessary for interactions among role players to complement each 
other towards a common end namely, development and prosperity. Peter Evans states that 
“complimentarity is the…way of conceptualizing mutually supportive relations between 
public and private sector” (Evans 1996: 1120).  

We observe in Gammalebogo and Ijaw that there has been a consistent lack of coordination 
among different layers and role players. These two regions are characterized by antagonistic 
relationships among role players and institutions. The aim of our report is to explain the 
disjuncture and the subsequent failures in development and democratization in these areas. 
The report attempts to explain these challenges in terms of the idea that patterns of 
socialization that are dependent on indigenous institutions (such as traditional leadership 
structure) are continually written off from the category of what constitutes good social 
capital. This perpetuates antagonistic relationships among different community sectors, 
which in turn inhibit the processes of democratization and development. The antagonistic 
relationships existing in the cases we observe here are to some extent created and 
exacerbated by the attitude held by development scholars towards regions displaying certain 
types of institutions and patterns of socialization. Finally, we conclude that the continuation 
of this disjuncture among different levels and institutions in rural African setting, calls for 
further enquiries and a fresh look at these societies, and their specific ways of life.    

Let us now turn to the background of our case studies, so that it can be understood why 
they were selected for observation. When looking at these cases, we need to note their 
diversity in terms of culture, leadership structure, and also transitions that these regions have 
experienced in the past ten years or more. It is against this background that we attempt to 
extract an analytic point of convergence that cuts through diversities in these cases. We 
intend to advance the idea that there is something that surpasses the diversity in these cases, 
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namely their patterns of development (or lack of one); which we believe requires a deeper 
observation. We begin with the case of Gammalebogo in South Africa where we carried out 
our first survey, and then move on to the Ijaw case, where we concluded our observation. 

 

Historical background of Gammalebogo Community     

Gammalebogo is a complex of villages situated in the Far North region of Limpopo 
Province in South Africa. This includes approximately thirty one villages conveniently 
constituting what is known as Mogalakwena and Blouberg Development Forum. Each an 
every community has approximately three hundred households. These villages form part of 
rural South Africa.  

After the first democratic elections in South Africa, 1994, the government prioritized 
development and democratization in rural sites.  This is because apartheid government 
neglected rural areas; resulting in the dichotomy of rural underdeveloped areas alongside 
urban semi-developed areas. There was no development of any kind in rural areas. Apartheid 
government viewed rural areas as reserves for the labour-force needed for smooth running 
of urban based economy.4 Therefore majority of citizens who were tied to rural areas, most 
of which still are, had limited source of income or feasible means of survival due to lack of 
economic activities in rural areas. Of course there has always been some degree of 
subsistence farming taking place in rural areas, but this hardly counts as sustainable 
economic activity due to its limited reach and backward farming methods employed. At the 
end, rural areas became economically dependent on urban areas.   

The newly elected democratic government in South Africa has therefore correctly made it its 
priority to foster development and democratization in rural areas. As a result, the new local 
government structures were formed in 1996 to ensure that “democracy reach the people” in 
rural areas. The rhetoric behind the formation of the new local government was (and 
perhaps still is) notion of participatory democracy. This would be a major challenge as the 
new institutions confronts older ones that are embedded in communities. The 
implementation of participatory democracy would require a balancing between indigenous 
institutions and the newly adopted ones. Indigenous institutions such as traditional 
leadership structures are carried over from apartheid era into the new dispensation. It is 
interesting to observe how citizens perceive the old institutions vis-à-vis the new ones. The 
main area of interest is how to account for changing attitudes shown by citizens towards old 
institutions as they confront new ones.  

A contextual approach is necessary here. One of the oldest institutions in Gammalebogo is 
the institution of traditional leadership; whose impacts among community members 
crisscrosses almost all aspects of life. This is to say that traditional leadership largely 
influences almost all patterns of socialization. This institution seems to have outlived the 
dismantling of apartheid regime, and that has resulted in mixed feeling towards the 
institution. As we observe, the attitude towards this institution is conflictual and antagonistic. 
                                                 
4 The mining industry is one of areas of the economy which whose success owes much to labour reserve 
created by apartheid government‘s colour bar laws. See Eddie Webster, Work Industrialization in South 
Africa, (Randburg: Raven Press, 1994). 
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Thus, one is either for or against the institution of traditional leadership. The point however 
is that, one way or another the impacts of traditional leadership structure is deeply embedded 
in communities with a history of this institution.  

In most cases those who argue against the continuation of traditional leadership structures in 
the post apartheid dispensation often allude to the controversial role played by this 
institution during apartheid era. A more reflective understanding of the role played by 
traditional leadership structure should assist us in making sense of the attitude towards these 
institutions as shown in post apartheid South Africa.  

During apartheid era certain “powers” were delegated from the central government to 
traditional leadership institutions with the sole purpose to maintain “control” in rural areas. 
A full outline of the flow of power from central government to rural sites through traditional 
leadership structures will deliver this report beyond desired lengths. We here focus precisely 
on how the relationship between apartheid regime and traditional leadership structures bear 
on the currently prevailing attitude towards traditional leadership institutions.  

When apartheid regime gained momentum in South Africa, the greatest challenge was to 
maintain control in rural areas since majority of the black population in the country are tied 
to rural areas. There was a “need” to maintain stability in the sense of containing possible 
insurgency in rural sites. The strategy was to use already existing structures by way of 
symbolically ceding powers and rights to such structures. In a nutshell, traditional leadership 
structures were to operate as proxies to apartheid regime.  

As result, some of the chiefs became quite oppressive to communities, as they carried out 
the repressive mandate of apartheid regime. It is against this background that the attitude 
held by communities towards traditional leadership structures need to be understood. This is 
a complicated matter because the attitude towards traditional leadership structures cannot 
easily be deduced from the surface, a lot lies beneath, in behavioural patterns. Equally, it is 
difficult to measure and understand the genre of social capital embedded in such a setting. In 
order to clarify this question, it is therefore necessary to distinguish attitudes towards 
traditional leadership structure from allegiance towards the institution. It emerges in our case 
studies that allegiance towards traditional leadership is stronger than the attitudes shows 
towards this institutions (due to the controversial relation with apartheid regime). We will 
come back to this point later.  

Further to be noted about the case study observed here (Gammalebogo) is that the larger 
amount of the work force participate in migrant labour system, which means they continue 
to spend most part of their lives in the industrial urban areas. The movement between rural 
sites and urban areas does not mean conflicting patterns of life, thus, rural versus urban. 
Urban life-style is often seen as a nest for shedding away primitive patterns of life which are 
perceived as not conducive to development and democratization, and even development of 
good social capital. Daniel Lerner explains this transition in book The Passing of Traditional 
Societies (1958), quite a telling title. While it is arguable that urban lifestyle has been spreading 
in rural areas due to migrant labour system in South Africa, the case of Gammalebogo 
indicates that there is still dominance of rural way of life when it comes to ways of 
organizing community activities, for instance. Rapid urbanization has not really shaken the 
pillars of social institutions associated with rural life-style. The being said, it is still important 
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to enquire if transition from rural to urban life-style has the potential to release good social 
capital, capable of successfully mediating towards development and democratization.  

We have found however that while there are mixed feelings or attitudes towards traditional 
leadership institution in the institutions’ current status, there is a subtle but general 
consensus regarding the integrity of the institutions per se. We have also found that 
successes in terms of development programs are achieved partly because of relations that 
exist among community members and traditional leadership institutions in areas concerned. 
We hope that the picture we attempt to paint here does put our readers in a position to 
critically engage our thoughts regarding patterns of socialization in Gammalebogo and how 
that reflect on the notion of social capital as a crosscutting relations that facilitate trust and 
corporation among communities (Putnam). Due to the constraining length of this report, we 
are unable to provide an exhaustive map that one may need to know in order to fully partake 
in the discussion pursued in the report. There are other factors that will be touched upon in 
the analysis; factors that cannot be accorded a lengthy discussion. Let us now turn to the 
historical background of the Ijaw Communities.  

The Ijaw Communities of the Niger Delta, Nigeria   

Perhaps one of the communities in which social capital has been continuously in astray is the 
Ijaw case, Nigeria. The Ijaw communities, known for staging militant reprisals against 
multinational oil companies, have experienced a consistent neglect when it comes to 
development and democratization. These communities are spread in both Rivers State and 
Bayelsa State in the Niger Delta region. The Ijaw communities lead both rural (traditional 
communal) and a semi-urban life with a smaller percentage of the community leading urban 
lifestyle in Port Harcourt area.  

Segments of the Ijaw communities that lead a predominantly communal way of life are 
found in Bayelsa State.5 These communities live predominantly on fishing fortunately 
because they are surrounded by rivers, probably hence the name Rivers State. Fishing and 
small scale farming are the greatest source of income for these communities. Communities 
gain a little, if any, from petroleum (oil) explorations taking place in the Niger Delta. One 
would expect to see in these communities the level of development and quality of life 
measuring up to the nature and value of resources being extracted from the area (i.e. 
petroleum). What is evident however are defunct and neglected development projects; wide 
spread poverty, and a clear lack of concern about the situation on the part of the central 
government (the federal government).  

In this report we concern ourselves with what actually is the problem with such 
economically potential communities. What actually fails these communities? What can be 
said about the notion of social capital in the region? We address the question: are the Ijaw 
communities solely responsible for their dire state of development due to their reluctance to 
shed away their conventional ways of life, which have culminated into what may be called 
“bad” social capital?    

                                                 
5 Bayelsa State, whose capital is Yenegoa came into being as an attempt to foster participator democracy; to 
create an administration that is physically closer to the Ijaw communities.  
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Similar to Gammalebogo communities (South Africa), the Ijaw communities show higher 
levels of allegiance to traditional leadership institution. However traditional leadership 
structures in the Ijaw land are elected by community members. Traditional leaders do not 
inherit their position; they are rather elected or appointed. The central government in 
Nigeria has reportedly used this system to impose its own proxies with the aim to contain 
communal initiatives and movements.6 This has tremendously undermined development 
initiatives. Still on the leadership structure, the Ijaw communities have three layers or levels 
that characterize the socio-political landscape: 

 The central (federal) government 

 Oil & Petroleum Companies 

 Ijaw citizens and traditional institutions. 

We explore the relationship among these role players in light of how that reflects upon social 
capital, therefore development and democratization.  

There is a weaker link among the above mentioned layers that characterize the political space 
of the Ijaw communities. The weaker link is expressed in the form of consistent neglect of 
antagonism of specific patterns of life in these communities. The central government seems 
to be responsible for the neglect and lack of coordination in the region. It is difficult not to 
notice that multinational oil companies are actually more in touch with communities than it 
can be said about the central government of Nigeria. While these companies have gained a 
reputation as ruthless exploiters of resources concerned only with making profits, which is 
true, they are relatively in a position to assists in development in the area. Oil companies 
operating in the Niger Delta are more in touch which communities within which they 
operate. This conclusion, odd as it my be, is strengthened by the role (or lack of one) 
assumed by the central government of Nigeria namely, being a ‘middle man’ while citizens in 
Ijaw land are engaged in fierce dialogue with the private sector (oil companies) around 
development and prosperity.  

The situation in Nigeria, as noted in a different context (Margaret Levi 1998), is that of a 
government being unable to successfully harness the given ways of life and patterns of 
association towards development ends. The government is rather engaged in an offensive 
with the people. However, the people of Ijaw land have not given up on attempts to forge a 
better life as they bypass the government by interacting directly with the private sector 
through picketing and mass action. We look at the manner in which these communities 
confront development and democratization deficit. We observe how their attitudes and 
patterns of behaviour in their struggle for development reflect upon our understanding of 
social capital.  

It is crucial that we firstly discuss research methods that were employed to carry out this 
research work.  
                                                 
6 This is according to the Interview with Chef Timi Gumus, the United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP) appointee in Bayelsa State., Nigeria. 
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Research Methods 

Our research methods correspond to our selection of case studies. We use different methods 
that may be considered apart from each other: we observe South Africa and Nigeria. Our 
methods are deliberately sporadic.  Our intention is to cast the net wide by using different 
methods and see if it is possible to arrive at results that identify uniform trends. If our 
selected methods do not achieve our objectives, then they will lead us to reviewing our 
questions and hypotheses. We use both quantitative and qualitative research methods. The 
aim is to avoid remaining within confines of a single method as that might inhibit the 
advantage of the other.   

We do not intend our work to be entirely scientific and at the same time we avoid 
oversimplifying conclusions based on no real substantive calculations. To deal with this 
challenge, we synthesized qualitative and quantitative approaches. We also used both covert 
and overt field observations. Our method, which is not really disciplined, is based on the 
realization of impediments that were likely to be encountered in a research of this nature, 
particularly the fact that communities observed here predominantly lead a rural ‘closed’ way 
of life. It is difficult for outsiders to break into these communities and request information 
that can only be attained from intimate interaction. We designed out research in order to 
meet challenges of this sort. 

 In relation to the case of Gammalebogo, we conducted a field survey, visited sites and also 
conducted informal interviews/discussions with community members. We attended 
community functions where we held discussions aimed at eliciting their perceptions about 
their own patterns of socialization. We informally solicited people’s feeling regarding 
institutions that surround them. It is in Gammalebogo that we conducted a questionnaire 
survey across age, gender, and occupation. We sampled more than 80 questionnaires across 
different villages. We covered over 60 % of the villages as we could not reach all thirty one 
villages.  

We also had formal interviews with officials from local government office, thus, Municipal 
office. Our questionnaires were not watertight as we intended to attain as much information 
as possible, including what we might have not been aware of before visiting the sites. As 
most researchers would be aware, there is the type of information we could not attain by 
asking direct questions. To work around this challenge, we resolved to ask broader 
questions, giving our interviewees a leeway to say as much as possible believing that 
something we might want to learn about will come out during discussions. We have 
confidence that this strategy yielded good results since we believe we attained unfettered 
information. We used this strategy because we explored the most volatile topic in the 
communities namely, patterns of relations surrounding traditional leadership structures, local 
government, and citizens at large. Asking direct questions on this topic would turn our 
survey into a ‘witch hunt’, which would jeopardize the study.  

 



 14

We also had semi-informal interviews with community leaders who served in School 
Governing Bodies, Burial Societies, and community development forums: the most 
important institutions in rural setting. Our interviews with these people were formal in the 
sense that we scheduled them on our part, but we caught our interviewees unaware; carrying 
out their daily activities. For example, we interviewed the former Chairperson of the School 
Governing body while he was washing his car. We believe this semi-formal strategy releases 
tension that often comes with completely formal interviews. We also allowed interviewees to 
set a broad background discussion on what they believe are the most pressing issues in the 
community. Some of the interviewees were able to address the questions straight away, while 
other needed help in terms of unpacking the question into specific issues. Generally, the 
objective was to conduct a survey in a non-preemptive manner. We knew what we wanted to 
ask about, however, we were also aware that there might be important elements that are not 
captured in our hypothesis. To recaptures such elements, we had to listen to our 
interviewees.   

The case of Nigeria proved to be the most difficult to survey due to the fact that we were 
seen as outsiders in the area. Unlike in South Africa, where we easily attained access to 
community cycles – since one of us grew up in the area -- it was difficult to gain confidence 
of our interviewees in Nigeria. We decided to carryout informal interviews and discussions 
with NGOs that we identified. More problematic was that the area we visited, Rivers State, is 
so heavily policed that it would be difficult, if not dangerous, for one to formally carryout a 
questionnaire survey. Anything that will make us look like researchers would make 
authorities suspicious, given the volatility of the area. As one of out interviewees said, the 
Rivers State is a “conquered area”. The area is known for political violence, outright militant 
activities, political assassinations, and repressive policing measures. It is clearly the most 
dangerous area in Nigeria.  

We predominantly carried out a covert survey, where we observed communities while at the 
same time passively asking questions. Discussions were also held with students from 
University of Port Harcourt. While we managed to record some of the interviews on tape, 
there are interviews that we were not allowed to record because the interviewees were not 
certain about our “real” motives. We resorted to write down details of such interviews, 
reflecting on our memories.  

Every research work that involves field survey should have regard for ethics. While the 
purpose of conducting a survey is to attain the subtlest information, that should not override 
the question of ethics. There is no consensus as to what research ethics are, and what 
constitute violation of ethics. However, it can be said that certain ways of extracting data are 
unbecoming and disrespectful of research subjects. This depends also on the context and the 
nature of work being conducted. A research work can be conducted to attain delicate 
information without wholly compromising research ethics.   

We conducted our survey in a way that we balance the call for adherence to research ethics 
against the risk of compromising scholarly research. Of course there are those who may feel 
betrayed by our analysis and conclusions, however that is solely in the interest of academic 
research and not to belittle people we talked to. We resorted to covert observation (mostly in 
the case of Nigeria) because it would be compromising for us to gain authorized entry, and 
that would also jeopardize the study. We also observed subtle attitudes in local government 
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office in Senwabarwana Municipality, Limpopo Province; attaining the kind of information 
that cannot be solicited openly. It is against these challenges that we wish our study to be 
understood.  

We now turn to consider how the case studies conducted illuminate on the subject of the 
relationship between social capital, development and democratization.  

    

Findings and Illuminations on the idea of social capital 

In order to make sense of patterns of socialization in rural African setting—which 
determines the nature of social capital—it is important to firstly grasp the general way of life 
pursued in the area. Central to rural African setting is the indigenous communal way of life. 
It should be noted at this point that the type of social capital (pertaining to social relations) 
that exists in the area seem not to really measure up to what is conceived to be necessary 
preconditions for development and democratization, at least as argued by Putnam in Making 
Democracy Work..  

By patterns of social relations or ways of life, we are referring to the manner in which 
societies are organized on a day-to-day basis. This refers to how citizens relate to each other 
on a daily basis. Relationships may be shaped by factors such as membership to clan, 
religious affiliations, or the sharing of dialects etc. These are among factors that shape 
patterns of associations in the two cases we observe here, and may ultimately determine the 
nature of social capital prevalent in the region. The terms “patterns of relations”, “ways of 
life” are here used interchangeably to denote ways in which citizens lead their lives and 
interact with each other in a given setting.    

The conception that certain patterns of associations, for example the ones dominant in rural 
African setting, are by their nature regressive, less vibrant and not conducive to development 
and democratization has led to attempts to reconfigure those patterns of life in line with 
proven paths of development. Attempts to reconfigure indigenous communal ways of life 
have had detrimental effects on the way in which communities respond to development and 
democratization initiatives. Such configurations are based on the perception in the field of 
development, particularly earlier conception of how democratization and development ought 
to take place, contributions such as Daniel Lerner’s The Passing of Traditional Societies (1958), 
for example.  

Our findings indicate that indigenous communal ways of life are still deeply embedded in 
rural communities despite the rapid exchange between rural areas and their urban 
counterparts. We find that communal way of life -- despite internal problems that exist 
within institutions that bear such way of life -- is still held high in the two cases we observed. 
It is our view that had that been recognized, perhaps the regions would have responded 
positively to development and democratization initiatives.  

Let us unpack this hypothesis into straightforward questions so that they can be addressed 
separately. We consider following points: 
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 What are, if any, specific patterns of life endemic to rural African setting 

 Are these specific patterns of life (associations) incommensurable to 
development and democratization 

 How do communities that bear such ways of life respond to development 
and democratization initiatives 

 How do we account for negative measures of development and 
democratization experienced in rural African setting in particular 

 Finally, how does the way we answer the above questions reflect upon the 
debate on what constitute “good” and “bad” social capital 

We attempt to address these questions in the context of Ijaw and Gammalebogo 
communities, respectively. Our emphasis is that it is narrow to overstretch certain patterns 
of associations by conceptualizing them as universally applicable.  

We now wish to elaborate on what are the specific patterns of life in rural African setting. In 
the case of Gammalebogo, we observe that traditional leadership structure cuts across 
almost all aspects of life. We do not wish to overlook internal conflict arising within 
traditional leadership institutions, and how that impacts upon perceptions of the institution. 
However this (i.e. internal conflicts within the institutions of traditional leadership) seems 
not to affect the overall perceived role of the institution in the communities involved.  

In one of the villages in Gammalebogo, My Darling Village, there are two Indunas7 who 
have been contesting each other‘s legitimacy for a long time, more than two decades. This 
conflict about who is the legitimate Induna has divided the community into two rival blocs. 
However, the conflict between the two Indunas has emphasized the extent to which the 
institution of traditional leadership shapes way of life in the said communities. This type of 
conflict within traditional leadership institution has been characterized as typical of a 
regressive institution which has lost touch with the society; the type of criticism that has 
quite often been leveled against the Catholic Church.   

Allegiance or loyalty to Induna determines which Burial society one joins; which soccer team 
one plays for, which cemetery one buries their dead. This also determines which church one 
attends and, although to a lesser extent lately which high school one can attends. The latter 
was clearly expressed in the ‘80s debacle over the new high school in My Darling Village. 
During that time, My Darling Village had resolved to build a High School so that learners do 
not have to travel a 0Km distance to access the school in the nearby village (Mamoleka 
Village). There was a consensus that My Darling Village indeed needed a High School also 
because of the increasing number of students graduating from primary school8. Despite the 
clear need for a high school there was a standstill surrounding which of the two rival 

                                                 
7 Induna is a representative of a King at the village level. This position is always passed along family lines; 
thus, it is hereditary. The King receives reports about community activities through Induna, as a ay of 
lining communities to the highest authority, the King.   
8 Information attained in an Interview with Mt France Selomo, former Chairperson of the School 
Governing Body and also an active member of traditional leadership council.  
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Indunas the new school will be build, and how should the school be named. The naming of 
the school, which came to the choice of the two spoken dialects in the village supposedly 
corresponding to each Induna, was understood as a choice as to which of the two Induna is 
legitimate. This is a typical example of internal conflicts within traditional leadership 
institution in Gammalebogo. 

The wrangling over this issue has had detrimental effect on the school project, bringing the 
project to a halt for a long time. Even after the school was finally built, it could not operate 
without a name. Each of the two Indunas pulled apart, dividing the community into rival 
camps. The school was finally named and opened, with the other rival group boycotting 
enrolling their children in the school. The boycott continued for five years after the school 
was built and even at this point there is still a belief that the school represents the influence 
of one Induna.  

One of the lessons that can be leaned from this experience is that communities in 
Gammalebogo villages are deeply shaped by allegiance or loyalty to traditional leadership 
institutions. This is so dire that one could not join or support a foot ball club that is known 
to represent a rival Induna. These trends are still evident to this day, although muted. 
Allegiance to traditional leadership institutions has not melted away despite rapid 
urbanization and cultural exchanges between urban and rural areas.   

The strong message coming out of this scenario is that the wave of urbanization that has hit 
the country has not really affected the way in which traditional leadership structures -- as an 
indigenous institution -- influence ways of life in the communities. The influence is so strong 
that, some of the groupings that are dominant in rural areas have been seen in urban areas 
among migrant labourers with connections to rural areas. Thus, the way in which migrant 
labourers relate to each other while in urban areas is reflective of patterns seen in rural areas. 

The history of communities in the far North—particularly with respect to their 
displacement—is the history of influence of traditional leadership on ways of life and the 
space that people occupy. For instance, in the Village of De Vrede9 some communities were 
forcibly removed out of their land because they reportedly refused to pay allegiance to 
‘Nduna Kibi in the ‘60s. Each an every village has its own history according to which it 
defines its existence and the type of life that it pursued. This is in the last analysis, the history 
of the influence of traditional leadership institution on community life.  

The question surfaces as to how far can we make these claims today: given the new 
democratic dispensation and its preoccupation with modern development and 
democratization. Has the conflation of traditional leadership institution and patterns of 
socialization in rural sites survived the new order? The impact of traditional leadership 
institution on patterns of socialization warrants the idea that the study of development and 
democratization in rural areas is partly an analysis of the relationship between indigenous 
institutions and the new ones.   

                                                 
9 De Vrede Village is located approximately 30 KM outside Messina , in the Far North of Limpopo 
Province, South Africa.  
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The question as to whether traditional leadership institutions should continue to influence 
patterns of relations in rural sites is outside the ambit of this report. We concern ourselves 
with what is and not what ought to be. Since inauguration of democracy in South Africa, 
patterns of socialization in rural areas seem not to have changed significantly. What seems to 
have changed is the manner in which behaviours and patterns of socialization are expressed. 
At this point in time, My Darling Village has its communities divided into two rival camps 
along allegiance to Indunas. The village is however under a single municipal authority, 
Blouberg Municipality, sometimes called Senwabarwana Municipality. The municipal 
authority, out of realization that traditional leadership institutions have only caused divisions 
in the community, attempted to pioneer development projects with less consultation and 
involvement of traditional leadership structures. The thinking behind this step, it seems, 
emerge from the idea that communities will readily buy into the new development projects 
irrespective of the fact that such initiatives are not sanctioned by traditional leadership 
institution. The deep feelings towards traditional leadership structures resulted in the 
situation whereby government initiated project (as they came through municipal authorities) 
were not well received by community. Projects were met with apathy; as communities did 
not lend their participation to such initiatives. By bypassing the embattled traditional 
leadership structures, the local government structure seems to have antagonized possible 
cooperation of communities in development projects.    

The situation in My Darling village is indeed a frustrating one for local government office. 
That the clash over the legitimacy of the two Induna has been destructive at times; it is 
incontestable, however that does not mean that the institution can easily be done ways with. 
The reality is that this institution is deeply entrenched in ways of life held among 
communities in the area. It is easier to get rid off an institution, but it is difficult to shed 
away ways of life. If ways of life are strong enough, they will require some kind of 
institutional appreciation or acknowledgement.  The continued neglect of traditional 
leadership institution by local government authorities and municipal councils has brewed 
animosity between the latter offices and the communities. This animosity is clear in My 
Darling Village, a village identified as an anchor of development in the area.  

The pervasive influence of traditional leadership structure in this village is indeed frustration 
for local government authorities. At times, the very local government structure comes under 
attach as a biased representative of a particular Induna, despite the fact that councilors 
serving in the office are elected officials. This type of suspicions are not totally unfounded: 
During our visit to Greater Blouberg Municipal Office we have been able to identify  subtle 
comments and attitudes from some employees of the local government which pointed to the 
idea that there is less regard for one particular Induna or traditional leadership camp. Our 
inference is that, the very traditional leadership camp being regarded less also expresses 
similar sentiments towards local government authorities. Therefore, interaction between 
these two levels of power, despite being a mere matter of protocol, lack sincere motivation.  

The question of animosity among citizens, local government authorities, and traditional 
leadership structures is also influenced by the controversial role that the latter (traditional 
leadership) played during apartheid era. It is well known in South Africa that traditional 
leadership structures were co-opted to serve as representatives of apartheid government 
charged with local rural administration. In order to fulfill that duty, some of traditional 
leadership institutions adopted repressive measures against their own people. Based on this 
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founded suspicion of traditional leadership structures, the new local government structures 
has emphasizes the point that traditional leadership structures are irrelevant in the new 
dispensation. This position clearly implies an attack on traditional leadership structures and 
also ways of life encompassed in this institution. A closer observation reveals even more 
complications about any institutions which seek to ground itself by rejecting the dominant 
ways of life held by communities it is erected to serve.  

Measuring how communities perceive traditional leadership structures is a complicated 
exercise since people are not always clear when asked about something they never thought 
of as an issue. In our survey of Gammalebogo, we asked the question as to whether it would 
be fruitful for the communities to continue to have traditional leadership institutions: 49% 
answered in affirmative, 36% thought that it is not viable to continue to have this institution, 
and 12% felt that they were not sure. This scores in favour of traditional leadership 
structures but not conclusively. We also attempted to find if people still have allegiances to 
ways of life embodied in traditional leadership institution.  

To gauge the above question, we asked if elders should be excluded from community affairs. 
The logic of this question stems out of the fact that traditional leadership institutions are 
predominantly staffed by elders. In this institution, elders have influential, if not final, say in 
community matters. To see how deep this way of life is held, we had to ask if elders should 
continue to play a role in community affairs: 58% felt that elders should continue to play a 
crucial role in community affairs. This is interesting because 49% of interviewees were 
within the age group of 30 – 39, and 32% were in 20 – 29. This means that the larger portion 
of our interviewees can be categorized as the youth. Therefore, it cannot be said that elders 
defended their position and role in community affairs. The youth expressed a strong position 
in support of indigenous way of life: characterized by involvement of elders in community 
affairs. Again, this is despite the wave of urbanization that has swept through South Africa 
and its impacts on communal way of life.  

Apart from traditional leadership institution, there are other aspects of life or societal 
institutions that also matter for Gammalebogo communities. Among such institutions are 
the Church; Sport related institutions, and Burial Societies. Our survey shows that 66% of 
our respondents believe that the church is the most important institution in the community; 
47% believes that burial societies are important; with 41% rating political parties as 
important (there is only one or two parties existing in the area anyway).  We selected variety 
of institutions so that interviewees can rate them individually. It is tempting to conclude that 
since the church is rated above all institutions in terms of importance (as the survey shows) 
the church is possibly a crucial seedbed for bringing about social capital. Thus, the 
community can then attain social capital outside traditional leadership structures, which are 
conflict riddled. The fact however is that, the church cannot be thought about outside 
traditional leadership institution. Loyalty to a particular traditional leadership often translates 
into attendance to a particular church. The same trend can be identified in relation sports 
clubs; those who pay allegiance to a particular traditional leader are in turn likely to affiliate 
to a corresponding football club. This is how these communities are partitioned. We wish it 
was other wise, but the reality remains.  

 



 20

At a first glance one sees the clash of generations but a closer look reveals the picture of a 
consistent trend in relation to the way in which traditional leadership structure cuts through 
the communities. The argument for the clash of generations would be motivated by the 
observation that traditional leadership structures are outdated forms of organizing the 
society and should be replaced by modern institutions dominated by the youth instead of 
elders. Traditional leadership institutions typically vests powers with elders, with the youth 
playing a supportive role.  

Our survey shows that fewer people agree with the idea that traditional leadership structures 
wield arbitrary powers. This probably has much to do with literacy levels: most people who 
think that traditional leadership structures wield arbitrary powers are those who hold a 
considerable degree of education, tertiary education. It is safe to assume that less than 10% 
of the youth in Gammalebogo area attained tertiary education. It can be projected that 
around 60% of adults in the area have not received high school education. What this entails 
is that there is a small percentage that is able to understand the new institutions of 
leadership, local government system, in an enlightened manner. Our survey in 
Gammalebogo indicates that there is indeed dissatisfaction regarding the conflicts that arise 
within traditional leadership structures. This has to do with the institution’s divisive and 
compromising role it played during apartheid area. However, not all Chiefs and Kings in 
South Africa were successfully co-opted into apartheid system, some embarked on resistance 
movements against the regime. The African National Congress (ANC) was formed by 
Chiefs, among others.   

The perceptions held towards traditional leadership structures are complex. Instead of 
downplaying the importance of this institution, it is crucial to think of a way in which the 
institution can be used progressively towards meeting new challenges. Our open-ended 
question about the future of traditional leadership shows without doubt that there is a need 
to re-integrate traditional leadership structures into the new dispensation. That could be 
achieved through political education: by bringing the institution within the ambit of 
democratic governance. This is a long journey and it requires dedication and patience. We 
will return to this in our conclusions, for now let us explore the challenges faced b traditional 
leadership structures in Nigeria, the Ijaw communities.  

 

The Ijaw case 

It is evident in relation to the Ijaw case that the solution to the embattled traditional 
leadership structure is not be found through total dismantling of the institution, but its 
revitalization through political education.10 The notion of chieftaincy runs very deep in 
Nigeria. It is so deep that it is difficult distinguish a political appointee from a traditional 
leadership representative. There is an overlap between politics and traditional leadership 
structures. Traditional leaders in the Ijaw communities are appointed by community 
members. Appointees are assessed on their standing and commitment to community affairs, 

                                                 
10 Interview with Mr Ogon Patterson, Chairman of the Ijaw Council for Human Rights, Niger Delta. 
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says Chief Timi Gumus11, a United Nations Development Program (UNDP) appointee in 
Bayelsa state. To quote Chief Gumus fully: 

…In the Ijaw communities, we have a structure. We have the Head Chief, we have a 
Council of Chiefs, the Council has a chairperson: the policy making body of the 
community, then we have the Community Development Commission (the CDC), this 
body runs the day-to-day affairs of the community. Then we have various committees, 
like the health community, the lights community, water committee, sanitation 
committee, etc…In some communities we are also have what we call the Youth Wing. 
The Chiefs are also classified into the first class and second class. These people do meet 
with the government from time to time and take instructions from government. The 
Chairman of Traditional Council of Chiefs is appointed by the government. The 
classifications I am talking about here are government classifications; the government 
says that ‘you are the first class chief; you are the second class chief’. So thee kinds of 
people are impositions by the government.   

In this scenario, a possible connection between the government and citizens is through 
the traditional leadership institution. The fact that the government has ceased this 
institution by co-opting its incumbents to ‘towing the line’ does not necessarily imply that 
this institution is as such ill-fated. Chief Gumus (quoted above) points out that this 
institution has its origin within communities. It was originally founded within 
communities rather being imposed from above by the central government. The 
government’s interference with this institution is the source of frustrations among the 
youth and the Ijaw people, and that compromises the integrity of this institution. While 
the Ijaw communities might have a problem with the current status of traditional 
leadership structure--owing to infiltration of this institution from above, by the 
government—that has not resulted in a total rejection of the institution as such.    

What we find in the Ijaw is the situation where an institution that enjoys a wider 
community support has been corrupted; and that has been done in a way that this 
institution is set on a self-destructive course. It is difficult to figure out if the composite of 
a particular traditional leadership structure constitutes a true representation of the people 
or comprises of government proxies. This is such a contested issue that much time is 
unduly devoted to this question. This, at the end, paints the picture of traditional 
leadership institutions as an institution that dwells much on self generated problems and 
fails to engage in progressive developmental agenda.  

The Nigerian government‘s manipulation of this institution has cast a dark shadow on the 
standing of this institution in the community. Ironically, it is the same government that 
argues that traditional leadership strictures are regressive and fail to assume a viable role 
when it comes to development affairs. This explains the hostile relationship between the 
youth movement and traditional leadership structures in the Niger Delta region. While the 
youth views traditional leadership institution with suspicion, a closer look reveals that 
there is still hope about the integrity of the institution. There is an acknowledgement from 
the youth that there is a need to regenerate traditional leadership institutions. Overhauling 
an institution is different from a total abolition.  

                                                 
11 Interview with Chief Timi Gumus. 



 22

At this point we can make some qualified generalizations about the changing attitudes 
towards traditional leadership in Ijaw communities and Gammalebogo communities. We 
have briefly outlines the challenges encountered by traditional leadership structures in 
both cases respectively. The Ijaw case shows a battling institution manipulated by the 
central government with detrimental effects between the institution and citizens at 
grassroots level. The central government has contaminated traditional leadership 
institutions by channeling its functionaries to that of playing a government’s subordinate; 
a corruption riddled government. This has subjected traditional leadership institution to 
criticisms from below predominantly from the youth movement. In the case of 
Gammalebogo, on the other hand, traditional leadership structures are first and foremost 
shadowed by the subordinate role they played during apartheid era. We see this 
institutions being effectively sidelined in the post-apartheid democratic dispensation. 
Despite not being fully integrated into the new local government system in South Africa, 
the traditional leadership institutions continue to shape patterns of socialization in rural 
communities, and also the way in which communities relate to the new local government 
system.   

It should be noted that in the two cases we observe here, there is no indication that 
traditional leadership institutions is inherently incommensurable to the development of 
social capital. There is considerable degree of social capital in both cases, whether t is 
good or bad social capital, that remains the question.  

In Gammalebogo, most people actively participate in community activities and 
organizations. Our survey shows that 43% of respondents consider community forums to 
be among the most important institutions in the community. Participation in various 
community forums measures at a staggering 95%. People belong to various social 
organizations including school governing bodies, Mogodisano12, political parties (although 
a single party), etc. Participation in various communal organizations, however, does not 
supersede allegiance to traditional leadership institution. This of course raises the question 
whether the type of social capital emerging here is bad or good.  

In Ijaw, existing internal divisions within traditional leadership structure do not shake the 
fact that this institution remains the hub of most social organizations in the community. 
For instance, while the church emerges to be an important institution, it is however an 
institution peripheral to traditional leadership allegiance. This indicates that no social 
organization or social institution can be thought about outside traditional leadership 
structure. Practically, almost everyone goes to church on Sunday in Nigeria: As I was 
walking around Port Harcourt, I saw a sign of a church in nearly every second street, at 
least in every bloc of buildings. Bayelsa State also has many churches which are heavily 
attended on Sundays. Clearly there are viable social organizations and ways in which 
people associate with each other. The basis for those social organizations, however, 
remains the institution of traditional leadership.  

 
                                                 
12 The term Mogodisano refers to the arrangement whereby a group of people agree to pull money together 
and that money accumulates and is then distributed among members of the group in a rotating manner 
throughout a year on an agree upon time, mostly on a monthly interval. The arrangement may also include 
items such as clothing and groceries as medium of exchange.    
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The extent to which people get together in Niger Delta is astonishing. Although Nigerian 
communities show lower levels of alcohol consumption, one still finds people sitting 
together in clusters drinking non alcoholic beverages such as Coca-Cola and Malta Beer 
(non alcoholic). Nigeria is believed to have the highest consumption rate of soft drinks, 
mostly Coca-Cola products. Most of soft drinks in Nigeria are sold in glass bottles, 
compelling buyers to drink them in stores so as to leave bottles behind. We have seen 
many people sitting together in stores drinking soft drinks, a practice seen mostly in 
relation to beer consumption.  

In Gammalebogo, given SA’s relatively higher levels of alcohol consumption, people 
usually rally together and engage in extensive discussions while consuming alcoholic 
beverages, in rural areas mostly traditional beer, Umqomboti, is involved. Further, in the 
case of Gammalebogo we see extensive levels of associational life expressed both during 
the moments of joy and grief. In moments of grief, communities rally together for burial 
ceremonies. These communities jointly participate in the grave-digging communion 
known as Diphiri13. Although our survey indicate that fewer (9%) consider this 
communion to be among the most important, attendance to this communion is very high, 
higher than church attendance. Failure to participate in grave digging communion is 
considered shame.  

Associational life and community cooperation in Gammalebogo was even stronger during 
apartheid era. For example, the first school to be built in the My Darling Village, a primary 
school, was built out of community involvement. Part of funds for building the school 
were gathered through community collections and donations. That took place in the ‘70s, 
at the height of apartheid regime in the country. The very same communities with a high 
level of cooperation and participation have shown poor response to development 
initiatives brought by the new dispensation in South Africa.  

The obvious question is: if there is social capital or a considerable degree of participation 
in the two cases observed in this paper, why they continue to record low levels of 
development. Why development projects continuously crumble in these communities? 
Why these communities show lower levels of trust to government officials. This set of 
questions takes us to the next section of the paper.  

That there is considerable participation in community organizations and other aspects of 
social life is out of question. That these communities show, if any, lower levels of 
development is not an issue for contestation. We have also identified the nodal point 
shaping patterns of socialization in both communities namely, traditional leadership 
institution.  

The main question we should turn to is whether this configuration (i.e. interpellation of 
traditional leadership institution in almost all aspects of life) does not constitutes a good 
social capital. In addressing this question, we will be able to explain the causes of lower 
levels of development and democratization in these communities. However, we will not 
indulge ourselves with the task of suggesting a new theory of development or 
democratization. We rather attempt to synthesize or reconfigure what is already available 

                                                 
13 Sepedi (Northern Sotho) name for a grave-digging community in villages.  
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in the vocabulary of development studies. Let us review the notion of bad social capital, 
and its implications for patterns of development to be followed by societies that still 
indigenous institutions. .  

The notion of “bad” social capital   

The dominant perspective in development studies, flowing from modernization theory, is 
that some patterns of life pose a serious challenge when it comes to absorbing 
development initiatives. Such societies show lower levels of participation in public life and 
ultimately poor response to modernization; which requires active citizenship. This view on 
its own, may render a society incapable of development goals. Where participation in 
social life is vertically shaped and not horizontal, then “bad” social capital is believed to 
emerge. In this section we unpack this analysis as we explain how Gammalebogo and Ijaw 
communities respectively respond to development initiatives.  

To rephrase the question: how does how does modernization (and democratization) 
confront existing patterns of life and institutions. Later in his work, Daniel Lerner14 argued 
that new forms of modernization should be adapted to host conditions, not the other way 
around. To understand how modernization confronts third world communities, we also 
need to fully grasp scholarly attitudes and perceptions dominating this topic. Mostly 
important is the underlying perception that certain patterns of socialization are somehow 
corrosive to democratization and development. In our case, this perception seems to be 
held by “developers”15 and also local government officials. This is an opinion held and 
imposed from above as opposed to a sentiment expressed from within communities 
concerned. It is a view based on a constrictive understanding of social development.  It 
falls short of comprehending essential patterns of life in rural African setting. It ultimately 
fails to understand that the type of social capital possible in any given setting is dependent 
on given ways of life.  

If historical specificity of each society s taken into consideration, both Gammalebogo and 
Ijaw communities respectively are likely to have their social capital develop within their 
institutional frameworks, growing in a horizontal way. If this is well captured, one would 
be cautious about labeling certain types of associational culture as “good” or “bad” social 
capital.  What matters is what can be made out of any form of social capital confronted. 
Clearly some patterns of associational culture are easy to work with, while others are more 
challenging. The difference may have to do with how familiar we are with a cultural trait 
as opposed to its inherent traits.  

In Gammalebogo and Ijaw communities, major development initiatives are often initiated 
and funded by government or donors from above. This is because these communities are 
among the poorest, where citizens have limited resources and no community trusts exist 
there. Among factors that shape the process of development in these communities is the 

                                                 
14 Lerner Daniel, “Modernization” in International Encyclopedia for Social Sciences, Vol.  9-10 (New 
York: Mac Millan Press, 1968). 
15 We have used the term “developers” a few times in this paper. The term was used by one of our 
interviewees, Mr J, Mabelebele. We asked him to define the context within which he was using the term. 
Out of his explanation, we realized that the term is used to refer to NGOs operating in partnership with 
government.   
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notion of trust: trust not only among citizens but also between citizens, formal 
government institutions, the private sector, and the NGOs. This is fundamental in the 
sense that the way in which citizens respond to development initiatives is determined by 
their perceptions of institutions from which such programs are initiated. For citizens to 
have trust and respond well to government initiatives, government should also show a fair 
amount of acknowledgement and respect towards ways of life cherished by citizens. 
People are more likely to respond positively to development programs initiate by 
institutions that are seen to be respectful of what citizens consider important to their lives. 
The importance of this reciprocal relationship needs to be realized in order for 
communities and government to work together towards a common objective. It is out of 
this realization that citizens may develop a “positive identification” with their institutions 
through which they are governed (Taylor 1993)   

What is evident in Gammalebogo and Ijaw communities, it seems, is a poor linkage 
between government structures and communities. This may be in terms of the idea that 
development patterns adopted in the area turn to disregard ways of life enshrined by 
communities. This negates establishment of trust, without which there would be no 
“complimentarity” between government and citizens.  

Clearly, it cannot be said that lack of trust is in the last analysis an indication of bad social 
capital (Levi 1998: 81). There is an indication of social capital, what is missing, it seems, is 
its proper coordination. In both cases social capital is not being harnessed towards 
development, it is rather suppressed and antagonized with the aim to search for “good” 
social capital. Failure to realize and harness social capital does not automatically mean that 
such type of social capital is not good.  

It is clear in relation to Gammalebogo that there prevail a great potential for cooperation 
and engagements among community members. There is however lack of trust between 
citizens and new institutions such as local government and also NGOs. Citizens do feel 
somehow antagonized by the way in which local government perceive and deal with 
traditional leadership institutions. What seems to be required by citizens is not a full 
reinstatement of traditional leadership, but some involvement of the institution in the new 
local government system and also in development programs. 

The relationship between local government structure and traditional leadership is 
characterized by power struggle. As indicated in an interview with a local government 
office:  

“…traditional leadership authorities still consider themselves a local government, they 
have to understand that they are now relieved of duties as the local government, we are 
the local government now, they should focus on their issues”16. 

While this statement is not entirely incorrect--that the new local government system has 
come into place--it should be born in mind that traditional leadership institutions are not 
merely former institutions of governance, but, over and above that, they are an 

                                                 
16 Interview wit a high ranking official from Capricorn Municipal Council, Limpopo Province, South 
Africa.  
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embodiment of ways of life. The view expressed in the above quote is echoes the attitude 
shown by local government structures towards traditional leadership institutions. 
Traditional leadership institutions are understood solely as former apartheid collaborators 
and have no role to play in the new dispensation.  

This viewpoint fails to see traditional leadership structures as an anchor for development 
and democratization capable of addressing modern challenges. Proponents of this view 
also believe that traditional leadership structures can “only perform ceremonial duties” 
because development duties are now left to “us” [local government office]17. Despite 
internal problems faced by traditional leadership institutions, there is no indication that 
citizens are ready to give up this institution because of some people within the new local 
government structure so recommend.  

According to some local government officials, the only problem posed by traditional 
leadership authorities is seen at the leadership level. The understanding is that the 
leadership structure of traditional leadership authorities has failed to integrate the 
institution into the new dispensation. It seems probable this type of thinking has been the 
guideline of the government‘s policy towards traditional leadership authorities. As a result, 
the government has adopted a policy that aims to isolate traditional leadership institutions 
from the public sphere. This strategy is based on miscalculations, failing to understand 
that traditional leadership structures have wider public following, although often subtly 
expressed. Therefore, antagonizing traditional leadership institutions means shunning and 
alienating ways of life embraced by the communities. As one official from the local 
government office stated: problem lies not with those who have a history of being under 
traditional leadership institutions but with the leadership structure of the institution: 
Congress of Traditional Leadership of South Africa (CONTRALESA), whose aim is to 
form a parallel institution to the existing local government system18. 

In Nigeria there is a weaker link between the government (both central and local 
governments) and citizens at the grassroots level. There is almost no interaction between 
the government and Ijaw communities. The central government of Nigeria is playing the 
role of a passive mediator between multinational oil companies and the Ijaw people. The 
situation is such that most social organizations including the NGOs are prone to be 
corrupted by the central government.  

There are several civil society organizations in the Niger Delta; the Niger Delta Women 
for Justice, Ijaw Youth Council, Ijaw Council for Human Rights, to mention a few. These 
organizations, apart from sharing a common goal (viz. struggling for economic and 
political development of the Niger Delta) are one way or another tied to traditional 
leadership structures. The striking point is that these organizations are constantly in 
confrontation with multinational oil companies and the government. A claim can be made 
that the nature of social capital in the Niger Delta is a confrontational one; targeted at 
private business (oil companies) and government apparatuses. Following this, the genre of 
social capital experienced in the region cannot be connected to development ends because 
it is fixed to immediate concerns and highly politicize, or at least appears so.  Civil 

                                                 
17 ibid 
18 ibid 
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organizations in the Niger Delta have vigorously expressed themselves against domination 
by the government and oil companies. However, the role of such organizations and the 
nature of social capital consequently apparent cannot be understood as exclusively limited 
to the immediate concerns such as the unfair petroleum exploration by foreign companies 
in collaboration with the central government.  

We need to concern ourselves with the question as to why civil society in the Niger Delta 
has assumed a confrontational form. Two points can be made out of this, 1) that social 
capital in the Niger Delta is facing corruption and that 2) this configuration does no 
ultimately change that form of social capital into a bad social capital. What we see in the 
Niger Delta is that, the form that social capital takes has to do with the relationship 
between different layers of government and citizens, including oil companies in the 
specific case of the Niger Delta. One cannot have a clean social capital in a 
confrontational historical epoch.   

Apparent in the Niger Delta is a long standing confrontation between oil companies and 
citizens over the exploitation of oil. The people of the Niger Delta have on many 
occasions demanded oil companies to initiate and fund development programs in the 
region, to alleviate poverty among surrounding communities and also to address issues 
pertaining to basic services and proper sanitation. It is the duty of local government 
structure to see to it that such services are provided. It is not within the mandate of oil 
companies to be directly involved in such programs. Oil corporations operating in Nigeria 
contribute 60% of their proceeds to central government19, which is then supposed to 
channel a portion to development of the Niger communities for development purposes. 
However, the villages in the Niger Delta are highly impoverished. All that is evident in the 
region are dilapidated and crumbled housing projects, as we have seen with Yenegoa 
village.  

The dialogue between oil companies and communities in the Niger Delta, although often 
too confrontational, is an indication that people are collectively concerned about their well 
being. In one instance, a group of women staged a peaceful “sit-in” protest in Chevron 
Texaco terminal in the Delta20. The message was that “the people of the Niger Delta feel 
abandoned by their corrupt government and are turning to Americans, whom they see 
both as the source of their suffering and the solution”21. What the women wanted was to 
open negotiations with the oil company on matters relating to development in the area. 
The government reportedly spent about US $54-million on community development in 
the region22. The standard of development in the area, however, does not attest to a figure 
of this magnitude. The funds disappear in the hands of the “middle man” i.e. local 
government authorities.   

A further indication of participation in the Niger Delta can be seen with the role played by 
the youth in an attempt to recapture the integrity and duties of traditional leadership 
structure. The government has dealt with the youth movement ruthlessly; in some 

                                                 
19 New York Times, Flow of Oil Skirts Nigerian Village, December 22 2002 
20 ibid 
21 ibid 
22 ibid 
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instances killing peaceful protestors23. The dilemma is that the youth movement, just like it 
is equally the case with traditional leadership institution, has also been corrupted by some 
elements within the government24. The youth movement is also not sterile. The challenge 
is that “each community must decide not only to reconstruct old institutions, but also to 
innovate and invent new structures suited to contemporary conditions”25.  

The situation in the Niger Delta has for along time been quite tense, at times characterized 
by militant activities due to frustrations with an overly corrupt government. One of the 
possible opportunities to restore trust and civility in the region may be through rebuilding 
institutions such traditional leadership ensuring the active role in local government, 
although traditional leadership structures are also grappling with their sanity. The issue is 
however quite complicated and much damage has already been done to citizens’ civicness.  

Ironically, multinational oil companies seem to be more responsive to citizens of the 
Niger Delta, than it can be said about the government. Those companies are not directly 
responsible for development challenges faced in the area, given the fact that they 
contribute a certain amount of money they make to the central government. However, the 
hopes of the people of the Delta seems to be with oil companies since they are visible, 
accessible, as they operate in surrounding area rather than the elusive government seen 
only in policing the area26.  

In both Gammalebogo and Ijaw communities, the missing link in the process of 
democratization and development has obscured real problems and this is incorrectly 
accounted for. The blame has been put on traditional leadership structures. The problem 
in Nigeria, for example, is not just a simple corruption of an institution with great 
potentials: The extent and the way in which traditional leadership are neglected by the 
mainstream administration is not a phenomenon that can easily be explained by 
corruption. The degree of unaccountability by the Nigerian government in the Niger Delta 
goes beyond mere malfeasance. What informs such neglect and subsequent 
unaccountability of institutions of governance is an attitude inculcated from above in 
relation to the place for indigenous institutions and ways of life in democratization and 
modernization. The shameless extent of corruption in the Niger Delta is exacerbated by 
the belief that in order to modernize, indigenous institutions need to be firstly torn apart 
and be replaced with new ones.  

The idea that indigenous ways of life are incommensurable to modern challenges 
constitutes an impediment towards development. In Gammalebogo, as we observed, the 
local government office is of the view that traditional leadership structures should limits 
its evolvement to cultural preservation and cultural ceremonies, issue that have to do with 
national heritage. This was more or less indicated in our discussions with members of the 

                                                 
23 This Day, 7 February 2002. 
24 Seminal Paper: Centre for Promotion of Tourism and Arts in Nigeria at Port Harcourt, Towards a 
culture of Peace in Rivers State, April 10 2001.  
25 ibid 
26 Traveling from Port Harcourt to Bayelsa State, one sees police checkpoints in almost every 10 km 
distance. The Niger Delta is one of the most policed area outside a war zone. According to Mr. Ogon 
Patterson, chairman of the Ijaw Council for Human Rights, “Bayelsa State is a conquered area”.  
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Senwabarwna Municipality, just after attending a history project in Makgabeng village27. 
The history project was organized in a way that one could not help but think of the role of 
indigenous institutions and communal ways of life as a matter of reciting poetry and 
praising community legends. Local government officials were pleased with the “success” 
of the History Project simply because that is the way in which the role of traditional 
institutions and their ways of life is (mis)understood. The hypocrisy of the situation is that 
local government harbours the argument that traditional leadership institutions have no 
vision.  

What conclusions can be made here? There is nothing inherently bad about the nature of 
social capital in the two cases we observe. The argument of bad social capital need to be 
further interrogated, since communities experience different conditions determining the 
way they respond to challenges. A case could be made that if local government systems in 
both cases, respectively, did not opt for a top-down approach into local governance, 
higher levels of development could have been recorded. Local governments in the two 
cases, respectively, have adopted a more imposing and a less reflective approach to local 
governance, antagonizing the seedbed of participatory democracy. In Nigeria, it is a matter 
of massive corruption and disrespect for indigenous institutional structure. In South 
Africa, it is rather a question of failure to appreciate the role that could be played by 
traditional leadership institutions in the new dispensation, for reasons of course.  

 

Conclusions 

The issue of leadership in post-independent state is a complicated matter. The two cases 
analyzed here provide a useful point of reflection in the way in we approach the questions 
of democratization and development. An important question arises at to how existing 
indigenous institutions can be harnessed towards modern challenges such as development. 
This is not an easy question; considering that institutional apparatuses are not insulated 
from global trends guided by the need to adapt to new ways of doing things. The world 
we live in is dynamic and any institutional framework constantly risk being obsolete. 
Therefore, it is senseless to argue that institutions such as traditional leadership structures 
will always remain important to communities with a history of such institution. As 
societies develop, new institutions come into place and old ones fade away. This is simply 
part of the process of human development. However, the effect and intensity of change 
on our practices should not be exaggerated. What we observe in rural communities is that 
traditional leadership institutions are important to organizational patterns that exist in 
those societies. We might find this distasteful or archaic, but we have to find ways to forge 
development and democratizations within this framework. Instead of ridiculing this 
institution, it would serve better to work within it.  

 

                                                 
27 Makgabeng History Project was held on Friday 26 2002, organized by South African Heritage Resources 
Agency, among others.  
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The case of Gammalebogo indicates that where traditional institutions are involved, or 
where citizens feel that this institution is involved, development programs are received 
and carried out to near success. In our survey we identified success case in the village 
known as GaRammutla, where a group of women (about 21 in number) participate in a 
vegetable farming project. The project was initiated by the local government office in 
1996. It involves the cultivation of various vegetables which are then sold to communities. 
The project has been going on for seven years and it is certainly the most successful in the 
area. The government initiated the project by funding it, and then withdrew the funding 
after three years. As those women put it, “after three years of funding, the government 
told us that we had to fund the project ourselves”28. 

The government’s withdrawal was based on the belief that the project was then self-
sustainable. It seems the project is actually self-sustainable. In our interview with 
participants, it was revealed to us that the government initiated the programme in 
partnership with traditional leadership structure in the village. This is how they put it, “We 
were requested through our ‘nduna (traditional leadership council), we were not directly 
contacted by the government officials”. When we asked them how they feel about their 
‘nduna, this is how responded, “Our ‘ndunas are helpful in advising us how to carry out the 
project. When we get proceeds, we give a certain portion of our proceeds to them, we 
respect them”. Of course this arrangement sounds like a feudal lord-vassal relationship. It 
is however, what people cherish and while this might loose currency in a long run, it is 
however currently highly valued. The success of the project has much to do with how the 
project was received by community members. It was well received partly because it was 
introduced through traditional leadership council. In another case involving Mamoleka 
village, we stopped in a liquor store to conduct a questionnaire. We intended to talk to the 
youth when one of them refused to talk to us, physically threatening and vigorously 
requesting us to attain permission from Local Traditional Authority before we ask any 
question about the community. The instance attests to the depth of allegiance to 
traditional authority in the area. 

It is therefore clear that the role of the government in the Ijaw community and 
Gammalebogo community is far more complicated than it is thought about. Government 
should play active role in nurturing and harnessing social capital. These poor communities 
need dedicated consultative government. As it was indicated by Mr. Patterson29, 
“Government need to carry out the…assessment for what they are about to engage in”. 
This would make it possible for government to know the attitudes held by communities 
and the way that is likely to shape their response to government programs. Therefore, 
instead of overlooking institutions that are already in existence because of the belief that 
they will contribute negatively towards development, governments should rather find ways 
to harness these institutions towards development oriented goals. As Fukuyama points 
out, the state is the source of social capital (Levi 1998: 83). This becomes difficult if the 
state neglects potential seedbeds for social capital namely, indigenous institutions. We 
need to recapture specificities of social capital, as partly influenced by historical conditions 
encountered.  

                                                 
28 We held an interview with Garammutla Community Farming Project.  
29 Chairman of the Ijaw Council for Human  Rights. 
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