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 INDIGENOUS AND FOREIGN EXCHANGE SYSTEMS IN SOUTHERN

 NIGERIA, 1890-1919
 The Problems of a Transition

 A. D. NZEMEKE

 Nigeria today presents the spectacle of a country in the process of rapid change. The level
 so far attained in this regard is such that one would find very little difference between life in
 certain cities or towns of the industrialised world and what now obtains in certain places in
 the country. When confronted with these realities, it is not easy to believe that such have
 occured merely within the last twenty years.1

 The continuing transformation in question is a history of the legacy of colonialism; for
 it runs after the Western European pattern that came with colonisation. But paradoxically,
 it is in itself a form of decolonisation because the spirit which informs it derives from a
 reaction against the erstwhile status of colonial tutelage of the people involved in it.

 An aspect of this change which has very rarely been examined by historians is the one
 concerned with the impact of Western European System of franchise on traditional fiscal
 usage and its concomitant system of exchange.2 The omission is all the more surprising in
 as much as the various facets of societal transformation now current in Nigeria are very
 closely bound up with the entrenchment of a western-type fiscal and exchange system in
 the place of the traditional ones. As of today, this take-over is fairly complete except in rare
 and very isolated instances.3 However, it has not been an easy victory. The struggle for the
 substitution of foreign money and manner of trade for the indigenous method was parti-
 cularly bitter in Southern Nigeria where England began to undertake direct and full admi-
 nistrative responsibility as from 1890.4 And when we here charactise the change as fraught
 with difficulties, it should not be considered that this was due alone to a natural repugnance
 for change on the part of the indigenes. For even though in the view of the British Colonial
 Office which governed the area, the problems involved were due to, "the habit of mind of
 the native accustomed from all time to a certain course of trade, and prone to regard with
 suspicion any departure from that course," it was also in part to be ascribed to "the inter-
 ested opposition of the European traders."5 For if the natives would not depart from the
 customary practises for whatever reasons they might have had, their European customers
 derived a double trade advantage from the method: they exchanged very cheap foreign
 articles for local raw materials in Southern Nigeria and sold these at high prices to manu-
 factures in England.6 Thus, the colonial authority that began to rule Southern Nigeria

 1 Nigeria became independent in 1960. Before this date, the country had a very rural appearance. Chan-
 ges really started to be registered after independence.

 2 Scholars who have come any nearer this issue have merely discussed the nature of indigenous curren-
 cies. For details in this regard see: Johnson, 1970a: 17-49 and 1970b: 331-353; Kirch-Greene, 1960:
 132-150; Nzemke, 1978: 518-531.

 3 Cf. Johnson, 1970a: 32.
 4 The region that now comprises Southern Nigeria was originally administered by the Royal Niger

 Company but was then subsequently divided into two with the Company charged with the Northern
 part, and the rest under a High Commissioner. For details, see Anene, 1966: 110-250.

 5 Colonial Office Papers (henceforth: С. O.) 520/8, 24487, Report, p. 269.
 6 For details in this connection see Dike, 1956: 46-126.
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 about the close of the nineteenth century saw itself faced with the twofold problem of
 convincing the native that the use of European money and the abolition of trade by barter
 was much more advantageous to him, and at the same time to devise a way to prevent the
 European trader from encouraging his indigenous suppliers of produce in their opposition
 to the innovations intended.

 There were many reasons why the Colonial administration began to consider the question
 of coinage in their new territorial acquisition after the scramble for Africa very seriously.
 Apart from the need to promote a sound economy, it was argued that inspite of the im-
 pressive advances in trade realised under the traditional barter system, "coinage is more
 convenient and elastic than barter," and additionally, "it could not fail to result in an in-
 crease in the volume of trade".7 Another point advanced was that it would check the practise
 of "using slaves as currency."8 This last reason however should not be considered as of any
 weight, taking into account the time factor or period of colonialism in question. For the
 practise had developed among British Officers ever since England began to be involved
 in closer contacts with the peoples of the Coast of Guinea, of trying to link up any strange
 practise found to exist among the indigenes with the slave trade. As a matter of fact, by
 the 1870's when European occupation of territories in West Africa became imminent, the
 slave trade was practically non-existent, so that by the last decade of the nineteenth cen-
 tury it had ceased to exist at least in West Africa altogether.9 Rather, the main reason for
 forcing a precipitate fiscal change on the natives now, instead of allowing it to develope
 naturally over the ensuing years was that according to the Colonial administration, "in the
 special circumstances of West Africa, ... a large profit is to be secured, either to the Royal
 Mint or to the Government of Southern Nigeria, on the use and absorption of silver coin by
 the natives."10

 The circumstances which determined the nature of the action now contemplated were
 closely connected with the volume of trade already being done in Southern Nigeria. In
 illustration of this, we take but one example. For the year 1906 alone, the value of raw
 materials exported from the area in British vessels amounted to £707,798, while those taken
 to countries of continental Europe registered £93223, giving a total of £801,021. The mer-
 chandise itself was produced by a working force of 1,585,000 according to the estimates of
 the population of the region.12 It is easy to see what this would be altogether if the purchases
 from the native suppliers were made in coin. For the amount so received by the natives
 would naturally be employed to developed available resources and thereby make for the
 expansion of the economy. Since the region was a British dependency, such money can in
 a sense, be considered to be a reserve of the British economy as it would stand as a working
 capital. Considered from this angle, the entire British fiscal economy stood to profit in a
 threefold fashion. For not only would the productions of the royal mint increase as already
 pointed out, thereby helping to bring more money into circulation, the liquid capital in the
 hands of the merchants would increase as well. In addition to this there was the raw cash

 7 С. O. 520/8, 24487, Report, p. 269.
 8 Ibid.

 9 In the course of the Berlin Conference of 1884, it was declared before all the national delegations that
 in West Africa, the export slave trade had ceased by 1878. See Staatsarchiv, Sammlung der officiellen
 Aktenstücke zur Geschichte der Gegenwart, hrsg. von Hans Delbrück, XLV, 1886, Nr. 8597.

 10 С. O. 520/8, 24487, Report, p. 269.
 11 Ibid.
 12 Ibid.
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 already in the hands of the native producers who were also subjects of Britain under the
 Protectorate set up. Thus, Britain's fiscal economy as a whole would indeed experience a
 boost, however small, from the single act of putting foreign currency into the hands of the
 indigenes to replace the traditional ones. It was felt moreover that in the old system of
 barter, only the merchants stood to gain and this they did at the expense of the natives
 who were regularly exploited. In the circumstances, the colonial administration stood as an
 unrewarded onlooker. But with the step envisaged, the natives and the Colonial government
 would be requited from the fact that "the trader's profit would be confined to one branch
 of the transaction, and the opportunity for profit-making would be halved."13 The problem
 now was how to introduce the new measures.

 As already pointed out, the attitude of the natives and their European customers were
 the obstacles to the desired goals. But it was felt however, that the repuguance of the latter
 would, "not be overcome by argument or appeal, or by any means other than compulsion or
 the creation of a demand on the part of the native for the use of cash in trade transac-
 tions".14 Thus, the inclination of the aborigines was a decisive factor in the proposal. How-
 ever, in their case, neither compulsion in the form of a proclamation forbidding transactions
 by barter nor an appeal of any kind was likely to convince them. A legislation of this type
 was not likely to be effectively enforced as this would require an army of officials to watch
 out for contraventions in the several markets where trade was being done.15 In the 1890s
 however, the Protectorate was not financially strong enough to maintain such personnel in
 large numbers, especially as no subsidies were forthcoming from the Treasury in England.16
 Moreover, even if such a law were nontheless proclaimed, it would surely be sabotaged by
 the European factors as, according to the administrators on the spot, there was every prob-
 ability that the European merchants would misrepresent it "to the natives as an attempt to
 break up their traditional usages".17 Nothing would be more imprudent than this, consider-
 ing the tensed situation that had developed in the region in the last decade of the nineteenth
 century.18

 The easiest way to create a demand for foreign coin, a procedure already recognised as
 the only one capable of realising the objectives of the colonial authorities, would have been
 through the officials and indigenous employees of the Government. These were regularly
 paid salaries in British coin. But ironically enough such money as was paid to the former wa
 was "almost entirely spent in England." As for the native employees of the Government,
 "the amount so disbursed is very small in comparison with the volume of trade of the Pro-
 tectorate, and the coin circulates only within very narrow limits."19 But even this amount
 which was usually paid by the employees20 to the European traders in the coast towns to

 13 Ibid.
 14 Ibid.

 15 Chief trade centres were located in places where the Courts of Equity which by 1856, were 37 in
 number. See Dike, 1956: 142-188. Ever since then, many other markets had developed in the interior.

 16 British colonial policy unlike that of France, had always frawned on subsidizing the Governments ol
 colonial Dependencies.

 17 С. O. 520/8, 24487, Report p. 270.
 18 There had been uprisings here and there among the indigenes against foreign authority between 189»

 and 1914. For details, see Anene, 1966: 240-245; Isichei: 125-138.
 19 С. O. 520/8 24487, Report p. 270.
 20 The employees here were former slaves that had settled in Sierra Leone. These were usually employed

 by Europeans to act as intermediaries in their transactions with the natives of West Africa in the course
 of the 19th Century.
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 procure means of life was invariably "promptly returned to the Government by the traders
 in payment of duties without finding its way at any stage to the natives concerned in the
 trade of the Protectorate."21 What actually was happening was that these employees bought
 goods of European manufacture with their salaries from the foreign traders only to exchange
 them with the natives in the traditional form of batter for foodstuff and other locally obtain-
 able necessities of life.

 Finding that there was apparently no way of resolving the issue, it was decided to interfer
 directly with the traditional indigenous fiscal system. A fixed rate of exchange was to be
 established between British coinage and the existing forms of native currency. The evalua-
 tion of proportional fiscal relationships between the two system was to a large extent to be
 purely arbitrary. This was because, in the eyes of the Protectorate administration which was
 to carry out the exercise, the native currency possessed "no value to the Government bey-
 ond its intrinsic value which was practically nil".22 The process would entail some loss to the
 Government; for it was decided to buy up from the natives with British coins such items that
 were largely used by them in the form of money. Items so employed were for the most part
 brass rods, and cowries.23 That the natives would not find it repugnant to engage in the
 transaction was clear, since the foreign coin itself would appear to them as just another
 foreign novelty which could be exchanged for something else if and when circumstances
 so required it.

 As it was found that this approach was likely to succeed, the administration felt that it
 provided sufficient justification to order the merchants not to import cowries and other
 articles that traditionally passed for currency among the natives again. For much of these
 objects that circulated in the region as coin was imported.24 The plan was now that the ones
 currently available in the region could be 'exchanged' for British coins. The cowries and rods
 so bought would then be stored away or destroyed and would thereby be gradually with-
 drawn from circulation. A mortal blow would thus be dealt to the native currency as what-
 ever might be locally 'minted' in the case of the rods, or fished from the sea to be later em-
 ployed as cowries25 would not meet with local demands; so that the employment of such
 objects as media of exchange would eventually disappear from the Afro-European commer-
 cial scene entirely.

 There was a concrete precedent in the experience of British colonial administrators in West
 Africa which encouraged the officers of the Southern Nigeria Protectorate to expect that
 the objective in view would be achieved. Sir Ralph Moor who was Commissioner in the
 District and one of the principal actors in the currency conversion exercise noted that when
 it was decided to eliminate the American dollar, the French 5-franc-piece, the Austrian
 Thaler, the Spanish doubloon and many other assorted coins "from the currency system of
 the Gold Coast the further importation of those coins was forbidden, a rate of exchange
 with British coinage was fixed by ordinance and the Government proceeded to accumu-
 late all the proscribed coins."26 As for the rates at which such coins were exchanged nothing

 21 С. O. 520/8, 24487, Report 1901, p. 270.
 22 Ibid. p. 272.
 23 For an account of the objects that passed for currency in many parts of West Africa including South-

 ern Nigeria, see Kirch-Greene, 1960: 133-143.
 24 For details about the cowrie Trade, see Nzemeke, 1980.
 25 Ibid.

 26 С. O. 520/8, 24487, Report, p. 272.
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 can be established with certainty. For even though these foreign coins had their own inter-
 nationally accepted values, they were in this case being presented to aborigines to whom
 they were merely trumperies, having merely aesthetic worth.

 But with regard to one of the local tenders in the Protectorate, namely, the cowrie which
 came for consideration in the present move the natives were fairly well equipped to get a
 fair deal. There were established rates of exchange which had been in existence in the area
 since the 1830's. These rates had been worked out between the native suppliers of palm oil
 and other assorted raw materials obtainable from the coasts and hinterland of Southern

 Nigeria and European traders. The values so agreed upon had also been sanctioned by the
 several Courts of Equity27 which had been - among other things - the regulators of trading
 activities between Europeans and Africans in the area.28 Indigenous experience in this long-
 established exchange usage was at least a guarantee that the exercise had some chance of
 succeeding. For the natives held the key, as above pointed out, to its eventual fate. The
 system of rates with which they had since long been accustomed was as follows:29

 40 cowries = 1 string = 1/4 d - Id.
 5 strings = 1 bunch = 3d - 6d.

 10 bunches = 1 head = l/9d - 2/-
 10 heads = 1 bag =18/-

 Even though, as already indicated, this table was the brain-child of the European traders,
 it must have been the product of a close study of the indigenous exchange systems which
 were current before the advent of the white man to the region. For, there existed among the
 various ethnic communities various units for determining the rates of value in their tradi-
 tional franchise. It is significant that the one that existed in a large area behind the coasts
 where most of the palm oil that went to Europe was tapped resembles fairly closely the units
 of cowries as given here above. These units were designated by the terms: Mkupulu, Isi ,
 Ukwu, Afia and Акра. These names do not always represent specific numbers, but rather
 are indices of quantity. Such quantity however is not regular but is always determined
 through visual observation and the mutual agreement of the parties to the sale transaction.
 The rates were as follows:30

 1 Mkpulu ego = 1 cowry ('ego' means money).
 5 Mkpulu ego = 1 Isi ego ('isi' means head)
 10 Isi ego = 1 Ukwu ('ukwu' stands for bunch)
 20 Ukwu = 1 Afia ('Afia' means market)31
 20 Afia = 1 Акра ('акра' means bag)
 10 Акра = 1 Nnu afia ('Nnu afia' means salt exposed for sale at the market)32 .

 27 For the origins and functions of these Courts see Dike. 1956: 110-126.
 28 Ibid.: 199-202.

 29 These are taken from Kirch-Greene, 1960: 139. See also Dike, К. O. 1956: 107.
 30 Professor M. A. Onwuejeogwu has kindly allowed me the use of his book with the title: "An Ibo

 Civilisation: Nri Kingdom and Hegemony" which is being published by the Ethnographica - Ethiope
 Publihers. This information is contained in Chapter IV.

 31 When Cowries are used for exchange purposes, they are always in bunches, for no article normally
 would cost one cowry. Thus, to designate 20 Ukwu as equivalent to an Afia is simply to register the
 fact that only bunches of cowries can buy anything in the market.

 32 This was the cost of a bag of salt in cowries.
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 The rationale behind the numbers employed as units is quite easy to understand. The
 numbers consist of a 1 which can be easily represented by a fìnger, a 5 which stands for
 the number of fingers in one hand, a 10 which represents the fingers of both hands, and two
 doubles of these which can quite easily be calculated from the fingers of both hands and the
 toes of both feet.

 What is important behind these units in the consciousness of the aborigines is the element
 of oneness arising from many disparate parts. It is this fact that influenced the early Euro-
 pean traders to employ such terms as 'string', 'bunch' and 'head' in the place of the tradi-
 tional names as shown above. For the number of cowries in the various units was always
 held together by means of a rope or string which was passed through holes perforated in
 each one of them. The circumstance of the achievement of oneness by means of the rope
 holding the cowries together was now to be exploited in the effort to substitute foreign
 British coinage for the indigenous ones. The first practical step taken by the colonial Ad-
 ministration was that various denominations of British coins were declared legal tender in
 the Protectorate. These were, "gold silver and bronze coins . . . gold and silver coins to an
 unlimited extent."33 The reason for this was that the attractive coloration of gold and
 silver objects would unfailingly capture the fancy of the aborigines who would want to
 possess them for their beauty rather than for their fiscal worth. The case of the Spanish
 doubloons, the Austrian Maria Theresa dollar and other assortments of European coins
 mentioned earlier showed that the colonial officers were not wrong in their conjecture.
 But still to come closer to the tastes and inclinations of the aborigines, coins of the one-
 penny and half-penny denominations were struck in large numbers with a round hold at
 their centre so that they could be held together with strings as was customary with cowries
 in local traditional usage.34
 These measures would indeed bring the coins into the hand of the natives; but still there

 was as yet no ground to expect that they would use them; for they were in their estimation
 of a lesser worth in terms of exchange than the cowrie, the iron bronzes and other means
 of exchange locally in use from time immemorial. This fact led the Protectorate administra-
 tion to apply a kind of indirect pressure on the natives.
 The method that was employed was such that the aborigines would be brought to realise

 that the ruling authority in the region really wanted things that way. It was proclaimed
 that, "sums of money, fines, forfeitures, penalties . . . shall be calculated in English mo-
 ney."35 Any of the aborigines therefore who came to odds with the law and was found
 guilty had per force to use the new foreign coin. Knowing however that an insistence on th
 the literal observation of this requirement at a time when the natives did not really know
 what it was all about would lead to a general revolt among them, it was decided that this
 "law would have to be applied with discretion and by degrees as the area in which British
 currency was cheerfully accepted by the native slowly widened."36
 The arrangements made so far placed the burden for effecting the changes desired ex-

 clusively on the shoulders of the colonial administration. These regulations alone, from
 their nature were not likely to advertise the new coins sufficiently or eventually make them

 33 С. O. 520/8, 24487, Report, p. 276.
 34 Kirch-Greene, 1960: 147.
 35 С. O. 520/8, 24487, Report, p. 274.
 36 Ibid. p. 277.
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 popular. For, in the first place in 1906, for instance, the total number of cases tried was 748
 and the amount realised from fines was £391 .10/- . 37 These figures are very small when it is
 recalled that the population even under very modest estimates, was more than the million
 mark that was roughly calculated by the administration. Secondly, the fact that the use of
 this new coinage was required under judicial circumstances that were so hateful to the
 aborigines because of their strangeness was likely to create a social ferment that might
 break out in violence. It was therefore decided to sollicit the co-operation of the European
 traders in the area as a last resort.

 Foreign merchants doing trade in the Protectorate were asked to employ their numerous
 trade connections with the natives to promote the use of foreign currency among them.
 This, they were told, could best be done by refusing, "payment in anything but legal tender
 coin", and that if the matter came to the court, such a refusal would "be upheld in law."38
 Considering the advantages that European traders enjoyed from the barter trade as already
 demonstrated, it was hard to imagine that they would co-operate to further the new measu-
 res. But there was a veiled threat that non-compliance would be visited with appropriate
 reprisals, for it was declared that even though the new legislation was not, "necessarily
 intended to empower officers to interfere of their own motion with any system of exchange
 which might be adopted in a transaction in which the Government had no part" such offi-
 cers would be supported "in law"39 in any cases they might bring to the notice of the com-
 petent authority.

 From all that has been discussed so far, it is evident that these regulations had virtually
 closed up all avenues through which indigenous resistance, or in instances mere repugnance,
 to the establishment of the use of foreign coinage among them could have sustained itself.
 Thus cornered from all sides, the aborigines began to be gradually won over to accept the
 inevitable. The Protectorate administration continued to apply all the pressures they had
 prepared. This they did to such an extent that to accelerate the transformation taking
 place, a reappraisal of the exchange rates between the cowrie and British coinage was under-
 taken. It appears that there was no uniformity in the values now agreed upon; for the natives
 would not allow themselves to be tied down to anything that would not give them that free-
 dom to haggle over prices - a practice characteristic of the barter system - before payment
 was made.40 Thus, while the earlier rates of exchange were in use in certain places, new ones

 came into force in parts of the districts behind the coasts. They were as follows:41

 10 cowries = 1/2 d
 60 cowries = 3d
 120 cowries = 6d

 A clear observation of the relationship of these figures with one another will show that the
 colonial administrators were doing everything to make it easier for the natives to accept the
 new coins. As against the previous rate of five cowries to the l/2d or Id, the rate is now

 37 С. O. 520/47, Annual Report, p. 580.
 38 С. O. 520/8, 24487, Report, p. 277.
 39 Ibid.

 40 For the usual procedure in the barter exchange, see Kirch-Greene, 1960: 134.
 41 See Onquejeogwu, 1980: Chapter IV.



 118 A. D. Nzemeke

 roughly doubled both ways. This continues throughout with the rest of the table as can be
 easily checked up above.
 As for the coins in the denomination of shillings, the same procedure was adopted except

 that whereas the doubling was discontinued with regard to the cowries, giving place to very
 high and arbitrary rises, the foreign equivalents were increased by multiples of five. The rates
 ran as follows:42

 240 cowries = 1/-
 1200 cowries = 5/-
 2400 cowries = £1

 24000 cowries = £5

 1 20000 cowries = £25

 Even though the introduction of these new rates was a sign that the aborigines had begun to
 understand the foreign coins for what they were, they were still very suspicious of what it
 was all about and accepted the changes only very slowly. Thus, for instance, when a £5
 Currency was issued in 1919, it was not received at all and had to be withdrawn eventually.
 Subsequently, ten shilling notes were put into circulation, but they were simply exchanged
 by the natives for coins to the value of seven or eight shillings.43 It was only in the 1950's
 that the £5 notes were re-introduced and found no difficulty in being accepted.

 The story of the introduction and eventual acceptance of British coinage in Southern
 Nigeria is part of the history of foreign imperialism in the country as a whole. If one recalls
 that the use of a standardised franchise cannot but make for progress, it must be concluded
 then that the aborigines would definitely have had no difficulty in accepting the changes
 being introduced by their foreign rulers; for they were ever ready to accept anything bene-
 ficial which they noticed to obtain with the white man. That this came about in painfully
 slow degrees in the case of the use of a standard coinage was simply due to their misunder-
 standing of the significance of what was being presented to them. This ignorance would seem
 to derive from the fact that with them, several objects served the purposes of coin and in
 instances one of such objects had a cultural or religious significance attached to it as well.44

 That a single object was the medium of exchange, was outside the orbit of their customary
 understanding. Of the many conclusions that can be drawn from facts of this order, one
 would seem to be that the first Africans to come into contact with the white man like all

 other peoples of the world, had always been capable of appreciating the values in other
 cultures and of making meaningful use of them if only they are properly presented to them.
 Admittedly, the traditional erstwhile means of exchange are still in use; but this is only now
 restricted to matters concerning religious worship as is evident from the case of the cowrie.

 42 Ibid.

 43 Kirch-Greene 1960: 149-150.

 44 With regard to the religious significance of the cowrie for the native, see Nzemeke 1977: 34-46.
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