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Abstract 

From time immemorial, the Nupe people, like oilier ethnic groups in Nigeria have always entered 
into some form of cooperation with each others in the course of production. Therefore, this paper 
examines the social relations of production in agriculture, hunting and fishing among the Nupe 
people in the pre-colonial period. 

Introduction 
All over the world, production has always been social. In other words, production or labour is usually done in 

association or in cooperation with others. During the period of primitive man, cooperative labour existed among 
members of the same family. However, with the formation of fully-fledged societies in modern times, a complex division 
of labour also came into being. The result is that production or labour is now highly social. For instance, the production 
of a television may involve many workers with each of them contributing a specialized labour input. 

From time immemorial, the Nupe people like other ethnic groups in Nigeria have always entered into some 
form of cooperation with each others, especially, in the course of production. This cooperation applies to all aspects of 
economic activity. However, this paper examines the social relations of production in agriculture, hunting and fishing 
among the Nupe people in the pre-colonial period. In pursuance of this task, we begin by clarifying the concept of social 
relations of production. 

What is Social Relations of Production? 
Social relations of production can be defined as the relations, which people enter into with each other during 

production (Ake, 1981). For instance, during the feudal stage of human existence, the relations of peasants and lords are 
an example of social relations of production. Similarly, in the contemporary times, the relations that exist between the 
ruling classes and other subordinate classes are another good example of social relations of production. 

The Fundamental Unit of Production and Consumption among the Nupe: The Efako 
Among the Nupe people, the fundamental unit of production and consumption was the household known as 

efako'. It consisted of a number of close relations, brother, sons, etc who may have been married or were unmarried. 
The efako was headed by a senior man, a father, father's brother or even the eldest brother. It was the duty of either of 
them to organize the production of labour force in the efako. They also supervised and inspected it on a-regular basis and 
laid down the arrangement and order of the work for the day (lyela, 1987:76), 

Not only did they organize the labor force of the efako, but they were also directly in charge of distributing 
most of it's products between current consumption needs and reserves, set apart for seed, adversities and, above all, for 
dividing any remaining surplus. Thus, the produce of the efako was handed out en toto to the head and stored in efako 
granaries, which varied from ten to twelve in number and only the head of the efako had the right to dispose of it. 

In the area of the maintenance of efako labour, it was the duty of the head of the household to provide, from the 
surplus obtained on the farms, the agricultural implements for those who worked on it, and caused it's repairs in cases of 
damages (lyela, 1987:76). However, part of the surplus of the efako was used to fulfill the social obligations of its 
members, like housing, clothing, feeding, dowry for a wife, medical treatment and naming ceremonies. Although, the 
surplus obtained from the efako was used for providing it's members with agricultural implements and the fulfillment of 
their social obligations, the other and remaining part was not only exchanged for other commodities, but was used for the 
payment of the taxes of it's members to the state (lyela, 1987:77). 

As far as the organization of production at the efako was concerned, there was a system of mutual assistance 
and large-scale collective labour among the villages. These types of collective labour among the Nupe were known as 
egbe and dzolo (Nadel, 1942:248). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The egbe, which was the equivalent of gtiyya labour in Hausa societies, involved the coining together of many 
households to form a single work force on a project, which was sought for, when the labour to work on the efako farms 
became insufficient because of the sniallness of the efako or as a result of the illness of i t 's  members, irregular rains or 
during the period of harvesting of crops (Nadel, 248). 

The procedure for enlisting the help of the egbe took this form; First of all, some few days before an egbe took 
place, the young men of the households contacted and organized their friends or even neighbours for egbe work. Next, the 
head of (he host household sent out invitation to drummers and musicians to play at the egbe. Finally, it was the duty of 
the same household head to supply the food and drinks, which it's members consumed. 
However, it must be emphasized that the young men of the efako households could not solicit for the help of the egbe.   
The egbe could only be used on the household farm i.e. on the farms that belong to the heads of the efako or those of old 
men. This, according to Nadel, had some advantages: It provides a two-fold balance in favour or (he old men who cannot work 
as effectively as the young men and in favour of (he sociological head of the family group who though, perhaps no longer able to 
command the services of a large body 6f co-workers can still command the assistance of collective farm work (Nadc!, 1 942:250). 

This then, were some of the advantages of the egbe and which were confirmed by all my informants. 
However, among the Nupe, egbe work was supplemented by another type of collective labour, known as the 

dzolo. The dzolo was practiced only during the period of the harvesting of such crops that demanded larger work groups, 
like groundnuts, cotton and beans. The standard practice for arranging a dzolo was for farmers to consult their friends for 
mutual help when the need arose. Unlike the egbe, the dzolo type of collective labour was organized on a smaller scale; 
the head of the household was not bound to arrange for drummers, musicians and dancers. However, be was expected to 
provide food after the work (Nadel, 1942:251). 

It is apparent from our discussion, so far, that the Nupe people of Niger state before the beginning of British 
colonial rule were organized, at the household level in their attempts to: ensure adequate production of agricultural 
produce. However, this was further realized, at another Jevel of the stage, through the establishment of royal estates or 
official farms. 

The Royal Estates or Farms  
The royal estates were owned by the chief of the villages, and heads of the royal houses. They were mainly 

acquired through inheritance. What this implied was that when the head of a royal house died, his sons automatically 
inherited his farm and in no way could it be sold or given away by them. 

Most of the royal farms were worked by peasants, but more importantly, by slaves. This meant that slave 
labour was utilized. We have indication of this from various reports. For instance, Barth (nd) claimed that, most of the 
slaves from Kano were carried by small caravans to Bornu and Nupe and that, "the best of slaves now go to Niff.ee 
(Nupe). 

Similarly, Lander (1832:315), reported seeing about 200' slaves who were put on sale in the market of Raba1, the 
then capital of Nupe. Thus, on the royal estates, were to be found small hamlets, known as esozi where the royal slaves 
lived. They looked after the royal property and worked the land. However, the first cultivation in the year that is, 
clearing? The first hoeing on the royal farms was carried out by corvee' labour of the entire village? And even of 
peasants' slaves of the neighbourhood. The work lasted for days that ranged from one to three depending on the size of 
the farm (lyela, 1987:80). 

On the question of the ownership of the instruments of production on the royal farms, only the slaves were 
provided with farming tools. The peasants invited to work on the royal farms had to come with their own tools and were 
not paid for their labour. As the work progressed, drummers and musicians summoned by the royal lord were at hand to 
give encouragement to the workers. After the work, a lot of beer and water was supplied to them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



All the yields of the royal estates or farms went to the chiefs of the villages and to the heads of the royal houses. 
However, in return for the help rendered by the slaves on the royal farms, the royal lords tool care of their welfare. They 
provided them with food, clothing and their other needs. The married slaves were given large individual plots to farm from 
which they could produce food for their families and even some for sale. 

On the question of the relative' importance of slave labour in the Nupe economy in general, Mason was of the 
opinion that the massive use of slave labour did not mean that one can talk of a distinctive slave mode of production in 
Nupe land before 1900. He argued that, slavery was only a form of production, and that there was no distinctive, 
fundamental relationship between slaves and slave owners, and between the lord and the peasants who paid the former 
tribute (Mason, 1981:214-215). 

Both slaves and peasants paid tribute, otherwise the slaves kept their own products. This opinion by Mason was 
collaborated by Baikie (1856), who visited Nupe in the early years of Etsu Maliki's reign, for according to him: 

Three-quarters of the labouring population, whether free or slave, are at liberty to have their 
own farms, and to sell the bulk of their own crops. Thus, though a small farmer may himself be a 
slave"; the larger his crops, the larger his profits, and in working hard he is not labouring... for the 
benefit of his master, but for his own immediate behalf; and thus, though a large part of the 
population of ... Nupe and slaves, the labour on the small farms is not strictly "slave labour" 
(Quoted by Mason, 1981:215). 

Thus, it is clear that slavery in Nupe land before 1900 was only a form of labour and not strictly, an entire mode 
of production. It was the slaves and peasants who worked the royal farms that ensured adequate production of agricultural 
produce, which was enormous. This was again supplemented by the agricultural production of the private estates or 
farms. 

Private Estates 
The private estates were owned by members of the ruling classes - which included the intelligentsia, wealthy 

merchants, and military leaders. These private estates (fiefs) gained prominence. in the nineteenth century after the 
revolutionary movement, which led to the establishment of the Sokoto Caliphate, had been completed. The new 
aristocracy that emerged out of this revolution arrogated to themselves the ownership of all lands, which was hitherto 
owned by the various communities communally. This action of the aristocracy was however in conformity with the Maliki 
Law of Islam, which stipulates that: ''lands which come into the possession of the faithful, through conquest, except waste 
and unclaimed lands become wakf, that is are tied up immediately after the conquest" (Ruxton, 1916:78). Thus, the lands 
which was so conquered, that belonged to conquered people we're regarded as Kharaj or tribute lands and it's people were 
allowed to remain in possession on the condition that they paid regular tribute to the Emir in perpetuity. However, it was in 
an attempt to ensure efficient administration and the collection of the tribute, that the new aristocracy divided the lands of 
each emirate into estates and gave them out as fiefs to personal friends, military leaders, members of the royal households 
and the intelligential. These fief-owing members of the ruling classes could neither sell, nor were they permitted to give 
them away. After their death, the estates were inherited by their sons. Most of the private estates like the royal farms, were 
worked by corvee' and slave labour. The contribution of the private estates toward producing enough food among the 
Nupe people was equally said to be great, although, no figures were provided by my informants to back this up. 

It is thus clear from our discussion, so far, that agricultural production among the Nupe people before the 
beginning of British colonial conquest was organised at the level of the household, and estates in order to ensure adequate 
production of food. 

Most of the farming activities were carried out between April and November of the year, during which time, the 
clearing of land, burning, cultivation, tilling, sowing, weeding, harvesting and storing were done. However, between the 
months of December and March, most of the Nupe people in generally engaged in other supplementary economic 
pursuits, like hunting and fishing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Hunting 
Hunting played an important part in the occupational lives of the Nupe people of Niger state before British 

colonial conquest. Among the Nupe, there was a headhunter known as "Ndeceko" meaning the father of the hunters. 
The "Ndeceko" was appointed on the basis of the skills, which he possessed in hunting. 

Hunting was organized at two levels: There was the hunting, that was carried out by individuals and groups 
of friends and secondly, the hunting organized by the community at large, which ended with a yearly hunting festival. 

In the case of the hunting by individuals and groups, this could be done on an individual basis, or arranged 
by friends and brothers, who fixed a date on which to go into the bush to hunt. It was not very common for them to leave 
in the mornings. On the contrary, they left, mainly, at nights because of the general belief that this particular lime was 
more rewardable in terms of killing many animals. This was so because the animals would be asleep and therefore 
oblivious of when their enemy- hunters struck. Small animals that were killed in this way included duck, grass-cutter 
and deer. However, when the occasion demanded for the hunting of dangerous and bigger animals, like lions and 
elephants, elaborate preparations were ma"cle. The village head consulted a diviner in order to ensure the complete 
success of members of the hunting expendition. When, a large animal was killed, the Ndeceko (father of hunting) was 
given part of the meat though it was not very compulsory to do so. Moreover, any part of the animal, usually, the right 
shoulder and the heart were given to the village head, which, again, was a privilege and not a right.  

As stated earlier on, apart from hunting on individual basis, there was equally the yearly hunting festival, 
which was organized by the village head. When a large game was killed, it was slaughtered, roasted and kept in a corn 
barn where fowls arc kept, for seven days. On the seventh day, a ceremony was organized, during which all members of 
the village took part. The meat kept in the corn barn was brought out, there was plentiful of beer to consume, and there 
were native .drummers, singers to provide music, while all the hunters danced to the tune. Although, the hunting festival 
was " a yearly event, it could be carried out when the head of the hunters (Ndeceko) died. 

Fishing 
Fishing, like hunting was equally one of the supplementary economic activities carried out by the Nupe people 

mainly during (he dry season, when they were,not directly engaged in agricultural work. Among the Nupe people, 
anybody: a native or stranger was free to fish since the waters of the area were regarded as belonging to all. 
Ownership of the ponds was neither by virtue of first settlement nor through inheritance; and they belonged to 
individuals although some had no specific owners. It was therefore, not uncommon to find most of the ponds being 
controlled and administered by their individual owners. And it was within their competence to let out some of their ponds 
to other people who, in turn, paid tribute to them. 

Fishing was organized at two levels: at the individual or group level, and secondly, at the level of the yearly 
fishing festival. The individuals and group fishing was organised by either individuals or friends. They simply 
decided on the day to fish and made the necessary preparation towards it. Those whose primary occupation was not 
fishing, but agriculture, had to borrow nets, and chemicals from fishermen, whose primary occupation was fishing. After 
this was done, they set out anytime of the day. At the end of the fishing, the catches were divided equally among the 
friends. The fishermen who borrowed them the nets and chemicals were given part of the catch as a sign of appreciation. 
Although it was not the right of any village head to receive part of the catch, the fishermen also took some of their best 
catch to him out of sheer respect. 

Apart from fishing by individuals and groups, there was equally the fishing festival, which was organized 
yearly by the village head. Days were set aside for communal fishing by the village head and every male member of the 
village community participated in the fishing festival. Drummers and musicians were at hand to entertain and there were 
drinks for people to consume. These were provided by the village head. At the end of the fishing festival, the big catch 
was reserved for the village head, who in turn selected some for the Emir, who was regarded as the owner of the land 
(lyela, 1987:86). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Recommendations 
It was argued that in Nupe land, production was organized in such a way that the people did not experience 

serious food problems in the pre-colonial period. Therefore, there are lessons to be learnt from this in order to mitigate 
the food problems in Nigeria in modern times:  
(i)  Although the extended family system has been under threat of breaking up, efforts should be made to strengthen 

it considering its importance in the area of production.  
(ii) The majority of rural farmers encounter the problem of labour mainly as a result of   migration of able-bodied 

young men to urban centres which has resulted in labour shortage and therefore 
increasing costs of hiring labour.  Government should assist to resolve the problem by making it 
possible for farmers to hire agricultural tractors at minimal costs.  

(iii) Government should make it easier for fanners to have access to agricultural inputs such as  
fertilizers, improved seed varieties and so on.  

(iv) Rural   farmers   should  be  actively   involved in all areas pertaining to the planning  and implementation of 
agricultural policies and programmes. 

Conclusion 
The paper examined the social relations of production in agriculture, hunting and fishing among the Nupe in 

the pre-colonial period. As was shown in a previous study (lyela, 1987) production was organized in such a way that 
Nupe land did not experience serious food problems in the pre-colonial period. 
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