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Syrian traders should be stopped from retail trading and that they should also
stop collecting rent from the poor women staying outside their shops. He said
that some such petty traders paid up to £1o rent to the Lebanese or Syrian
trader to sell things supplied to them from the shop outside their premises.
Benson concluded his speech by supporting the amendment.53

This debate finally ended with the approval of the amendment by the
House.5*

An impartial study of the debates in the Nigerian House of Representatives
over the Lebanese issue raises the following points:

1 It exposed the lack of experience among Nigerian legislators in parlia-
mentary procedures, particularly their inability to introduce properly worded
motions on important issues related to national importance. The case in point
being Chief S. L. Akintola’s deviously applied motion asking for an official
inquiry into the activities of the aliens in Nigeria and his subsequent
narrowing down of the term ‘aliens’ to refer strictly to the Lebangse and
Syrians.

2 Although there is evidence of Lebanese invasion of the local market in Ife,
of their exploitation of Nigerian employees in Calabar and of their
involvement in devious business practices in the Kano area, the legislators in
making reference to such Lebanese activities failed to substantiate the charges.

3 During the debate, Chief Akintola presented a pathetic picture of the
Lebanese elbowing out Nigerian retailers and charged that the bulk of retail
trading in Nigeria was being done by the Syrians and Lebanese.5> However,
existing evidence indicates that the volume of displacement of Nigerian
traders, as painted by Akintola and other critics, was far from the reality. It is
reported that according to the census figures in 1953 there were no less than
1.4 million Nigerian women engaged in petty trading all over the country,
whereas the total number of Lebanese and Syrians, including children, in the
same year was 1,895.57 Although it is true that the Lebanese were partly
responsible for the displacement of some indigenous traders, it should be
borne in mind that there were other factors equally responsible for their
displacement: for example the activities of European combines; the lack of
capital and business acumen among the local traders; and to a greater degree

53 Ibid., pp. 246-7.
Ibid., p. 248.
5 Debates, 5 April 1955, p. 922.
56 H, W. Ord and 1. Livingstone, An Introduction to West African Economies (London, 1969), p.
140.
57 Marwan I, Hanna, West Africa, 3 May, 1958, p. 415.
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the elimination of indigenous traders does not solely rest with the Lebanese.

4 A close analysis of the debates reflects the division among the members in
the House, which seems to have been based on tribal, regional as well as
political differences. This division may also be partly attributed to the
well-known British colonial policy of ‘divide and rule’, which was effectively
practised in the British colonies throughout the world.

s It appears that shrewd British administrators in Nigeria, like ]J. F. A.
Grey, taking advantage of the weaknesses of Nigerian politicians, overtly
camouflaged the Lebanese issue under the guise of British ‘fair play and
justice’ to protect expatriate business interests in general and British
commercial interests in particular. Some Nigerian legislators, while condemn-
ing Lebanese and Syrian commercial activities, did express their dissatisfac-
tion over the near monopoly of Nigerian trade by big foreign combines and
the resultant plight of Nigerian traders.

On the eve of Nigerian independence, the Lebanese in Nigeria, particularly
those in Kano, were alleged to have been forcibly involved in local politics.
The Lebanese community in Kano was reported by the news media to have
founded an ‘oriental wing’ of the NPC (Northern Peoples Congress—a
leading party in the Northern Region), and it was alleged that they were
forced to contribute money to NPC funds. However, the Lebanese in Kano
denied the charge. It is worth pointing out that, although none of my
Lebanese informants provided any information on this subject, in view of the
relationship of the Lebanese with the Emir of Kano and other prominent
northerners, it would seem likely that some discreet Lebanese contributions
to the NPC were discovered and exploited by the Action Group (the leading
party of the Western Region), and there is a likelihood that the Action Group
became resentful because it had not received something similar from the
Lebanese.??

Although the Nigerians, like their counterparts in other British West
African colonies, accused the Lebanese of arrogance, exploitation and unfair
business practices, the public reaction did not lead to acts of physical violence
against the Lebanese for the following reasons.

1 As evidenced from the deliberations of the Lebanese Friendly Committee
in Kano, the Lebanese were quick to respond positively to the suggestions
made to them to help defuse the mounting tensions.

58 Misra, op. cit., pp. 135—7.
% Winder, op. cit., pp. 326-9.

the lack of credit worthiness among Nigerian traders.® Thus the blame for
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2 The Lebanese in Nigeria were wise enough to enlist the support of some
prominent local figures such as the Emir of Kano. Additionally, they also
seem to have befriended some leading Nigerian politicians, who looked after
Lebanese interests at the highest legislative body in the country, and whose
collaboration with the Lebanese might have been based on some vested
economic interests.

3 The Lebanese appear to have been merely a link in the long chain of
exploitation of the Nigerian economy.%® As such any official charges brought
against Lebanese traders would automatically have involved other firms
(particularly the European combines). Consequently, the colonial govern-
ment in Nigeria, being aware of these implications, would not want to
institute an official inquiry into the economic activities of the Lebanese. The
administration, therefore, successfully defused the ILebanese issue through
various means at its disposal, to avoid the recurrence of public indignation
which took the form of riots against the expatriates in the Gold Coast
in 1948 (both Lebanese and European shopkeepers were victims of public wrath)
and the riots in Sierra Leone in 1954.

4 Perhaps most importantly, in the light of the existing evidence of
Lebanese devious business practices in all the three regions in the country,
credit must be given to the patience of the Nigerians in general, and people,
like the On/ of Ife, in particular without which the story of Sierra Leone and
the Gold Coast riots would have been repeated, perhaps in a worse form, in
Nigeria.

0 Misra, op. cit., pp. 2218 (sce for a detailed study of allegations of profiteering against
European firms).

Lebanese Emigration: its Effect on the
Political Economy of Sierra Leone

NEIL O. LEIGHTON

The ferocity of the Lebanese Civil War has had an impact as far away as the
West Coast of Africa, reinvigorating the influx of Lebanese citizens into the
nations composing the region. Particularly in the decade of the 1980s the
Lebanese émigré populations have grown considerably. In Sierra Leone the
population has increased tenfold from the late 196os to reach over 30,000,
while in Ivory Coast it has grown from 25,000 to more than 100,000, There is
some indication that the same growth is occurring in Liberia and Nigeria as
well. And in most of these countries there is growing resentment among local
African populations of the increased dominance of the local economies by the
Lebanese. Reaction has run the gamut from letters to editors in local
newspapers accusing the Lebanese of hoarding food and forcing up food
prices, to looting of Lebanese shops and homes.!

Yet reaction to the increased pressure of the Lebanese is only one side of
the coin. The other is the official condoning of their presence and ‘“facilitating’
their immigration. For despite their numbers they are a racial minority, visible
as well as vulnerable. In 1984 the then president of Sierra Leone, Siaka
Stevens, in an interview echoed the sentiments of his predecessors stretching
back to colonial officials as early as the Anti Syrian (Lebanese) Riots of 1919.
Stevens argued that he was aware of the growing resentment toward the
Lebanese but felt it was unjustified.

! “Lebanese in Africa: tale of success (and anxiety)’, The New Yark Times (9 July 1984), p.Az.
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