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UNITED WE (NET)WORK: AN ANALYSIS OF NIGERIAN WOMEN’S
CLUBS!

Sara PANATA

1. Introduction

“En Afrique, il n’y a pas de systéme bancaire, il n’y a pas de systéme de
bourse, il n’y a pas de systéme de crédit [...] vous n’avez pas de moyens
de vous en sortir [...]
(La tontine) c’était la vocation de ce groupe (les Authentic Sisters Club of
France). Pour les membres, la tontine est importante car le systéme
bancaire est faillant.”

“On a faire a « des gens qui ont été conditionnées des ’enfance » a quitter
leur pays.”?

In the fifteen-day trial of the Authentic Sisters Club of France (ASCF) — a Nigerian women’s
club accused of procuring and trafficking of Nigerian girls from Edo State to France — Nigeria
is depicted by the defense speeches as a no-rule and no-state country where women’s clubs
come into existence in order to carry out the role of economic operators®. They would, then,
provide an informal economic system in a country where the formal economic setting could not
offer sustainable economic solutions. According to these arguments, this type of clubs would
eventually assist girls and women, with, in the background, the idea that they developed, from
their childhood, the will to leave this failed country for a great future in Europe.

294

These “cultural elements” provided by the defense are of limited impact considering the

995

“exceptional seriousness’ of the accusations that, according to the President of the criminal

! A special thank goes to Aurélie Jeannerod, the association Aux Captives La Liberation and Elodie Apard, director
of IFRA, for the precious time dedicated to fruitful exchanges on the topic.

All the name of the interviewees and of the clubs studied have been changed in order to preserve the anonymity.
For the same reason a list of the associations studied is not provided.

21 quote some arguments of the defence expressed during the trial of the Authentic Sisters Club of France, on the
29th of June 2018.

3 For additional information on this trial, see: https://www.vanguardngr.com/2018/05/want-freedom-back-get-life-
says-victim-nigeria-france-traffickers/ ; https://www.renate-europe.net/1 1-years-prison-authentic-sisters-
nigerian-pimps-france/ accessed on the 1°* of June 2018.

41 quote Isabelle Prévost-Desprez words.

S Idem.



https://www.vanguardngr.com/2018/05/want-freedom-back-get-life-says-victim-nigeria-france-traffickers/
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2018/05/want-freedom-back-get-life-says-victim-nigeria-france-traffickers/
https://www.renate-europe.net/11-years-prison-authentic-sisters-nigerian-pimps-france/
https://www.renate-europe.net/11-years-prison-authentic-sisters-nigerian-pimps-france/

court, Isabelle Prévost-Desprez, “violate the fundamental principles of the French Republic”®.

Ten “Madams™" of the ASCF are consequently condemned to prison with sentences between
three and eleven years for aggravated procuring and human trafficking. Several among them
are moreover punished with extradition from the French territory and heavy fines. Five men,
linked to the women’s illegal activity, are condemned as well.

Given the results of the ASCF’s trial, it is particularly important to go back generally to the
history of women’s organizations in Nigeria and particularly to the development of women’s
clubs of the same type as ASCF, in order to shade light on their peculiar acting modes, as well
as their context of emergence and development.

Instead of employing “cultural arguments” or assumption linked to an ambiguous “African
tradition” (Ranger 2012), that are far from mirroring the working principles of these women’s
groups, this paper aims to provide an analysis of women’s clubs, on the model of the Authentic
Sisters Club of France, through a comparison with other women’s organizations active in the

south of the country and with contribution’s clubs.

A historical glance at the women’s organizations and women’s clubs in Nigeria
The first documented women’s associations in Nigeria date back to the beginning of the

twentieth century, despite the fact that several scholars underline that women’s associations
with economic purposes were present in the country long before the colonial period (Awe 1977;
Amadiume 2000). These pre-colonial associations gathered together market women with the
objective to preserve their economic interests and to improve their profits (Mba 1982; Denzer
1998). The palette of women’s organizations become more complex after the colonial
encounter. On the one hand, associations of the first generation of educated and Christianized
women were formed in the early twentieth century and in the southern part of the country. They
had recreational purposes (to organize leisure activities for women and girls, such as the “Ladies
Recreation Club of Lagos”); hygienic and sanitary aims (encouraging sanitation in the city or
distributing medicines, like the well-known “Lagos Ladies League” founded by Mrs Charlotte
Obasa and Mrs M.E. Johnson, who administered quinine to children to combat infant
mortality); or educational and moral goals (with actions towards the community and its moral
education with special attention to girls, as the “Ladies' Progressive Club of Lagos” or the

“Lagos Ladies League™) (Mba 1982; Johnson-Odim 1982; Awe (ed.) 1992). As several studies

6 Idem.
7 Siegel and Blanck define them, “female offenders who play a central role, lead criminal organizations and
coordinate human trafficking activities” (2010, 440).



of other African countries testify, the newly formed class of elite women that emerges at the
beginning of the twentieth century — educated and Christianized — felt invested of a social duty
— imbued with the Christian doctrine of charity — towards women and girls from less advantaged
social classes (Goerg 1997). On the other hand, in 1920, market women formed a formal
organization, the “Lagos Market Women's Association”, under the leadership of Mrs. Alimotu
Pelewura (Somotan 2018). They were acting for the economic well-being of the market women
and for the valorization of their economic interests. Already well addressed in the existing
literature, these early century’s networks — mostly based in Lagos because of the peculiar
cultural and socio-political ebullition of the city — also advanced political claims (Johnson-
Odim 1982; Mba 1982; Awe (ed.) 1992). From the 1940’s onwards, women’s associations
became an omnipresent social actor in southern Nigeria (Awe 1988). Indeed, the negotiations
around political and socio-economical rights for colonial subjects in Nigeria in the 1940’s and
then the negotiations for independence in the second half of the 1950’s, did not leave women
indifferent (Johnson-Odim et Mba 1997; Panata 2016b). They began to associate according to
a gender criterion, coming together around common interests, not only economical or recreative
but also social and political (Mba 1982; Panata 2016c¢). From this period onwards, despite the
constant changes of Nigeria’s political and economic situation, women had always found their
ways to associate themselves in organizations of women for women interests.

In 1957, an umbrella organization was founded in Ibadan. Its objective was to bring together
different women’s organizations of the South of the country in order to represent women with
one voice when necessary (for example in international meetings that Nigerian women wanted
to attend) and to better organise the women’s activities in the country. This new association,
initially called Council of Women’s Societies (CWS), changed its name in 1960, immediately
after independence, to become the National Council of Women’s Societies (NCWS) as
prescribed by the international rules on women’s national organizations. The headquarter was
then moved to Lagos and the Council embraced the objective to gather together the women’s
associations from the whole country. It was articulated in four sections, one for each region (the
country was divided in regions at that time (Falola et Heaton 2008)), plus one section for the
Federal Territory of Lagos. Each section was headed by a president and divided in local
branches, each composed of several women’s associations. At the head of the Council, there
was a National Executive, with a National President.

From the 1960s onwards, new types of women’s organizations, differently denominated as
organizations, societies, associations, unions or guilds, have been created to adapt to diverse

economic and political contingencies (Abdullah 1995; Mama 1995; Ojewusi 1996; Imam



1997). The 1990s constituted a pic in the creation of women’s organizations because of the
international interest in programs on women promoted especially after the Third World
Conference on Women organized by the United Nation in Nairobi in 1985. Several international
donors promoted the creation of new organizations for women and as result, plenty of them
were created all around the country. The great majority were registered under the umbrella of
the National Council of Women’s Societies. Still nowadays, women’s organizations register
under the NCWS. There is no legal obligation to affiliate to the Council but the widespread idea
that women’s organizations are obliged to do so because of the difficulties they can encounter
(for example to hold meetings or to have a bank account) if there are not formally recognized
by this body, nowadays strongly linked to the Nigerian government (Imam 1997). However,
some women’s organizations, intentionally declare their independence from the Council. This
is the case for example of the former Women In Nigeria organization, founded in 1982, that did
not want to be affiliated to the Council, considered too government-orientated (/bid.; Iweriebor
1997) or the case of the Federation of Nigerian Muslim Women’s Associations of Nigeria
(FOMWAN) that considers the Council too Christian in its orientation.

Some of these Nigerian women’s associations have been exported in migratory contexts or new
associations have been founded to represent the specific women interests abroad, namely in
Europe. All these different kinds of organizations reflect in their structures and objectives the
socio-political context and environment in which they were born. Their objectives are
multiples: social, economic, political and recreational. The common factor of all these
collective networks is the fact that they represent the interests of women in the community and
try to improve the women’s place in the society.

Starting from the 1990s, new kinds of women’s groups — defining themselves as “women’s
clubs” — emerged in Benin as well as in Europe. They gradually became more active in different
social networks, posting links, photographs and videos of their meetings or their hostings.®
Many of those clubs’ members seem to be involved in human trafficking for sexual exploitation,

as the trial of the Authentic Sisters Club of France showcases.

8 An hosting is a monthly meeting of the club. Pat Iziegmbe Omoregie (2019) describes the hosting as “a very
important event that takes place among clubs members in Benin [City]. For some leaders of these clubs, hosting
is an avenue for club members to know the home of each member. [...] Hosting is when each member of a club
takes their turn to host or welcome other members to his or her home for a celebration. In some clubs, there are
specific things the hostess must provide for members of the club during the hosting ceremony. In most cases, the
hosting takes place in the home of the hostess. But however, there are cases where hosting takes place in a
particular restaurant or in the house of the president of the club. In most scenarios, it is usually a monthly event.”



In spite of the variety of these women’s organizations it is still possible to trace common trends
in between women’s organizations, under the umbrella of the NCWS, and to distinguish them

from the women’s clubs.

Interviews and nethnography as entry-points to studv Nigerian women’s clubs

Different kinds of sources have been used for this analysis. First of all, archival materials
collected along the years of a Ph.D. research on the history of women’s movements are at the
core of the study®. A list of archival sites and documents available in each site has been further
provided (Appendix 1). Oral semi-directive interviews of clubs’ members conducted in Benin
City (Appendix 2, 3) have also helped building up the analysis. Moreover, several primary
printed sources, namely books written by primary actors, have shaped the reflexion on this topic

(Appendix 4).

All these sources have been interwoven alongside a one-year online observation using a
“nethnographic” methodology to collect data in the social space. The term “nethnography” is
made out of the fusion of the terms “network” and “ethnography”. Firstly employed by Kozinets
in 1998, this word aims to define a research methodology employed to study virtual
environments and the behaviours of social individuals within online platforms (Kozinets 1998).
It is then employed to define an ethnographic research on an online community.

“Our social worlds are going digital. As a consequence, social scientists around the world are
finding that to understand society they must follow people’s social activities and encounters
onto the Internet” stated Kozinets (2013, p. 1). This statement proves to be particularly relevant
for the proposed research: the wide use of Internet, especially social networks, by these
women’s clubs showcases the necessity to study social online activities and behaviours of these
virtual communities to better understand these social actors. Even if there is, within online
communities, self-representation and “staging” of one’s personality that can be far away from
the real one, the “digital-self” — due to the exponential use of the Net — is becoming a fully-
fledged facet of the individual personality that needs to be studied for deeper understanding the
“self”. Moreover, Sayarh affirms that in these virtual communities, communication and self-
representation are not submitted to the rules of external environments. This creates a

community that follows different norms and different behaviours, free from the domination of

° Sara Panata “Women’s mouvements, gender dynamics and circulations of feminisms (1940s-1990s)”, University
of Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne under the supervision of Professor Anne Hugon.



external rules, which creates space for a counterculture (Sayarh 2013, p. 228). In the frame of
this research, the social communities recreated in social networks seem to follow norms and
behaviours that are not fully in lines with those of the host countries (e.g. spray money’s
practise, ostentation of money and gold, etc.). The netnography permits to study norms
regulating the behaviours of these social communities. Moreover, this methodology allows to
observe the practises of social groups in the well specified Web context, monitoring the online
interactions between people without stepping-in (/bid., p. 231). An unobtrusive method seems

the most successful one in such a sensitive subject.

Using two social networks mostly used by a selected number of women’s clubs, namely
Facebook and YouTube, the club’s rules of thumb were observed, particularly in the videos and
pictures posted on social media. The selection of women’s clubs on the Web started with the
ASCEF although their Facebook page was not active since the arrest of its members, in 2015. I
have then looked for the social pages of the women’s clubs interviewed in Benin as well as
their European homonyms, even if the women I interviewed in Benin City do not confirm the
existence of foreigner branches of their clubs. I discovered that women’s clubs based in Benin
do not have social accounts and do not publish videos on YouTube. On the contrary, some of
their homonyms abroad have social profiles and data.

First, I selected, from Facebook, all the French-based clubs. Then, I looked for clubs with the
same denominations in other European countries. Finally, I looked for these groups, or groups
with the same name but based in different locations, on YouTube. The general criteria in
selecting these groups was to get those displaying a significant amount of data in different

European countries.

In these two social networks, different types of data are available. On the one hand, the social
data produced by YouTube are just videos that can be analysed through various methods. First,
I used a multimodal interactional analysis defined as “a methodological framework that allows
the analyst to integrate the verbal with the nonverbal, and to integrate these with material objects
and the environment as they are being used by individual acting and interacting in the [social]
world.” (Norris 2012, p. 1). This interpretative framework allows to take into consideration
both the social actors and the cultural tools they are mobilizing. In addition, three different
forms of interactions can occur on videos analysis and they were consequently

considered (Giglietto, Rossi et Bennato 2012, p. 49):



- the audience interactions, measurable using parameters like exposure (how many times a
video or a channel is viewed);

- the social interactions (number or type of comments, likes etc.)

- and finally, for YouTube video especially, the platform interactions: all metadata linked to the
video inserted while uploading (title, date, tags etc.).

On the other hand, Facebook provides different kinds of social data, such as posted links and
personal status, photographs and videos. The posted links were not extremely relevant because
very few groups post regularly and their walls are mainly used by other actors to post personal
information or advertisements. More relevant, were the pictures of the clubs I studied
employing a transversal analysis aimed at considering one or more elements present in a set of
images (Gervereau 2004, p. 34). This allowed me to analyse possible recurrent paths among the
pictures. Then I followed a vertical approach aimed at focusing the attention on each image to
consider the composition of the photographs, the ways of striking poses, the dress code and
their signification in the context of which the pictures were captured. The possible connection
between local esthetical norms and international ones has been traced in order to understand
how these women want to be represented and what is the message they want to pass, within

their culture and/or within the culture of the host country.

The final goal of all these observations — together with the mentioned sources and the interviews
— was the deep study of the acting modes of these groups in order to trace a general modus
operandi that is peculiar to them and distinct from other women’s organizations or contribution

associations of women studied all long my Ph.D. thesis.

2. United we work: some guidelines of understanding for Nigeria women’s
clubs

The names and the (non) affiliation question
A good starting point in the description of these women’s networks is their nomenclature. All

the studied groups in this analysis are using the term “Club”, to which is attached an adjective
that expresses unity, strength, religious attachment or wealth (“Golden Ladies Club”,
“Glorious Mothers Club”, “Blessed Women Club '), which is quite peculiar — even though

not exclusive — of these lately studied groups. The current list of women’s organizations

19 These names do not correspond to existing clubs but are provided here for the purpose of illustration.



composing the National Council of Women’s Societies (Appendix 7) together with evidences
from the 1940s onwards, showcase that the majority of women’s groups of different
characteristics tend to define themselves as “organization”, “association”, “union”, “society”
“council” and “federation” and partially explain, through the name of the group, their objectives
or their role in the society (for example “Young Women’s Christian Association” or the
“National Association of Women Journalists”!!).

Moreover, Edo women’s groups with different goals were part of the National Council of
Women’s Societies (Appendix 8). Equally, the archives of the Federation of Nigerian Women’s
Organizations — another and concurrent umbrella organization founded in Abeokuta in 1953
but no more in existence — showcase the active presence of Edo women’s groups of different
characteristics (social groups as well as market women’s organizations and professional

organizations). Nowadays, the NCWS remains the only umbrella organization in the country

but none of the clubs studied here are part of it!2.

How to become a member: the foundation and entrance process
As all the interviewees from women’s clubs in Benin City explain, these clubs of women are

self-help groups. To enter the club, the members have to pay an entrance fee that can vary from
a club to another. This is a basic characteristic of all the studied women’s groups in southern
Nigeria. With this entrance fee, an annual fee is to be deposit and renewed each year. Normally,
these amounts of money are used within the group — whether they are women’s political parties,
women « non-political » organizations, religious associations, economic cooperatives of
women or professional bodies — for the association and its activities.

The women’s clubs studied here also demand as an additional entrance fee a bottle of Baileys
— the so-called “alcohol of women” that must be offered to members. The presence of liquor
can also be seen in almost all the women /hostings and meetings publicized on social networks.
In some clubs, described as particularly wealthy, also a bag of rice or other gifts are required.'3
The creation of a club seems to be always the initiative of the President who — together with a
group of women — decides to fund a club of self-help among a group of already connected
women. Ifa new member wants to enter the club, she has to be introduced or she will go through

an “observation period”. Baba E. explains:

' These two organizations exist until date.
12 Tterview with Mrs J., Baba E., P. R.
13 Interview with M. N.



“Baba E.: If you are not introduced by someone, the club members will
appoint someone, we will watch out at you for six months. We will put three
men on you, they will watch out at you. [...| We want to be sure of her
behaviors |[...] The potential member should avoid to fight, to drink, to

misbehave in their marriage. We want people that cannot spoil you. You

know, we don’t have a secrecy policy in the club so we have to be careful.”'

In every clubs, the admission is submitted to the economic status of the members. If you want
to enter a club you have to be able to pay the entrance and the annual fees but also monthly
contributions (called osusu or esusu contributions) and levies for general parties but also
burials, weddings or naming ceremonies of the members. It is cogent to note that the entrance
and annual fees are different from contributions. Pat Iziegmbe Omoregie (2019) explains:

“Osusu contribution occurs when a group of friends or people come

together and agree on a particular amount to pay either weekly or

monthly. They gather this money together and give it to one person in

the group this week or month. By the next month, they also gather the

same amount of money to another person in the group. Thus, every

member of the group benefit from the contribution before it ends and

they can begin another one.”!?
This economically restricted access is not a common characteristic of other Nigerian women’s
groups where women can affiliate just by paying their entrance fees, the annual fee and adopting
the constitution of the association. In addition, in some associations, the entrance fees are
defined in accordance with the women’s income in order to give access to the association to
different profiles of women. Moreover, the majority of Nigerian women’s association tend to
propose “group affiliations”. Women’s groups can then affiliate to a new group with their
association, paying an association fee. This seems to not be possible in Benin City clubs’
network where — in spite of the circulation of members from one club to another — hostings are

not open to other clubs.

The hierarchical and life-long structure of the clubs
Each club has a rigid structure, following the modus operandi of the majority of Nigerian

women’s groups, always organized in a hierarchical setting. In the chart below, the main

14 Interview with Baba E., president of one of the organization. This organization is quite peculiar because the
president is a man. He is the only man of the organization though, except from the Patron who is passed away.
15 This economic activity of the club is further explained.

10



positions in the clubs studied are represented. Peculiar to these clubs is the fact that the roles
are life-roles. This is an atypical setting compared to “classic” Nigerian women’s associations.
In the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, associations of different goals orbited around a prominent
woman who organized the activities of the association (for example Mrs Funmilayo Ransome-
Kuti for the Federation of Nigerian Women’s Organisations or Mrs Elizabeth Adekogbe for the
Women Movement (Johnson-Odim et Mba 1997; Panata 2016b)). If the central role of one
personality has left place for organizations with a collective leadership from the 1960s onwards,
even before the independence there were regular elections for the different positions to cover,
at least every 5 years.

In the cases studied here, the President and the Vice-President are life positions. In many clubs,
the other positions do no rotate neither. Sometimes however, clubs’ members who misbehave

can be removed, but the process in which this is done is not transparent. '°

The Matron and the Patron do not take part
into hostings. They are selected by the
members as wealthy and prominent figures
that help economically the clubs and its
members in some peculiar or urgent situations.
They do not do contribution and they do not
pay normal annual fees.

The President is not elected. This charge is for
life. The club is its creation. She receives special

gift from the members and she is at the core of
the club. The President can have different
nicknames in different club.

The other roles could rotate: if a member act in
a bad way, the others can remove her and
chose another member. In some clubs there are
fictive elections where member are normally
re-elected for the same position.

General organizational chart of women’s clubs

The Matron and Patron are above the President. They are not strictly implicated in the life of

the association. They are kind of Deus ex machina, who intervene to financially help when
members of the club need them.!” They are selected for their wealth and power and celebrated
as powerful figures. Mrs J., Matron of five different clubs, explains very well the “work” of a

Matron:

16 Interview with Mrs J. and Baba E.
17 Interview with M. N. and Mrs J.

11



“Mrs J: If they [the members] have any problems, they have to come
to you [the Matron]. You have to give them money. And you host them.
Sometimes I host them here. They don’t pay fees for hosting, they don’t
pay nothing. I just host them, they will eat, they will drink. And for the
anniversary the Matron goes there [to the anniversary meeting] and
donates money to the club.

Do you help them if they have club issues or personal issues?
Mrs J: [ help them if they have personal problems.

And for example what kind of problem?

Mrs J: That’s what personal problem is: they come here, they ask for
money. I give them. If some of their daughters get married and they
need money, [ will give them. If they have issues, I will give them money.
You cannot refuse. That’s the work of a matron. And sometime for
anniversaries you sit with them.

How did you become the matron of all these different clubs?
Mrs J: They called me. They come and they invite me. They put a
person that is well to do, a person that will attend them well. ¥

Baba E. also adds some information about the role of a Matron and a Patron:

“What is the role of the Matron in the club?
Baba E.: The Matron is the mother of the Club.

Which are her duties?

Baba E.: She is in charge of anything that is above me [the President].
These women [the members] have problems you know. I will call her
[the Matron] and she will take in charge everything. There are times
she uses her money to help us.

Does she help you also on personal issues?
Baba E.: Yes, it is on personal issues that she helps us.

And who is your patron, and what is his role in the club?

18 Interview with Mrs. J.



Baba E.: Our patron is dead now. He died one year ago. He was

Kingsley Edegbe'®. [...] We want to wait 3 or 4 years before having

another one to show him respect.’*

The Matron and Patron are then seen as the “economic parents” of the club. Matrons and
Patrons are present in several Nigerian women’s associations, they are celebrated in the various
groups and they are considered as figures that deserve respect for their position in the
community. They can help the association economically to organise events but they will not act
in case of personal issues of their members as money suppliers. Moreover, in a very peculiar
way, the Matrons of the Edo women’s clubs are federated in a club of Matrons; where women
have to be Matrons themselves to be members. The life President of this “Club of Matrons” is

Mrs F., owner of the Hotel F. and well-known as one of the biggest “Madam” in Benin City.?!

The Presidents are the core of the associations. They are particularly celebrated by the members

and they receive (or received) special gifts, as Mrs J., president of a club explains:

“Now we don’t do it anymore because of the difficult times but once we
did gifts, like fans, fridges for the President... wrappers... but we have
stopped.”?

The role of the President is to organise meetings, /ostings and to generally manage the club
properly. Being the President of a club also gives a recognised social influence and allows to

create relations and networks as Mrs J. and M. N. attest:

“As a president of the club, how do you describe your duties?

Mrs J.: [ give them money, I assist them, I spray a lot of money for
them! Yes! Sometimes I spray 25.000 [Nairas]; sometimes 15.000...
And I help them a lot. Any problem they have they come to me. If a
member comes, she has an issue with her land, I dress up, I put gele, [
take one of my car and I go with them. Yes! I follow them there to solve
the problems. If I am not available I will tell them to come later. I will

19 Enadeghe Kingsley Edegbe is described in Ellis as follow: “The chief suspect in the whole people-smuggling
ring was one Enadeghe Kingley Edegbe, born on 10 August 1964 in Benin City [...]. Egedbe was the owner of a
massive house in his home town [located in the same road of Mrs J.” house] and ran a travel agency as cover for
hi