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Studies on African migration contribute significantly to narratives of knowledge decolonization
and the reconstruction of African pasts. Rasheed Olaniyi’s Migration and Diaspora Identity in
Northern Nigeria and Ghana, 1900-1970 employs a comparative analytical approach rooted in
historical research methods and ethnographical collection of data through oral interviews
conducted over a decade with Yoruba migrants in Kano (northern Nigeria) and Tamale
(northern Ghana). The book’s five chapters (plus an introduction and conclusion) cover
thematic areas such as the push and pull dynamics of Yoruba migrants, the evolution and
growth of diaspora identities, social inclusion and exclusionary policies of migration, and the
relations between migrants and communities of origin to bring into forefront the intersection
between diaspora-homeland politics.

The book's introduction sets the background for understanding the thematic concept that
runs through the chapters, which encompasses migration, diaspora identity, and citizenship —
intertwined aspects of migrants' everyday relations in various places of destination. Rooted in
world system theory, Olaniyi shows that a multiplicity of micro and macro factors influence
migration and that migration and diaspora formation are not merely individual endeavors but
group-based, influenced by the need to become successful through interaction, interpersonal
and group relations, and the formation of communities in the diaspora. Hence, as individuals
and societies are inseparable, their interaction also produces social change and contributes to
the construction of identity. Yoruba people have exemplified transnational identity in various
spaces of destination through resilience and adaptability, integration into diverse host
communities, and the construction of transnational family ties with their homeland. However,
identity formation is complex and often involves patterns of inclusion and exclusion in host-
migrant relations, which the Yoruba in northern Nigeria and northern Ghana exemplify in the
interplay between diaspora identity and the ways in which it can be built.

The first chapter situates Yoruba migration and commercial activities in northern Ghana
and northern Nigeria within the narrative of migration. Although pre-colonial migratory
connections existed at both destinations, British colonial socio-economic and political policies,
such as the shift towards cash crops and mineral resources, created a substantial demand for
labor. This in turn influenced Yoruba migration. Trade routes were as important a migration
infrastructure during this period as they are today, serving as conduits for the exchange of
goods and services. They also provided migrants with the space to move and were the most
significant linkages that facilitated identity construction in both places of destination and
homeland. While colonialists did not pioneer such Yoruba migration, it was broadened due to
the colonialists' need for labor. An early example was 1673 British recruitment of Yoruba from
Lagos to construct Accra’s James Fort. Across various parts of northern Ghana and Kano,
kinship has been a crucial cornerstone of the multiple chains of Yoruba migration built around
extended family structure, bonds, and communal relations employed in the construction of
identity in the diaspora.

The transnationalism of Yoruba migrants in Tamale, Ghana is the focus of the second
chapter. Influenced by the dynamics of commerce and employment, which were considered

African Studies Quarterly | Volume 23, Issue 2 |September 2025
https://journals.flvc.org/ASQ



https://journals.flvc.org/ASQ

BOOK REVIEWS 1129

crucial for upward social mobility, the Yoruba migrated in large numbers to northern Ghana.
They took advantage of employment opportunities and served in the British West Africa Force
(BWAFF) in Ghana, just like their Hausa counterparts. The cash crop economy, particularly
cocoa and gold, shaped the presence of other Yoruba migrants through expanded opportunities
to become produce buyers, operate the abusa system, and engage in fields such as
transportation, mining, and retail trading. Alongside Hausa migrants, Yoruba also contributed
significantly to the growth of Islam, Christianity, and traditional deity worship. Olaniyi’s use of
a biographical approach to illustrate the presence and contributions of individual Yoruba
migrants in Tamale provided an evidence-based analysis to connect their existence to diaspora
identity and integration into the socio-economic fabric of host communities. Olaniyi also
examines the role of socio-cultural associations as the fulcrum of diaspora social cohesion and
the basis of coordinating homeland remittances and investment during this period to structure
a Yoruba diaspora identity in Tamale.

The third chapter focuses on Kano’s Yoruba migrant community, where the extensive
commercial networks, the subsequent British conquest and amalgamation of Nigerian
territories, and railway construction impacted Yoruba labor migration to Kano. There they lived
in the Sabon Gari quarters, from where they actively participated in Kano economic spheres
such as the kola nut and groundnut trade, printing, and the automobile industries. They also
served as middlemen, connecting various stores and small to medium-scale businesses, acting
as long-distance traders who transported goods from northern to southwestern Nigeria. In the
political sphere, they and other Yoruba migrant communities established branches of Egbe Omo
Oduduwa. These entities fostered homeland-diaspora cohesion and served as political branches
promoting the core philosophy of the Action Group. Olaniyi also discusses the contributions of
notable individual Yoruba migrants in Kano.

Remittances from Ghana and northern Nigeria in relation to the development of colonial
Yorubaland constitute the fourth chapter’s theme. Remittances extended beyond monetary
indices to encompass socio-economic endeavors, contributions, and linkages. Olaniyi utilizes
the concept “re-homing” to describe the process of forging relations with the homeland as a
means of connecting with it and contributing significantly to its development. For example, the
Ogbomoso Progressive Union enabled Ogbomoso migrants to make significant contributions to
their home areea’s educational development.

The fifth chapter examines the 1960 Ghana Deportation Order through the lens of
memory and reminiscence. Ghana’s post-independence crisis led to implementing the
Deportation Act of 1957, resulting in the eventual deportation of non-indigenes who had
migrated as British citizens and protected persons during the colonial period but lacked a
residence permit. Their lived experiences and socio-economic livelihood made deportees agents
of socio-economic changes despite their abrupt expulsion. Returnees in Ogbomoso established a
cooperative union to assist deportees with their financial needs and the stigmatization they
faced upon return. Additionally, deportees became entrepreneurs and invested in the
manufacturing sector. The chapter also discusses the post-1970 return of deportees to Ghana
and their organizations within the fabric of economic exclusion.

Olaniyi’s publication is important for four main reasons. First, it expands upon Jeremy
Eades' Strangers and Traders: Yoruba Migrants, Markets, and the State in Northern Ghana (1993),
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deepening understanding of the Yoruba migratory experience. Second is utilizing a
comparative method in understanding the lived experience of migrants and the construction of
identity in places of destination, thus illuminating levels of inclusion and exclusion, as well as
the similarities and differences in the composition of Yoruba migrants in Tamale and Kano.
Third, its methodological narrative of comparative diaspora lived experience emphasizes the
relevance of oral history as an indisputable tool. Fourth, the author consistently employs a
biogeographical approach to understanding migrant communities, particularly through the
multi-sited space of interviews, illuminating this methodology’s utility in researching diaspora
communities. This well-structured and well-written book sheds light on the complexities of
Yoruba and African migration history, as well as the lived experiences of those who have
migrated. It is a testament Rasheed Olaniyi’s academic rigor as a distinguished migration
scholar

Olawale Yemisi, University of Ibadan
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