
Abstract

The anatomy of the forma�on of the emirate of Ilorin was actualised in the 
migra�on, se�lement and integra�on of the diverse peoples that made up the 
emirate. The processes involved in the migra�on and se�lement of the peoples 
were hinged on security considera�ons akin to the realist paradigm. This was  
perfected out by the rulers of the emirate somehow on the realist belief that to 
maximise power, power has to be secured first.  For each ethnic group that was 
accommodated by the authori�es in the emirate, a security  assignment has to 
be entrusted to it; and for each of the ethnic group se�led, a process of 
accelerated integra�on had to be put in place by the authori�es. This paper, 
therefore, analyses the connec�on between security considera�ons in the 
se�lement of immigrant communi�es in Ilorin in the 19th century and the 
enhancement of integra�on of the people into the society.

Zakariya, S. Sambo

Security and Integration:
The Case of Ilorin Emirate in the

Pre-Colonial Period

Introduc�on

The development of towns and ci�es usually necessitate other dynamic 
historical happenings. These happenings, among others, include the 
phenomena of ethnicity, migra�on, inter-group rela�ons, poli�cal pursuits, 
economic interac�ons and religious coopera�ons. There is no doub�ng the 
fact that it is the combina�on of two or more of these that make the processes 
of se�lements forma�on worth studying. In addi�on, since history of 
se�lement forma�ons is characterised by peculiar developments which are 
peculiar to different situa�ons and environments, one will find out that such 
histories are not uniform. It then becomes impera�ve to highlight what makes 
the history of one's study area peculiar if not unique.
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Boswick and Heckman¹, in looking at the salient developments that encourage 
migra�on and integra�on in socie�es highlight that the transi�on of 
immigrants to their host socie�es are o�en determined by the immigrants' 
willingness to adapt to their hosts' guidelines and principles. According to 
them,

Integra�on is the outcome of immigrants' ac�ons. It also, however, depends 
upon the opportuni�es and restric�ons that immigrants encounter in the host 
society; these reflect the general economic and social condi�ons in the new 
country and are also the result of that country's integra�on policies. 
Immigrants' ac�ons depend upon their capaci�es for learning and acquiring 
new competencies; the host society, however, must also learn how to relate to 
its new members.²

It is in line with the above that this paper sets out with two mo�ves. First it 
analyses the trends in the migra�on and se�lement of peoples in 19th century 
Ilorin Emirate³ and their integra�on processes into the society. Second, the 
paper argues that in the face of security challenges which the emergent 
emirate bedevilled with in the 19th century, its rulers evolved a system of 
encouraging immigrants to directly and indirectly deal with the security 
problems. Needless to say that the paper iden�fies the connec�on between 
deliberate state policy of encouraging migra�on and se�lements in order to 
enhance the emirate's growth, security and protec�on on the one hand and 
how, on the other hand, the policy enhanced accelerated integra�on of the 
society. 

Ilorin Emirate's Policy of Accomoda�ng Immigrants

A lot of secondary works have discussed and analysed the events that led to the 
establishment of Ilorin Emirate by the Fulani jihadists in 1823.⁴ As such, 

1 W. Boswick and F. Heckman (2006). Integra�on of Migrants: Contribu�ons of Local and 
Regional Authori�es, being a Report Work for European Founda�on for the Improvement of 
Living and Working Condi�ons, Dublin, p.11. 

2 Ibid.
3 Ilorin Emirate here definitely refers to the metropolitan Ilorin where the governance of the 

emirate took its root and where the substan�al number of the immigrants se�led in the 
th19  century.

4 See for instance, H. B. Hermon-Hodge, (1929). Gaze�eer of Ilorin Province, London: George 
Allen and Unwin Ltd. pp.272-280, A. Adam Al-Ilori,(1950). Al‐Islam Fi Nijeriya Wa Uthman b. 
Fodio, Cairo. pp.67-72, S. Johnson, (1960). The History of the Yoruba, Lagos: C.S.S. 
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highligh�ng those events here need not impede us. However, a very important 
point need to be dwelt upon. This is the fact that the emirate was created out of 
the northernmost part of the Old Oyo empire. And because of that, the Yoruba 
powers of the Old Oyo empire for two decades a�er the emirate's forma�on 
deemed it as a duty to recapture Ilorin from the Fulani. This invariably led to the 
incessant a�acks on Ilorin by Yoruba forces especially in the first half of the 
19th century. Notable among these wars were the Ogele war, the 
Mugbamugba war, and the Kanla war. In other words, the nascent Ilorin 
emirate found itself many �mes on the defensive from the forces of the Yoruba 
who even allied with the Baruba in the Eledewu war of 1836 to achieve their 
aim.⁵

As a security measure of paramount importance, the first two emirs of Ilorin, 
Abdulsalam (r.1823 - 1835) and Shi�a (r.1835 - 1861), made it a policy to 
encourage different ethnic immigrants groups to se�le in Ilorin for the purpose 
of not only boos�ng the strength of the populace of the emirate but also in 
iden�fying warriors among them who could help in defending the sovereignty 
of the emirate as well as help in prosecu�ng some of her wars. This security 
measure by the rulers of Ilorin was akin to the realist paradigm.⁶ Ilorin's most 
important concern then was to manage its security in the prevailing insecurity 
situa�on it found itself. The emirate pursued a balance of power with its 
aggressive neighbours so as to neutralise their threats and make them non-
threatening. Only if Ilorin's survival was assured can she safely seek such other 
goals as tranquility, development, expansion, profit and power. Therefore, 
many immigrant groups that include the Yoruba, the Hausa, the Fulani the 
Nupe, the Kambari, the Gwari, the Kanuri as well as the Baruba made a great 
influx into the emirate at the instance of the emirate's rulers.⁷

Indeed in the forma�ve years of the emirate, such immigrant groups were 
primarily a�racted to the military and economic exploits accrued from the 
emirate. Specifically, the leaders of these immigrant groups were rewarded 
with �tles and posi�ons by the Ilorin authori�es. For example, it was at that 
�me that the �tles of Balogun were created and given to those who were 
warriors and who commanded large followings. Hermon-Hodge aptly 
highlighs this development when he narrates that:

Abdulsalami created four warlords with the �tle of “Maiyaki” 
(Yoruba 'Balogun'): Gambari (Hausa) who is said to have come from 
Katsina; Fulani, whose family had been se�led in Yoruba country 
(Iresa) for some �me; Ajikobi, who had previously lived at Iseyin; and 
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Alanamu, who came from Reke and Kuwo. For the first three 
men�oned, the Emir secured flags, while Alanamu was given his later 
by Shi�a.⁸

It was also at that par�cular �me that the �tles of Ajia (the adjutants to the 
Balogun) were created. These �tles became enduring especially as Ilorin 
successfully repulsed all offensive a�acks targeted at her by the Yoruba 
powers. 

By the second half of the 19th century, Ilorin started carrying out large scale 
offensive campaigns of her own signifying the emirate's rela�ve internal 
stability. This encouraged the migra�on of different ethnic groups into the 
emirate and within a short �me the number of immigrant groups 
systema�cally increased. Those who further se�led in the emirate because of 
its stability that enhanced trade and commerce at that �me included the 
Yoruba from different states of Yorubaland. Also, there were Hausa traders 
from most of the emirates of the Sokoto caliphate - Katsinawa, Kanawa, 
Zagezagi, Daurawa, Kebbawa, Gobirawa, Sakkwatawa, Zamfarawa and the 
rest. Others were Kanuri from as far as Bornu and Baghirmi as well as Arab and 
Moor from parts of North Africa.⁹ In addi�on, the Nupe, the Baruba and the 
Gwari also se�led. All these migra�onal  developments were not curtailed as a 
deliberate state policy of encouraging se�lement of peoples in the emirate in 

Bookshop. pp.197-205,  S. A. T. Adisa-Onikoko (1982).  A History of Ilorin Emirate, Ilorin: 
S.A.T. Adisa Press. pp.1-10, L. A. K. Jimoh (1994). Ilorin‐The Journey So Far,  pp.35-65.

5 A. Smith (1983). “A li�le New Light on the Collapse of the Alafinate of Yoruba” in G.O. 
Olusanya (ed.), Studies in Yoruba History and Culture, Ibadan: University Press, p.52. 

6  Realism in interna�onal rela�ons is concerned with security issues among compe�ng states. 
States are par�cularly concerned with how to protect themselves from both foreign and 
domes�c a�acks. A realist state's interest is basically that of augmen�ng its security by 
increasing its internal capaci�es, building up its economic prowess, and forming alliances 
with other states based on similar interests. See K. Mingst (1999), Essen�als of 
Interna�onal Rela�ons. New York: W. W. Norton and Company, p. 70-79. 

7 Unfortunately there are no sta�s�cal data to shed more light on the number of these 
immigrant se�lers. But considering how the emergent emirate transformed from a mere 

thvillage outpost at the beginning of the 19  century to a poli�cal power house and an 
emporium by the end of the century reveals that the immigrant se�lers must be 
substan�al. 

8 H. B. Hermon-Hodge, (1929). Gaze�eer of Ilorin Province, p. 81.
9 See T.J. Bowen (1857). Adventure and Missionary Labour in the Interior of Africa, 

Charlestown , chapter seven on Ilorin.
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order to enhance its security, growth and expansion throughout the 19th 
century.

Residen�al Strategies Adopted in Integra�ng the Immigrants

The rulers of Ilorin in the 19th century adopted two primary strategies of 
se�ling immigrants into the emergent Ilorin Emirate. The first strategy was 
accommoda�ng princes and rela�ves of the rulers in strategic loca�ons within 
the emirate. Large por�ons of lands far away from the palace were allo�ed to 
them for development. 

Oral evidence indicates that, for example, much of the lands of Magajin Gari 
ward in Ilorin were originally allocated to princes and rela�ves of the royal 
house of the emirate.¹⁰ This was done in order to establish legi�mate heirs to 
the throne and their immediate family members in this area which was 
considered very strategic to the spa�al security and development of the 
emirate. Also, it was so done in order to enhance the popula�on growth of the 
area where such alloca�ons where made. The princes and their immediate 
family members thus became not only the representa�ves of the emirs of Ilorin 
in such places but also oversaw the day to day affairs of the places were they 
were se�led par�cularly their en�re security networks. In this case, they 
helped in the mobilsa�on of able bodied men who par�cipated in patroling the 
neighbourhoods in order to prevent security breaches from armed bandits and 
enemy scouts. Gradually as years went by, the princes in this area too 
redistributed more lands for se�lement to trusted immigrant friends and  
allies.¹¹

The second strategy adopted by the emirs of Ilorin in se�ling immigrants into 
the emirate was by instruc�ng and encouraging principal chiefs to personally 
invite their own friends and rela�ves to designated areas considered strategic 
not only to the defence of the emirate but to its spa�al growth as well. The 
principal chiefs so encouraged include the four Balogun who were in charge of 
the four wards of the emirate different from that of the emir; the Magajin Gari 
who was in charge of the emir's ward; the various Magaji and Alangua who 
were in charge of the different sca�ered quarters in Ilorin; as well as renowned 
Islamic scholars who served as spiritual heads of the emirate prominent of 
whom was the Imam Fulani (Chief Imam). The implica�on of this was that at 
every corner of Ilorin a prominent community leader emerged who oversaw 
the day to day happenings in his domain especially the security alertness of the 
area and the protec�on of lives and proper�es of the inhabitants including the 
maintenance and patrol of the emirate's walls and gates.
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This strategy was adopted and prac�calised in all areas of Ilorin. In the Balogun 
Ajikobi ward, for example, the emir of Ilorin Abdulsalam, instructed Magaji 
Agbadamu to accomodate Malam AbdulGaniyu Ali-Agan who was a warrior 
friend of the emir from Oyo.¹² Malam AbdulGaniy was, therefore, allo�ed a 
large por�on of land by Magaji Agbamu in Agbaji area at the instruc�on of emir 
AbdulSalam.¹³ The former thus became the progenitor of the Ali-Agan family in 
Ilorin and soon invited his own rela�ves and friends to se�le with him. He, 
therefore, automa�cally became the community leader of that area.

 Another primary reason for the adop�on of this strategy by the rulers of Ilorin 
was because they saw the need for the quick territorial expansion of the 
emirate especially  away from the city centre where the palace is located. This 
gave boost to quite a substan�al number of immigrants to se�le in the emirate 
since virgin lands for their accomada�on were readily available. The strategy 
also ensured that the beneficiaries of the gestures felt obliged to the cause of 
the emirate especially that of preserving its security and sovereignty.¹⁴

It is important here to stress that each of the immigrant group that was called 
upon to se�le in Ilorin established dis�nct extended family compounds where 
the head of the group was recognized as the Magaji or family head. It was 
these family compounds that were known as Ile. Ilorin thus evolved the Ile 
system in both its spa�al and community development from the migra�on of 
different immigrant ethnic groups that se�led in the emirate in the 19th 
century. The growing emirate thus used the Ile system to take census of 
inhabitants residing in the different quarters of the emirate. This made it very 
difficult for strangers to infiltrate the immediate community members since 
everybody had to iden�fy himself or herself with a specific family compound. 
The system also made it very difficult for alien immigrant groups to make 
intrusions into the society.¹⁵ This Ile system con�nues even up to the present 
�mes.

10 See T.J. Bowen (1857). Adventure and Missionary Labour in the Interior of Africa, 
Charlestown , chapter seven on Ilorin.

11
 Ibid.

12 Oral evidence of Alhaji Amada Alaga Ali-Agan, Ile Ali-Agan, Ilorin, April 2010, 77 years.
13 Ibid.
14 Oral evidence of Alhaji Yunusa Sambo, Ile Babapomu, Ilorin, September 2014, 73 years. 
15 Ibid.
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At that �me, as we have noted, each Ile so founded had the primary 
responsibility of serving the cause of the emir and that of the emirate. All 
members of the Ile from the �me of their se�lement in Ilorin were considered 
and regarded as community members of the emirate irrespec�ve of their 
backgrounds. And since all of the members of the Ile owed it a duty of serving 
the emir and the emirate, they par�cipated in the security programmes of the 
emirate viz: patrols in the neighbourhoods and figh�ng in the offensive and 
defensive wars prosecuted by the emirate.

It must be stated that the emergent Ilorin society members of that �me were 
also influenced by the factor of Islam. In their different interac�ons, Islam was 
given top priority by the immigrant se�lers and the Ilorin authori�es provided 
the conducive atmosphere. Because majority of the se�lers invited were 
Muslims, it pushed the family groups in the area to freely associate with 'those 
like us'. Congrega�onal daily prayers were observed together in mosques. 
Some of the mosques at that period were demarcated areas surrounded with 
stones. Others were thatched suspended by pillar posts while yet few ones 
were built with mud bricks and thatched.¹⁶

In con�nua�on of the process of amalgama�on and integra�on of the different 
ethnic immigrant groups, the Ilorin society used both the Ile family compounds 
and the established mosques to develop a unique mode of indigenising its 
people. Each of the many mosques in all the quarters were possessed and 
named by members of family compounds that were at reasonable proximity to 
the mosques. For instance, in Oke-Pakata area of Ilorin, a mosque was 
established there in that century by a few Ile which by the turn of the twen�eth 
century had increased to eighteen family compounds.¹⁷ and it was named Alfa 
Saanu Mosque.¹⁸ Thus, members of these eighteen compounds became the 
jama'a or congrega�on of the Alfa Saanu mosque. And this was what was 
obtainable all over Ilorin.

These compounds ul�mately became the channel through which individuals 
were iden�fied by birth and these same compounm ds were in turn placed 
under the jurisdic�on of the mosques and their Imams. Therefore, every 
individual whose parents were members of the compounds by birth and the 
jama'a of the mosque by jurisdic�on were iden�fied as bona fide Ilorin 
indigenes.¹⁹ This is s�ll tenable even up �ll the present �me.

Other Islamic rites like the celebra�on of the eid ceremonies and funeral rites 
were also observed together by the inhabitants of different Ile. This naturally 
cemented their rela�ons. At that period, tradi�on among the different family 
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groups encouraged the contrac�ng of marriages within the community than 
outside it. This means that as a result of the fact that the community is just 
evolving, men prefer to marry their wives near home, their terrain, from which 
they can have easy and full knowledge of the kind of their future spouses. In all, 
it need to be stressed that these dynamic historical happenings were 
sanc�oned by the Ilorin authori�es.

If we agree with Boswick and Heckman that integra�on of immigrants is 
primarily a process that strenghtens rela�onships within a social system and 
that “if this process succeeds, the society is said to be integrated”,²⁰ then it can 
well be said that a considerable success in the process of the integra�on of 
different ethnic migrant groups was achieved in Ilorin emirate and the society 
was “integrated” by the close of the 19th century. In that century, the Ilorin 
authori�es and the different immigrant ethnic groups cooperated to ensure 
that the processes of inter-group rela�ons went beyond that of suspicions and 
hos�lity. For example, so much  intermingling and mutual rela�onships had 
taken place among the different  immigrant peoples that “by the beginning of 
the twen�eth century, it was difficult to find a pure-blooded Yoruba, Hausa or 
Fulani (predominant ethnic immigrants) among the people of Ilorin.”²¹.

16 Oral evidence of Alhaji Hamidu Ile Alfa, Magaji Ile Alfa. Ode Ali-Agan, Ilorin, April 2010, 63 
years.

17  The family compounds are: Ile Alfa Saanu, Ile Babapomu, Ile Ogbondoroko, Ile Kamaja, Ile 
Omoloju, Ile Alaro, Ile Araokanmi, Ile Koto, Ile Futa, Ile Olosun, Ile Idisin, Ile Ajamajebi, Ile 
Okukero, Ile Alagbede, Ile Apamadigun, Ile Olobe, Ile Oniyo and Ile Oloka. 

18 Oral evidence of Imam Yahaya Saanu, Ile Alfa Saanu, Ilorin, September 2014, 63 years. 
19 See Z. S. Sambo (2005). “Poli�cal Conflicts and Urban Violence in Ilorin” in Hassan A. Saliu 

(ed.)  Nigeria Under Democra�c Rule (1999 – 2003), Volume Two. Ibadan: University Press, 
p. 193.

20 W. Boswick and F. Heckman (2006). Integra�on of Migrants: Contribu�ons of Local and 
Regional Authori�es...p.2.

21 NAK/ILORPROF 4900 Ilorin Town Re-assessment Report, 1912, p. 11.
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Table 1: A sample of Ilorin family compounds (ile) and their places of origin

S/N

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

Family Compound Name

Ile Oba (Emir's Palace) 

Ile Alausa

Ile Oniyangi 

Ile Alfa Maimasa 

Ile Imam Fulani 

Ile Idiagbon

Ile Imam Imale 

Ile Magaji Agbadamu 

Ile Solagberu 

Ile Balogun Alanamu 

Ile Gobir 

Ile Magaji Kuntu

Ile Alfa Nda Sala� 

Ile Nasamu

Ile Ali-Agan 

Ile  Balogun Gambari 

Ile Otan

Ile Maliki 

Ile Alagbede (Agbaji)

Ile Alfa Belgero 

Ile Bayero 

Ile Imam Gambari 

Ile Imam Agbaji 

Ile Aganku 

Ile Jawondo 

Place of Origin 

Bunza, Kebbi State 

Sokoto, Sokoto State 

Adanla, Kwara State 

Bida, Niger State 

Yola, Adamawa State

Sokoto, Sokoto State 

Mali Republic 

Old Oyo, Oyo State 

Bama, Borno State 

Reke, Kwara State 

Gobir, Sokoto and Tsibiri, 
Niger Rep. 

Mali Republic 

Bida, Niger State

Gwandu, Kebbi, State 

Oyo, Oyo State 

Katsina, Katsina State 

Otan, Ogun State 

Ile-Ife, Osun State 

Abeokuta, Ogun State 

Bunza, Kebbi State 

Tankara, Niger Republic 

Bokani, Niger State 

Makkah, Saudi Arabia

Eruku (Eki�), Kwara State 

Mali Republic 
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26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

Ile Ajia Ogbonde 

Ile Galadima 

Ile Bature 

Ile Magaji Okaka

Ile Onikoko

Futa Djallon, Sierra Leone 

Kano, Kano State 

Agades, Niger Republic 

Ogbomoso, Oyo State 

Iwo, Oyo State 

The table above shows some selected immigrant Ilorin family compounds with 
their original places of origin. All the families are 19th century immigrants and 
both the name of the families and their areas of residence in Ilorin are s�ll 
intact in the 21st century. There are more than one thousand of such Ile in 
present day Ilorin.

Conclusion

This paper highlights the indigenous security innova�on of Ilorin Emirate rulers 
in the 19th century and how this sa�sfied both migra�on and integra�on 
matrix within the Ilorin society of that �me. The innova�on validates the 
success of inter-group rela�ons in a rather mul�-ethnic and predominantly 
immigrant emergent society.  The Ilorin state was able to u�lise its security 
innova�on to ensure adequate bridge-building a�tudes that ul�mately 
prevented implosion which could have been a greater security challenge to be 
managed by the state. In our, es�ma�on, this provides lessons for our na�on 
which is in dire need of a more mul�cultural society. We, therefore, concur 
with Ajaebeli²² who is clamouring for mul�culturalism as a medium of 
enhancing our na�onal unity, integra�on and growth. According to him,

Mul�culturalism is the prac�ce of promo�ng mul�ple cultures in a country for 
the purpose of na�onal integra�on and development...extending equitable 
status to all the dis�nct ethnic groups prevalent in a country. It is seen as a fairer 
system that is more tolerant and adapts be�er to social issues and therefore 
allows individuals to truly express themselves within a society.²³

22 C. N. Ajaebeli, (2012). “Mul�culturalism as a Basis for Na�onal Integra�on in Nigeria” in O. 
Akinwumi, M. M. Adamu and P. Ukase (eds.) Nigeria at 50: The Challenges of Na�on 
Building, Zaria: ABU Press, pp. 625-631.

23 Ibid. p.626.

Source: Author's fieldwork 2012
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Since the interac�on of the diverse peoples of our na�on is inevitable, the 
promo�on of a mul�cultural society becomes essen�al. Personal a�tudes and 
public norms of tolerance towards each other should be immidiately imbibed 
by all. In this context, the state needs to set out deliberate integra�on 
processes aimed at engendering harmoniuous rela�onships within the macro 
and the micro communi�es of the na�on. All groups within the na�on should 
be given equal opprtuni�es to improve their social status and life chances 
withouth discrimina�on. This will inevitably gear the ci�zens toward allegiance 
first to the state before other primordial interests. This will in turn prevent 
unavoidable destruc�ve implosion of the na�on as it is being currently 
witnessed.
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