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The task of this article is to trace in general outline the process of maybe the most impressive precolonial Tropical African polity formation in terms of the 13–19th centuries Benin Kingdom character and socio-political structure.

The ancestors of the Bini came to their final place of inhabitance in the depth of tropical forest to the west from the river Niger in its lower current and the delta region from the savanna belt, most probable, the Niger-Benue confluence area. After about three thousand years of life in the savanna, they started penetrating into the forest in the 3rd–2nd millennia B.C. and finally migrated there in the 1st millennium B.C. (Bondarenko and Roese 1999). It seems reasonable to suppose that the proto-Bini were inclined to leaving their historical pro-motherland due to climatic changes in North and West Africa from the 7th millennium B.C. on. They resulted in the cutting down of the savanna grassland territory both from the north (because of the progressive aridity that led to the extension of the Sahara desert) and from the south where the tropical forest advanced (Omokhodion 1986: 3–4). The savanna then became unable to provide support to the same quantity of people as before, and made these or those groups to migrate.

But the peoples of the Kwa ethno-linguistic group, including ancestors of the Bini were not the first peoples to settle in the forest belt of the Upper Guinea coast. In the territory of medieval Benin the human being first appeared not later than five thousand years ago, if not earlier (Connah 1975: 247–248). The Bini recall the country aborigines as the ‘Efa’.
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Very little can be said about the latter up to our present-day knowledge and hardly there is a hope for its radical increase without additional archaeological surveys. But what is evident, is that the autochthonous peoples of the forest, being already hoe agriculturalists by the Bini's advent (Esan 1960: 75; Agiri 1975: 166), of which their settlements' stable, permanent character is an important indicator, had the local community level as the utmost for the socio-political organization (Bondarenko and Roese 1998a).

It is reasonable to suppose that at first, from the arrival and sedentarization of the Kwa in the forest, two blocks of ethnic groups co-existed there living open-fieldly. But eventually the Bini, evidently by force imposed themselves above the Efa having transformed ethnocultural differences into socio-political either. Then, partially due to intermarriages, partially and predominantly culturally because of the prestigious character of the elite culture, the Bini assimilated the Efa though their descendants hold some quite important priestly posts within the Benin system of religious and tightly connected with them political institutions practically up till now (see Eweka 1992: 74; Bondarenko and Roese 1998a: 24–25).

The first Bini-speakers in the forest were still foragers and it no doubt took them time for all-sided adaptation under new ecological conditions to undergo not merely economic but also sociocultural and political changes. The transition to agriculture took place later, in the end of the 1st millennium B. C. – the 1st half of the 1st millennium A. D. (Shaw 1978: 68; Ryder 1985: 371; Connah 1987: 140–141) though hunting and gathering stayed rather important means of subsistence for a thousand years more (Morgan 1959: 52; Roese and Rees 1994). In the social sphere, the formation of the extended family community and its institutions of government marked this radical change and characterized that period of the Bini history from the socio-political viewpoint (Bondarenko and Roese 1998b).

The rise of independent communities turned out the earliest stage of the process that finally resulted in the appearance of the Benin Kingdom. Since then the extended family community was the primordial, substratum socio-political institution of the Bini. It stayed the basic one – socio-politically, culturally, economically – later, during and after the formation of supra-communal levels of the Benin society. And just its norms in the socio-political sphere, its mentality and picture of the Universe not only permeated and fastened together all the levels of the later complex Benin society. The extended family community also formed the background and pattern for the evolution of the Bini society though changes at the transition from lower levels to higher were of not only quantitative but of qualitative character as well (see: Bondarenko 1995a: 134, 227–230, 257–264, 276–284).

Hoe agriculturalism was among the factors that promoted such a course of events. The woody natural environment of the region prevented the introduction of the plough and individualization of agricultural production promoting the formation of the community just of that type and conserving the extended family community as the basic social unit for hardly not an immense prospect (Bondarenko 1995a: 101–117). It still exists generally the same in Biniland today. And just this stability of the basic socio-political unit lets us extrapolate ethnographic data on earlier periods of the Bini socio-political history with quite a considerable degree of plausibility (Bradbury 1964).

The principle of seniority, so characteristic in a greater or lesser degree of all the levels of the Bini social being in the time of the kingdom, was rooted in the communal three-grade system of male age-sets (for details, see: Thomas 1910: 11–12; Talbot 1926: III, 545–549; Bradbury 1957: 15, 32, 34, 49–50; 1969; 1973a: 170–175; Igbafe 1979: 13–15; Bondarenko 1995a: 144–149). Each age-grade carried out definite tasks, its members shared common duties, distinctive from those of the other two grades. The obligation of the eldest age-grade members, just called the edion, the ‘elders’ (sing. odion) was to rule on the family (egbe) as well as on the communal levels. The ancestors' cult fixed the position of every person in the Universe and in the Benin society as its the most important part. And just elder people naturally were considered the closest to the ancestors thus being able to play the role of mediators between them and the living better than anybody else.

The edion age-grade members, including heads and representatives without fail of all the extended families which the given community comprised (Egharevba 1949: 13–14; Bradbury 1957: 29; 1973a: 156), formed the community council. That well-organized council of elders appointed and invested the oldest person of the community, the head of the senior age-grade to be the council and the whole community leader as well. He bore the title of odionwere (pl. edionwere). So, the head of the whole community could easily represent not the family of his predecessor: there was not one privileged family in the initial Bini community. (In the case when there was only one extended family forming the community, the heads and representatives of its nuclear families became the family and the community council members at one time. And the heads of the community and the extended family, the odionmwan also coincided in one person. But such communities were exceptions to the rule [Egharevba 1949: 11]).

The community council gathered on the initiative of the head of the community or of an extended family council (Sidahome: 114). It took a real and active part in the management, discussing and solving (at the head's right of the decisive voice) the whole range of the communal problems: those connected with land use, legal proceedings and so on and so forth (Egharevba 1949: 11; Bradbury 1957: 33–34; 1973a: 172, 179–180; 1973b: 243; Sidahome: 127; Uwechue: 145).

The most archaic form of government, the public assembly probably was of some significance that distant time, too for we find reminiscences of it in the council members' right to apply to wide circles of communalists for consultations and maybe in rare ‘deaf’ hints of the oral tradition (Egharevba 1965: 15). The existence of the public assembly is ethnographically fixed among socio-politically less developed ethnic groups of Southern Nigeria including some Bini and kindred to them (Talbot: III, 565), what also can be considered an indirect proof of its presence in early Benin.

The major reason for the very existence of the institution of edionwere in people's minds reflected in the principles of their appointment, defined the ritual function as the most important among edionwere's duties. Besides this, the worship of the deities and the ancestors on behalf of the people by the odionwere further strengthened the position of this dignitary. But in the initial Bini community its head, the odionwere was not merely the ritual leader. He was responsible for the division of the communal land, was the judge on the communal level, the keeper and guard of traditions, etc. (Bradbury 1957: 32–33; 1973a: 176–179). Edionwere received gifts from those governed by him, but they were practically entirely of the prestigious and ritual character (Talbot: III, 914): economically they depended on their families.

However, in the middle of the 1st millennium A. D. (Obayemi 1976: 256) the conditions for further political centralization and concentration of power grew ripe.

The division of authorities in the community into ritual, left for the odionwere, and profane was the next step of the Bini socio-political organization evolution. That step was connected with the process of overcoming the communal level as the utmost with the formation of the first major supra-communal level of the societal organization. This level appeared in the hierarchical form of the chiefdom.

It is remarkable that prior to that time communities also could form unions (Egharevba 1952: 26, 1965: 12). Joint meetings of councils of such unions members' communities were presided over by the senior odionwere, chosen according to age or in conformity with the precedence of certain villages over others (Bradbury 1957: 34). But such a union of communities was not a chiefdom, ‘an autonomous political unit comprising a number of villages or communities under the permanent control of a paramount chief’ (Carneiro: 45) for such unions voluntarily comprised basically still independent and politically equal to each other communities. The head of a union was the oldest man of all the union's edion, not obligatory a representative of a concrete community (hence not a ‘paramount chief’) for, due to the fact of independence and equality of communities-members of the union, there was not a privileged, politically dominating one among them though a prominent odionwere taking over political responsibility and caring for the people might acquire great power.

But the chiefdom as a form of socio-political organization quickly superseded the union of independent and equal communities in the degree of spread over Biniland and its role in further socio-political and historical fortunes of the people. At the same time, both independent communities and unions of independent equal communities went on existing alongside with chiefdoms. And later, within the kingdom such formerly independent local communities enjoyed autonomy and their edionwere were comparable by their status to heads of also autonomous chiefdoms (Bradbury 1957: 34; Bondarenko 1995a: 164–173, 184–185). Thus two types of communities appeared: without a privileged family in which the only ruler, the odionwere could represent any kin group, and with such a family in cases when the onogie existed in a community alongside with the odionwere (Thomas 1910: 12; Egharevba 1956: 6; Bradbury 1957: 33; 1973a: 177–179). And just communities of the second type formed cores of chiefdoms.

It was not basically obligatory for the division of authorities in the process of chiefdoms formation to happen. Some scholars even postulate the sacrality of the paramount authority as one of the chiefdom's characteristic features (see Kradin: 16–17). There are some indications that powerful personalities among the edionwere might go a step further and undertake the venture to bring under their rule neighbouring communities with less fortunate leaders. Igbafe describes such a situation as follows: an odionwere ‘...would justify his claim to rule other rulers of small communities by surrounding himself with supernatural airs and attributes and would plead divine mission as an explanation for his leadership role’ (Igbafe 1974: 2). And even in this century there are some communities in Biniland in which the hereditary, not elect of the edion members ruler is the priest (ohe) of a communal deity, though these cases may be of the later, the Kingdom period origin (Bradbury 1957: 33).

But under concrete Bini conditions edionwere generally proved to be unable to ensure the success of military activities via which the road to the chiefdom passes. Then, the odionwere still was too tightly connected with his local community, was associated with it only and was considered only its legitimate ruler as the descendant of just its inhabitants' ancestors. His profane endeavorings were restrained by his sacral, ritual duties that were the main for him, irrespective of whether he was the only head of the given community or shared power with the onogie (see Bondarenko and Roese 1998: 369–371). Due to these reasons, the Bini chiefdoms formed exclusively round communities with the division of authorities into the odionwere's ritual and the onogie's (pl. enigie) profane, including military, offices. (Though the odionwere exists in every Benin community up till now). So only the bearer of the profane office could become the head of the chiefdom (Bradbury 1957: 33; Egharevba 1960: 4). The onogie's community was as privileged in the chiefdom as the family of the community head in the latter. And the ancestors' cult of the chiefdom head was similar to those of the family and community heads on the higher level and to the royal ancestors' cult on the lower one (Bradbury 1973b: 232).

The definition of the odionwere and the onogie's offices as correspondingly ritual and profane is to some extent conditional for the former might preserve some duties of the latter kind. But they could never be the most important, essential for him, on the contrary to the onogie who was concentrated practically on profane responsibilities only. Not by chance ‘in villages without enigie meetings of the village council take place either at the house of the odionwere or in a special meeting-house, ogwedio, which contains the shrine of the collective dead (edio) of the village’. But ‘in villages with a hereditary headman meetings are convened at his house’ (Bradbury 1957: 34). Thus sometimes the odionwere and the onogie's spheres of activities could overlap and the actual division of authority in a concrete village partially depended on the relative strength of its two rulers (Bradbury 1957: 33, 65, 73–74). But that was possible only on the communal level, for the odionwere of the onogie's village most often had not enough influence on the supra-communal level, that of the chiefdom with his community as the privileged one.

So, the transition of the Bini sociopolitical organization from the communal to the first supra-communal level, the process which started in the Western African forest belt in the middle of the 1st millennium A.D. was connected with the appearance of the institution of the profane ruler (onogie) in a part of local communities alongside with the older office of the odionwere. The appearance of the onogie, first made the communal system of government more complicated and, then the complexity of the sociopolitical organization of the Bini increased either.

There also was the chiefdom council that was similar to corresponding familial and communal institutions. Besides the heads of the whole chiefdom and communities, the chiefdom composed of, the chiefdom edio formed that council (Egharevba 1949: 11; Sidahome 1964: 100, 158, 164). Thus the senior age-grade played the leading part in governing the chiefdom, as it played it on the family and community levels (Bradbury 1957: 16).

The chiefdoms formation represented an important step in the process of both ethnic and sociopolitical unification of the Bini, for the quantity of their independent societies (previously always equal to local communities) decreased while their size, territorial and by population enlarged. But why and how did chiefdoms appear among the Bini? What their rulers, the enigie were? And what is the link between the processes of the rise of chiefdoms and proto-cities in Biniland?

The very possibility of the increasing of the sociopolitical integration level by means of the neighboring communities' unification was determined by the development of agriculture, the growth of its productivity on the basis of new technologies that appeared due to the introduction of iron and, as the result, the increase of population quantity and density just from the middle of the 1st millennium A.D. (Connah 1975: 242; 1987: 141–145; Oliver and Fagan 1975: 65; Obayemi 1976: 257–258; Atmore and Stacey: 1979: 39; Darling 1981: 114–118; 1984: II, 302; Shaw 1984: 155–157). This, in its turn simultaneously led to a violent competition for environmental resources, the land for cultivation first of all. The impetus given by the introduction of iron and thus the development of agriculture was so great that it has even been suggested, though it really looks‘mysterious’ ‘that the density of rural population in the area five hundred years ago was ten times what it is today...’ (Isichei 1983: 266; also see Connah 1975: 242; Darling 1981: 107, 111), and in the middle of the 20th century the population density in then Benin Division was about 73 per sq mile (Bradbury 1957: 19). In particular, a survey of an ancient linear earthworks in Umwan north of Benin City revealed that the wall enclosed a territory of about 17 sq miles with the population of about 6,000 (Connah 1975: 242; Maliphant et al. 1976: 128).

But the chiefdom is not a mere union of communities. It is a hierarchically organized society in which one of the communities is privileged for only its head becomes the chief of the whole society and not always the factors mentioned above lead to a hierarchical form of a supra-communal society (Berezkin 1995a, 1995b; Korotayev 1995a, 1995b; Bondarenko 1997c: 11–15; 1998b, 1998c). Thus there must be some additional factors push-ing a group of communities on this way of unification. Up to our present-day knowledge, it is reasonable to postulate two factors of such a kind.

The choice of an evolutionary pathway which a given society will follow during the next period of its history is in the decisive measure a result of the all-round adaptation of the society to outer conditions of its existence, the environment, not only natural but also socio-historical. Both of them promoted the hierarchical, towards and via chiefdoms evolution of the Bini. The natural environment dictated the type of subsistence economy that demanded regular land clearings and extenuation of agricultural territories. ‘Even before the first contacts with Europe West African cultivators cut down vast areas of forest and replaced it by cropland and fallow’ (Morgan 1959: 48). Thus besides conserving the hierarchically organized extended family community this way of production led to conflicts with neighbors for the land. And the sociopolitical situation, the life alternate with the first, pre-Bini settlers, the Efa with their natural claims for superiority over newcomers also was an obvious cause for the military way of unification and chiefdom organization of neighboring groups of the Bini communities. The introduction of iron played an extremely important role in the intensification of military activities in the area, not less important than in the demographic sphere (Bondarenko 1999: 25–26).

But the matter is that, as it seems the unification of the Bini communities was peaceful (Igbafe 1974: 2–3; Obayemi 1976: 242; Connah 1987: 136; Eweka 1989: 11). At the same time, it is reasonable to conclude that the unification of a few communities, though it was peaceful was a union for the sake of more effective military struggle against another group of communities, a separate community or foreign invaders. It is obvious that the Efa might be such an ‘irritator’ for the Bini. Where a few Bini communities lived side by side they could unite; communities separated from other Bini had none to unite with and stayed independent beyond the chiefdom system.

The hereditary leader appeared in a group of communities naturally, spontaneously in the course of the struggle against enemies having demonstrated exceptional bravery, strength, finesse, talent to rise people for heroic deeds. For the most valuable for people under such circumstances dignity is connected with the war, just that heroic leader becomes the most popular figure in that group of communities. First he became the recognized by all the communities military chief and then transcended his authority into the inner-group of communities sphere settling disputes between members of different villages under his control, convoking and presiding over chiefdom meetings, stationing title-holders in all the villages it comprised (Bradbury 1957: 34). Eventually, he made his post hereditarily attributed to his native community thus transforming it into privileged (as well as his own family in the latter), on the one hand, and into a community with the division of authorities, on the other hand. And that was the moment of the hierarchy among the communities, the moment of the chiefdom appearance.

So we may conclude that the Bini chiefdoms were born out of peaceful unification of communities in finally victorious struggle against the Efa for the land, as a result of which the latter were gradually assimilated (Bondarenko 1999: 27). But of course later or even parallelly the Bini chiefdoms could also start opposing each other (Darling 1988: 129).

There were not less than 130 chiefdoms all over Biniland (not only inside but also within the Ogiso's possessions) in the beginning of the 2nd millennium (Obayemi 1976: 242). The Biniland linear earthworks – walls and ditches (iya) are signs of their existence in the past (Connah 1975: 237–242; Obayemi 1976: 242; Isichei 1983: 135–136, 265–266; Darling 1984: I, 119–124, 130–142; 1988: 127). At the present state of the Bini studies, we may regard the Idogbo (Iyeware) (Darling 1984: I, 119–124) and Okhunmwun (Iyek'Uselu) (Darling 1984: I, 130–142) chiefdoms, thoroughly examined by Darling classical patterns or examples of that type of society in the country.

He estimates the first case as illustrative for the phase of ‘the rise of a petty chiefdom’. Idogbo comprised six villages on the territory of 6 sq km surrounded by primary iya. Darling especially stresses that the iya promoted the pacification and unification of neighboring villages in the chiefdom in the struggle for the land. And at the same moment, the iya were helpful at wartime defending the chiefdom from invaders (also see: Darling 1984: II, 303–307). All the settlements within the chiefdom unanimously recognized the Idogbo village's seniority. Traditions of both Idogbo itself and all her neighbors agree that the former originated within the primary iya in the pre-dynastic period when it was known as ‘Edogbo’ meaning ‘neighbor’.

The further evolution of the Idogbo chiefdom in pre-dynastic times was evidently connected with the subsequent growth of population pressure within the iya for it is likely that most of the separate village wards which constructed the primary iya later moved out and became nuclei of new settlements correspondingly erecting new iya enclosures. As the result, the chiefdom embraced several settlements over a territory of at least 2,400 ha.

Okhunmwun is considered by Darling ‘a powerful petty chiefdom’. Seven villages with the total population of 1,120–1,750 comprised it on about 17 sq km. By Darling, 1,500 people is just a sufficient size of a sociopolitical organism for the erecting the original iya, i.e. in the majority of cases for its constituting as a chiefdom. The Okhunmwun chiefdom came into being as a result of the increase of population density engendered by double population pressure: due to migrations and natural growth of the local population.

Now it is also easy to explain why the enigie came to power being as a rule younger than edionwere and why the very division of authority in chiefdom-forming communities happened. The elders (the edionwere) were not able to demonstrate bravery and strength in the battlefield. Furthermore, it was not a senior's duty to fight. That was an obligation of the second age-grade, the ighele members. Just from the ighele the military leader, the future head of the chiefdom naturally singled out. And that is why ‘when an onogie dies, the eldest son automatically succeeds him’ (Sidahome 1964: 49; also see Bradbury 1957: 33), regularly just an ighele member. Not by chance the ighele meeting place was the center of the whole chiefdom's public life (Obayemi 1976: 243). All this was a blow to the monopoly of the gerontocratic principle of management among the Bini.

The city formation among the Bini was directly connected with the rise of chiefdoms. The process of city formation started practically simultaneously with the period of rapid growth of chiefdoms. As a matter of fact, early proto-city centers were not simple amalgamations of communities but actually chiefdoms (Jungwirth 1968a: 140, 166; Ryder 1969: 3; Onokerhoraye 1975: 296–298; Darling 1988: 127–129; Bondarenko 1995a: 190–192; 1995d: 145–147; 1999). The heads of the proto-city communities formed the chiefdom council. It looks plausible that in Benin City these heads were the later Uzama Nihinron chiefs (Ikime 1980: 110; Isichei 1983: 136), members of the first category of title-holders established by the first ruler of the 2nd (Oba) dynasty, Eweka I. The Uzama Nihinron leader, the Oliha, on whose initiative the most important decisions of these chiefs in the pre-Oba time are also attributed, could well be the onogie of the then Benin City chiefdom and the head of the council which consisted of communal edionwere and other edio including three other later Uzama Nihinron members. So, the rise of chiefdoms was both a precondition and an aspect of the city formation process being an outcome partially of the same factors; for example, the demographic growth of communities.

Someone getting acquainted with the Benin history may be misled by an outstanding role of Benin City in it and think that the Bini society was being built up round her from the very beginning. In reality, the process of growth and unification of chiefdoms and communities was on in different parts of Biniland and not less than ten proto-city settlements had appeared at the time of chiefdoms' rapid growth, by the brink of the millennia (Darling 1988: 127). They struggled with each other for the role of the sole place of attraction for the overwhelming majority if not all the Bini, of the focal point of their culture in the broadest meaning of the word, their political and in connection with it sacro-ritual center. The 130 Bini chiefdoms and a great many of independent communities drew towards different proto-cities. At last, Benin City gained victory (Talbot 1926: I, 153, 156–157; Egharevba 1949: 90; 1960: 11–12, 85; Ryder 1969: 3; Onokerhoraye 1975: 97; Bondarenko 1995a: 93–96; 1995c: 216–217; 1995d: 145–146). Due to the obtaining of the exclusive political function and position, she grew and became a true traditional city while the rest proto-cities went down to the level of big villages (Darling 1988: 133).

That was also the eventual fortune of Udo, the most violent rival of Benin City (Talbot 1926: I, 160; Macrae Simpson 1936: 10; Egharevba 1964: 9), though oral historical traditions prompt that probably just she was the original settlement of the Ogiso (‘rulers from the sky’), the Benin supreme rulers of the mysterious so-called ‘1st dynasty’ of the late 1st – the early 2nd millennia A. D. With its coming to power the period of the Bini chiefdoms' flourishing is associated, and its reign gave an additional impetus to their further appearance and growth. And at the same moment, that was the time of the first attempt of establishing not only supra-communal but also supra-chiefdom authority in the country; to be distinct, in the part of Biniland round Benin City, the appearance of which predated the 1st dynasty time (Roese 1990: 8; Aisien 1995: 58, 65).

The Ogiso rule is supposed to last for a few centuries. In the very beginning of the period the country's name was Igodomigodo (‘Town of Towns’ or ‘Land of Igodo’) (Egharevba 1965: 18). It is considered that altogether 31 ‘kings’ ruled, but this figure, of course may be conditional, hardly it is not so. Above all, the Ogiso lists made by different native historians are not completely identical in terms of the length of the Ogiso period, the rulers names and the order of their appearance on the throne (Egharevba 1960: 3; Eweka 1989: 12, 1992: 4).

There is very little material available about the coming to power and reign of the first Ogiso, Igodo. Maybe he is a purely mythological figure. The version of the oral tradition offered by politically engaged local historians tells that he lived long and had a great number of descendants. He was Bini but resided not in Benin City but a few kilometers east of her, at the settlement of Ugbekun, and died there (Egharevba 1965: 13; Ebohon 1972: 80–83). Ugbekun is, even today, the residence of the Ohenso (Ohen Iso), the priest of the shrine of the Ogiso (‘aro-iso’ means ‘altar of the sky’) which each Oba is obliged to visit before the coronation ceremony (see Jungwirth 1968b: 68; Ebohon 1972: 80–81; Roese 1993: 455). It is reasonable to conclude that just due to its reputation of the cradle of the Benin polity this village became an important religious and ritual center: Ebohon describes eight other shrines besides aro-iso at Ugbekun, devoted to various ‘juju’ – local deities, not straightly connected with the sociopolitical history of the country (Ebohon 1972: 82–83).

Darling writes: ‘...Benin's territorial and political rights have been transposed back in time to legitimize later conquests – new termed “rebellions” within its subsequent kingdom area. ...Udo – an independent rival kingdom until its early 16th century conquest by Benin – is regarded as having been rebellious since Ogiso... times...’ (Darling 1988: 131). In the light of this we may suppose that the first Ogiso's coming to power and the establishment of the very institution of the Ogiso was far from being peaceful; Igodo was not ‘made’ the Ogiso, as Egharevba, as well as another Benin court historian, Eweka wishes to represent the event (Eweka 1989: 11), but ‘became’ him.

A completely different traditional version of the founding of the 1st dynasty was put down by indifferent to local ‘political games’ Europeans – Macrae Simpson, Talbot, Page, and Jungwirth (Macrae Simpson 1936: 10; Talbot 1926: I, 153; Page 1944: 166; Jungwirth 1968b: 68). According to it, the first Ogiso was a warrior of Yoruba origin. It argued that Yoruba ‘…raiders, entering Benin from the North-west, in the neighbourhood of present day Siluku, gradually penetrated Benin where they eventually established themselves in complete mastery. The first raid was led by Ogodo... He made little headway, but his son Ogiso appears to have had more success’ (Macrae Simpson 1936: 10).

Talbot's relation of the version heard by him holds that the first Yoruba chief's name was Igudu. Then came Erhe, a son of the ruler of Ife with some of his followers. However, they were not able to gain any influence. The Erhe's son Ogiso finally went back to Ife (Talbot 1926: I, 153).
With Ere, also Yoruba, the son (or grandson) and successor of Igodo, as it seems, the first real figure appears on the Benin historical stage. He actually was the most prominent among all the Ogiso while we now know nothing or only names about many of his successors.

Ere changed the name of the country from Igodomigodo to Ile meaning ‘House’; this name was in use till the very end of the Ogiso period (Egharevba 1956: 3). Under the rule of Ere the permanent establishment of the monarchy and administration of the supra-communal level were introduced (in particular, four of the later Uzama members' offices: the Oliha, Edohen, Ero, and Eholo N'Ire). Not by chance even in 1979, as the final act of the present Oba coronation ceremony, ‘near the palace at a site crowded with visitors, the new king announced the name by which he would be known: Erediauwa: “Ere... has come to set things right”’ (Nevadomsky 1993: 73).

The oral tradition unanimously attributes to Ere numerous improvements; the first symbols of royalty and objects of the ancestors cult as, in modern terms, the official ideology of the society among them. These were a simple crown (ede), collars or necklaces made of pearls (edigba), anklets made of pearls (eguen), the round lather fan (ezuzu), the round royal throne (ekete), the rectangular throne or stool (agba), the state sword (ada), the ceremonial sword (eben), the round box made of bark and leather (ekpokin), the wooden ancestors ceremonial heads (uhunmwun-elao), the big royal drum (agba), etc. (Egharevba 1956: 39; 1960: 1; 1969: preface).

The time of Ere's reign is the crucial point, the culmination of the whole Ogiso era in the sense that events and innovations attributed just to his period determined the very aspect of Benin City and the society on the whole, her economy and politics right up to the fall of the Ogiso dynasty. As it was enthusiastically expressed by Egharevba, ‘Ere was the greatest of all the Ogiso, for he played a splendid part in the prosperity and solidarity of the Benin kingdom of the first period’ (Egharevba 1965: 14). Though hardly there can be any doubt that a lot of deeds and innovations (including some of the symbols of royalty enumerated above [Ben-Amos 1980: 14 {Fig. 10}]) are only attributed to Ere and his time being in reality outcomes of other, mainly less distant epochs. But in the overwhelming majority of cases we have no opportunities to date them otherwise than accepting their oral tradition's relation to Ere.

As well as we are not able to answer why did he chose just Benin City, one of many Bini proto-cities of that time as the place of residence. But what can and must be argued, is that this act was the turning point of the Benin City and the Bini in general history. Just Ere made extremely significant steps towards the former's transformation into a true city. His deeds also played a considerable part in the further economic growth of Benin City and the increase of her influence in the region, her ability to compete with other chiefdoms and proto-cities.

The first unions of craftsmen that throughout the pre-colonial Benin history coincided with primary social units – communities (see Bondarenko 1991b, 1995a: 117–124), are also said by the tradition to appear in Benin City during the reign of Ere. These unions became privileged; their leaders, heads of corresponding communities were later incorporated into governmental institutions. Among these, according to the tradition forty initial craft unions there were unions of carpenters (Owinna, Onwina), wood and ivory carvers (Igbesanmwan), leather workers (Esohian), weavers (Owinnanido, Onwina n'Ido), pottery makers (Emakhe), iron smiths (Uleme) and brass smiths (Igun-eronmwon) (Egharevba 1956: 39; 1960: 1; 1965: 13–14; Eweka 1989: 11).

It is of course not self evident that the oral tradition relates the pure truth in this case either. For example Ryder does not believe it (Ryder 1985: 385). But the crafts Egharevba enumerates in his records of the oral tradition are no doubt among the most ancient and important for the authority in the general context of the Bini culture, including political culture as its integral part. Bearing this in mind, as well as the whole block of Ere's reputed innovations, we can conclude that there is nothing unreal in the admitting of these court kindred craft unions' creation by Ere.

Ere initiated the building of the Ogiso palace in Benin City. Egharevba relates that the palace had the size of 0.5 to 0.25 miles. It consisted of ‘...many gateways, chambers, council halls and a big harem divided into sections’ (Egharevba 1960: 4). The figures seem too large; maybe that was the size of the whole palace complex. The moving of the palace alongside with the seat of the government from Ugbekun to Benin City is credited to Ere as well. In front of the palace Ere opened the central ‘Ogiso’ market (Egharevba 1956: 2; Ebohon 1972: 60). The erection of wall-and-ditch systems may have already taken place during the reign of Ere. Egharevba mentions a certain Erinmwin who constructed such earthen ramparts for his sovereign (Egharevba 1965: 14). Parallel to it, the name of the country, Igodomigodo, was changed to Ile (‘Land’) (Egharevba 1956: 3). This name was retained until the end of the Ogiso dynasty.

Ere is also credited with the renaming or founding of quite a number of settlements, for instance Ego (Egor), Erua, and Idumwowina (Egharevba 1965: 12). Three of Ere's younger brothers were appointed heads of settlements: Ighile became the Ovie of Ughele, another one the Ogie Oboro (or Obi) of Uboro-Uko (Uburuku), and the third one the Enogie (Onoje) of Evboikhinmwin (Egharevba 1956: 2; 1965: 13). In the middle of the 20th century more than a hundred Bini villages' enigie claim their origin from different Ogiso's sons (Egharevba 1960: 4). These relations may be interpreted as a sign of some widening of Benin boundaries, embracing of previously independent or founding new, initially dependent communities by them.

Ere, if we believe Egharevba was followed by Orire (Egharevba 1965: 14) who obviously was a worthy successor. And with him the Igodo's line ended. The next about twenty Ogiso are reputed to be representatives of different local, Bini chiefdoms despite attempts of each Ogiso to establish his own true dynasty. Naturally, the level of political stability decreased (Igbafe 1974: 6). We must also not ignore Talbot's relation that Ere was followed by his son whose personal name was just Ogiso. This ruler, by Talbot ‘...made little headway and later returned to Ife’ (Talbot 1926: I, 153). We will further discuss the possible important common meaning of the both versions in an appropriate place without fail.

The rule of the last Ogiso, Owodo, is traditionally assessed extremely negative. Traditions say, he ruled very autocratically, without consulting his advisors. He was eventually banished from the throne and went to the settlement of Ihimwirin near Benin City where ‘...died very miserably’ (Egharevba 1960: 3–4; Eweka 1989: 14).
The first attempt to establish a supra-chiefdom authority resulted, in particular in the appearance of some titles, holders of which were later incorpo rated into the administrative mechanism of the 13–19th centuries Benin Kingdom (for details, see Eweka 1992; Roese 1993). But they did not form an integral governmental system in the Ogiso time. Originally, the majority of these titles, like those of the future Uzama Nihinron members mentioned above were attributed to communities edionwere and enigie of chiefdoms within then Benin. Of course, this fact reflected general weakness of the supra-chiefdom authority under the Ogiso regime. These title-holders treated the Ogiso ‘almost as primus inter pares’ (Eweka 1992: 7). The situation with the earliest title-holders also demonstrates that strictly speaking there was not the ‘center’ as such that time, but at different moments various ‘parts of the whole’ played the role of the center: chiefdoms changed each other on the top of the 1st dynasty Benin political hierarchy. Besides, there were titles that did not survive the end of the Ogiso period.

The most important among dignitaries were the Esagho, the ‘premier’ and commander-in-chief of the army and the group of ‘king-makers’ collectively recalled as the Edionevbo (Egharevba 1960: 4; 1965: 18; Eweka 1989: IV). Native historians remark that the king-makers of the Ogiso were identical with four of the future Uzama Nihinron, king-makers of the 2nd, the 13th century on, dynasty (Egharevba 1960: 4; Eweka 1992: 9, 27, 35).

In the Bini's perception, the Ogiso (‘kings from the sky’) period was the time of social creation of the world, of regulating social chaos (Bondarenko 1995a: 46–47, 204–205). From the ‘objective’, anthropological point of view, the Ogiso period really was that of the first immediate steps towards the creation of glorious ‘Great Benin’ as a united supra-communal society too, though Ryder was of course right arguing that the Benin Kingdom had never included all the Bini, on the one hand, or consisted of the Bini only, on the other hand (Ryder 1969: 2). That was the period of flourishing of the Bini chiefdoms, the first supra-local form of their sociopolitical organization, and also of the first attempt to establish not only supra-communal but already supra-chiefdom, kingly authority and office at one and the same time.

This became possible because the first rulers of the Ogiso dynasty were foreigners from Ife who brought the very institution of kingship to the Bini. But the chiefdom level had been the objective limit of the sociopolitical organization for the Bini by the time of the Ogiso's establishing, they were not ready to accept adequately political innovations brought from Ife, where the kingdom had been existing for a few centuries by that moment, yet. Thus initially the kingship institution and authority were simply imposed on the Bini multiple independent communities and chiefdoms without any genetic, organic connection with them, their social structures and political institutions, well elaborated and acceptable enough for the existence just on these levels of social being.

Benin of the Ogiso time may be characterized as a complex chiefdom – a group of chiefdoms under the leadership of the strongest among them – with a ‘touch’ of ‘autonomous’ communities which being within Benin did not belong to any Bini chiefdom. But the ambivalence of the initial situation crucially influenced the immanent instability of the supra-chiefdom institutions and the course of further historical events. The ‘1st dynasty’ is just a conditional, not completely correct (though widely used) general name for the Ogiso rulers. In reality, they did not form a united dynasty in the proper sense of the word. The third Ogiso became the last in their Yoruba, Ife line. He returned to Ife but by that time the very institution of the supreme supra-chiefdom ruler had already been established firmly enough in Benin, never mind its outside origin and correspondence to the level of sociopolitical organization, not achieved by the Bini yet. It is reflected in the fact that, according to a version of the tradition just the last ruler from Ife had the personal name Ogiso (see above).

The next about twenty Ogiso, as has already been pointed out, were not relatives to each other. And they, as well as all the later the 1st dynasty rulers were the Bini, heads of chiefdoms within then Benin, the strongest at the very moments of emptiness of the throne. And none of those rulers managed to found his line of the Ogiso, to make his chiefdom the strongest in Benin for a considerable time span, not in straight connection with his personal abilities: the society still was not ready to accept the stable supra-chiefdom authority.

Under such conditions, the rulers of the Benin City chiefdom, the Edionev-bo later the Uzama Nihinron members enjoyed the most preferable position. They went on governing Benin City as their chiefdom while at the same time since Ere's reign she was not a usual Bini chiefdom any longer. Despite her real strength, Benin City became the outstanding symbol of the supra-chiefdom authority for all those included into the Ogiso government's orbit, their capital. The future Uzama had to bear the Ogiso above themselves as supreme rulers of the whole country. But they were autonomous in their governing Benin City simultaneously being influential enough outside their own chiefdom and evidently generally being considered higher than rulers of any other chiefdom in Benin of what without the Ogiso they could not even dream. They had a great measure of freedom of action in attempts to spread their influence outside Benin City. The Ogiso, people from not the Benin City chiefdom were greatly dependent on their support. We can admit that the Benin City chiefs influenced greatly the course of the struggle between other chiefdoms, by their support, applying to the principle divide et impere, promoting the strengthening of the most favorable for them at a given moment, the becoming of its head the next Ogiso. The future Uzama were true king-makers at those times. The Ogiso could be more a screen than an obstacle for their activities.

For the last eight or so reigns the truly dynastic way of transmission of the Ogiso office was restored. We have no evidence capable to help us to reconstruct that historical situation and to learn exactly why and when it happened or what a chiefdom's head was at last a success in establishing the dynasty. We may only suppose that could be Udo and some stories of the Udo-Benin rivalry reflect just this historical episode. But what is obvious, is that this event reflected and then promoted further consolidation of the Benin society on the supra-chiefdom level and that mainly just during that dynasty's being at power the conditions for stable kingly office's existence in Benin grew ripe once and for all. It happened due to first quantitative and only then qualitative changes in revealing of the same factors that led to the complication of the sociopolitical organization before. Thus in the anthropological sense the process of the establishing of the really hereditary kingship was evolutionary, not revolutionary (see: Igbafe 1974: 7). ‘...in Benin there was no sudden transformation of the political structure coinciding with the advent of the dynasty’ of the Oba (Oliver 1967: 31).

Correspondingly, by the end of the Ogiso period the further prolongation of the situation when chiefdoms (and autonomous communities) bore the supra-chiefdom authority while the Ogiso governed by practically the chiefdom, enigie's methods became impossible. Eventually the 1st dynasty was not a success in establishing an effective central – supra-chiefdom (and supra-autonomous communities) authority though just this is the most important condition of any complex chiefdom's existence (Vassiliev 1983: 36–37). The society entered the time of the political system crisis.

The first attempt to overcome it was the step backwards – the abolition of the monarchy in the 12th century. The oral historical tradition holds that ‘Owodo was banished for misrule by the angry people, who then appointed Evian as administrator of the government of the country because of his past services to the people’ (Egharevba 1960: 6). The latter was well-known as one of the most ‘important’ people in the Owodo's time. He was ‘…called the good citizen, because he was generally good and kind, helpful, merciful, sympathetic and generous… As a patriot, Evian was always ready to tackle any emergency in Benin, just to make the land remain peaceful without fear and harm’ (Egharevba 1970: 2). But it was impossible neither to govern Benin as a chiefdom any longer nor as a simple community further more. The ‘republic’ as Egharevba calls it, was not a non-hierarchical, democratic alternative to the complex chiefdom. It was the outcome of the communalists' reaction that had no chances to survive for a long time though common communalists in their starvation to restore the odionwere system still prevented the first of only two post-Ogiso ‘republican’ rulers, Evian from establishing his own dynasty what he desired to do (Egharevba 1960: 6; 1970: 5–6; Eweka 1989: 15). Already during the rule of the second ‘republican’ ruler, Ogiamwen Benin was put on the brink of breaking into fragments (Ebohon 1972: 3) – separate communities and their unions, possibly including chiefdoms.

And soon another, the decisive step forward, the most crucial for the whole history of Benin was made on the Benin City chiefdom leaders, first of all the Oliha's, initiative. It is natural that the Edionevbo chiefs so negatively apprehended the overthrow of the last Ogiso and eventually initiated the restoration of the supreme all-Benin authority. They meant to continue controlling in a considerable degree the whole Benin, not only Benin City in the new dynasty's shade. And they were a success in it for about half a century, till the military victory over them, a ‘coup d'etat’ (Ryder 1969: 5) of the fourth Oba Ewedo after which their real power gradually but inevitably decreased.

Being interested in the unity of the former Ogiso's possessions but under their, not another Bini chiefdom heads' heal, they invited Oranmiyan, a prince from Ife ‘to settle peace and concord’ in the country by ascending the throne. He came and though later preferred to return to his native city, still founded the new dynasty: his son from a noble Bini woman was crowned Oba under the name Eweka I by the Uzama in about 1200 A.D. (by the oral tradition in interpretation of native historians [see, e.g., Egharevba 1960: 8, 75; Ebohon 1972: 3; Eweka 1989: 15–16, 18]). But for the Bini that was a continuation of the Ogiso line for it is evident that an Ife prince was chosen by the Benin City leaders not by chance. As a compatriot of the first rulers of the Ogiso line, Oranmiyan was to symbolize the restoration of the pre-‘republican’ order, the transition of the supreme authority from the Ogiso. This fact could ensure him the recognition by the people, decrease the feeling of serious changes in their minds and hearts and all in all pacify the society. In reality, under the Benin City chiefdom heads for they of course hoped to control the foreigner not in a lesser degree than the Ogiso before the last eight or so reigns.

The very fact of a true dynasty formation by a few last Ogiso witnesses of, as it turned out not final but nevertheless painful, weakening of the Benin City chiefdom's positions in the country at that time what the leaders of the former were absolutely not going to bear. A foreigner in the Ogiso palace undoubtedly seemed them less dangerous for their power than a representative of a stable local, Benin House of supreme rulers. They could regard him practically an ideal figure for the restoration of their might.

But the Oba eventually managed to establish effective supra-chiefdom authority. In the result, Benin City transformed from the strongest segment (chiefdom) of the country into the center that was not a segment of the whole but stood above all the segments including Benin City as a chiefdom. That was a kind of power and authority of another, higher than that of the chiefdom ‘quality’. The Oba achieved this result in a severe, sometimes bloody struggle against local rulers and the Uzama chiefs as heads of the Benin City chiefdom first of all. It ended only more than half a century after the establishment of the 2nd dynasty (see Bondarenko 1995a: 234–236). The fourth Oba, Ewedo built a new palace on another spot and left forever the one that had been erected as far back as for the first Oba in the Uzama chiefs native part of the city. He created a new category of title-holders as a counterbalance to the Uzama Nihinron. Then he ordered that the Uzama members should not really select the ruler among the royal family members; the head of Uzama Nihinron, the Oliha should only crown the Oba. Ewedo also prohibited the Uzama members to have symbols of power identical to royal. Last, but not least, he was a success in depriving them from the privilege of conferring titles (Egharevba 1960: 10–11).

With the establishment of really effective supra-communal and supra-chiefdom authority by the first rulers of the 2nd (the Oba) dynasty in the 13th century, the historical search of the most appropriate for the Bini forms of social and political organization on all the levels of their being was finally over. Benin found the sociopolitical ‘frames’ in which all the changes of the subsequent centuries prior to the violent interruption of her independent existence took place.

I have argued elsewhere that the Benin Kingdom of the 13–19th centuries represented a specific kind of complex non-state hierarchically organized society, generally not less developed than the majority of early states. (Not by chance the ‘early state’ concept founders and supporters unreservedly attribute the polity under consideration as an early state [e.g., Kochakova 1986, 1996; Shifferd 1987; Claessen 1994], even of its the most developed – the ‘transitional’ type [Kochakova 1994]). A society of this type of the socio-political organization may be called a ‘megacommunity’ (Bondarenko 1994; 1995a: 276–284; 1995b, 1996, 1997a, 1998a). Its structure may be depicted in the shape of four concentric circles forming an upset cone. The ‘circles’ were as follows: the extended family (the smallest self-sufficing unit [Bondarenko 1995a: 134–144]), the extended family community, the chiefdom, and finally, the broadest circle that included all the three narrower ones, i.e. the megacommunity as such. The Benin Kingdom as a whole in which megacommunal structures and institutions were not alien at all.

The very existence and prosperity of the megacommunity inhabitants were ‘guaranteed’ by the presence of the sacralized supreme ruler, the Oba. And just in his sacral duties both the megacommunal nature and character of the society and the Oba's essence as of the megachief were reflected especially clearly (Palau Marti 1964; Kochakova 1986: 197–224; 1996; Bondarenko 1991c; 1995a: 203–231). In particular, the supreme ruler's family (as well as those of titled chiefs – members of central administrative bodies) not only preserved its traditional structure but generally existed in accordance with norms determined by that very structure (see Bondarenko 1995 a: 194–203; 1997d).

The importance of belonging to the family of the community (and/or the chiefdom) founder as a factor of assuming the office of its head, the presence of the element of sacrality, duties of the community (and/or the chiefdom) ancestors' cult chief performer, the communal (and/or the chiefdom) land manager, of the judge, etc., etc. and sharing the power with the council, control by family heads at one moment – all this and much else can be attributed to the supreme ruler. But again, all this was characteristic of the Oba on the highest level, at which, for example the cult of the Oba's ancestors became an all-Benin one, and the Oba himself was the supreme priest of the whole country. The Oba was considered the master of all Benin lands, though in reality he had not more rights on them than the odionwere on his community fields, and so on.

Of course, these and other changes of the kind were not merely quantitative. Not occasionally among the Oba's titles and praise names there was obasogie: ‘the Oba is greater than the chief’ (Omoruyi 1981: 14). The Oba was not only the supreme priest but an object of worship himself (and the tribute paid to him was to some extend regarded as a kind of sacrifice). He was considered all-mighty and the only legal law-giver. In the course of time the supreme ruler received the right to appoint lineages from which the majority of the central government chiefs were recruited. If in the community the property was inherited alongside with the title, on the megacommunal level material values and the prestigious position, that of the Oba first of all were distinctively separated from each other (Bondarenko 1993: 151–158; 1995a: 203–229).

However, it is important to point out that the Oba did not desert the Benin communal organization. The ‘communal spirit’ revealed itself in his support (including material) by the people, and his subjects not at all perceived the supreme ruler as a strange for the community power. And the fact that his power was considered like a continuation and strengthening of the legitimate community heads' authority on the new level (and really was so genetically and to a significant extend essentially), imparted the sociopolitical stability to the society, while the community also communicated it the socioeconomic firmness. Objectively, the most important role the Oba played, was that of the symbol of the all-Benin unity. Through his image people realized their belonging to a much broader unit than their native communities or chiefdoms, i.e. to the megacommunity as a whole. It stayed and even became more so when in the time of decline of Benin, from the 17th century on the Oba lost his ‘profane’ power in favor of megacommunal chiefs but concentrated in his hands immense sacral power, not less real within the context of the Benin culture in general and political culture in particular (Bondarenko 1991a, 1992b, 1995a: 222–228, 229–230).

It is remarkable that such a four-circles socio-political system corresponded to the Bini's picture of the Universe (agbo) in which there also was the hierarchy of four concentric circles: the man (with four soles of different orders) – the terrestrial space, including the Benin megacommunity – the world of ancestors' spirits and senior deities – the Universe as such, as a whole (Bondarenko 1995a; 1997b).

The picture of the Universe turned out ‘Beninocentric’. The second circle of the Universe, i.e. the terrestrial part of the society was considered the central, basic for the whole Universe. And Benin seemed the focal point of it and of the whole Universe; myths told how the Earth and the life had appeared just there (see, e.g., Ebohon 1972: 5; Eweka 1992: 2–4; Isaacs and Isaacs 1994: 7–9; Ugowe 1997: 1). The community was the center of that society; in the Bini minds, it hence turned out the very heart of the Universe's heart, the core of its core. And in reality the community as the basic institution fastened together all the levels of the hierarchical structure of the Benin society. All of them were penetrated by, at all of them, reflecting and expressing the essence of that society, communal by character ties and relations dominated (Bondarenko 1995a: 90–181).

And the fact that the community was of the extended polygamous family type was of fundamental importance because of its essentially hierarchical social structure and antidemocratic value system. This way the gerontocratic principles and forms of communal management, on the one hand, and the evidently hierarchical (conic) type of the Benin megacommunity since its appearance with the establishing of the Oba dynasty, on the other hand, were determined (see Bondarenko 1997c: 13–14; 1998b: 98; 1998c: 198–199; Bondarenko and Korotayev 1998: 135; 1999).

From the Ogiso time the megacommunity inherited and even strengthened such traits, characteristic of the complex chiefdom (see Kradin 1991: 277–278; 1995: 24–25) as, e.g., ethnic heterogeneity (Ryder 1969: 2) and non-involvement of the supra-chiefdom level managing elite into the subsistence production (Bondarenko 1993: 156–157; 1995a: 229, 253). The degree of social stratification in the society also increased (Bondarenko 1993, 1995a: 90–275).

But while the simple and the complex chiefdoms represent basically the same, chiefdom pattern of the socio-political organization, the same ‘quality’ of the authority and power (‘The general rights and obligations of chiefs at each level of the hierarchy are similar…’ [Earle 1978: 3]), the difference between both of these types on the one hand, and the megacommunity on the other hand, is really principal and considerable. In particular, the Ogiso, in straight accordance with the anthropological theory (Vassiliev 1980: 182) had no formalized and legalized apparatus of coercion at their disposal. While the formation of effective central authority is vitally important for the complex chiefdom (see above), it usually proves unable to establish political mechanisms preventing the disintegration (Claessen and Skalník 1981: 491). Hence the breakdown into simple chiefdoms and independent communities is the typical fortune of the (complex) chiefdom (Earle 1991: 13). Thus, the megacommunity is a possible way of transformation of the complex chiefdom, an alternative to its disintegration. So, evidently, the break-down was the fortune of the majority of the 130 early Bini chiefdoms, and about ten proto-city settlements mentioned above, potential centers of complex chiefdoms, like the Ogiso Benin one did not consolidate their power over neighbors and degraded to the level of big villages. Sooner or later they were absorbed by Benin.

Only the Benin megacommunity of the 13–19th centuries (for correctness, in this case it should be said ‘the megacommunal political institutions’) formed the real ‘center’ that was ‘above’ all the sociopolitical components of the country and was able to establish really effective supra-chiefdom authorities. And just this became the decisive ‘argument’ in the competition of Benin with other ‘proto-cities’ for the role of the all-Bini center. Not occasionally Benin started dominating over them right after the submission of the Uzama by Ewedo, from the second half of the 13th century (see Bondarenko 1995a: 94–95). And that is why the megacommunal institutions, including the monarchy of the Oba dynasty and different categories and associations of titled (megacommunal) chiefs (see Eweka 1992; Roese 1993) were stable. And just because of this we may argue that with the advent of Oranmiyan and the establishment of his dynasty the Benin sociopolitical organization changed radically from ‘the extended family – the extended family community – the chiefdom – the complex chiefdom’ pattern to the megacommunity ‘formula’ determined above.

The judicial system, the system of imposing and collecting tribute, etc. became logical in terms of the hierarchical character of the society. For example, now there appeared the ‘staircase’ of courts from those presided by community leaders to the highest, with the Oba as its official chairman. The two criteria for the examination of a case in the court of this or that level were the weight of the crime and if people from the same or different social units were involved into it (see, e.g., Dapper 1671: 492; Egharevba 1949: 11; 1960: 35; Bradbury 1957: 32–33, 41–42; Sidahome: 127; Talbot: III, table 19).

The Ogiso's might extended over the territory of approximately 4,500–5,000 sq km. Egharevba writes that the Ogiso's possessions comprised about a hundred settlements (Egharevba 1960: 4). Roese and Rose have been able to put on the map 68 of ‘villages and towns’ enumerated by the native historian (Roese and Rose 1988: 306 [map]). Evidently, ‘villages’ mean autonomous communities and ‘towns’ mean chiefdoms, like those described by Darling (see above). For rather a long time – till the middle of the 15th century the square of the country stayed practically the same though its territory not once changed its configuration (calculated by: Darling 1984: I, 44 [map]; Roese and Rose 1988: 306, 308, 309 [maps]).

It seems also possible to suppose the approximate number of inhabitants and population density of the Ogiso Benin. The typical Benin chiefdom, as we already know from Darling had the population of about 1,500 people. If we then divide the supposed by the archaeologist population of that chiefdom into the quantity of villages (communities) it consisted of, we will find out that the average community size was about 200 people. We do not know the proportion between chiefdoms and autonomous communities. We may only speculate that the distribution could be approximately equal. If we accept the Egharevba's relation with its of course conditional yet not senseless, as Roese and Rose have15 thousand people in the middle of the 17th century (Dapper 1671: 487) and even from 80 to 100 thousand inhabitants on the brink of the 17th and 18th centuries (see in Pacheco Pereira 1937 [1505–1508]: 64). In the 16–18th centuries, delighted Europeans ranked Benin not lower than the largest and most impressive cities of their continent (see Bondarenko 1992a: 54).

Though the initially local, communal nature of the society came into contradiction with the empireous political and cultural discourse, the principles and system of the formation and managing the empire (the preservation of local rulers in subjugated lands, migrations of the Oba's relatives with followers to weakly populated territories, the Bini administrators of the dependencies' residence in Benin City, not in ‘colonies’, the reproduction of the same ideological ‘pillars’ which support the Oba's authority in Benin, etc., etc.) witness that by the moment of Benin's occupation by the British in 1897 the megacommunity still was the true form of the Benin society proper to which socio-politically varying ‘provinces’ were joined. So, it still managed to absorb and ‘reinterpret’ those elements of the empireous discourse which could seem insurmountable for an essentially local, ethno- and socio-centric form of sociopolitical organization thus avoiding the reformation of itself and the interrelated transformation of people's mentality and picture of the Universe.

Both the Ogiso and the Oba Benin were ‘multipolities’, i.e. societies within which structural elements of different socio-political types and levels of development coexisted and interacted (Korotayev 1995a: 72–73; 1998: 125–127). Under the Oba's regime one multipolity (autonomous extended family communities + chiefdoms ≈ the complex chiefdom) was changed by another: autonomous extended family communities + chiefdoms = the megacommunity. (In both cases the autonomous community was equal to the chiefdom in terms of rights and obligations towards the highest authorities of the time [Egharevba 1949: 79; Bradbury 1973a: 177]). But the megacommunity differed not only from the complex chiefdom but from the state as well.

It is hardly possible to count how many theories of the state there are. But Godiner is right pointing out (though a bit too toughly) that any, even the most sophisticated theory reduces the notion of the state to the ‘specialized institution of managing the society’ (Godiner 1991: 51; also see Belkov 1995: 171–175); at least, theories center round such an institution. In particular, Claessen in such a ‘summarizing’ different viewpoints and reflecting the modern level of Cultural Anthropological theorizing recent edition as ‘Encyclopedia of Cultural Anthropology’, in fact spreads (with some insignificant changes and additions) his and Skalník's definition of the ‘early state’ (Claessen and Skalník 1978: 640) on the state as such and argues the following:

…the state is an independent centralized socio-political organization for the regulation of social relations in a complex, stratified society (bolded by me. – D. B.) living in a specific territory, and consisting of two basic strata, the rulers and the ruled, whose rela tions are characterized by political dominance of the former and tax obligations of the latter, legitimized by an at least partly shared ideology, of which reciprocity is the basic principle’ (Claessen 1996: 1255).

And the natural criterion of its existence is the presence of the bureaucracy – the category of professional managers, officials who fill these ‘specialized institution’. Actually, the latter is specialized just because of the professional status of those involved into the process of its functioning. These, now looking quite simple postulates are broadly accepted in Cultural Anthropology and practically go without saying.

As it is well-known, Weber is just the person to whom generations of scholars in different fields are indebted for the most elaborated notion of the bureaucracy (Weber 1947 [1922]: 329–341 et al.). Just his vision of this phenomenon, either explicitly or implicitly formed the background of the majority of modern theories of the state. So, let us look through the list of the bureaucrats' characteristic features Weber singled out (Weber 1947 [1922]: 333–334). Do they fit titled (supreme, the megacommunal level) chiefs – administrators of the 13–19th century Benin Kingdom?

‘(1) They are personally free and subject to authority only with respect to their impersonal official obligations; (2) They are organized in a clearly defined hierarchy of offices; (3) Each office has a clearly defined sphere of competence in the legal sense; (4) The office is filled by a free contractual relationship. Thus, in principle, there is free selection; (5) Candidates… are appointed, not elected; (6) They are remunerated by fixed salaries… (7) The office is treated as a sole, or at least the primary, occupation of the incumbent; (8) It constitutes a career... (9) The official works entirely separated from ownership of the means of administration and without appropriation of his position; (10)He is subject to strict and systematic discipline and control in the conduct of the office’.

The establishment of a really effective supra-chiefdom (and supra-autono-mous communities) authority permitted the Oba to put an end to separatist moods within the former Ogiso possessions. This let the Oba do what their predecessors turned out incapable to do: to create a complicated and very well elaborated system of political institutions of the supra-chiefdom (the megacommunal) level and titles for chiefs united into several associations. The formation process of the megacommunal political institutions system was in the fundamental outline finished by Oba Ewuare the Great in the mid 15th century simultaneously with the first ‘conscious’ (and very successful) attempts of pursuing the ‘imperial’ policy (see Bondarenko 1995a: 231–257).

So, are there any grounds to regard Benin titled chiefs bureaucrats, i.e. professional officials? (For general descriptions and detailed analyses of the evolution of the Benin chieftaincy system from which a considerable share of the evidence analyzed and some conclusions made below are extracted, see [Read 1904; Egharevba 1956; 1960: 78–80; Bradbury 1957: 35–44; Eweka 1992; Bondarenko 1993: 158–165; 1995a: 231–257; Roese 1993].)

Any Benin chief belonged to one of two broad categories: his title was either hereditary (what is impossible if he is really a bureaucrat – see Weber's point 9) or not. There were rather few hereditary titles in the Benin Kingdom: those of the highest ranked among all the chiefs the Uzama Nihinron members (from the middle of the 15th century there were seven of them) and of several other, less important dignitaries. The Uzama Nihinron was established in the 13th century by the first ruler of the 2nd dynasty – Eweka I, and the majority of other hereditary titles appeared in the time of Oba Ewuare, in the mid 15th century.

Non-hereditary title-holders were considered ‘appointed by the Oba’ and fell into two major groups, besides some other, secondary by their significance is the administrative mechanism. The first of those two categories was called the Eghaevbo N'Ogbe (the ‘palace chiefs’). This institution was established by the fourth supreme ruler, Ewedo within the framework of his anti-Uzama actions in the mid 13th century. The Eghaevbo N'Ogbe were divided into three ‘palace societies’. Each of these ‘societies’, in its turn, was also divided into three groups like traditional age-sets of the Bini.

The significance of the Eghaevbo N'Ogbe was great. This association members received their might due not only to their official tiles and rights but also, maybe even first of all owe to their closeness to the supreme ruler. One of their main tasks was to serve mediators between the Oba and the people (Agbontaen 1995), for the prohibition to communicate with his subjects freely seems to be among the supreme ruler's taboos already in the beginning of the 17th century. Hence, the palace chiefs could rather easily ‘regulate’ the information flows to and from the palace in their own interests. From the narrative European sources of the 17th – 19th centuries one can see that these chiefs really did it, and also to see, what a considerable might the Eghaevbo N'Ogbe under the leadership of Uwangue concentrated in their hands that time (see Da Híjar 1972 [1654]: 248–249; Anonymous 1969 [1652]: 309; Dapper 1975 [1668]: 503; Van Nyendael 1705: 435; Smith 1744: 228–230; Dantzig 1978 [1674–1742]: 334; Roth 1968 [1903]: 92; Ryder 1969: 103). Eventually, in the 17th century the palace chiefs, and not the supreme ruler's lineage or the Uzama members furthermore, played the decisive role in the selection of the descendent to the throne (Ryder 1969: 16–18).

Another major category of non-hereditary title-holders, the Eghaevbo N'Ore (the ‘town chiefs’) was established later, in the mid 15th century by Ewuare, already as a counterbalance to the palace chiefs though basically they were ranked lower than the Eghaevbo N'Ogbe. They struggled actively with the latter for the influence on the Oba. They also fought for power with the supreme ruler himself. And all in all, the town chiefs were a success (see, e.g., Smith 1744: 234–236).

The Eghaevbo N'Ore's struggle for power was led by the head of this category of title-holders, the Iyase. In the course of time, he became the most powerful and influential figure in the Benin administrative system and society. The antagonism of the Iyase to the Oba, as Kochakova remarks, ‘runs all through the whole space of the Benin history’ (Kochakova 1986: 244; see: Egharevba 1947).

So, the Eghaevbo N'Ogbe and Eghaevbo N'Ore, whose behavior was very far from that ‘ordered’ to them by Weber (in point 10) were the principal associations of non-hereditary chiefs in the Benin Kingdom. But the Oba appointed chiefs just formally, for, first, to be distinct, the supreme ruler appointed only the lineage out of which its members (officially not involved into the administrative system) selected a concrete person for receiving the title. Second, due to the strength of the tradition and the real might of the palace and town chiefs, titles were held within the same extended families for hundreds years though officially every lawful Bini could claim for a non-hereditary title.

Thus in reality there was no free choice of administrators and their appointment by higher authorities. In practice, administrators were not appointed at all as well as there was no free selection of them on the societal level; they were elected within definite lineages, extended families (compare with Weber's points 5 and 4). It is reasonable to suppose (especially if one trusts evidence of the folk-lore [Sidahome 1964: 163 et al.]) that during the last centuries of the Benin Kingdom existence the Oba only blindly confirmed the candidatures proposed to him and this procedure in its essence transformed into a mere pro forma, the performing of an ancient ritual (‘anti-point 9’ of Weber).

The chiefs were not simple officials at the supreme ruler's service. On the one hand, the Oba regularly established ties of relationship with them (what contradicts Weber's point 1) marrying the titled chiefs' daughters (Bradbury 1957: 41) and then giving their own daughters in marriage to the chiefs (Egharevba 1956: 31; 1962). On the other hand, they constantly preserved close connections with the communal organization. They participated in the central bodies' activities as representatives of their communities and titled lineages, not as individuals (hence, the Benin realities did not fit point 7 of Weber). It was unreal to dig titled chiefs up from their native social units and to send them to govern ‘strange’ communities. Under the conditions when all the circles of the megacommunity were penetrated by, at all of them communal in their essence ties and relations dominated, the division of the country into merely administrative units (including by means of transforming into administrative units communities and chiefdoms) was impossible.

The supreme chiefs always were first and foremost title-holders. All the privileges they received in accordance with titles and were not rewarded just for posts they held. The post was an unavoidable enclosure to the title. For example, in reality the post could demand from the holder of the ‘Oba's wardrobe keeper’ title not cleaning and airing of his robes at all, but attending to certain duties by no means connected with such a kind of activities. These duties were not clearly defined and separated from those of other chiefs as well as all the categories of titled chiefs comprised officials of all kinds – priests, war leaders, etc. (compare with what Weber wrote in point 3). Furthermore, a chief could be deprived from his post by the Oba's command, but the title, once given rested with the chief till the end of his life. Egharevba openly writes as regards this that the supreme ruler: ‘…could… suspend any titled chief from his post, but the chief must still hold his title for life’ (Egharevba 1949: 24; also see: 1956: 6; Igbafe 1979: 4).

There was a general notion of higher and lower titles and more or less main duties but there was no fixed hierarchy neither within categories of supreme chiefs (most often, only their heads were definitely known) nor within these or those spheres of activities – administrative, priestly and so on (compare with point 2 of Weber).

The material well-being of the supreme chiefs (at least prior to the period of active trade with Europeans [Bondarenko 1995a: 153–157]) was based on the receiving of a share of what had been produced in their communities. It was not founded either on the tribute once or twice a year collected from the whole population of the country or on ‘presents’ of the Oba chiefs used to get from time to time. And fixed salaries have never been due to them at all (nothing in common with Weber's point 6).

As titles belonged to the same extended families for centuries, there was no free competition for titles in the society. Then, there were no opportunities for making the career, for chiefs held first and foremost titles. And titles, besides their lack of a well-defined hierarchy, were not subjected to their changing by a person. Having once received a title, he was not able not only to lose it by the Oba's command, but to receive another one, too (see Weber's point 8).

So, none of all the Weber's ten features characteristic of bureaucracy and bureaucrats fits the Benin Kingdom supreme (titled) chiefs. Megacommunal institutions became really central, not those of a chiefdom claiming for governing the supra-chiefdom society. But under the conditions of the essentially communal Benin society, even those who governed it on the highest level were not officials, i.e. ‘bureaucrats’. Thus, in accordance with the practically generally accepted idea of intimate connection between the state and the bureaucracy, the Benin megacommunity was not a state.

And summing up all the aforesaid in this chapter, it seems reasonable and grounded to classify the megacommunity as a specific type of the complex hierarchical socio-political organization. This type of organization was alternative to the statehood, for it is also clear that from all points of view Benin was not less developed than the majority of early states.
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