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Abstract 

That violence dominated the colonial period in Africa is stating the 

obvious. It was also apt stating that the violence that became 

dominant was exacerbated by the decolonization and developmental 

process that were incongruent with the paths of partition that in 

turn gave Nigeria, in particular, and Africa, in general, a bad start”.  

All that have been responsible for underdevelopment and civil 

unrests among African states/nations are traceable to the colonial 

period, when systematically and inexorably, African communities 

were cleft into relevant or sought-after-portions to competing 

European nations. Consequently, the newly carved-out entities 

became agglomerations of strange bedfellows. The contraptions 

bequeathed by colonialism showed an unplanned, deliberate and 

non-people oriented restructuring/redrawing of Africa’s cultural 

boundaries to imaginary lines. This was concomitantly worsened by 

the Indirect Rule policies of the British and more devastatingly by 

the French system of Assimilation.  Africa’s relations to the West 

have had far-reaching effects on her economic underdevelopment as 

canonized by the genre of economic historians, such as Chinweizu, 

Anthony I. Nwabughuogu, Ali Mazrui and Walter Rodney, among 
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others. The partition, colonialism and neocolonialism have been 

responsible for the unceasing civil strifes and persistent violence and 

underdevelopment between and within African nations. The result 

of the guessed partitions, into halves, of the ethnic and cultural 

nationalities in Africa; and lumped together with non-relatives for 

as long as European colonial interests were protected and served: as 

sources for cheap raw materials for newly industrializing European 

countries, gave Nigeria and Africa as a continent, a bad start. 

 

Introduction 

 By the last quarter of the 19th century, European nations had staked 

claims to virtually all-conceivable parts of the African continent. In spite of 

the fact that the Europeans had little knowledge of the continent’s 

hinterland, having confined their operations on her coastal fringes, their 

statesmen and diplomats hustled over spheres of influence for purposes of 

commerce. The land and peoples of Africa were regarded as pieces on a 

chessboard. Ironically, this partitioning took place in European capitals, 

such as Berlin, Paris and London, among others, 1 and not on African soil.  

 Modalities and guidelines that were used in drawing imaginary lines 

across Africa were, as mostly contended, based on inaccurate maps. At the 

end of the days of the scramble and partition of Africa, it was discovered 

that cognizance was not given to ancient boundaries between traditional 

monarchies, chiefdoms and myriad acephalous societies which existed as 

entities before being cleft into two halves and claimed by different 

European nations; and were lumped or scrambled together with other 

African entities which had evolved different and evidently distinctive 

cultures and histories. African traditional boundaries became shifting sands 

occasioned by the persistent haggling of territories by European monarchs 

and diplomats. Shifting sands in the sense that European nations bargained 

and drew geometric lines or arcs of circles across African territories for as 

much as their interests shifted for economic and administrative reasons. In 

the words of Meredith: 
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In some cases, African societies were rent apart: 

the Bakongo were partitioned between French 

Congo, Belgian Congo and Portuguese Angola; 

Somaliland was carved up between Britain, 

Italy and France. In all, the new boundaries cut 

through some 190-culture groups. In other 

cases, Europe’s new colonial territories enclosed 

hundreds of diverse and independent groups, 

with no common history, culture, language or 

religion. 2 

 

Regarding exchanges, caused by economic reasons and administrative 

convenience between European nations, Britain traded the North Sea island 

of Heligoland with the Germans for Zanzibar, and parts of Northern 

Nigeria with the French for fishing rights off Newfoundland. France, in 

turn, exchanged parts of Cameroon with Germany in return for its 

recognition of the French protectorate of Morocco. 3 

 It is the contention of several authorities that by about the year 1878, 

less than 10 percent of African territories had come under European control, 

but by 1900, the whole of Africa was conquered by European governments 

except Ethiopia (Abyssinia) and Liberia which clung to some sorts of 

independence. 4 Going by Uzoigwe’s tabulation, Britain alone in 1904 had 

acquired: 

 

                                                          Square Miles                           Population 

Central African Protectorate           38,000                                     850,000 

East African Protectorate                1,000,000                                2,500,000 

Nigeria                                               500,000                                  35,000,000 

Orange River Colony                       48,326                                    210,000 

New Guinea                                      88,410                                    350,000 

Rhodesia                                            750,000                                  600,000 

Socotra Island                                   1,382                                      10,000 
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Transvaal                                          119,139                                  1,094,000 

Upper Burma                                   83,473                                    3,000,000 

Wei-Hai-Wei                                    20                                           350,000 

Zanzibar and Pemba                      1,020                                       250,000 

                                TOTAL          2,678,156                               44,420,000 5  

 

In the words of Meredith:  

By the time the scramble for Africa was over, 

some 10,000 African polities had been 

amalgamated into forty European colonies and 

protectorates. Thus were born the modern 

states of Africa. 6 

The Berlin Conference, November 1884/February 1885 

 The Berlin Conference only gave international recognition to a 

situation that already existed. In essence, it was not intended for the 

scramble for African territories but to anchor some degrees of legality to 

European actions and claims to territories that were not naturally theirs. 

Although the partition could be said to have laid the basis of Africa’s 

modern states, the guidelines, according Michael Crowder were already set 

by the activities of European missionaries, traders, explorers and 

administrators in the “eighty-odd years since abolition”. 7 This assertion has 

been corroborated by J. D. Hargreaves when he argued that the annexation 

and bombardment of African societies, especially the coastal regions, were 

not carried out by European powers initially with the natural intent of 

establishing empires but for spheres of influence for trade and profit ‘in the 

minds of the men” of Victorian Europe. 8  

 Pre-colonial trade relations between Africans and early European 

traders to her coasts were largely responsible for the scramble for African 

territories. This was against the background of the European individual 

traders and corporate bodies wanting to have access to the hinterland 
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communities where the products that were traded on the coasts were 

produced and would be definitely obtained cheaply without the 

meddlesomeness of middlemen. Sir Frederick Lugard, in an obvious glee, 

opined that the “tropics were a gift of God to mankind, to be exploited by 

all who could, and not birthright of any group claiming to be indigenes”. 9 

In the words of Obiakor: 

To fully exploit African resources and maintain 

an economic sphere of influence and trade 

monopoly; exerting political control was 

considered to be necessary. The different 

European manufacturing and trading 

companies felt that such protection would 

enable them enjoy sole access to the sources and 

supply of raw materials which they needed for 

the industries, as well as a ready market to sell 

the manufactured goods. 10 

 

Competition among European nations became heightened when Otto von 

Bismarck of Germany joined the French, British and Belgium governments 

by declaring protectorate over the three African territories of Togoland 

(comprising present-day Togo and eastern Ghana), Cameroon and 

Southwest Africa (present day Nambia. 11 There was also the European 

nations contention over the Congo River basin in Central Africa. Between 

1850 and 1883, the indiscriminate and irresponsible demarcation of African 

territories precipitated numerous conflicts among the Europeans, on the 

one hand and between the Africans and the Europeans, on the other.  
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Conflicts between European Nations 

 

Then, suddenly, we found out that that 

position, however convenient, had no 

foundation whatever, in international law. We 

had no rights over all these vast stretches of 

coast, both on the West and East coasts of 

Africa. We had no power of preventing any 

other nation from coming in and seizing a 

portion of them. 12 

 

 The various European merchants had entered into treaties with 

African rulers and communities in their bid to establish commercial spheres 

of influence. They also sought for political support and recognition from 

their home governments with the intention of achieving what was 

described as the ‘effective occupation’ of these territories by establishing 

semblances of political control. The scramble for and partition of Africa 

were simply European rivalry over African territories which entailed 

agreements and cooperation. This was significantum of the Suez Canal Crisis 

that culminated in the engineers of France and Britain building the Suez 

Canal and Egyptian railway. Michael Crowder buttressed the tenacity with 

which the Europeans pounced on African territories by quoting the 

Marquis of Salisbury thus: 

When I left the Foreign Office in 1880 nobody 

thought about Africa. When I returned to it in 

1885 the nations of Europe were almost 

quarreling with each other as to the various 

portions of Africa they could obtain. 13 

 

 Significantly, while Africans were not present when their territories 

were partitioned arbitrarily, the Europeans equally ignored the rules they 

made regarding colonial territories, citing Obiakor, when “convenient and 

http://www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com/


Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies                      www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 

 

The Dominance of Violence in Colonial Africa: Reasons and Effects       85 

on several occasions war was only narrowly averted”. 14 Described as 

latecomers to the scramble, the dice was cast when Otto von Bismarck of 

Germany joined the French, Britain and Belgium governments by the 

declaration of protectorate over the three African territories of Togoland 

(comprising present day Togo and eastern Ghana), Cameroon and South-

west Africa (present day Namibia). It was played out in the Moroccan 

Crisis, when in 1911, the German government sent a warship, the Panther, 

to Agadir in protest against French supremacy in Morocco claiming that the 

French had violated the agreement of Algeciras. Willing to horse-trade 

Morocco with France in exchange for the French Congo that had enormous 

mineral resources, such as gold, the British outrightly supported the 

French, adding to the already deepened Anglo-German estrangement that 

eventually culminated to the First World War. 15  

 The Portuguese in pursuance of the same purpose claimed 

ownership of the Congo estuary. As mentioned earlier, all these were 

necessitated by the need, jealousy and suspicion with which the great 

European powers viewed one another's attempts at colonial expansion in 

Africa. Quoting a source: 

The general act of the Conference of Berlin 

declared the Congo River basin to be neutral (a 

fact that in no way deterred the Allies from 

extending the war into that area in World War 

I); guaranteed freedom for trade and shipping 

for all states in the basin; forbade slave trading; 

and rejected Portugal's claims to the Congo 

River estuary—thereby making possible the 

founding of the independent Congo Free State, 

to which Great Britain, France, and Germany 

had already agreed in principle. 16 

 

 In his own words, Obiakor said that between 1850 and 1883: 

http://www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com/
ebcid:com.britannica.oec2.identifier.IndexEntryContentIdentifier?idxStructId=471543&library=EB
ebcid:com.britannica.oec2.identifier.ArticleIdentifier?articleId=25854&library=EB&query=null&title=Congo%20Free%20State#9025854.toc
ebcid:com.britannica.oec2.identifier.IndexEntryContentIdentifier?idxStructId=616032&library=EB
ebcid:com.britannica.oec2.identifier.IndexEntryContentIdentifier?idxStructId=216231&library=EB
ebcid:com.britannica.oec2.identifier.IndexEntryContentIdentifier?idxStructId=231545&library=EB


Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies                      www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 

 

The Dominance of Violence in Colonial Africa: Reasons and Effects       86 

There were various conflicts over various parts 

of Africa among Europeans. In 

addition…European powers recognized that 

rules and rationalizations were needed for the 

seizing of African territories, especially for 

seizures that held potential for … European 

conflict. 17 

 

 These events, among others, precipitated the Berlin Conference that 

lasted between November 15, 1884 and February 26, 1885. 

 

European Partition and African Resistance 

 As mentioned earlier, the scramble for and partition of African 

territories precipitated resistance in almost all European colonies in Africa. 

It will be recalled that the Europeans had established colonial rule chiefly 

through the conclusion of treaties (at certain times through trickery) and 

conquests (oftentimes instigated conflicts among Africans and would come 

in as mediators or of threats of bombardment). Treaties were also entered 

into through acquiescence on the part of Africans or African rulers and 

these were concluded without armed resistance. But in the case of 

conquests, there were short and prolonged resistances by Africans against 

the various European colonialists. According to Meredith: 

The powerful Muslim emirs of the Sokoto 

Caliphate, … soon came to terms with a small 

British expeditionary force sent to incorporate 

them into northern Nigeria. But other episodes 

were more prolonged. After occupying the 

Asante capital, the British were besieged … for 

four months until reinforcements suppressed 

resistance. Elsewhere in West Africa, Samori 

Ture, the founder of a Mandingo empire, waged 

an eight-year campaign of remarkable tenacity 
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and military skill against the French. In 

Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), the Ndebele and Shona 

fought ferociously against white settlers who 

had seized large territories of Kenya. 18 

 

 Two factors account for the resistance by Africans, namely, the 

indiscriminate sharing of their territories by European powers without 

resort to ethnic streamlining vis-à-vis a historicity of existence; and the 

reshuffling of her territories after the First World War (WW1). Regarding 

indiscriminate divisions, the Yoruba, in West Africa, were cleft into French 

and British territories bordered at Seme in Cotonou and Badagry in Lagos 

State of Nigeria. In East and Central Africa there were places, such as Nandi 

in Kenya occupied by the British; Tanganyika known as German East 

Africa; and German Namibia in southwest Africa. In all of these places, 

there were protracted violent movements against Portuguese occupation, 

for instance, by the Ovambo of Angola. 19 

 While the reshuffling of African territories was ongoing, it assumed 

alarming dimensions after World War I. German territories were shared out 

among Britain, France, Belgium and the Union of South Africa which was 

founded in 1910. Other areas that were redistributed were, Southwest 

Africa to the Union of South Africa; Rwanda-Burundi to Belgium; Togoland 

and Cameroon were cleft up between Britain and France; and for her 

support of Britain during WW1, Jubaland was giving to Italy to form part 

of colonial Somaliland. 20 

 But in all, the traditional boundaries of African societies remained 

intact except that these existed in their consciousness. Meredith bemoaned 

how the British in well-articulated colonial policies ruled the whole of its 

colonies. With a staff of nine (9) administrators and a regiment of three 

thousand (3000) African troops of the West African Frontier Force (WAFF) 

Frederick Lugard ruled over 10 million peoples in Northerners Nigeria. 

Even after the amalgamation of the Northern and Southern Protectorates in 

1914, the British could boost of about 400 staff. It is estimated that in the 
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whole of British tropical Africa, 1,200 administrators were used in 

governing well over 44 million people in an Indirect Rule regime. 21 

 

Post-Partition Era 

 The European partition in the last quarter of the 19th century had 

commerce as its primary objective. But the scramble had to contend with 

certain problems, such as the political boundaries that were established by 

the European powers that ran contrary to their main objective of commerce 

on the part of the Europeans, on the one hand, and the disruption of existing 

trade conventions by the Europeans’ scramble and partition, on the part of 

Africans. Partition boundaries distorted existing trade routes and 

ordinances between African empires and non-centralized societies. This 

wrong on the Africans that occasioned resistances, as mentioned earlier, 

was exacerbated by the discovery by the colonialists, especially the British 

and French, that they needed cooperation among themselves against the 

background that they had a common interest - trade. 22 According to 

Asiwaju: 

It was to avert this danger [resistances which 

disrupted trade routes and free flow of trade], 

which in the long run proved inescapable, that 

the clause permitting freedom of trade for all 

European nationals in any given territory was 

inserted in the initial diplomatic agreements 

and protocols establishing the colonial 

boundaries, particularly those between the 

French and the British, who between them took 

the lion’s share of the [West African] sub-region. 
23 

 

 On either side of common African boundaries were located British 

and French colonial territories. The realities of the illogical distribution of 

African territories required that European nations should establish 
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communication links among themselves without regard to existing 

interstate relationships among Africans. The distortions created by the 

partition were so disconcerting that a village was placed in one colonial 

sphere and her farmlands in another. 24 A major issue in the post-partition 

era was that of trans-frontier movements and switches.  

 Consequently, African communities that were cleft into two between 

two colonial powers resorted to armed revolts and ably supported by their 

relatives on the other side of the colonial divide in subversive activities or 

migrated away to join them. It was in such situations that the need for 

cooperation among European nations became necessary. Africans on their 

part played one European nation against the other vis-à-vis existing inter-

boundary protocols. There were emigrations from the areas of jurisdiction 

of a resented political authority to another. People were seen switching 

from Anglophone to Franco-phone sectors. According to Asiwaju: 

Examined in terms of both the ‘push’ and ‘pull’ 

factors, the migrations have involved 

considerations of differences between the 

departure and arrival ends [in this case the 

French and British colonies, respectively], in 

matters of civil obligations such as conscription, 

forced labour, taxation and requisition. Other 

considerations which forced people out of 

French West Africa included the suppression of 

traditional political institutions. 25 

  

As a result, some French colonial territories, such as the Yoruba in 

Dahomey; the Hausa in Niger; the Sanwi, the Affemas, the Baoule, the Agni, 

the Abron, the Kulango, the Lobi and the Dagari in the Ivory Coast; the 

Mossi and the Dyula in the Upper Vola; and the Wolof of Senegal, all fled 

to the neighbouring British colonies. This was always possible because, 

according to Asiwaju:  
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These groups had been split into two at the time 

of the partition meant that the migrants always 

had kinsmen in the British localities into which 

they fled and this was to facilitate the 

movements and contribute to British 

explanation of the difficulties involved in 

according to French requests for forcing the 

migrants out of the bosom of their kinsmen who 

were British subjects. 26 

 

The concomitant results of the partition bequeathed to Africans are: 

i. An indiscriminately divided African continent; and 

ii. The ethnic and cultural bifurcations between hitherto united 

peoples. 

 

These are against the historicity of existing myths of common origins before 

the partition of the communities; and the ludicrous positions of 

communities that have their farmland in British territory and brooks for its 

water supply in French territory. Apart from the partition, European 

powers or colonialists baited inducements, which further helped in 

disorganizing Africa, and impoverished her. The continent’s gains were 

“conquests and humbling indignities”. 27 The impact of partition on Africa 

cannot be interpreted only in terms of European activities but also in terms 

of the activities of Africa’s forebears in pre-colonial times which were 

repeated in post-colonial times. Throughout the period of contact with 

Europe that lasted for about four centuries, Africa’s ruling classes did not 

exercise foresight to learn the ways and arts of their overseas trading 

partners. They did not copy or improve on the European ships and 

gunboats; made only spirited short-lived efforts at resisting the Europeans; 

and thought little about the future of the continent. In remonstrance, 

Chinweizu stated that when the invaders from across the seas descended 

on the continent, like a bubble, it burst upon the heads of African traditional 
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rules and were consequently “pitched off their rusted stools and thrones”. 
28 No matter how hard one may blame African traditional rulers in pre-

colonial times, the truth was that a superior technology and strategies of 

warfare were effectively used to realize their primary economic objective of 

coming to Africa. In the words of Robert, Marquis of Salisbury: 

We remained masters of Africa … by the simple 

fact that we were masters of the sea and that we 

have had considerable experience in dealing 

with native races. 29 

     

The Partition, Ethnicity and National Integration: The Nigerian Example 

 

 Although the scramble for and partition of Africa predated the 

discovery of oil in present day Nigeria about eight decades ago, it was the 

need to use the proceeds from the Southern Protectorate to administer the 

Northern Protectorate that led to the amalgamation of both protectorates 

into what is today, Nigeria. Perhaps, as one would want to argue, it was the 

envisaged potentials of Nigeria that made the British to think that Nigeria 

would be a viable entity. Consequently, the British did not put into 

consideration the historicity of the numerous ethnic nationalities with well-

established cultures and boundaries. In support of this premeditated act, 

Frederick Lugard described as impossible the creations of states based on 

about the 250 linguistic groups, which unarguably delineate ethnic groups, 

in Nigeria. 30 Thus, the Nigerian contraption as it is today. 

 The lumping together of ethnically disparate peoples as a result of 

the haphazard partition of African communities created a defective political 

foundation which could not sustain a sound democratic structure. Obafemi 

Awolowo amply captured the state of Nigeria when he said that: 

 

Nigeria is not a nation. It is a mere 

geographical expression. There are no 

Nigerians in the same sense as there are no 
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Nigerians in the same sense as there are 

English or welsh’ or French. The word 

Nigeria is merely a distinctive appellation to 

distinguish those who live within the 

boundaries of Nigeria from those who do 

not…. It is a mistake to designate them 

‘tribes’. Each of them is a nation by itself…. 

There is as much difference between them 

and there is between German, English, 

Russians and Turks…. The fact that they have 

a common overlord does not destroy this 

fundamental difference. The languages differ. 

The readiest means of communication 

between them…. is English. Their cultural 

backgrounds and social outlooks differ 

widely; and their indigenous political 

institutions have little in common. 31 

 

 Northern leaders during a legislative council debate in 1947 also 

shared Awolowo’s view when Abubakar Tafawa Balewa opined that: 

 

Since the amalgamation of the Southern and 

Northern provinces in 1914, Nigeria has 

existed as one country only on paper. It is still 

far from being united. Nigerian unity is only 

a British intention for the country. 32 

 

The socio-political and economic problems that have plagued, and still 

plagues, the Nigerian polity informed these assertions. Nigeria has since 

independence in 1960 contended with the challenges of statehood 

especially as a multi-ethnic state. According to E. N. Ota: 
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The most persistent and intractable of these 

challenges is political instability… [which] 

has had dire consequences not only on 

economic development but also on insecurity 

which has in turn accentuated ethnic 

intolerance and religious bigotry. In other 

words, an unstable political environment 

generates tensions in the polity, and this, in 

the long run exacerbates fears and mutual 

suspicion among the constituent parts of the 

State. 33 

 

In retrospect, African nations began existence as de jure amalgams of ethnic 

nationalities and ancient kingdoms which were merged together and 

structured at the Berlin Conference of between 1884 and 1885. While 

contending European powers used pencils and dividers to partition African 

communities into their present nations, it was essentially achieved through 

the sheer use of force of arms for her economic and imperialist convenience. 

According to Nduka Otonti: 

Throughout the British colonial enterprises, 

little or no effort was made to weld the diverse 

ethnic and regional elements into an integrated 

national entity. 34 

 

 At flag independence in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, the Africans in 

other to create semblances of parity further subdivided these already 

balkanized peoples into north, south, east and west. Even the former 

regions of pre-independence Nigeria, for instance, have been regrouped 

into several more states and geopolitical zones. These arbitrary boundaries 

which have cleft ethnically homogeneous peoples into two, have elicited 

centrifugal forces among peoples who have coexisted together for 
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centuries. How can any one account for some Yoruba being in the 

Francophone while the others are in the Anglophone Africa. 

 Africans, however, undertook to remedy these obvious anomalies. 

By 1960, the Organization of African Unity (OAU) now African Union (AU) 

came on stream as a veritable platform within which these issues could be 

resolved. Some teething questions came to the fore: What would be done 

with the colonial states to douse centrifugal forces and ethnic rivalries?  

Would Africans do away with the boundaries inherited from the 

colonialists? What are Africans expected to do with the survival of the many 

non-viable states created by colonialism and the consequent burden of 

poverty, ignorance and disease and incessant strives.  

 In other not to create further dissensions, it was agreed in some 

quarters that the situation bequeathed to Africa by colonialism must be 

taken as a given. Therefore, it became necessary to find alternatives means 

of circumventing these deficiencies. Further fora for integration such as the 

Economic Communities for West African States (ECOWAS) and the New 

Economic Programme for Economic Development (NEPAD) were evolved. 

How African states have fared within these neo-global relationships is 

common knowledge: They have not fared any better.     

 Africa’s multi-ethnic and socio-cultural diversities would, therefore, 

imply obvious recurring and divergent problems of instability. There are 

always bound to be divergent opinions, on any issue, be it political or socio-

economic, bordering on the well being of the Africans, especially among 

her ethnic agglomerations. 

  

Political Instability in Nigeria 

 A major factor for instability, which has often not been mentioned, 

is Britain’s meddlesomeness in the political development of Nigeria. Britain 

wanted its stooges in Northern Nigeria to win and dominate the country 

after independence. 35 While the British were taking credit for its liberal 

policies regarding granting independence to Nigeria and the honest and 

fair handover of power to democratically elected leaders of Nigeria, it was 
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at the same time, cynically, interfering in the electoral process, which 

exacerbated the chicanery that prevailed from 1956 to 1959. According to 

Harold Smith: 

The British loved the North and had arranged 

for 50% of the votes to be controlled by the 

Northern Peoples Congress (NPC), which 

was largely a creation of the British, and 

hardly a normal political party in the 

accepted sense. It was founded by the British 

controlled Native Authorities and was quite 

simply a tool of the British Administration. 36 

 

 The British regarded the North as more malleable than the Eastern 

and Western parts of Nigeria. It was the inference of Harold Smith that the 

“divide and rule” policy of Britain was brazenly and cynically employed to 

keep the Yoruba and the Igbo from working together. 37 The British avoided 

the creation of new states in the East and West so as not to break up tribal 

rule and tribalism between the Yoruba and the Igbo. If the Igbo and Yoruba 

remained disunited, as was contended, they will not provide a solid front 

against the Northern Peoples Congress. The so-called NCNC–NPC alliance 

was a sham gerrymandered by the British to make sure the North went 

unchallenged in the 1959 general elections. The North eventually won 50% 

of all the seats in the Federal legislature.  

 The British discerned that the North feared the Southerners more 

than them, and that whoever controlled the NPC controlled the North and 

the whole of Nigeria. 38 Indirect Rule in Northern Nigeria was such that 

there was hardly any difference in policy as that of the Native Authorities. 

The British and the Northern elite worked so closely together. It is still the 

contention of Smith that it was the British, and not the Northern Emirs, who 

realized their obvious disadvantages in the Nigerian polity, and put them 

up to it. 39 At the instance of Sir James Robertson, Britain bent the rules, 
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made sure the 1959 general elections in Nigeria were rigged in favour of the 

North. According to Smith: 

They sought to keep Britain from bankruptcy 

and find a solution in the mineral rich Empire 

on the point of independence. It was 

necessary to bend the rules…. Those who got 

in the way were …… dealt with quite harshly. 
40 

 

In other to leave the richest and most populous colony of Britain in the safe 

hands of friends of Britain after independence, the North had to win the 

elections of 1959 at all cost. Consequently, stooges were placed at the helm 

of affairs in Nigeria. Chief Anthony Enahoro and Obafemi Awolowo, all of 

the Action Group (AG) in the West, were sentenced to between 15 and 10 

years in jail, respectively; while Nnamdi Azikiwe of the NCNC assumed 

leadership as the ceremonial President of Nigeria. Ominously, Smith 

opined that “the seeds of destruction of Nigeria’s democracy had been 

sown, and the dark clouds of conflict and war were swirling in the horizon”. 
41 The rigging and manipulations by the British government and oil 

companies, were so well planned that the Labour Party and the Tory 

politicians worked hand-in-hand to install the North as the leaders of 

Nigeria. With the nationalist ferment and awareness in the South, it was 

doubtful if any one could possibly vote for the NPC. In fact, few people 

eventually voted for the Northerners, but what could have happened when 

it was the British that counted the votes. 42 Reflecting on the intemperate 

utterances of Nigeria’s political leaders and the state of the nation, Ota said 

that: 

The various constitutional conferences that 

preceded inde-pendence between 1945, 1951, 

1952, and 1960, [showed that the] Nigerian 

statehood was hammered on the anvil of 

compromise. Mistrust and fears among the 
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political and opinion leaders did not reflect 

any serious intention to have a Nigeria where 

allegiance to the nation would supercede 

loyalty to the ethnic group. 43 

 

The leadership and inter-group relations in the Nigerian polity have from 

the 1940s evolved from an ethnocentric perception of the country. 44   

 

Causes of Instability in an African State: The Nigerian Example 

 It is pertinent at this point to discuss some of the factors that have 

been responsible for instability. While instability is not peculiar to Nigeria, 

all the efforts made by her political leaders, who are incidentally the 

provocateurs, have met with abysmal failure.  

 

Political Causes 

 The easily discernible factor for instability in Nigeria is her 

chequered political history. As mentioned earlier, the British quickly 

bequeathed power to the North, who prior to independence, sought to 

secure guarantees against domination by insisting on numerical superiority 

over the South. Carefully tutored by the British, the Northern elite refused 

to support the motion for independence by southerners in the House of 

Representatives in 1956. It was the belief of the Northerners that the South, 

which had obvious educational and economic advantages, will inherit the 

political structures and institutions to be left behind by the outgoing British 

colonial officials. Moreso, the North had contrived with Sir James 

Robertson, the last Governor-General of Nigeria to secure 50% of the seats 

in the legislature and the consequent benefits, such as in revenue allocation. 

This is in spite of the fact that the North contributed the least to the central 

treasury. 45 The determination of Northerners to hold on to this advantage 

has often heated up the polity and continues to threaten the fragile political 

system. 
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Constitutional Developments 

 The constitutional arrangements by the colonial authorities, right 

from the Lyttleton constitution in 1951 to the Macpherson constitution, had 

the singular effect of introducing the North-South dichotomy and the 

regionalization of socio-political and economic activities. More debilitating 

was the creation of a gulf in the civil service, which was one of the strongest 

uniting links among Nigerians. The regionalization of national wealth 

intensified inter-ethnic struggles for political power. The constitution made 

the regions more dependent on the central government while the regions 

were allowed some measure of freedom on which the regionally and 

ethnically-based political parties were later to capitalize. The Federal 

ministers identified more with their regions of origin than with the central 

government, a situation that often gave rise to inter-regional squabbles. 46 

All efforts made by the various governments of Nigeria, even with the 

creation of states, are presently and indirectly subsumed under non-

existent regions, which have been ingrained into the people’s psyche before 

independence.  

 

The Federal System 

Nigeria's federal structure is an amalgam of political units with 

traditional and racial, linguistic and religious allegiances. 47 The British 

adopted federalism as the best option to assuage the desires of the disparate 

units in Nigeria. Instead of presenting a constitutional way of winning 

support for political and economic integration from a heterogeneous 

population, it became a valve for conflicting demands for unification and 

separation. Efforts should have been made constitutionally to itemize and 

respect the wishes of the various units in Nigeria, instead of reposing all 

power on the federal government. Sir Hugh Clifford insisted that a better 

federalism would have resulted if: 

This collection of self-contained and mutually 

independent native States, separated from one 

another…by great distances, by differences of 
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history and of tradition and by ethnological, 

racial, tribal, political, social-religious barriers 

were indeed capable of being welded into a 

single homogenous nation…a deadly blow 

would thereby be struck at the root of national 

self-government in Nigeria which secures to 

each separate people the right to maintain its 

nationality, its own chosen form of government 

and the peculiar political and social institutions 

which have been evolved for it by the wisdom 

and accumulated experience of generations of 

its forebears. 48       

  

The problem with Nigeria’s federalism is not that we are not living together 

but according to Nnamdi Azikiwe, how do we co-exist in harmony? With 

ethnic particularisms entrenched into the Nigerian polity, there has 

consistently been the negation of a true federal structure which would 

encourage the devolution of powers from the center to the component 

units. Nigeria’s brand of federalism has since 1966 been the unitary system 

of federalism which has reduced loyalty to the state to mere sloganeering. 

A needful federal structure must recognize and respect the peculiarities of 

the constituent units. Rather there has been an “intensification of greater 

harmony and uniformity within each ethnic group and the inevitable 

erosion of any sustainable sense of Nigerianness. 49 

Economic Causes 

 There are other causes for instability in Nigeria other than the 

political, which have in one way or the other threatened Nigeria's political 

stability. Ota opines that these “other causes are, in all honesty, ancillary to, 

and dependent on the political. This is due to the fact that it is only a stable 

polity that can engender economic progress and social harmony”. 50 Easily 
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subsumable under economic causes are the ‘oil boom’ and the neglect of 

agriculture. 

 Agriculture, which provided employment for about 80% of Nigeria’s 

population and for subsistence and export, has now become relegated to 

the background in preference to oil. Re-echoing Panter–Brick and Turner, 51 

Ota surmised that: 

The oil industry today is the mainstay of the 

Nigerian economy, generating over 70% of the 

nation's external revenue. In addition, the 

exportation of crude oil and the rich harvest 

therefrom has transformed Nigeria's political 

structure, engendered enormous social and 

economic transformations, and impacted 

massively on commerce since the 1960s. 52  

 

Unemployment 

 The neglect and non-development of the industrial sector and the 

non-mechanization of the agricultural sector, created an army of 

unemployed people.  The social implication of this is that the armies of 

unemployed youths, who are not interested in agricultural pursuits in 

preference for quick money from the oil sector, have become ready tools in 

the hands of political adventurers. Others are graduates of tertiary 

institutions who have become frustrated by the harsh economic realities of 

the times and are consequently at war with the society that has 

disappointed them. They are thus always ready tools used by politicians to 

perpetrate electoral violence such as rigging, ballot box snatching, 

falsification of election results, killing of political opponents, and 

destruction of public and private property. 53 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 This duo has unleashed unfathomable crises in Nigeria. While 

ethnicity has been a salient factor in disintegration rather than integration 
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in Nigeria, for instance, other factors, such as corruption which was 

engendered by the peoples of the various ethnic chasing at the national 

resources, has become the greatest single impediment to our national 

aspiration, check-mating all visions for a morally strong and economically 

prosperous society.  

 The events in the colonial period, as are very glaring, are a 

continuation of the traditional primordial characteristics of African 

communities that were disorientated by colonialism, which had as its 

motive: maximum exploitation of the colonies. According to Ulf 

Himmelstrand:  

The Nigerian Tribalism of recent years is 

mainly a political tribalism stemming not 

from primordial ethnic loyalties as such but 

from politically exploited and reinforced 

reactions to contemporary African societies, 

conflicts of an economic nature involving 

different ethnic groups became infested with 

tribalism as a result of the competitive strain 

of modern political and economic structure. 54 

  

 It will be recalled that ethnicity - ‘tribalism’ - between Eastern and 

Western Nigeria, between the Yoruba and the Igbo, essentially, was 

improvised by the British to stalemate any form of unity against the North, 

dominated by the Hausa and the Fulani. Evenso, the North lost, and still 

won the elections. Sir James Robertson confessed that he rigged the 

elections in favour of the North because it was expedient. Advancing 

reasons for this, Robertson said: 

Ah necessity and Machiavelli, and oil. 

Without profits from oil neither the UK nor 

Western Europe can survive. Of course, that 

was before we discovered oil in the North 

Sea. 55 
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 In an paper titled “How Britain Undermined Democracy in Africa” 

that was intended for publication as a book, and which has remained 

unpublished till date as a result of government directive to publishers in 

Great Britain, Harold Smith narrated the story of the last years of British 

rule in Nigeria and how his refusal to connive with Sir James Robertson to 

rig elections in favour of the North and the NCNC made him loose his 

colonial job. Sir James Robertson, the last Governor-General of Nigeria, 

who handed over power to Nnamdi Azikiwe starkly, told him: 

You will never be employed again by any 

body. But be reasonable. Your work has been 

brilliant and outstanding. If you keep your 

mouth shut, I can promise rapid promotion 

and a most distinguished career elsewhere in 

government service overseas, but you will not 

be allowed to work in the UK. You must 

understand that you know too much for your 

own good. If you don’t give me your word, 

means will be found to shut you up. No one 

will believe your story and the press will not 

be allowed to print it. 56 

 

Lamenting further, Smith said in this article that: 

  

A major proportion of the politicians who 

made Nigeria notorious for corruption after 

independence were selected by the British… 

The politicians, leaders and men of eminence 

not chosen were often honest, trustworthy 

and responsible people. Why were these 

people not brought in by the British? The 

answer is that the British needed people they 

could control. 57 
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 The British foisted on Nigeria a new set of ‘Britishers’ with black 

faces. The new elite - compradors, continued to rule as the British had done. 

The amalgamation of disparate peoples with obvious social and cultural 

differences, into a nation state, was courting an explosion to occur later. In 

order to secure British interest in a non-colonial state, it contrived to install 

stooges who would be answerable to them after granting independence. 

 Nigeria’s problem, while it is a dropout of her colonial experience, 

was exacerbated by the 1959 general elections, which “marked the 

beginning of a bitter political competition in Nigerian politics”. 58 The three 

major political parties formed the bases for regional balance of power. The 

NPC had the North while the AG and NCNC had the West and East 

respectively. According to Remi Anifowose: 

Each Regional Government was more 

concerned with 

promoting its particular interests than with 

promoting the overall interests of the nation. 

And the country developed no national 

symbols strong enough to supercede existing 

Regional loyalties. The spirit of political 

tolerance which springs from the mutual 

desire of government and opposition for 

security against arbitrary power was 

noticeably absent in the proceedings of every 

legislature in the country. 59 

 

 As mentioned earlier, with British ministration, efforts made by 

Obafemi Awolowo of the AG for an alliance with Azikiwe’s NCNC failed. 

“Instead, an NPC/NCNC coalition emerged at the centre and Awolowo 

became leader of the opposition”. 60 The Federal Government of the NPC 

and NCNC capitalized on the events in the Western Region, and the 

consequent rift in the AG, to declare a state of emergency in the West.  This 

created much tension in the country. The moves for alliances obviously 

http://www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com/


Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies                      www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 

 

The Dominance of Violence in Colonial Africa: Reasons and Effects       104 

indicated the interest of our post independence political leaders to have 

political bases in other regions. But the coalitions made after independence 

till 1966 seemed to have been between strange bedfellows. Perhaps this was 

in line with British machinations and hopes. The strain on the new Nigerian 

polity was epitomized by Michael Okpara’s injunction to his supporters in 

the Western Region to “hit them as they hit you, chase them, if they chase 

you and resist with vigour any act of victimization, oppression and 

aggression”. 61 

 The reasons and needs for national integration were glaringly 

absent. The excessive regionalization of political activities created 

unparalleled instability. All the ingredients for peaceful coexistent of the 

component units in Nigeria were not available.  Ethnicity and 

ethnocentrism were further aggravated by cultural biases and religious 

intolerance. The constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria has always 

not been really appreciated but only as a mere prescriptive necessity for a 

nation like Nigeria. According to E. N. Ota, “Nigerian politics after 

independence was characterized by many unfortunate developments, 

which paved the way for military intervention”. 62 

 Nigerian politicians, acting out the British script, adopted 

authoritarian rule and in fact, did nothing to stem the dissensions in the 

polity, especially, in regionalism. The last straw that broke the camels back 

were the Action Group crisis of 1962, occasioned by the struggles between 

Obafemi Awolowo and Ladoke Akintola, and appropriated by other 

regional parties like the NPC and NCNC to declare a state of emergency; 

the 1962 census which Southern politicians dismissed as inflated in favour 

of the North; the treason trials of Awolowo and Enahoro; the Tiv (UMBC) 

Riots against the NPC in 1964; and the 1964 Federal elections as well as the 

continued Western Regional crisis in 1965. These culminated to the coup 

and counter coup d’etat of 1966 and the eventual Nigerian-Biafra Civil war 

between 1967 and 1970. 

 Conclusively, this paper painstakingly surveyed the origins of 

violence among African communities which came about as result of some 
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factors, such as the scramble and partition which caused the division of 

communities into halves without proper consideration of their traditional 

boundaries and alignments; and the consequences of the process on the 

socio-political and economic development of these units in post-colonial 

times. In the survey, conflicts and competitions among European nations 

on the one hand, and African resistance to the partition and colonialism on 

the other hand, was done. Equally considered were the events in the post-

partition era, namely, the agreements and cooperation between European 

nations and the disruption of conventions and inter-relationships that 

existed among Africans in pre-scramble and partition period.  

 The sumtotal of these events culminated to the Berlin Conference 

which took place between November 1884 and February 1885. It was 

surmised that the Berlin Conference was only a legalization of the scramble 

and the partitions already created. This is contrary to the popularly held 

opinion that the Conference was meant to streamline the scrambling and 

partitioning. Rather, the scramble and partition had taken place and there 

were needs to establish rules and protocols to guide further European 

activities in order to avert conflicts. 

 The guidelines for the scramble, as a matter of fact, were set in pre-

colonial times by the activities of European traders, explorers, missionaries 

and administrators that were later enhanced through the intervention of 

their home governments by the provision of colonial structures. Their 

metropolises were also willing to convene the Conference of 1884/1885 to 

legalize the indiscriminate partitioning of Africa without their consent. 

 Looking back at the period between 1861 and 1914, the period of the 

gunboat diplomacy, annexations and eventual amalgamations, the most 

enduring mark left by Europe on Africa was the creation of new political 

units which came into existence without consciously aligning relatives or 

tolerable components into the present units. These colonial units transited 

into post-colonial times, unaltered, to the new independent states of Africa 

which have ever since been plagued by socio-political instability and 

consistent disarticulations of their economies. The scramble for these 
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independent states has continued in post-partition and colonial times 

through European monopolies, such as the United African Company 

(UAC) and Lever Brothers, which have existed from pre-colonial times and 

have become veritable valves for the milking of African economies. Like the 

contests among European nations during the partition and the eventual 

colonization of Africa, these monopolies are engaged in oligopolistic 

competitions and are supported by their home governments, this time, in 

neo-colonialism.     
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