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Abstract 

The colonial and post-colonial economic development in the present 

day Egbema society represents experiences of most societies of the 

Niger Delta hinterland who witnessed and responded to the 

mutations occasioned by western imperialism. The Atlantic 

commerce distorted the economic processes of the people who were 

forced into the Atlantic trade and peasant production in line with 

the dictates of Atlantic commerce, including slave trade which 

completely disarticulated their economy. The post-colonial era that 

featured petroleum oil exploration and exploitation in Egbema, 

where oil was discovered in commercial quantity, dealt the final 

blow to Egbema economic coma. The oil exploitation of the present 

neo-colonial era has completely disorganized the economic mainstay 

through arable land reduction and pollution of the environment 

(Air, Water and Land), leading to discontent, protests and 

militancy. The paper therefore, traces the causes and course of 

Egbema’s current economic woes through the developments during 

the colonial, post-colonial and neo-colonial petroleum oil 

dispensations and concludes that western imperialism, manifesting 

through the different epochs been responsible for Egbema’s poor 

economic situation, leading to crises, and pervading youth sub-

culture characteristic of other Niger Delta Communities. 
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Introduction 

The Communities that make up the clan of Egbema are located at the South 

of Igboland and situated in the hinterland of the Niger Delta. Egbema, like 

most societies of Niger Delta hinterland has a dynamic economic history, 

from prehistory to the present; responding and adapting to economic 

developments of every epoch. 

 

At present, the people of Egbema are found in two states; Rivers and Imo 

states; located between west of Ohaji/Egbema Local Government Area of 

Imo state and north of Ogba/Egbema/Ndoni Local Government of Rivers 

State. The people speak Egbema; a sub-dialect of Igbo language. Egbma is 

located at the fringes of the Niger Delta and the environment is well 

watered by Rivers, creeks and fertile soil on which variety of food crops and 

economic trees like palm, cocoanut and rubber thrive. In terms of mineral 

resources, Egbema is endowed with abundant petroleum oil resources and 

ranks as the 2nd highest oil producing clan in Nigeria, only second to Obagi 

in Ogba land (NNPC annual report 1995). 

 

The pre-colonial economic history of Egbema featured mainly Agriculture, 

Fishing, trade, and local manufacture (Craft) and shows striking similarities 

in their economic processes with understandable peculiarities. 

 

There exist plethora of literature, researches, studies and works on the pre-

colonial economic developments and socio-economic processes in the 

hinterland societies of Niger Delta for which many scholars are known and 

have excelled. The works of scholars like A.E. Afigbo, David Northrop, 

A.G. Hopkins, E. J. Alagoa, U. 1. Ukwu, Thurstan Shaw, Ouwuka Dike, and 

V.C. Uchendu, among many others, who have provided tremendous 

insight, knowledge and sufficient literature, for this epoch of Egbema/Niger 

Delta economic history. Besides, we have a lot of unpublished theses 
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dealing on pre-colonial, socio-economic processes of Niger Delta hinterland 

societies. 

 

Therefore, it is not intended to belabour this aspect and era of Egbema 

economic history in this paper. We shall rather dwell on the background to 

colonial and postcolonial economic dynamics and development of Egbema 

society; beginning from the Atlantic trade era to the present petroleum oil 

dispensation. This paper views these developments from the political 

economy approach, which seeks to understand history of any community 

on how the people produce their material livelihood (Onibode 1984). In this 

study the colonial and postcolonial economic developments and Egbema 

peoples’ responses and adaptation of the pre-existing economic activities to 

the capitalist penetration into the hinterland of the Niger Delta, beginning 

with the Atlantic commerce to colonialism in the age of European new 

imperialism, to the neo-colonial stage of petroleum oil exploitation shall be 

examined. 

 

Highlights of Atlantic Commerce and Its Influence on Egbema’s 

Economic Development 

Changes in the nature and structure of Egbema’s economic processes began 

from the point when Egbema was drawn into the Atlantic trade. The 

participation of Egbema in the coastal trade with the Europeans was 

facilitated by the coastal traders of Ijaw and Kalabari origin, who acted as 

middlemen between the European merchants and the hinterland people 

who produced most of the goods the European merchants needed. The 

Orashi River, a tributary of the Niger provided the means by which Eghema 

people made contact and maintained trade relationship with the Kalabari, 

Ijaw and Bonny traders, who had direct commercial transactions with the 

Europeans. 

The Atlantic Commerce first started with “provision trade”, which later 

developed into the slave trade and the palm produce trade of the legitimate 

trade fame. Northrop (1978), in his incisive work outlined three levels of 



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

Colonial and Post Colonial Economic Developments in Egbema Society of Niger Delta Hinterland 136 

significant contributions of the hinterland communities of the Niger Delta 

to the trans-Atlantic trade. Northrop identifies the first stage of the Atlantic 

trade as ‘provision trade’. The agricultural commodities could not grow in 

the coast due to the unfavourable saline and swampy soil: and partly due 

to the primary preoccupation of the people in the trade rather than 

agriculture. European cargoes en-route the Americas needed these 

agricultural products. 

Consequently, the agricultural provisions trade came to enjoy high demand 

and in turn stimulated production in the hinterland. In yam alone, 

Northrop reports that between 1500 and 1900 trade in yam from the Bight 

of Biafra ranged between 400,000 and 1,200,000 yam heads per annum. 

Egbema was a very good yam producer and her yam found its way to the 

coastal trading centers, especially Abonnema through the Niger Delta 

trading agents; who guarded their middlemen position jealously. 

Ofonagoro (1979:194) has noted that . . . “the delta middle where able to 

dominate the distribution of the European goods to inland communities as 

well as they supplied to the European traders confined to the trade 

‘beaches’ of the coast, raw materials of the forest interior”. 

 

In exchange for yam, Egbema got salt and other European goods. This 

explains the high premium Egbcma people placed on yam production. 

In the Era of the slave trade, Eghema people who abhor the sale of their 

kinsmen were forced to inadvertently partake in the slave through Aro 

Agents that settled in Egbema. The Aros were very influential as long 

distant traders were respected and feared because of their highly dreaded 

Oracle called Ubimi Ukpabi (the long juju). During this period, Egbema 

people were made to consult the oracle at Arochukwu through the aid and 

guidance of the Aro Agents who settled the Egbema Communities. 

The Aro maintained colonies in different parts of the hinterland of Eastern 

Delta with their Agents and used various tricks and kidnapping to obtain 

slaves, which were sold to the European slave merchants at the coast. Some 

Egbema who found the business lucrative as Agents to the Aros, were 
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acquiring wares like guns, glass products and fabrics. During this era 

normal economic activities were negatively affected while fear and 

insecurity engulfed the Communities. Through the activities of the Aros 

and their Egbema Agents, a good number of virile young men and women 

who would have acted as Agents of productivity and development in the 

communities were lost. 

At the abolition of the slave trade by the British in 1807, the African chiefs 

at the coastal city states had became wealthy as a result of their strategic 

middlemen position and were reluctant to relinquish the trade. Most of 

them sabotaged the efforts of the British Government while others were 

resistant in the abolition strategies; thereby disrupting the peace of the 

region. The intensification and encouragement of the legitimate commerce 

to replace the slave trade in the West African coast and the hinterland of the 

Niger Delta came to be the most effective strategy of the abolitionist efforts. 

Flint (1974:391) noted that ‘legitimate commerce’ replaced the trade in 

slaves. Historical facts and analysis have proved that contrary to Euro-

centric views regarding reason behind the abolition, it was the industrial 

revolution, which necessitated the abolition initiated by Britain who 

incidentally launched the industrial revolution first. It was expedient for 

British industries that African labour were allowed to stay at the homelands 

to produce raw materials with which their industries were fed, while at 

same time providing a veritable market for their industrial products. 

Besides, the industrial machines had replaced most of the uses of slave 

labour. Rodney (1972:150) in his celebrated work, has argued that the 

contribution of Africa to European industrial development that occasioned 

African underdevelopment were the exploitation of African human labour 

and products for European expanded economic horizon. 

With the successful exploration of the Niger, European trading companies 

moved into the hinterland of the Niger Delta to deal directly with the inland 

people who were the producers of the palm products and other goods. The 

United African Company in 1879 represented by Tubman Goldie moved 

into the hinterland and extended their operations into the interior of the 
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Niger Delta and established trading posts on the Orashi River at Aliugu 

(Kreigana) and Oguta; the two giant trading post were close to Egbema. The 

establishment of the trading posts at Kreigana (1886) and Oguta (1887) 

brought tremendous boost and expansion of the palm oil trade in Egbema 

where palm tree and palm produce abound (Orji 1986). At this time, 

Egbema traders bought European goods and salt at the two trading centers 

where they also sold their palm produce. 

The expediency and the palm produce trade drew more people into the 

palm. This invariably affected the economic processes in Egbema. In this 

era, greater people took interest and participated in production of Kernel 

and less interest in cultivation of food crops. Egbema economy therefore 

witnessed transformation from purely subsistent agrarian base economy to 

a cash crop/commerce based economy. 

 

The Nature and Dynamics of the Colonial Economy in Egbema 

The dawn of the new imperialism in Nigerian economic history brought 

further transformations and changes in the economy of Egbema. 

Colonialism was a feature of the new imperialism in which European 

nations like Britain, France, Portugal and Germany engaged in 

unprecedented competition and craze for colonies in foreign lands. Ake 

(1981: 26-28) defined imperialism as “an economic control and exploitation 

of foreign lands arising from the necessity for counteracting the 

impediments to accumulation of capital, engendered by the internal 

contradictions of domestic capitalist economy” He further succinctly 

described the new imperialism as “a colonizing imperialism”. 

With the penetration of the British into the hinterland of the Niger Delta at 

the close of the 19th century, Ogba and Egbema came under the sphere of 

influence of Britain represented by the Royal Niger Company, which was 

granted charter in 1886 to exercise both economic and political jurisdiction 

over the territories of Nigeria after the Berlin conference. 

In 1899, the charter was revoked and colonial administration was set up 

over the areas formerly held by the Royal Niger Company. By 1901, the 
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colonial administration was extended into Egbema. The British trading 

companies thereafter intensified their trading activities in Egbema, 

Kreigana and Oguta ‘beaches’ where European goods were stored became 

beehives of commercial activities; where palm produce and European 

goods were bought and sold (Orji 1986). 

The European trading companies had the prerogatives of fixing the prices 

of both the palm produce and European manufactured goods; setting the 

machinery of unequal exchange and exploitation in motion, in line with and 

realization of the objectives of new imperialism. In 1952, the Eastern Niger 

Delta Development Corporation established an oil mill at Ebocha. Egbema 

participation in the palm produce trade thereafter declined. The people 

then preferred to sell their palm fruits at Ebocha oil mill to save the task of 

carrying their palm products (oil and kernel) to Kreigana and Oguta. 

 

In 1928 direct taxation was introduced in Egbema and warrant chiefs were 

created and charged with the responsibilities of collecting taxes in British 

pounds sterling which had replaced the cowries and maxilla that served as 

media of exchange in Egbema. With the colonial administration, the British 

had in 1902 declared maxilla and cowries’ illegal and made the sterling the 

sole legal tender in Nigeria. 

Through the palm produce and foodstuff sales to the British trading 

companies and later the oil mills, the people of Egbema got money in 

pounds sterling currency, with which they paid their taxes. With the native 

treasury built up with the tax money, the colonial native administrations 

were able to employ salaried workers. These workers were people who 

were employed as road workers, washer-men, gardeners, security-men, 

cooks, etc. These workers were employed at the European Rest Houses and 

courts located at Okwuzi, Ebocha and Oborutu. 

The introduction of colonial administration in Egbema soon brought the 

influence of western education. Schools were established at villages like 

Obiakpu, Okwuzi and Mmahu. In these villages, Missionary activities and 

influence came in and soon became intensified. Churches were built in the 
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villages. The Roman Catholic and Niger Delta Dioceses, established 

missions in Egbema. 

The products of the early schools and missions were to be employed by the 

colonial administration as court clerks, interpreters and messengers. Some 

others got employment at the oil mills and commercial houses of the 

trading companies. The introduction of money and taxation almost brought 

about the end of free labour, which young men provided to in-laws and 

relations in the pre-colonial days. The ‘mutual labour reciprocity’, which 

enhanced farming, began to die away. Young men rather preferred to sell 

their labour to people who will pay them money. This ushered in the era of 

hired labour on the farms. 

With the money gotten in this practice, young men paid their taxes and 

settled marriage obligations and bride price, which were paid in modern 

currency. The idea of individualism started gaining grounds in Egbema. 

Families began to divide their common lands between them. With splitting 

and division of common lands among families, land sales began. Families 

in need of money for specific purpose started selling their lands to meet 

their needs. Thus, individualism and self-seeking replaced the communal 

nature of pre-colonial Egbema society. 

 

Post-Colonial and Petroleum Oil Era 

The post-colonial era saw the discovery of petroleum oil in Egbema. 

Following the discovery of an oil well somewhere around Owerri in 1958, 

the Shell Oil Company extended its seismographic explorations to other 

areas in Eastern Nigeria. Among the areas where the Shell Oil Company 

discovered oil in the early sixties was Egbema. 

Shell discovered oil wells at the eastern part of Egbema, with an oil center 

at Ukwugba. Nigeria Agip Oil Company came to the western part of 

Egbema and discovered oil in large commercial quantity. Agip drilled a lot 

of oil wells in this part and built an oil centre at Ebocha. As a result of the 

abundant oil in Egbema and the prospecting and exploiting activities of the 

two Oil Companies, oil wells were found all over Egbema with access roads 
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constructed across farmlands, streams and ponds. All over Egbema 

“Christmas frees” (oil wells) could be found at short distances. 

Before the Nigerian Civil War; by 1965, the Oil Companies had commenced 

full production in Eghema as one of the pioneers of oil gushing in the 

country. As a result of the abundant oil discovered beneath Egbema, the 

Egbema clan was referred to as the “greater Egbema” (Osai 1981). The 

prospecting and exploiting activities of the Oil Companies reduced the 

farmlands of Eghema people drastically. Oil wells were discovered on 

farmlands and the companies with compensations acquired such lands. 

Also access roads to the oil wells traversed farmlands and crossed rivers 

and streams; adversely affecting the people’s means of livelihood. 

 

Oil Boom and Egbema Economy 

At the end of Nigerian Civil War, in which Egbema was a theater of severe 

battles, the two Oil Companies in Egbema, Nigerian Agip Oil Company and 

Shell Petroleum Development Company undertook repair works and 

reconstruction. The Companies thereafter steeped up production with the 

discovery of more wells. By 1974, the companies had entered the oil boom. 

The oil flow in Egbema has been consistent. During the oil boom, records 

show that Ebocha and Mgbede wells of the Nigerian Agip Oil Company 

produced daily average of 80.00 barrels of crude oil. This figure represents 

a daily delivery of more than N2.5 million into the coffers of the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria (Omaegbu 1984). 

The oil boom however, spelt doom for the economy and people of Egbema. 

Besides the fact that the oil companies have occupied most of the fertile 

farmlands in Egbema, the remaining farmlands have been rendered less 

fertile by the gas flares and oil spillages like the one of 1976, that devastated 

most of the farmlands and rivers. The oil spillages destroyed both marine 

and wild life in the rivers, streams, ponds and forest. 

As a result of these effects of oil exploitation activities, many people were 

thrown out of their traditional occupations. Agricultural yields no longer 

meet commercial quantities and fishermen no longer produce in 
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commercial quantities. Unfortunately, the oil companies have failed to 

provide alternative means of livelihood for the people who have been 

displaced from their traditional occupations as a result of the effects of their 

oil exploiting activities on the environment. Only very few fortunate 

Egbema people were absorbed by the Oil Companies. By and large, non-

indigenes dominate the staff list of the oil companies. Only the few 

indigenes that established private contracting enterprises form the well-to-

do class in Egbema. These men parade as Chiefs and landlords and are 

patronized by the oil companies at the expense of the rest of the people, 

who languished in abject poverty; resulting in frustrations and restiveness 

which also characterize the other communities of the Niger Delta region. 

The oil companies have also failed to provide social and infrastructural 

amenities for the people, which would have helped to cushion the effects of 

the oil spillages and pollutions, which have destroyed people’s means of 

production for socio-economic progress. The oil boom has therefore 

disorganized the Egbema traditional economic processes, without 

providing alternatives for sustainable development. This situation has 

moved the economy from an agricultural based economy to an oil 

industrial economy in which the people are not integrated. 

 

Conclusion 

The Egbema society of Niger Delta hinterland from the foregoing, has 

demonstrated the ability to adapt and respond to new ideas and external 

stimuli. This is contrary to the euro-centric views about African traditional 

economies, which were described as being ‘static’ ‘inflexible’ and ‘uniform’. 

The Eghema economy of subsistent traditional economy, which featured 

farming, hunting, crafts and local trade; moved into a commercial oriented 

economy with the dawn of the Atlantic commerce of; ‘provisions trade’, 

slave trade, and legitimate trade, to a money economy of the colonial era 

and was finally co-opted into the neo-colonial era of oil industry. 

Today the Egbema economy is amorphous and cannot be rightly classified, 

as the oil industry has deprived the people of their basic means of 
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production; without alternative means for industrial activities that will 

engender sustainable development. Egbema in this oil industrial era is 

therefore stagnant; the environment cannot yield the usual surplus for 

exchange to sustain the economy. The people are therefore brought back to 

subsistence standing. This is the contractions and dilemma of an oil 

industrial economy in Nigerian oil bearing societies. 
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