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ABSTRACT 

Nigeria is faced with different problems and challenges. One of the major problems still hunting Nigeria is the 

negative consequences of colonialism. Colonialism, as a concept, is associated with the idea of imperial conquest 

and control of foreign lands and resources by the metropolitan cities of the western world that turned other nations 

into theatres of looting, exploitation and destruction under the guise of civilization, trade, friendship or goodwill. 

Long after Nigeria gained independence from the British colonialists in 1960, it is still plagued with political, 

economic and development challenges. Much of what is written on the subject, however, blames the British 

colonialists for Nigeria woes while exonerating Nigeria’s leadership. This paper examines the nature, form, 

methods and effects of colonialism in Nigeria. Using historical reconstruction, the paper, however, argues that 

Nigeria’s current political, economic and underdevelopment should not be entirely blamed on the British 

colonialists, but on Nigeria’s failed leadership. The paper equally articulates the application of multi-faceted 

approach to solving Nigeria’s problems and ensuring sustainable and enhanced national development. 
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Introduction  

The country known today as Nigeria did not exist before 1914. Long before Nigeria came to be one country 

or entity, there were different nations, peoples and communities with their various cultural, religious and 

administrative practices. However, the Berlin conference of 1884-1885 marked the turning point in the history of 

Africa in general and Nigeria in particular. The conference specifically resulted in the definite partitioning of Africa 

as if it were a chattel for the European nations. 

Since the final act of the conference, the history of what today call Africa witnessed a prolonged invasion 

and continual disruption of all that belongs to her. With the conference, the continent saw the incredible intrusion of 

the ‘scrambler’ knocking at the doors, sometimes in the guise of friends, cohorts of goodwill, fighters and merchants 

even after the so-called end of colonialism. Many scholars have, however, observed that such intrusion only 

contributed to weakening of African’s potentialities and not to develop it. For two centuries, the intruders did their 

best to keep the hapless owners of the land at political and economic waters. The pages of history have presented 

this epoch of invasion, maiming aliens, administrative structures, direct economic repatriation and political 

exploitation as that of colonialism. The actors in this unholy enterprises included Britain, France, Belgium, 

Germany, Spain, and Portugal.  

Since coming together as a country through the handwork of Lord Fredrick Lugard, however, Nigeria has 

faced many challenges and problems which have threatened the peace and unity of the country at various times in its 

history. Till date, some scholars, analysts, and commentators feel Nigeria as a country was a ‘mistake’, an ‘unholy 

marriage’ or, something more popularly referred to as “the amalgamation of the 1914”. Although, many scholars 

still think that Nigeria has made tremendous progress, the rising agitations about restructuring, development, 

transparency and accountability in governance five decades into independence means that all is not well with 
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Nigeria. It is in the light of this that this paper sets out to re-examine the colonial period in Nigeria’s history and its 

impact on the country’s development. 

 

Research Methodology  

The methodological approach that would be adopted for this study is primarily targeted at providing a 

coherent interpretation of all the sources and data used in this study. Many sources are implored in the 

reconstruction of any aspect of past human activities if it is to be regarded and considered reliable and historically 

admissible. And this study is therefore not an exception. The sources used in this study are many, varied and are 

classified into primary, secondary and tertiary sources. 

The primary sources, which are pertinent to this study are purely gotten from firsthand information. These 

involve written and unwritten sources. This data contributed a lot to the originality of this work. The primary data 

(written) are archival materials obtained from National Archives Kaduna (NAK). These archival materials constitute 

different forms of raw data mostly of the colonial reports, assessment and correspondences in various forms. While 

the unwritten primary data are mainly the collations of oral sources, these include origin and migrations, folklore, 

the activities of past heroes among other sources. The application of these sources does not imply that we are wholly 

relying or believing in its entirety or content. History is not just the collation and assemblage of information 

gathered about the past but the sources through which such information is obtained must be subjected to critical 

analysis, evaluated and interpreted with the view to crosschecking and concretizing the sources collected
9
. 

The other category of sources which is known as the secondary/tertiary sources (published and unpublished 

work) are data or materials gathered on the issues germane to the subject matter of the study. This includes 

textbooks, projects, theses, dissertations, journals among others. The sources have greatly added strength to this 

work. Despite these, we have to agree and disagree with most of these submissions. Where we differ in opinion, we 

tried to proffer what we consider to be a more plausible alternative interpretation. 

Secondary sources provide useful information and serve as a guide in the reconstruction of the historical 

event, but as it is, secondary sources alone do not contribute to the originality of a research. This study has employed 

the use of these sources by raising certain questions such as would be corroborated with other sources in order to test 

the reliability, originality and acceptability of the issues relevant to the topic of the study. 

This study also employed the use of interpretation in accordance with historical research methodology. All 

sources, whether primary or secondary will be interpreted coherently through cross examination, critical appraisal 

and corroboration in order to come out with a concrete research work. 

 

Theoretical Framework  

There are various theories that has been used to discuss development in general and Africa in particular. 

The theories combine to provide a good understanding about development, colonialism and imperialism. 

The Marxian theory, for example, argues that main economic motive for colonization of countries was 

necessitated by the desire of metropolises to dampen their capital surplus in the colonies. To dependency theory, 

underdevelopment is as a result a result of colonial and postcolonial dependence. It is believed that the dependency 

on the metropoles by the colonized people often harms their growth and development potentials. A combination of 

these theories thus explains Africa and, indeed, Nigeria’s development from the colonial days to present. 

 

Conceptual Clarifications  

In order to examine the theme of this paper, it is important to explain some of the concepts which 

repeatedly appear in this discussion. It is believed that this would place the work into proper perspective. These 

include: 

Colonialism and Imperialism  

The term ‘colonialism’ is a phenomenon that raises both emotional, political and moral concerns. It is 

considered as one of the major preoccupations of the man and an influential epoch in human history. Over the years, 

however, the definitions, morality and theory of colonialism have been changing. 

The definitions of colonialism show that the nature and form of colonialism, too, vary. Indeed, as Strausz-

hupe and Harzard (1958) have shown, there is general agreement on the theory and definitions among scholars on 
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what constitute colonialism. It is important to note, however, that this paper does not permit extensive debate into 

the wide and varied appropriation of the term ‘colonialism’. For the purpose of this discussion, therefore, 

colonialism is defined as a system of domination, cultural imposition and exploitation (Butt, 2013). As listed by 

young (2001), examples of settler colonies are British North America and Australia, and French Algeria; 

administered territories established without significant settlement for the purposes of economic exploitation, such as 

British India and Japanese Taiwan; and, maritime enclaves, such as Hong Kong, Malta and Singapore. 

But, what is the relationship between colonialism and imperialism? Butt (2013); captures the difference 

more succinctly thus; 

For some, ‘colonialism’ refers to a particular model of political organization, typified by settler and 

exploitation colonies, and is best seen as one specific instance of imperialism, understood as the 

domination of a territory by a separate metropole. Others use the term more broadly to refer to general 

imperial policy of, in particular, Western states from the sixteenth century onward, reflecting an oppressive 

attitude which, some claim, still persists in the present day, albeit in different institutional forms. 

 

National Development  

The concept of development is a tricky one. To Goulet (1960, p.14), ‘development means ‘change which 

allows human beings, both as individual persons and as members of groups, to move from one condition of life to 

one which is more human in some meaningful way’. According to Tucker (1999) in Dossa (2007, p. 888), 

‘Development is the process whereby other peoples are dominated…whereby other peoples are appropriated and 

turned into objects…whereby the ‘developed’ countries manage, control and even create the third world’. Dossa’s 

definition captures the motive and claim often advanced by the metropoles for engaging in colonization of other 

countries. So, when is development considered ‘national?’. 

‘National development’ is described by the Webster English Dictionary (1934) as an attempt by a nation to 

acquire high income, a market oriented economy with high per capital income and subsequent higher standards of 

living. Rodney (1976) also see national development as a situation where a society increase jointly in their capacity 

for dealing with the environment through the understanding of science and technology and manner in which work is 

organized. He lists the indices of national development to include increase in skill, capacity, freedom, creativity, 

self-discipline, responsibility, material wealth and employment opportunity. In essence, when these indices of 

development are visible in a country, the country is viewed as being developed. 

 

The Nature of Colonialism and Imperialism in Nigeria  

Colonialism and imperialism are twin processes which have actively influenced the course of development 

in Nigeria in varied ways, right from the coming of the British colonialists to present-day. It is, therefore, important 

to examine the following processes through which the colonialist government operated in Nigeria. 

 

Policy of Indirect Rule  

Indirect rule is a strong instrument used in the occupation and exploitation of the colonized people. It was a 

system by which a native authority controls their subjects with strict supervision of the colonial master. Lord Lugard 

portrayed it as the rule through the native chiefs as an integral part of the machinery of government with well-

defined powers and functions recognized by government and law and not dependent on the caprice of executive 

officer. 

With the introduction of the indirect rule, Nigeria was incorporated into the orbit of the capitalism. This is 

because Nigerians were made to pay every conceivable type of taxation by the British. As a result f lack of sufficient 

human and financial resources to administer the government, the system succeeded in the Northern Nigeria because 

of its bureaucratic structures put in place after the Jihad of Usman Danfodio of 1804. The existence of Fulani 

Emirates made it easier for indirect rule system to be easily accepted by the people. The main features of indirect 

rule in Northern Nigeria, therefore, were the Emir Courts, native treasury, tax and levies, among others. 

The success of indirect rule in the North made Lugard belief that the system could be adopted everywhere. 

In 1914, he introduced the system in Yoruba land, but with little resistance because the system contradicted the 

belief system and culture of the people in one way or the other. Moreover, the idea of taxation without which 
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indirect rule could not function was strongly resented. They were only slowly and reluctantly accepted. In spite of its 

application, the system was not successful in the west. 

The indirect rule system in the Eastern part fails abysmally with the introduction of the British colonial 

administration among the Igbos. This is because the Igbo system of democracy and egalitarian nature of its society 

which did not create room for traditional authorities to command the obedience of their people. In the light of this, 

warrant chiefs were appointed to oversee the affairs of the people. This, however, sparked of crisis. The system also 

led to the famous Aba Women Riot of 1929. This claimed about 50 lives with many wounded. 

 

Colonial Economy  

The major source of revenue generation was through taxation. Tax payment was imposed on the people to 

generate revenue for colonial officials. To enhance the collection of the taxes, chiefs were appointed to collect the 

taxes. Taxation was introduced in 1910. This was after the local currencies, like cowries, shell and the barter system 

had been ejected and replaced with European currencies, such as, shilling, pound, pence, among others. The 

importance of taxation to the colonial authority was stressed by Lugard who stated that taxes afforded the colonial 

government the means of treating and enforcing native authority, curbing lawlessness and immunity from slave 

trades. 

The criticism against taxation was that it was considered as a deliberate process of looting and subjugation 

of the people private individuals to the government. 

 

Western Education  

Education is the greatest assets a nation could bequeath to its citizens. It is a vehicle for technological 

evolution and development. Because of its importance, governments the world over often budget considerable 

amount of money to educate its people. But, the reverse is the case in colonial Africa. In Nigeria, people were only 

taught to acquire knowledge to assist the exploitation of their fatherland. Before the advent of colonialism, there 

existed traditional education aimed at the acquisition of skills in craft and agriculture. The kind of education given 

by the colonial masters was mainly to train clerks, interpreters, typists and secretaries needed by the colonial 

officials. The major fear on the part of the colonizers was that Nigerians should not be given full education because 

it would mean the end of colonialism. 

 

Forced Labour  

Labour occupied an integral position in the strategy of colonial administration. The term labour covers all 

types of workers from the most highly skilled to the most unskilled. 

According to the International Labour Convention of 1930, forced labour is defined as work or services 

extracted from any person under the threat of penalty and of which the said person did not offer him/herself 

voluntarily. Forced labour may be distinguished from other forms of labour, such as compulsory military service, 

convict labour, civic obligations, work done in national exigencies and communal services. 

During the colonial period, the colonial agents had no money and manpower. They, therefore, used labour 

for internal construction of rest houses and feeder roads linking various communities in order to ease the 

transportation of raw-materials. Rail line constructions were all done with forced labour. Railway construction was 

more tedious because it involved movement of heavy earth, stones and iron rails. Naturally, there was resistance 

from the local people, but this attempt attracted flogging or strokes of lashes. 

Other forms of forced labour include forced military service, such as those co-opted to serve in the West 

African Frontier Force (WAFF), to help in the conquest of resisted communities in Nigeria. Others were forced to 

fight in the army during World War I and II. In many situations, others were forced to serve as human portage 

responsible for carrying virtually all categories of Europeans goods from one place to another. 

 

Agricultural Policy 

Following the conquest and imposition of colonial power, the whitemen claimed that by right of conquest, 

all lands were transferred to the colonial authority. The colonial powers, therefore, took time to impose different 

types of land tenure as they were considered as customary land, some were declared as crown land. 
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However, the colonial forces encouraged the cultivation of cash crops as against food crops in the 

colonized territory. The cash crops served as sources of raw materials in order to feed their industries. The colonial 

masters encouraged and forced people to abandon their food crops. These cash crops were sold cheaply as exports to 

Europe and they in turn brought the finishing goods back to Africa and sold at exorbitant prices. This situation 

resulted into food crisis, starvation and hunger as people were forced to abandon their subsistence agriculture. 

 

Impact of Colonialism in Nigeria  

Colonialism has profound impact in Nigeria. The effects of colonialism are summarized below: 

1. Colonialism led to the manufacture of sophisticated industrial products of global market. These items 

included pharmaceutical products and other household products. Apart from altering the social relations of 

individuals, the consumption pattern of Nigeria has equally changed as a response to influx of these items 

into the Nigerian markets. By this token, colonialism is destructive to indigenous industries and, 

consequently, worsens the dependency status of Nigeria on foreign goods. For example, the diffusion of 

western technology culminated in flooding the Nigerian market with consumer-oriented goods like biscuit, 

toilet papers, detergents, chewing gum, among others. Therefore, a situation in which colonialism did not 

encourage the establishment of local industries that would boost production is not only counterproductive, 

but also destructive and anti-development. 

2. Colonialism affected the system of agricultural production. During the colonial era, Nigeria was one of the 

major raw-materials suppliers to the west. Accordingly, cash crops were introduced with the agro-business 

was introduced (Ake, 1985). On the colonial system of production, large numbers of Nigerians were 

constrained to engage in agricultural production which did not indeed forms part of their staples. At this 

period, producing anything contrary to the metropolitan requirements attracted a punitive measure. Yet, the 

producers were grossly undervalued at the international market. 

3. The impact at the political level was quite dramatic. Before the advent of colonialism, Nigerians were 

organized and developing politically at their own pace. But, under new dispensation, sovereignty and 

authority was lost and our traditional rulers were made subordinated to foreign officials and authorities. As 

a result of this, traditional checks on the rulers became accountable and responsible to colonial masters and 

not their subjects. Colonialism brought together many nationalities with diverse and complex cultural 

patterns to form one nation state. This created very serious problems of national integration and nation 

building. It is one of the major factors responsible for wide spread of socio-political and ethno-religious 

crisis in Nigeria. 

4. In the area of education, colonialism retarded the socio-economic, political and technological development. 

This is because colonized education was more centered on reading and writing, drawing and arithmetic in 

order to aid the exploitation of our lands. Technical, vocational and scientific education was grossly 

neglected. The end result of the colonial education was to train, clerks, preachers, secretaries, interpreters 

among others. 

5. Cultural imperialism is another serious effect of colonial regime in Nigeria. The British and the French 

imposed their cultures on the people of Africa, and forced them to imbibe the alien cultures. The African 

customs, languages, among others, were considered inferior to European’s, as a result, African culture, 

language, local names were neglected and abandoned. Traditional religions were also termed primitive and 

they were replaced with European religion, namely, Christianity.    

 

Should Nigeria Continue to Blame Colonialism? 

Based on the analysis of the effects of colonial regime on Nigeria, it should be noted that colonialism to 

some extent has damaged socio-economic and political development of Nigeria. However, Nigerians should not 

continue to blame colonialism as being responsible for our everyday problems; rather blame our leaders. Since 1960, 

the greed of our leaders who are concerned more with how to share what is today described as ‘national cake’ has 

prevented them from working for the interest of the general populace. What Nigerians witnessed since 1960 to 2016 

with the return of democracy, was the coups and counter coups, the Biafra war, religious clashes, genocide, 

terrorism, herdsmen /farmers crisis, among others, have shown that all is not well with Nigeria. Specifically, the 

event that followed independence set Nigeria on the path on which she is today. Our leaders have paid lip-service to 
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the need of promoting national unity and integration since independence in 1960. They have resorted to advancing 

their parochial ethnic, regional and religious interest. This has created conditions for the alarming corrupt attitudes 

of our leaders. Since inception of democracy in 1999 to date, many of our leaders have been paraded in courts for 

alleged corruption, such as money laundering, theft, among others by the EFCC and ICPC. 

This situation has only succeeded in moving this country from one state of political misdirection to another 

state of mental pervasion and economic mess. In fact, our political history shows that corruption is used to create a 

material base for the few ruling elites. Competition for power as a means of resources allocation has meant that our 

leaders have to fall back on what can and will enhance their prospect of capturing and retaining power for 

themselves and their families. The high premium placed on political power nourished by greed, impatience and 

intolerance. 

Efficient policies and programmes are made and inaugurated by Nigerian leaders but without tangible 

implementation. Such programmes as the social orientation, poverty alleviation programmes, anti-corruption 

agencies, educational reform, health and political policies and economic revamping have not made serious impacts 

in our national development. Instead, some of them have been used to indulge the nation into foreign debts which 

the nation finds it difficult to pay back. Nigeria therefore, becomes a beggar nation for foreign loans and investors 

instead of encouraging her local industries (Dorr, 1994). 

Violence and insecurity has robbed our democratic process of its vitality. Electoral malpractice and 

manipulation of state institution for personal or group gain, as well as lack of transparency and non-accountability 

are major themes that bear critically on the quality of governance in Nigeria. Innocent (2003), observes that citizens, 

therefore, live in frustration, mistrust, suspicious and distress. How can we develop with these attitudes? 

From the above scenario, it can be seen that the predatory system controlling development in Nigeria has 

given rise to ineptitude, greed and corruption on the part of the political leadership and turned politics into a warfare. 

This thwarted the aspiration of the Nigerian people, particularly, their desire to escape from underdevelopment, 

poverty and mass misery. The mediocre political leadership since 1960 has turned the hopes of the Nigerian into 

hatred and disgust, Odey (2001) on failure of leadership, observes that most of our leaders tend to forget easily their 

background as soon as the clamp on the social ladder to living above their means of resources. 

 

Conclusion 

From the preceding discussion, colonialism is an influential epoch in human history. Although, there are 

many reasons attributed to the idea of colonialism, it is clearly that colonialism is motivated by the suppression, 

exploitation and cultural imposition. In the light of the above analysis, we should no longer blame colonialism as 

being responsible for everyday problems. Rather, our corrupt and selfish leaders’ right from independence to date 

should be held responsible for the mess we have found ourselves. While the leaders are to be blame, the followers 

also have their own share of the blame for allowing the leaders to take them for granted in spite of their numerical 

strength; the colonialists were able to lay down a solid foundation for development in Nigeria. These are found in 

the areas of health, social infrastructures, communication, agriculture, transportations, industries and education 

among others. 

 

Recommendations  

The following recommendations are made for Nigeria’s development: 

1) Nigerian needs a sincere leadership characterized with transparency, accountability, justice, equity and 

fairness. 

2) Nigerian leaders must embark on serious scientific and technological revolution to accelerate the pace of 

development. 

3) Nigerian leaders should also pursue efficient and effective economic management of the country’s 

resources so as to raise the people’s standard of living and the overall economic development of the 

country. 

4) The citizens of the country should stop blaming colonialism and must wake up to their duties and 

responsibilities to pursue the right of developing Nigeria and themselves. 

5) For more vibrant economic development in Nigeria, we must be honest in business, patriotic, truthful so as 

to do away with all the negative things that have held us back as a country and as a people. 



LAJAST: Journal of Humanities and Social Science 

ISSN: 2545 - 5591(online) 

Vol. 1 Number 2, December, 2017 

www.asuplafia.org.ng/journal 

 

18 Page 

 

6) Our infrastructure, such as power and energy, roads, railways, among others, need to be given attention 

since other forms of development depended on them. 
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