Journal of Journal of Humanities and Cultural Studies R&D (JHCS)
Volume 1, Issue 1 (2490-4228),2016
http://jrsdjournal.wix.com/humanities-cultural
HISTORICAL REFLECTIONS ON THE BRITISH CONQUEST

OF NORTHERN NIGERIA, 1900-1924


HISTORICAL REFLECTIONS ON THE BRITISH CONQUEST

OF NORTHERN NIGERIA, 1900-1924

by

ABDULRAHMAN B. HAMID

Centre for Trans-Saharan Studies

University of Maiduguri, Nigeria

MUSTAPHA ADAM KOLO

Centre For Arid Zone Studies, 

University of Maiduguri

This paper attempts a historical review on the British conquest of Northern Nigeria; the Chiefs and the Europeans at the time of European occupation of the North. The emirs were entirely aware of the motive of the European counterparts that may change existing economic, political, cultural and social structure of the northern region.  So, the chiefs and the emirs resisted to the detriment of their military power to encounter the Royal Niger Company. In 1897, the company’s small force of about five hundred, which comprised of African soldiers conquered the lower Northern States of Ilorin and Nupe. The paper also discusses the changes in the economic, cultural and political leadership of the northern states between 1903-1906. However, the paper reveals that Nigeria or northern Nigeria, in particular, could not regain its past glory of economic, social and political dependence, because of the deep rooted impact of colonialism on the entire country.
I. Introduction
Northern Nigerian chiefs who resisted the imposition of colonial rule were subdued systematically throughout the nineteenth century.  There were also some African chiefs who managed to hold on to their power by timely surrender and collaboration, even when European rivalries were not very much in the picture.  Some emirs of Northern Nigeria retained a great deal of power by cooperating at the right time with the earliest British officials when the British soldiers embarked upon an expedition into the region. During, the pre-colonial times, they were governors over the emirates of the caliphate of Sokoto, which had already consolidated for position by the late nineteenth century as a cooperative empire, no longer actively expansive with ultimate control in the hands of the caliphs but with most day-to-day administration in the hands of the emirs of a dozen or so provinces.  
The first European incursions on the emirates of Northern Nigeria from 1887 onward came from officials of the Royal Niger Company, who though with commercial interest gradually established authority in the name of Great Britain, the metropolitan power whose interest was to secure effective access to the navigable water of the rivers Benue and the river Niger.  In the late 1890s, the company began to impinge on Sokoto’s outlying emirates; especially Ilorin, to the south of the Niger in Yorubaland, and Nupe, just to the north of the river Niger.  In 1897, the company’s small force of about five hundred African soldiers made separate attacks on both Ilorin and Nupe with the aim of subduing the area.  The company then made itself a suzerain of Ilorin emirate and replaced the emir of Nupe with one more favourable to its interests, all without raising a unified resistance from Damagaram in the caliphate as a whole, largely because the caliph was equally fearful of the French advance from the west, German feelers sent north from Togoland, and the presence of Rabih’s force from the Nilotic Sudan in Borno to the east, which conquered the empire in 1893 and put its rulers to flight within and outside Borno.  As a result, each emirate had to face the European commanded force individually on its own, as a major military challenge of the time.
Expeditions and Conquests on the emirate of Northern Nigeria, 1902-1906

This combination of strong provincial government with the lack of a common military effort from the caliphate as a whole was almost ideal for conquest by very small forces under European leadership.  Each emirate could be forced to surrender after one or two sharp engagements. In the years 1902 to 1906, a British force barely exceeding a thousand men advanced in a series of brief campaigns to conquer the emirates one by one. Some emirs surrendered and were allowed to remain in office as stooges of the British colonial masters. Others resisted briefly and were deposed.  Some tried to flee toward the eastern Sudan were caught and killed at the battle of Burmi in 1903.  In the case of Northern Nigeria, indirect rule was introduced with African chiefs in authority, in spite of this territorial incorporation in Nigeria, the old ruling class remained in power as effective as it did in Rwanda or Burundi – and far more effective than equivalent groups did in North African protectorates like Morocco or Tunisia.
The Ethiopian experience was a nearly opposite reaction to European power.  In contrast to the northern emirs’ success in following a policy of surrender and survival, Ethiopia found it possible to the Italians at the battle of Adowa and retain her independence.  In resisting colonial rule altogether (apart from the brief Italian occupation of 1935-1941), Ethiopia was thus the hero of Africa and unique on the African continent for preserving her independence. (Liberia through a protectorate of America, was the only other exception, and Liberia’s rulers were Afro-Americans, who were westerns, not Africans, in their ways of life). Yet the Northern Nigerian emirs and the Ethiopian aristocracy’s reacted similarly to western culture.  The neo-colonialists for defensive purpose only and defended their sovereignty and culture with remarkable success until they were overthrown by military coups in the 1960s and 1970s.
Central Nigeria witnessed colonial conquest in 1924.  The ‘mama’ (Kantana), Mada and Eggon lived just to the south-west of the Jos Plateau escarpment. In 1923, the Kantana were called the last unadministered unit in the whole of Nigeria.  In 1925, a patrol was undertaken to remedy this situation.  Their fine two-storied houses were destroyed, and their grain burnt or carried off.  Driven further and further from their friends and shelters, they were left without food and without cover in the rains. 
After the successful imposition of colonial rule, African communities were broken up into emirates and provinces and were put under the control of the European colonial administrators such as Resident and district officers. The old chiefs of the African states were reorganised into new administrative districts, and states. To make socio-economic and political exploitation easy, radical changes were introduced to reflect the existence of the colonial state.  According to Lugard.

“The government holds the rights in land which the Europeans took by conquest from the chief, and if the government requires land it will take it for any purpose.  The government holds the right of taxation and will tell the chiefs and emirs what taxes they may levy, and what part of them must be paid to the government. The government will have to all minerals the people may dig for Iron and work in it subjects to the approval of the High Commissioner, and may take salt and other minerals subject to any excise imposed by law.  Traders will not be taxed by Chiefs but by the only government.”

Economy before the conquest of Northern Nigeria

The economic activities were widespread among the indigenous peoples of the Kanem-Borno empire. It was found in all societies, among the pastoral and nomadic ethnic groups of the northern areas, among the scattered, economically divided agricultural communities of the various peoples in the empire, and among the centralised, agricultural based kingdoms of the Darfur in the eastern part. All these societies had a low level of technology, and domestic animals were not exploited for their labour potential. Consequently human labour was the only source of power available. The southern part was Wadai, this placed a high premium on securing human labour, and slavery was one means of accomplishing this. The most common sources of slaves were captives taken in intercommunal wars and cattle raids. in some communities, 
 criminals were enslaved as well. Such slaves were used both in production (e.g. farming and herding) and as domestic servants, usually female slaves employed in the arduous and time-consuming task of grinding, baking four (finger millet). One woman working all day could grind enough four to satisfy the daily needs of five or six people. In general, they were well treated and considered almost as a family member.

He went on emphasising that: “Slaves were important to the state economically as well. Colonies of slaves were settled upon the land by the Sultan both to develop the state economically and to increase his personal wealth.”
 They were actively involved in and beneficial to the general economy. They were used in the agricultural and the pastoral sectors of the economy. In contrast, slaves played no significant role as artisans in Dar Fur. This was probably due to the low level of artisanal development in Dar Fur as a whole rather than to any lack of accomplishment among the people of Dar Fartir, whose industrial accomplishment are compared favourably to those of the English in some respects. Newly captured slaves were used as a medium of exchange in the marketplace, and some ethnic groups paid their taxes in slaves.

Added to the above reason, was the fact that, the trans-Saharan slave trade was not likely to yield the empire flourishing prospects. This means that the economic lives of the Kanem-Borno people would be at the mercy of the foreign buyers who buy for the economic, political and social elevation. This was dangerous enough since the slaves were not employed within the Kanem-Borno empire itself rather were taken away to either Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, Morocco and other nations for their internal economic power.
 Another precarious slave trade was the European one known as the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, which stripped off African economies and endangered the generations of economic growth. For example, massive farming with a large quantity of labour and machinery produces agricultural commodities of the study area. Both are used to produce the same amount of goods; one uses a small plot of land but uses large quantities of other resources, whereas the other method uses the large plot of land but it is frugal with other resources. Similar possibilities are available with manufactured goods. It also depends on the quantity of human labour, but the trans-Saharan slave trade and the latter Trans-Atlantic slave trade reduced agricultural produce to pace way to the economic recession of the Kanem-Borno empire.

According to. O’Fahey;

The slaves must do the work in the house, if they are unwilling to work, they must be beaten with the whip or must be beaten with the stick. Then they begin to cry (ana) be willing to work. Their language is difficult, people don’t understand them. If we find a girl among them, who pleases us, then she doesn’t need to do any housework. I make her my wife, so that we can sleep together in bed and ‘eat the skin,’ So that we will have children. Then she becomes pregnant and has a child. If it is a boy, then everything is fine.

This portrays a full economic system based on slave labour which has taken place in most parts in the slave trade, despite the importance of administrative and military slaves in the maintenance of society. Slave concubines and domestic slaves were common and indeed affected the nature of marriage as an institution and the organisation of wealthy households. The adaptation of similar practices in Trans-Saharan zone involved a parallel transformation there.

The Effect of the Imposition of Colonial Rule on the Economy of Northern Nigeria.
Colonial rule was only a short period in African history, in most areas it lasted for about the lifetime of a man who lived for seventy years.  The European empires in Africa were some of the shortest-lived in world history.  Africans regarded the white men as economic adventurers by virtue of their power, not by the consent of the people.  Independence was never far from their minds.  The revolts described above are connected with the successful struggle for independence in the twentieth century.  The difference between the early revolts and the later struggle is that instead of merely aiming at a return to old African traditions, the later nationalists wanted to use also the best things that the Europeans had brought them in building the newly independent Africa.  But the attitude of the European rulers was sometimes openly one of exploitation of the Northern Nigerian economy, that is the development of the interests of the whites or untouched mineral resources in the region.  There was also an attitude of paternalism, a desire to educate the white man’s young African brother and bring modern inventions to his consent.  Guggisberg, Governor of the Gold Coast in 1925, is one of the early examples of a man with such an attitude.  Some of the British foresaw the eventual withdrawal of Europeans from the colonies.  Lord Lugard in his book: the Dual Mandate (1922), summed up the theory that colonialists had an obligation to those they ruled while at the same time maintaining that the colonies had to be exploited in the interest of the world.  The French imperial policy, however, was one of ‘assimilation’, that is to develop the colonies and attach them firmly to France by economic and political ties so that they become parts of France beyond the sea.

Here, the paper analyses seven factors determining the economy of Northern Nigeria thus,

1) the great dependence of the cash economy on other countries,

2) The philosophy of Colonial rule which introduces  pay tax its own way without help from the imperial powers,

3) the effective replacement of traditional system by modern one

4) the first and second World Wars; the World depression of the 1930s
5) the regaining of the independence to investment and cultural contact from many more sources.
Conclusion
From the above, it is now very clear that the European expedition in Northern Nigeria, which was consistently crippled structured of existence economy and almost every other non-European in the world.  While it is perhaps natural for everyone to see in their own culture only what is best for which we may excuse the Europeans, when we look at history we are apt to be disappointed by the European sense of fairness and objectivity. When we ask in Africa who is it that has caused the greatest damage to the Nigerian economy, robbing it of one hundred and twenty million souls in an unbroken period of three full centuries the answer obviously is the Europeans. When we ask where to have our gold, diamonds, silver, tin, cotton, rubber even antiquities (national heritage) and other assets have gone, the answer inexorably points to Europe, yet there we can clearly see the impact of our plundered human and mineral resources in the prosperity and beauty of the European cities and the ‘grandeur’ of its civilisation. The Europeans perceiving African Chiefs as people destined forever to be drawers of water and hewers of wood. This perhaps they would not have allowed their economic interests to overshadow the interests of their fellow Africans, and perhaps they would not have made themselves ready tools in the hand of the Europeans whose interest in Africa was largely commercial. Yet, who would like to achieve this, regardless of any inconveniences it caused to the Africans.  Added to the above that is new trade ‘legitimate trade’ – was not likely to yield the African chiefs flourishing prospects.  It was clearly to them that it was going to be directly and controlled by the European themselves, which resulted in the imposition of colonial rule.  This means then that the economic lives of the African would be at the mercy of the European.  This was dangerous enough since the denial of this economic power would certainly strip them of other powers – cultural, economic, political and religious – because they were inseparable.  This was why the African chiefs failed completely to be persuaded.  
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