
 

 

 

TIIE COLONIAL ANTECEDENTS OF POLITICAL INSTABILITY IN NIGERIA 
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Abstract 
Political instability cum unrests are the order of the day in Nigeria. 
Indices of political instability include the aborted First and Second 
Republics, the truncated Third Republic and the shaky Fourth 
Republic (in light of the impeachment plot against the President-Chief 
Olusegun Obasanjo). Also, frequent military intervention in politics 
and political unrests such as the Nigerian Civil War, election crises, 
population census and its concomitant crisis and the recent emergence 
of ethnic militias in the country have worsened the situation. This 
paper therefore seeks to give a historical analysis of the colonial 
antecedents of political instability in Nigeria. 

Introduction 

There is no gainsaying the fact that one of the fundamental problems which continues to vitiate 

our national development process since independence is the crucial question of political instability. 

Enduring stability can hardly be achieved in the face of tense ethnic struggles which have reached 

alarming proportions in recent years. While successive governments in Nigeria have made some efforts 

to curb the problem without much success, it is the desire of majority of the citizenry to have an 

atmosphere devoid of instability within which the nation‟s economy can be developed and sustained and 

where people can live together peacefully irrespective of their ethnic, religious or social backgrounds and 

enjoy freedom, security and human dignity. 

The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English defines stability as the quality or state of 

being stable. The word “stable” is itself defined as “not easily moved, upset or changed, firm, steady ... 

dependable...” Thus a stable state is one which has evolved a culture (political and economic systems) 

which is accepted and respected by the generality of the citizens. For example, the American 

Constitution which was agreed upon for more than two centuries is today regarded as the “Living 

Guardian of the American democracy” (Lipert, 1963). Also the American culture of openness in public 

life, social justice, public accountability and virtually uninhibited participation in the discussion of public 

issues by the concerned or interested members of the public are fondly cherished by the American 

citizens; while it is inconceivable that the American presidential system or the capitalist economy will be 

suddenly replaced by a strange system or that the constitution itself will be suspended, thereby 

suspending fundamental human rights and the fundamental principles of separation of powers and checks 

and balances and the independence of the Judiciary (Niyi, 1998). It is an incontrovertible fact that it is 

the stability enjoyed by both the polity and the economy that has served as the springboard for all the 

developments in Science and Technology, in the social and other areas of the society‟s endeavours and 

which has made the U.S. the pace-setter for, and object of envy of, many other countries. 

An unstable state is one that is a sharp or direct contrast to the type described above. There is no 

doubt that Nigeria is an unstable state as all the indices of such state are prevalent in the country. For 

instance, there is frequent and frivolous suspension of the constitution, absence of a reliable system of 

government as the society changes from British Westminster model to American Presidential system, 

while the military has seized power intermittently and have ruled the country for total of twenty eight 

years virtually without any constitution but with decrees and edicts. It needs to be stressed that within the 

span of 42 years of its independence, the country has changed its constitution five times: Independence 

Constitution (1960-1963), 1st Republican Constitution (1963-1966), the 2nd Republican Constitution 

(1979-1983), the 1989, 3rd Republican Constitution which never saw the light of day and the current 4lh 

Republic Constitution (1999-2003). 

Other indices of an unstable state that are prevalent in Nigeria include incessant political unrests 

as witnessed by the Nigerian Civil War (1967-70), election crisis, population census and its concomitant 

crisis and the recent emergence of ethnic militias, such as the Odua People‟s Congress (OPC), the Arewa 

Peoples Congress (APC), the Bakassi Boys, the Egbesu boys and the violent orgies they unleashed on the 

country. All these variables have continually threatened the existence of Nigeria as an indivisible nation. 

Not to be left out is the current face-off between the National Assembly and 
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the Executive as evidenced in the impeachment plot against the President-Olusegun Obasanjo and the 

concomitant danger it portends for the stability of the nation. 

It is our contention in this paper that in spite of the fact that various factors contributed to the 

instability, Nigeria has witnessed and is continuing to witness, such factors which are rooted in 

colonialism. This paper therefore seeks to give a historical analysis of the colonial antecedents of 

political instability in Nigeria. Finally, the paper is rounded off with the conclusion. 

Colonial Roots of Political Instability in Nigeria 

The main objective of this paper is to examine whether what happened under colonialism in 

Nigeria could be said to have laid the bases for stability in the years ahead or not. The territory of land 

which the British brought together under the name -Nigeria with the amalgamation of Northern and 

Southern protectorates in 1914 was made up of numerous ethnic groups with heterogeneous beliefs, 

customs, ways of life, languages, political institutions etc., which some accounts have put to about 300. 

Prominent among these ethnic groups are the Hausa -Fulani in the North, the Yoruba in the West and the 

Igbo in the East (Akinbi, 1990).One would have expected that the first thing the colonialists ought to 

have done would have been to integrate the people, but that was not a priority to the colonisers. 

Ironically, some of their policies turned out to be intrinsically inimical to the fostering of a sense of 

national identity in Nigeria. 

Although there were such un-intended unifying institutions as railway roads, posts and 

telegraphs, a common currency, a lingua franca (English), and an export trade in cash crops, it is 

pertinent however to point out that all these were done to ease colonial administration and consequently 

facilitate a more effective exploitation of the colony. By and large, British official position up till the end 

of the Second World War was to foster Native Authorities instead of the Nigerian nation. This position 

was aggressively pursued under the Indirect Rule System of administration which itself thrived in Divide 

and Rule (Boahen, 1966). 

The effects of colonization could be seen in several aspects of British segregational policies 

against the unity of Nigeria. For instance, the Colonial Government initially discouraged social 

integration among Nigerians. Thus Southerners living in the North were sequestered in strangers quarters 

called Sabon Gari outside the walled periphery of the native towns (Akinbi, 1990). The result was that 

contact between the two peoples from Northern and Southern Nigeria lacked that degree of closeness and 

intimacy necessary for the fostering of a consciousness of common national identity. 

The Nigerian political problem seemed to be rooted in the imbalance in the Western type of 

education between the North and South and the parochial or dysfunctional roles of the elites who were 

products of this education (Mohammed, 1988). The five centuries between the coming of Western 

Civilization to the South and North led to a situation where the Southerners had a headstart advantage 

and consequently came to dominate much of the public bureaucracy at the expense of Northerners. This 

stemmed from the obvious fact that Christian Missionaries were kept out of the „Muslim North‟ by the 

colonial authorities out of respect for the Muslim faith as well as out of British self-interest. 

Apart from keeping out the missionaries who were pioneers of Western education from 

Northern Nigeria, the colonialists took no steps to develop Western Education in the North. Indeed, the 

impression was created that Islam and Western Education were incompatible (Akinbi, 1990). The much 

talked about educational imbalance between the North and the South could be traced to this aspect of 

British colonial policy. That imbalance has been at the centre of the North-South dichotomy since the 

period of decolonization. 

Furthermore, colonialism established a framework of government that was alien and remote 

from the emotions of the people. There were no indigenous symbols that could make for unity and 

integration. Indeed, the notion of symbols as a psychological instrument for arousing a feeling of 

identity, oneness and allegiance to the state has no place under colonialism. The importance of these 

symbols in fostering national unity cannot be over - emphasized. The work of Hayes as quoted in Fristrid 

(1950), had shown the important role which flags, national anthems and the like play in rallying mass 

sentiments. Instead of developing this kind of identity among the Nigerians by introducing their own flag 

and anthem to Nigerians, the Union Jack (colonial symbol) was hoisted. This was hardly surprising 

bearing in mind the fact that Colonial Governments were mere appendages of the imperial states, to the 

extent that only the symbols of the imperial state - its flag, anthem and ceremonial occasions were 

permitted. Thus in Nigeria, celebrations like the Empire Day glorified and encouraged a feeling of 

allegiance to the imperial state. There is no doubt that if such celebrations and symbols were introduced 

to foster unity and allegiance to the colonized state-Nigeria, rather than the imperial state, it would have 

laid a good foundation for unity and oneness that transcended ethnic boundaries. In their absence, was it 



a surprise that disunity and instability set in as the imperial flag was lowered in 1960? After all, it had 

hitherto served as the symbol of unity. 

Other aspects of British segregational policies against the unity of Nigeria included in the 

discouragement of nationalist movements in the North and the paternalism of British officials towards 

Northerners. Despite amalgamation in 1914, the North and the South did not have a common lawmaking 

body until 1946 when the Richards constitution was promulgated. Until that time, while a Legislative 

Council made laws for the South, the Governor issued proclamations for the North, thereby emphasizing 

that the two regions were different (Akinbi, 1990). 

Thus the 1946 constitution which provided for a Nigerian Council with a membership 

representative of the whole country was the first real attempt towards unification of the country. But this 

fortunate phenomenon was neutralized by the emergence from 1951 of power politics based on region 

and tribe. If an attempt had been made by the British towards the development of a higher loyalty 

transcending tribe or, region, a good foundation would have been laid for the congruence necessary for 

stability and progress of Nigeria. But since this was not the case, the overall result of British 

segregational policies was that ethnic loyalty and tribalism increased. Northerners saw themselves not as 

Nigerians but as Northerners, and from 1939 when the South was divided into two regions, Yoruba saw 

themselves as Yoruba, Igbo saw themselves as Igbo etc. 

Thus the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) under Dr. Nnamdi Azikwe 

was originally an extension of the Pan Igbo Union, while the Action Group under Chief Obafemi 

Awolowo was really only a new less tribal name for the “Egbe Omo Oduduwa” of the Yoruba. It was 

also reported that the Northern Peoples Congress under Sir Ahmadu Bello was the off - shoot of a 

cultural association of the Hausa - Fulani in the mid 1950‟s (Coleman, 1958). All these parties emerged 

in Nigeria. Each of the tribal, regionalised and personalized parties was to engage in cut - throat 

competition for the rulership of the country and fight one another over the spectre of domination -a fight 

that only terminated in the civil war (Mohammed, 1988). 

Another effect of colonization could be seen in the administrative set up and political institutions 

bequeathed to Nigeria at independence. For the administration of the country, the British divided Nigeria 

into three regions. Although the regions were semi autonomous there was a central government over 

them. The regions however were unequal. The Northern region alone was larger than the Eastern and 

Western regions combined. According to B.O. Nwabueze (1950), there could be no other explanations, 

for the British to alter the boundaries of the north, than that it was a deliberate design to foist Northern 

domination upon the country. Another writer has described it as “one of the greatest acts of 

gerrymandering in history” (Bretton, 1962). 

The three regional structures created an attitude of self-sufficiency and of separatism and 

intolerance among the regions. There was not enough scope for interplay of interests upon which a 

lasting equilibrium could be found. 

Another related factor which encouraged the hardening of regional lines was the nature of the 

Colonial Constitutions from the Macpherson to the Independence Constitution (Olusanya, 1980). The 

arrangement whereby the North had as many seats in the Central legislature as the West and East put 

together was hardly calculated to promote inter-regional accord. Population has been advanced as being 

responsible for this arrangement (distribution of seats). But if so, the West and the East should not have 

been granted equal representation as available data show that they were not equal in population. It is 

difficult not to reach the conclusion that the British who were the umpires at the constitutional 

conferences, had some stake in ensuring that the then more conservative North dominated the central 

legislature. Yet it must be obvious that a situation in which the constitution itself guaranteed the 

dominance of central government by a particular region could only be productive of strife. That 

arrangement coupled with other developments in the post-independence era have created a political 

culture in which a particular group considers that control of the Nigeria‟s central government, is its -

birthright (Ikime, 1985). Naturally, other groups thoroughly resent this situation which clearly is one of 

the problems of nation-building in Nigeria. For instance, the case of the presidential elections of June 12, 

1993, which was believed to have been won by Chief M.K.O. Abiola (a Yoruba) and which was brazenly 

annulled for no just cause, and the concomitant recrudescences that followed it, is still fresh in the minds 

of Nigerians. 

Also, there was the case of minorities in these regions. The problem of minorities in Nigeria was 

to be a great source of instability in Nigeria after independence. The minorities in each of the three 

regions created by the British were of such size and location that they could have been able to form one 

or more viable units of government with cultural and linguistic homogeneity in some cases. For instance, 

in the Eastern region, the Efik -Ibibio speaking group were said to have consisted of 1 '/a million 



population, the Ijaw and Ekoi -Yakur about half a million. In the West, before the creation of the Mid -

West (1963), there were about one million Edo speaking people, half a million Urhobo, 363, 000 Igbo 

and about 80, 000 Ijaw (Izon). Whilst in the North, there were one million two hundred thousand Kanuri, 

four hundred thousand Nupe, and about seven million others including the Tiv of the Middle belt and the 

Yoruba in Ilorin and Kabba provinces (1952 Census Figures). 

In such a structure, tension was inevitable since it entrenched the permanent control of the 

regional government by the majority tribe. In a country with scarce resources, it was not surprising that 

the minorities were discriminated against by the majority groups. Even when they were not, as minorities 

they always felt discriminated against. The fact that the Willink Commission did not recommend the 

creation of more states meant that Nigeria went into independence carrying along these deep hatreds, this 

involves the inability of some groups to identify with their regions (Ikime, 1985). 

The result was that the minorities issue became one of the generators of instability in Nigeria 

after independence. For instance the instability caused by the minorities of the Tiv area of Northern 

Nigeria was conspicuously manifested in widespread violence in 1960 and 1964. These riots were so 

widespread and considerable that the instability was felt not only in government circles but also among 

members of the community. In the first riots; many houses believed to belong to the agents of the N.P.C. 

(the ruling party in the North) oppression were burnt down resulting in an estimated property loss of 

about N5 million -although there was little loss of lives (Nwabueze, 1950). The second was more violent 

and took a heavier toll of lives and defied even the power of troops. Indeed, peace was not fully restored 

in the area during the First Republic until the military take over of 1966. Also, the grievances of the 

minorities of the Middle Belt who felt marginalised or discriminated against was one of the reasons that 

instigated and fuelled the (abortive) Major Okar‟s Coup of 1990. 

Moreover, the colonial economy did not lay any solid economic base upon which stability could 

thrive. Part of the heritage of colonialism was its replacement of the economy of pre-colonial societies 

with a capitalist one, motivated and dominated by foreign capital; responding to and serving the need of 

the local population (Nnoli, 1981). In Nigeria, before the advent of colonialism, agriculture was widely 

practised. People not only produced enough food for themselves but had surplus which created the need 

for commerce. Colonialism was to destroy this self- sustenance of the pre-colonial economy by its 

introduction of a cash crop economy. This was because as more and more people went into the 

production of such cash crops as cocoa, palm produce, rubber, groundnuts etc., food production suffered. 

Yet population continued to increase. 

Indeed, under the colonial economy, there was no internally interdependent, integrated and 

cohesive system of economic activity. The economy was characterised by a series of activities in the 

advanced capitalist country. The economic integration of Nigeria was never considered by the 

colonialists. The cocoa from the west, the groundnut and tin from the North and the palm oil from the 

East were never used in Nigerian factories. The colonial regime thus failed to lay a solid base upon 

which stability and development could thrive as no solid foundation was laid to make Nigeria stand on 

her own feet economically after independence. No wonder then that even after political independence, 

many African countries including Nigeria are yet to be economically independent, since they are still 

economically aligned to their erstwhile colonial masters (Anglin, 1964). 

The true nature of Nigerian politics began to emerge in the years immediately preceding self- 

government. It was quickly noticed that as independence loomed larger the North became increasingly 

aware of its unreadiness. It realised that religious pedagogy was not an adequate education for 

parliamentary democracy or for coping with the complicated business of a modem state. Fearing 

„domination‟ by the South the Northerners favoured a long period of preparation preceding British 

promised independence. The South on the other hand found it incomprehensible that the North should 

adopt a “go-slow” attitude towards self-determination. As indicated above, part of the evil 
The Colonial Antecedents of Political Instability in Nigeria effects of colonialism in Nigeria was that 
the British fostered regionalism among Nigerians. Thus, Northerners developed the idea of one North as 
against one Nigeria. With such an idea and in the face of scarce economic resources which included 
urban unemployment, Northerners preferred to have white people occupying positions in the Civil 
Service and economy in the North than Southerners. This point was well noted by a leading Northerner-
Mallam Abubakar Imam in 1949 when he said “to tell you the truth, the common people in the North put 
more confidence in the white man than in ... their Southern brothers .. ..(Coleman, 1963).Therefore, lack 
of mutual understanding widened the gulf between the two sections of the country. 

The emergence of the N.P.C. as the largest single party in the elections which was to decide the 

party which would rule the country after independence was a great disappointment to both the N.C.N.C. 

and the A.G. So long as the N.P.C. continued to rule at the centre, independence to the Southern elite 

was only partially achieved. This resentment felt by the more educated and politically mobilized 

Southerners against the dominance of the “feudal” and reactionary” N.P.C. was an underlying cause of 

political instability in the country (Mohammed, 1988). 



Thus at independence, Nigeria was a federation of three regions separated by the principles of 

“ethnic classification; cultural affinity, common problems and perhaps administrative convenience” 

(Ohanbamu, 1966). 

It is apposite to stress the fact that the Nigerian political elite also capitalized on the parochial 

and ethnic loyalties in the country which originated from colonialism, and in the process increased inter-

group hostility in Nigeria. The result of such politics was evident in the acts of continual brinkmanship 

which became part of national life and which were exemplified in the 1962 A.G. crisis, the census crisis 

of 1963, the Federal Election crisis of 1964, the Tiv disturbances (minority agitations) of 1964-66 

(Akinbi, 1990), and the Western Election crisis of 1965 in which the Nigerian National Democratic Party 

(NNDP), the NPC‟s ally in Nigerian National Alliance (NNA) was reported to have won and in which 

the United Progressive Grand Alliance (UPGA) accused the NNA of rigging the elections. 

According to Dudley (1973), for about three months, government activities were almost 

paralysed in the region as the people reacted to the NNDP‟s victory by acts of murder, looting and 

burning of private and official properties as well as other acts of lawlessness. The climax of such acts of 

political instability reared its ugly head in the Nigerian civil war which lasted for three agonizing years 

(1967-1970) and which was accompanied by many harrowing experiences as countless number of lives 

perished in it, while there was an unprecedented destruction of both public and private properties and 

many other forms of civilian suffering (Akinbi, 1999). 

Conclusion 

From the foregoing account, it is abundantly clear that colonialism did not lay a sound basis and 

foundation upon which the new state - Nigeria could build upon. The colonial overlord (Britain) was not 

engaged in those efforts that could eventually prepare the people for independence as she was only 

interested and concerned with those things that could foster her selfish interests. 

Thus, the people of Nigeria were never united by the colonialist. They were not made to feel a 

higher loyalty transcending tribe or region. On the contrary, the colonial power embarked upon policies 

that fuelled tribalism and regionalism. Lacking in this basic necessity - a united purpose, the people 

groped along. This abysmal state was compounded by the fact that the colonial power neither prepared 

the people for the eventual political system that was handed over to them nor laid a solid economic base 

upon which that system or any other one for that matter could successfully thrive upon. The aftermath 

was instability and chaos which eventually climaxed in a civil war. Indeed, given the structure of the 

society handed over at independence, instability in Nigeria was definitely ineluctable. Thus inspite of the 

fact that various factors contributed to the instability Nigeria has witnessed and is continuing to witness, 

it is our fervent belief here that such factors are rooted in colonialism. 

Be that as it may, Nigerians must rise above ethnic, tribal and religious sentiments to build a 

virile and strong Nigeria. There is therefore the need to develop genuine cooperation and a high sense of 

commitment to nation building on the part of all and sundry so that Nigeria could actually and eventually 

emerge as a strong and indivisible unit. 
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