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Before the year 1900, different ethnic groups (in Nigeria)
over 250 in number, governed themselves in
,

estimated at

various ways. Even within

an

ethnic group, there

were

socio

political variations. However, the beginning of this century
saw the imposition of alien rule on a political entity called
Nigeria. Lagos became a British colony in 1861. With the new
colony as a springboard, the British administration engaged
in signing treaties of 'protection' with Yoruba rulers; and by
the end of the 19th century, much of Yorubaland had passed
to the British crown.

1

quarter of the 19th century, similar pressures
and the Niger delta states, and by 1897
2
Benin had lost its independence. In the Niger delta, power
3
ful kings lost their kingdoms
Jaja in 1887, Nana in 1894,
In the last

were

piled-on B'enin

-

and Koko of Brass in 1895. The Efik chiefs also lost their
chiefdoms with the establishment of the Oil Rivers Protector
ate in 1885 and Niger Coast Protectorate in 1893. The British
invasion of Arochukwu (1901-2) opened the way for the attack
on

other

IgOO communities.

British presence in the North was marked by the appoint
ment, in 1867, of a consul who was stationed at Lokoja. The

last two or three decades of the 19th century saw the
of spurious treaties with the local rulers. However,

signing
by 1899

relations between the British administration and the
Sakato Caliphate had so degenerated that the British were
engaged in the first decade of the 20th century trying to
subdue the Caliphate, the emirate of Gwandu and Borno
the

Kingdom.
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The Charter granted to the Royal Niger Company in 1886 to
administer the British territories, a vague area called the
Niger regions, was revoked on December 31, 1899. The
British government had discovered that a company whose
interest was primarily commercial was certainly ill-equipped
to administer the Protectorates. In 1906 the Colony of Lagos
and the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria were merged under
one administration. From 1906 until the amalgamation in 1914,
one for the South and the
there were two administrations
other for the North.
-

2.

The Displacement of
tutions by Colonial

Traditional

Insti

Administration.

The aim of this paper is to briefly sketch the process and
experience of democracy in the geographical area called
Nigeria during the first 60 years of this century. The period
1906-12, which preceded the amalgamation, marked 'both the
beginning of effective colonial administration and the begin
ning of the rejection of standards and customs that had

endured for many

centuries.

It

was

the first

time

that

Nigerians were subjected in any large measure to Western
Influences, which in the next fifty years were to have a great
effect on the Nigerian society. Christianity, the official
religion of the colonial masters, began to spread throughout
Nigeria. New forms of administration and justice were intro
duced.
From the start, the colonial government found it economi
cally inexpedient to run two administrations. The Northern
Protectorate was run at a severe deficit, which was being met
by a subsidy from the Southern Protectorate and an annual
grant of about £3,000,000.00 from the British government.
Besides, the Northam Protectorate could only get access to
the ports through the Southern Protectorate, a different

territory. There was also the need to coordinate projects such
as the railways. The amalgamation of the two territories was
urgent and necessary for political and economic reasons.
On January 1, 1914 the two Protectorates and the Colony of
Lagos were amalgamated and a new political entity known as
31
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was

born.

Frederick

Sir

Governor General, and
the Governor-General

Lagos
were

was

a

Lugard became its first
capital. Directly under

its

Lieutenant-Governor for the

(based in Zungeru), another Lieutenant
Governor for the Southern Provinces (based in Lagos), and
an Administrator of the Colony of Lagos.
Northern Provinces

3.

Indirect

Rule

-

istration

Key
of

to

Colonial

Admin

Nigeria.

The governorship of Lugard was characterized by one
overriding administrative measure: Indirect Rule. It was
applied with modifications all over Nigeria for thirty years.
Indirect rule.' has been described as Lugard's most lasting
contrtbution to Nigeria. The policy depended for its success
4
on three factors:
a stratified society, consisting of a ruling
aristocracy and a peasantry; a degree of social immobility
preventing persons of a lower class from advancing to a
higher one; and an identity of interests between the ruling
class and the colonial power. Having successfully applied the
policy in the North, Lugard tried to work out a similar system
for the whOle country.
In prtnciple, under the system Brttish political officers
themselves were not supposed to perform executive functions.
They could intervene, indirectly, to see, where necessary,
that the Native Authority took appropriate action. They were
supposed to be advisers and superintendents who left the
day-to-day work of administration to the control of Nigerians
whose claim to authority was based on tradition. But in
reality, the white district officer was the principal executive
and judicial officer of his district.

the three factors mentioned above appear to have
�o�ether in most of the emirates in the Northern
ProvinceS. In the South, it was not possible to find any two
All

existed

of the factors

existing together anywhere. It is true there
centralized authority in much of Yorubaland that could
be exploited for indirect rule. Even here there was opposi
tion. In Iseyin (Oyo), a d'istIict head and a court judge were
murdered in 1916 followed by riots which. were put down by
the British. A seIious opposition to the application of indirect
was a

I
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to Western

also manifested in

Egbaland

in 1918. The

people

tore

up the railway line and looted the stations and trains. A
number of people were killed, including a chief and one

European. Again, the British had to rush down troops and
over 500 were reported to have been killed.
In the East, indirect rule was almost impossible to apply.
The political organization in the East could not favour a
faithful application of the system. A.E. Afigbo has made a
detailed study on why the system was doomed to failure in
5
South-eastern Nigeria.
One of the fallouts was the "Aba
Women's of 1929, which engulfed much of the South-east and
led to the re-examination of the system and its subsequent
modification.
In the main, most native authorities consisted of illiterate,
conservative and autocratic chiefs. The court clerks and
judges, interpreters, messengers and a host of other officials
were corrupt, overheating, and barely literate. The young
educated members of the community were in most cases
excluded from membership of the native authority councils.
Ambitious young people outside Lagos and Calabar could not
get into the legislature. In fact the rigorous application of

indirect rule retarded constitutional

4.

The

Nigerian

growth.

Council.

The Order-in-Council made provision for the establishment
of an enlarged Executive Council and an advisory and
deliberative body known as the Nigerian Council whose
functions would be exercised in respect of the whole of
Nigeria. Lagos, however, retained its Legislative Council.
The Nigerian Council was established in 1914 with a member
ship of 42, comprising all the members of the Executive
Council (23 white officials, 7 European and 6 Nigerian
unofficial members representing
various
business and
interests, and 6 other Nigerian unofficial members nominated
by the Governor-General.)
The Order establishing the Council provided that:
.

No resolution

passed by the Council shall �ave any legislative

or
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erecatt ve authori ty, and the Governor shall not be requi red to
give effect to any sucb resolution unless be tbinis fit and is

authorized to do SO.6

Nigerian representatives were 2 emirs from the
the Alafin of Dyo, 1 member from Lagos I 1 from
CaJ.abar, and 1 from the Warri-Benin area. The 3 chiefs were
The 6 other

North

#

supposed

to

represent the views of the

masses

of the people.

In any case, they very seldom attended the meetings and
when they did, they took .no part in the real deliberations.

Between 1914 and December 1920, the Council held
meetings� Sir Hugh Clifford, Governor

seven

a

total of

1919-25,

described the Council in 1924 as a debating society in which
nobody would enter into debate. The meetings were said to be
dreary, apathetic, feeble, faint, colourless, meaningless and
wearisome.

5.

7

Nationalist Feelings and the Move
Towards Constitutional Democracy.

(1914-18) diverted attention from constitu
political issues to the war effort. Nigerian soldiers
were fighting the Germans in the Cameroons and in East
'Africa. The educated elite demonstrated loyalty to the British
crown by maintaining a degree of calm and peace and encour
aging Nigerians to make Whatever contributions that were
possible to defeat Germany in order "to make democracy
The

war

years

tional and

safe". Soon after the end of the war, the clamour for consti
tutional change began, particularly in Lagos. The political
class backed by the local press and some European residents
demanded a representative legislature.
The demand for a representative legislature was taken up
at the first meeting of the National Congress of British West
Africa held in Accra in 1920. Hugh Clifford who had comment
ed on the irrelevance of· the Nigerian Council as a democratic
process jeered at and bitterly attacked the resolution of the
Congress. He could not see
I

continental ligeria being represented by
drawn frol half a dozen coast tribes
-
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British administered towns situated

safety of

British

on

the seashore, who in the

protection have peacefully pursued their studies

under British schools in order to enable them to become ministers

of religion
ed

or learned in the laws of England. These self-appoint
spokesmen of 16 million Nigerians have never penetrated into

the interior at all.

Clifford went

on

to say:

therefore,

for

moment

that

the

impossible were
mutually
independent native states were indeed capable of being welded into
a deadly blow would be struck at the
a single homogeneous nation
very root of national self-government in Nigeria, which secures to
each separate people the right to maintain its identi ty, its
individuality and its nationality, its own chosen form of govern
ment and the peculiar political and social institutions which have
been evolved for it by the wisdom and accumulated experience of
generations of its forebears.s

Assuming,
feasible

-

a

that this collection of self-contained and
-

In spite of the virulent attack of the colonial administra
tion, the Accra Conference was not all in vain. A Legislative

two years after the Confer
introduced in 1922
ence. The Council comprised 46 members of whom 27 including
the Governor were officials, and 19 were unofficials. Like its

Council

was

-

predecessors, the Council had an official non-Nigerian
majority. Of the unofficial minority, 15 were nominated by the
Governor, and 4 were elected. Of the elected members, Lagos
9

had three seats while Calabar had one.
The new Legislative Council was an advance of its prede
cessors in some aspects. It made laws for the South. The laws
of the South could

proclamation

be

applied

to the North

by

a

special

of the Governor. The Council could also debate

financial matters

affecting

the North

for the South and North. It

as

there

was a common

also the first time in

budget
the history of tropical Africa that Africans exercised the
10
The Legislative
franchise of electing their representatives.
Council of 1922 remained unchanged until 1945. With growing
nationalist feelings, those Nigerians who served in the
was
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were given all sorts of
country's political future.

Council
the

5.1.

or

Political

names as

who

people

betrayed

Parties.

Until the 1930s, most educated Nigerians came from Creole
from Yoruba families that had been in long contact with

Europeans. Some had returned from either Sierra Leone or
Between 1920 and 1922 two political parties had
the Nigerian Democratic Party and the
emerged in Lagos
Peoples' Union. The election to the new Legislative Council
was contested by the two parties. The Nigerian National
Democratic Party, under the leadership of Herbert Samuel
Macaulay (1864-1946), an engineer by profession who domi
nated Nigerian politics for nearly forty years, won the Lagos
seats consecutively in 1923, 1924 and 1933. It also won the
11
triennial elections for the Lagos Town Council.
During the inter-war years, student bodies overseas
played important roles in arousing nationalist consciousness.
Also a significant role was played by the Nigerian Youth
Movement, founded in 1936, in the march towards democracy.
One of the features of the nationalist movement in Nigeria,
in the inter-war period, was the almost total lack of dialogue
between the British administration and the growing educated
elite. The majority of British officials, including those
responsible for the formulation of policy, believed that there
could be no such dialogue. Many British officials were
contemptuous of the educated Africans. Qualified Africans
were d.enied opportunities in the public service and industry
12
where the whites predominated.
Brazil.

-

5$2.

The

Repudiation
Britain

Crucial

developments

of

and

Imperialism

in

America.

in Britain and America

quickened the

pace of the constitutional process or change in the inter-war
years. The emergence of the Labour Party as an important

force in the domestic politics of Britain
stimuli. The Party asserted:
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repudiates ilperialisl. We believe that all peoples of whatever
equal right to freedol and to an equitable share in the good

things of the world.
We in Labour
races

Party have always been conscious of the wrongs done by the white
races with darker skins. We have always demanded that the

to the

freedol that we clail for ourselves should be extended to all
for an ever-increasing leasure of self-government in Africa.13

len.

We look

These sentiments of the Labour Party and its radical views
helped to shape government policy towards colonial peoples
since the Party was in the coalition government of Winston

Churchill in the war years. Some other sections of the British
public and press were quick to recognize the inevitability of
independence of the British colonies and the emergence of a
Commonwealth of peoples united by a common ideal of partner

ship in freedom.
Outside Britain, Americans had attacked colonialism and

imperialism. During the war, President Roosevelt and Prime
Minister Winston Churchill, the leaders of the Western Allies,
declared, in the famous Atlantic Charter of August 1942, the
"right of all peoples to choose the form of government under
which they will live" Nigerians, like other colonial peoples on
the side of the Allies, interpreted the declaration to mean that
they would have the right to choose their own form of govern
ment
independence. Indeed Dr. Azikiwe is reported to have
cabled Churchill shortly after requesting him to give official
.

-

confirmation or further clarification of the statement in order
14
to stimulate the African war effort on the side of the Allies.
The press and leaders had urged young Nigerians to enlist
in the army. They had assured the people that Nigeria's
prospects of self-government were better served under the
British than under Hitler's Germany. Nigerians were known
to have participated in the military campaigns in North and
East Africa and in Burma and India. The contacts with the
whites who did not demonstrate greater courage or valour
than Africans during cIises gave self confidence to Nigerians
asking for freedom. The economy of Nigeria also helped to
sustain the war. The colonial administration had encouraged
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the colonies to produce food and export crops.
war the value of import and export trade in

During the
Nigeria had

doubled. Perhaps we should mention that the Colonial Devel
opment and welfare Fund during this period was also a factor
in the expansion of the existing economic and social founda
tions of the country. These developments, by and large, were
not lost on Nigerians who insisted on the principle of self
determination.

5.3.
In

The
March

15

Richards'

1945

there

Constitution.

was

an

important development in

The Governor-General, Sir Arthur
Richards, introduced the Constitution which took effect from
1946. The aims of the Constitution, according to the author,

Nigeria's political process.

(1) to promote the unity of Nigeria; (2) to secure
greater participation by Africans in their own affairs; (3) to
evolve a constitutional framework covering the whole of
Nigeria and a Legislative Council on which all sections of
Nigeria would be represented; (4) to create Regional Councils
in the three main sections of Nigeria
North, West & East,
each with a Chief Commissioner; (5) to forge political and
were:

-

constitutional links between the native authorities and the
Legislative Council; (6) to provide for an African majority
both in the Houses of
The

new

Assembly and the Legislative Council.

Constitution

which

came

into

effect

in

1946

provided for,16 (1) the division of the country into 3 admin
istrative Regions, namely, Northern, Eastern and Western
each under a Chief Commissioner; (2) the establishment of an
Executive Council consisting of the Chief Secretary to the
Government of Nigeria, the Chief Commissioner of each of the
three Regions, the principal government functionaries such
as the Attorney-General, Medical Services and such other
persons appointed by the Governor on the instruction of the
Secretary of State for the Colonies; (3) a Legislative Council
consisting of the Governor, 13 ex-officio members, 3 nominat
-

ed official members, 24 nominated unofficial members and 4
elected members. Of the elected members, 3 were to represent
Lagos and one to represent Calabar; (4) a House of Chiefs
and a House of Assembly for the Northern Region; and Houses
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of Assembly for each of the Eastern and Western Regions.
As soon as the constitution came into force, it stimulated
increased political activities in Lagos and other urban areas.
the National Council of
political party
had been launched in
(NCNC)
Nigeria
President
and Zik as Secre
1945
with
as
January
Macaulay
The
and
the
attacked
the Constitution
tary.
party
press
discussion
and no
to
it
allowed
because, according
them,
only
in
the
affairs
of the
the
of
genuine partidpation
running
it
introduced
and
country;
particularism in the
regionalism
administration and politics of the country. It was equally
argued that the elective p:d.nciple should have gone beyond
Lagos and Calabar; and that the native authorities which
selected the Provindal Members were not really representa
The first national

-

and Cameroons

-

tive in character.
In 1947 the NCNC sent a delegation of 7 members under the
leadership of Zik, to protest to the British Government. It
was more or less a futile journey because the British Govern
ment insisted that the Constitution must be tried. Besides,
17
the delegates quarrelled among themselves over money.
On the other hand, Richard's Constitution had merits. It
widened the basis of representation in the Legislative Coun

cil. The Provindal members, although selected by the native
authorities, had direct links with the people they were chosen
to represent ," Representatives from the North and South

for the first time met in Lagos to discuss regional and national
issues that were presented to the Legislative Council and this
tended to foster a degree of national unity. The administra
tive devolution which allowed the ·regions to handle certain
matters was a welcome development, given the logistic and
other problems associated with governing a vast country such
as Nigeria. Later, Nigerians came to realize that the division
of the country further on socio-cultural boundaries reduced
the fears of domination by larger ethnic groups.

5.4.

The

Macpherson Constitution
ing Ethnic Differences.

Arthur Richard had

-

Deepen

envisaged that the Constitution would
39
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last for nine years but his successor, Sir John Macpherson,
appointed in ApIil1948, embarked on immediate constitutional

changes.

The people

at every level:
not adopted in

were

consulted

on

the

new

constitution

village, town and region. This procedure was
framing the Richards Constitution. The three

years during which the new constitution was discussed were
dominated by ethnic and regional nationalism. The Northern
Peoples' Congress (NPC) representing the North, the Egbe
01110 Oduduwa (which metamorphosed into Action Group
AG)
the West, and the NCNC, while retaining its pan-Nigerian
stance, championed the cause of the East. Between October
10 and October 21, 1949, the drafting committee prepared
proposals for the committee of 53 members that would meet at
-

Ibadan. It proposed a fairly strong federal government with
however considerable powers delegated to the Regions.
Significant were the four minority reports submitted to the
Ibadan conference. These reports contained the difficulties
and disputes which have bedeviled Nigeria ever since. The
first minority report presented by the NCNC attacked the
regional basis of government, suggesting that the country be

divided into states on ethnic grounds. In a second report the
Party advocated universal adult suffrage, opposing the
creation of the House of Chiefs. A third report again backed
by the NCNC opposed the denial of franchise to southerners
resident in the North as espoused by the NPC. The 4th report
supported by the AG opposed the separation of Lagos from
19
the Western Region.
In January 1952, the new constitution
Macpherson's
came into effect, with a centrallegisiature of 148 members,
half of them from the North, and an executive council of 18
members, comprising 6 officials and 12 ministers, four
nominated by each regional assembly. Each regional assembly
had its own executive council with a majority of Nigerian over
official members.
In the election that preceded the adoption of the Constitu
tion, the NPC cleared all the seats in the North, NCNC had a
large majority in the East while AG secured a majority in the
West, essentially through members of the NCNC who had
crossed carpet. Because of the lack of discipline on the part
of the NCNC members elected into the Western House of
-

-
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Assembly, Zik lost the bid to go to the centre, although he
of the 5 candidates into the Western
Assembly
represent Lagos. The failure of the
Constitution was mainly because of party antagonisms. The

had been elected

as one

House of

to

a disappointment and setback because of
the exclusion of its leader from the national legislature Crisis
rocked the party as it expelled the ministers serving at the
central and regional levels who supported the new constitu

NCNC had suffered

.

tion. In addition, Anthony Enahoro, an Action Group member
of the national legislature had introduced a private member's
Bill demanding self-government for the country in 1956. This

opposed by the NPC. It caused a lot of bad blood between
politicians from the North and those from the South. The
two Houses of the Northern Assembly demanded the dissolU
was

the

tion

of the

Federation.

There

were

riots in

precisely in Kano, in which many people
wounded. Most of the casualties

5.5.

The

I ssue

of

were

the

North,

either killed
20
easterners.
were

or

F.ederal ism.

The unsuccessful application of the Macpherson Constitu
tion led to the London conference of 1953. The various

political parties which sent delegates to the conference
adopted positions that put the federation in jeopardy. The
NPC wanted a loose federation. The NCNC and AG proposed
a

Southern Federation if the NPC continued to oppose the

question of self-government in 1956. At the end of the day,
the three major parties demonstrated a high level of patriotism
in order to preserve the Federation. They agreed that
residual powers should be transferred to the regions as had
been the
were

case

given

under the old constitution. Much wider powers
anticipated by the

to the centre than had been

NPC. The issue of self-government was resolved by allowing
those regions that wanted it in 1956 to have it. The North was
thus left to choose a later date for self-government within the
framework of the target for independence for the whole
country. On the sensitive issue of the status of Lagos, the
NCNC and NPC demanded that Lagos should remain the
Federal Capital while the AG felt that Lagos naturally be41
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longed tothe Western Region. The British government sup
ported the view that Lagos should be a federal territory.
When, however, the conference resumed in Lagos in January
1954, the AG did not raise the issue of Lagos, instead it
proposed that the right to succession be included in the new
21
constitution. ,This was rejected.
These two conferences held in London and Lagos produced
the basic Constitution under which Nigeria achieved indepen
dence in 1960. The Constitution provided a federation of
three regions and a Federal Capital territory of Lagos. It
further provided for a national legislature of 184 members,
half of them were to rep_resent the northern region. The
appointment of ministers of the federal government was
removed from the whims and caprices of regional assem
blies.22 The appointment of federal ministers became the
responsibility of the leader of the party that had majority of
seats in the House of Representatives. Sach region would
have a premier who also was the leader of the party in power
in the region. In the federal election held in 1954, the NPC
secured 79 seats, all in the North; the NCNC had 61 spread
mainly over the West and East and with one seat in the North;
the AG won 20 seats mainly in the west. In fact, the NCNC
secured more seats in the west than the AG. The NPC and the
NCNC formed the coalition government. The AG formed the
23
oppositior..' at the centre.
There was another constitutional conference in London in
1957 which ushered in independence in 1960. Each region sent
in 10 delegates and 5 advtsers, The federal government was
repCesented by the Governor-General, regional Governors,
two .leading ministers and the leader of the opposition in the
Federal House. The capital territory had two delegates. The
West and East were to attain self-government in 1957 and the
North in 1959. The East was granted a House of Chiefs
already in vogue in the North and west. As stated above,
there were no major changes in the old constitution.
On September 2, 1957, Alhaji Abubakar Tafawa Balewa of
the NPC was appointed Nigeria's First Prtme Minister. The
quarrels among the parties and ethnic groups continued to
affect the stability of the country. The last election before
independence was held on December 12, 1959. The results of
.
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the election show that the AG secured 73 seats
time

spread this

the whole country; the NCNC and its ally, the
Northern Elements Progressive Union (NEPU) won 8; the NPC
over

secured 134 seats all in the North. None of the three parties
a working majority.
There were discussions and

secured

activities behind the scene for the formation of another
coalition government. There were pressures for the NCNC
and AG to form a government, but such a government was
bound to

endanger national unity,

since that would

mean a

bitter confrontation between the North and the South. The
NPC and NCNC went again into partnership and the AG
formed the official opposition. Dr. Azikiwe resigned his seat
in the House to become the President of the newly created
Senate, while Balewa continued as the Prime Minister. In

January 1960, the House of Representatives adopted a motion
of the Prime Minister asking for independence for the country
on October 1, 1960. On July 2, 1960, the British Parliament
passed the Nigerian Independence Act of 1960s.24 On Octo
ber 1, 1960 Nigeria became independent and subsequently a
member of the Commonwealth.

6.

Conclusion.

path and process of aChieving independence in Nigeria
certainly beset with difficulties right from the start.
Britain had imposed its rule on a vast territory with differeat
cultural, social and political background. It introduced
indirect rule in order to maximize its resources. The faithful
application of the system created difficulties. The white
officials were neither ready to go into partnership with
Nigerians nor to allow the people rule themselves. Eventually,
they .found that they could not permanently exclude the
educated elite from participation in the running of the affairs
of the country. Some of the events leading to constitutional
developments were due to both internal stimuli and external
circumstances. The two World Wars compelled the colonial
power to seek assistance and support for the prosecution of
the Wars. Nigerians responded positively but in expectation
of self-rule some day. Increasingly, Nigerians were getting
The

were
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education in Europe and America and were being exposed to
Western influence. There was a vibrant press to expose the
injustices inherent in the colonial administration. In time, the

British carne to recognize, if slowly, the necessity of leading
the country to independence. The political class was patriotic
to place the national unity and independence above
cultural and ethnic divide. This lesson has not been as

enough
our

evident since

independence.
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