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22
Ethnic Grouping and Political Development: 

1914 Amalgamation and its Aftermath: A 
Historical Appraisal

Habeeb A. Sanni / Bashir O. Animashaun

Introduction

PPRIOR TO 1914, THERE WAS NO NATION KNOWN COLLECTIVELY 

as Nigeria. The people existed as separate traditional po-

litical entities with varying degrees of autonomy, which 

enabled the individual states to operate as big empires or, in some 

cases, as stateless societies. However, from the mid 19th centu-

ry, when the British intervened in the politics of Lagos and fol-

lowed this up with the Cession Treaty of 1861, there began a pro-

cess which was to have profound effects on the heterogeneous 
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communities that were later fused together to become Nigeria in 

1914.

The unending quest of the British representatives to estab-

lish spheres of influence on behalf of the home government led 

to gradual annexation of separate independent territories, such 

as the Coast Protectorate (later, Oil Rivers Protectorate), created 

in 1891, and the Royal Niger Company, the equivalent of North-

ern Nigeria. The need to reconcile these territories under one po-

litical unit became imperative for the British, which decided to 

amalgamate the various administrative units into one country. 

This work looks at the amalgamation of the various entities lead-

ing up to 1914 by interrogating the various factors for such deci-

sion and see how this had impacted, positively or otherwise, on 

the country’s political development.

Amalgamation and the Emergence of Ethnic Groups
The artifice of 1914 through the Amalgamation process is what 

today is referred to as Nigeria—a name the journalist Flora Shaw 

coined from “Niger residents.” Frederick Lugard, a former High 

Commissioner of the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria did the 

Amalgamation and became the first Governor-General, ruling 

till 1919. Just as he married Ms. Shaw, he married together the 

Southern and Northern Protectorates to form Nigeria, purely for 

administrative convenience, even though it was not politically ex-

pedient to do so. Although opinions vary on the reasons for amal-

gamation, it is expedient to infer that irrespective of the seeming 

differences, the need for easy administration of the various com-

ponents that fell under British suzerainty and exploitation of re-

sources therein remain incontrovertible. 

A detailed analysis of these opinions need not delay us, but 
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in a nutshell, it could be viewed from two main perspectives. 

Those who view the Amalgamation as an attempt to tackle the 

problem of financial administration of the North (Tamuno 1972, 

1981; Olaniyan and Alao, 2003). The ports in the South would 

provide the needed administrative cost for the Northern region. 

Thus, the North, for reasons that had to do largely with the eco-

nomic insolvency, was amalgamated into the more economically 

viable South. This was done without any consultation with the 

people of the affected areas (Tamuno 1981). The reference to eco-

nomic insolvency of the North as a major factor of Amalgama-

tion had however been considered a misnomer by some scholars 

who believe that prior to British subjugation of the North, the re-

gion had been the hub of trans-Saharan trade, and revenue were 

generated through imports and exports, which Pax Britannica 

seemed to have attenuated (Bala and Abba, 2000; Abubakar 2002). 

The Amalgamation itself met on ground a severely frag-

mented concept of nationhood. The Berlin Conference of 1884–

1885, where African nations were partitioned, led to the formation 

of states in Africa without recourse to the content and context 

of nationhood. This practice saw the Yoruba nation, for instance, 

scattered around states like Nigeria, Togo, Benin and Ghana. The 

Qua and Efik people in the Cross River estuary are also victims. 

Today, some of them are in Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea. 

Hausa-Fulani nation is scattered all around Nigeria, Chad, Niger, 

and even as far as Mali. This development has left in its wake a 

shattered concept of statism which could prevent ultimately the 

emergence of national consciousness.

The greatest challenge before the present crop of historians 

is how to locate the old Songhai Empire. This search could lead to 

the establishment of that original map in Africa before the expe-
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rience of Berlin. Perhaps Songhai is the collection of the original 

Hausa–Fulani nation.

Nigeria is now in existence, and as the popular cliché goes, 

the rest is history. The problem of insecurity in Nigeria is prevail-

ing and now we must look to history as our guide to unraveling 

the puzzle and possible solution. It has been said earlier that Nige-

ria came into being in 1914, but it should be added here that that 

only existed in the consciousness of the colonizers who merged 

the two protectorates. It had no meaning to Nigerians, really, un-

til the mid-1940s through 1950. Until then North and South had 

no reason to interact politically, until the Ibadan Constitutional 

Conference of 1950, when the North made demands that were not 

acceptable to the two other regions. The emirs of Zaria and Kat-

sina threatened the amalgamation if the North was not given fifty 

percent representation in the proposed House of Representatives 

on the grounds that the region contained half of the population of 

the whole country. The region also demanded a per-capita based 

revenue allocation (Olusanya 1980). Thus for more than three de-

cades of its existence, Nigeria had nothing to threaten it until na-

tional politics began. At this juncture, it is important to point out 

that even the whole idea of major ethnic groups in Nigeria began 

also with the introduction of politics to Nigerians. Before the con-

stitutional changes of the early 1950s that foreshadowed the de-

colonization period, the term “major ethnic groups” had no place 

in the political lexicon; the term was generated during 1952–1960 

political processes that prepared the nation for Independence 

from British rule (Ekeh 1996). These eight years marked a clear 

departure from the apolitical circumstances of colonialism.

What we call major ethnic groups today used to be just twen-

ty-four provinces, since the indirect rule system of the British re-
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ally discouraged mass politics and the system ensured this by 

emphasizing cultural distinction of disparate kinship groupings. 

This point really shows why we did not have an evolution of any 

nationwide political tradition. The idea was to prevent a possible 

mass action that could lead to unraveling of British rule in Ni-

geria. Therefore, as part of decolonization process, these twen-

ty-four provinces were regrouped into three— North, West and 

East—each with central powers over the provinces thus placed 

under it during the constitutional changes that began from 1951 

through 1954, with accompanying popular elections. 

In the West, Yoruba emerged; in the East, the Igbo took ad-

vantage of their greater population to emerge as the new ma-

jority power holders in this zone. In the North, the legacy of the 

Sokoto Caliphate and its Islamic traditions bore handsome re-

ward as the Fulani aristocrats and their Hausa apologists came to 

prominence. This scheme left in the consciousness of Nigerians 

a number of “versuses,” namely: Islam versus Christianity, North 

versus South, Hausa nationalism versus Fulani interest, major-

ity versus minority, veto power versus controlling power, among 

many of such schisms.

Ethnicity and Power Struggle
The word ethnicity is fast losing its natural meaning in the con-

sciousness of Nigerians. If in doubt, ethnicity relates to cultur-

al features of a peopLe; about the distinctive cultural traits of a 

society. These can either be linguistic, racial, religious and heri-

tage, all sharing atavistic loyalties. Thus it is natural for people to 

be ethnically designated as Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa, Ijaw, Fulani. In 

mathematics, the word perpendicular means normal; ethnicity, 

as natural as it is, is not normal in the Nigerian context. Ethnic-
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ity became seriously politicized with the decision of the British 

to hand over political power gradually by granting internal self-

government to the regional legislatures while retaining power at 

the center. This began with the introduction of the Richards Con-

stitution of 1946. 

Arthur Richards, sole author of that constitution, was of 

the opinion that the country falls naturally into three regions—

North, West, East—each of which differs widely in customs, in 

outlook and in their traditional system of government. Although 

the introduction of regional arrangement as the basis of political 

participation received outright condemnation from the only na-

tional political party of the time, the N.C.N.C. (National Council 

of Nigeria and the Cameroons), however, the same party had to 

blaze the trail in the creation of party politics along ethnic lines. 

This began gradually when Nnamdi Azikiwe led his Igbo people 

out of the N.Y.M. in 1941 and it became accentuated when he took 

over the mantle of leadership of the N.C.N.C. after the death of 

Herbert Macaulay in 1946 (Akinjogbin 2002). Subsequently, party 

formations during the decolonization period were based on eth-

nic coloration. The Action Group emerged as the successor of the 

Egbe Omo Oduduwa, with Yoruba appeal, and the N.P.C. (North-

ern Peoples Congress) with a Hausa–Fulani followership. 

This shifted the center of political activity to the regions 

where real governmental power could be had. A scramble for a 

regional base of power ensued. Once this began, ethnicity was 

thus politicized. This was inevitable because the three regions 

coincided with the geographical location of the three major eth-

nic groups, and because each of these ethnic groups was clearly 

dominant in each region, ethnic politics became a major catalyst 

for political association. In Nigeria, ethnicity is close-combative 
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consciousness. Now, because of the level of our political develop-

ment, appeals to ethnicity and other primordial sentiments fur-

ther remove our political life from issue-based politics. Ethnicity 

is indeed a structural problem, to the extent that North and South 

started relating in 1952 in spite of the Amalgamation of 1914, to 

the extent that Nigeria attained Independence in 1960 and not 

much earlier, to the extent that the Civil War broke out, from 1967 

through 1970, to the extent that military rule continued (with few 

interludes) till 1999, to the extent that we have zoning as a politi-

cal elixir, and to the extent, largely, that zoning system for politi-

cal office is being challenged.

The Political Stability Problem
One lesson from theories of nation building is that the economy 

must be separated from the political, but the theorists are yet to 

resolve which is the superstructure, politics or economy? Econ-

omists tell us how many millionaires or billionaires a country’s 

economy is capable of producing. According to Nyerere, the econ-

omy of Tanzania during his time could produce just four million-

aires. So what happened if we had 20 millionaires in Tanzania? To 

resolve this, all genuine wealth of an individual should be traced 

to the gross of his economic activities, but what happens where a 

man’s wealth is traced to his political activities, then? It is not cer-

tain today the number of millionaires and billionaires that exists 

in Nigeria. It is thus most uncertain to know the source of their 

wealth, but we do know that most of our businessmen are in poli-

tics and most politicians are businessmen. 

As is often discovered, the state is now business partner to 

the organized private sector. This, in the main, also explains why 

Nigeria’s economy sloops like a single-master sailing boat, pro-
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ducing commercialists as against industrialists. This explains 

why political power is so highly valued. It is important to cap-

ture control of the Nigerian state; this political leverage provides 

for the ruling class an economic base. The politician uses control 

of state power to amass wealth in an attempt to consolidate his 

material base to the extent that political power is now the estab-

lished way to wealth. Those who win state power can have all the 

wealth they want even without working, while those who lose the 

struggle for state power cannot have security in the wealth they 

have made even by hard work. The capture of state power inevi-

tably becomes a matter of life and death. 

Structurally, politics in Nigeria is designed to make people 

rich. Whether by way of salary or emolument, allowances and 

votes; from the councillors to the president, no one can be impov-

erished after traversing the land of blessing and pleasure. This 

is one reason why our politics is so intense, anarchic and violent.

Nigeria’s political history illustrates this. No sooner did we 

become independent than the high premium on power begin to 

threaten it with disintegration. Our very first election was marked 

by lawless and violent campaigns and, expectedly, ended in seri-

ous crisis. Soon, ethnicity crept in it. What could not be done civ-

illy was done militarily, and by 1966 the country was already on 

the precipice of collapse.

From 1970 till date, it would be an unfair assessment to say 

that Nigeria is experiencing political instability. Nigeria’s politics 

is stable, but it is only when a particular ethnic group is in power. 

Because that particular ethnic group is in power for so long, so 

long is our political stability. Whenever there is instability, how-

ever, the ethnic group is out of power. The North, by whatever po-

litical source, holds political sway. Coleman’s Background to Na-
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tionalism had presented us a robust explanation of how the North 

woke from its lethargy and since then the region seems to have 

consolidated its hold on state power and control.

Presently, what we call insecurity in Nigeria seems to be di-

rect reference to the Boko Haram assault on the state. The orga-

nization is daily headlining our news with tales of onslaught and 

brigandage. Since the sect is yet to make demands on the basis of 

its agitation, it is difficult to state the objective of the sect; all we 

can do is to make inferences. The sect that started as a religious 

pressure group, with open declaration of hatred for Western civi-

lization, appears to include attack on political process as a corner-

stone of its agitation. 

A question crucial to many discerning minds on our poli-

tics over the years is, can we deal with the problem of political 

instability and insecurity without really looking at the democra-

tization process in Nigeria as a whole? What is clear is that there 

are some groups who have decided that free-floating democracy 

is dangerous for their survival and have used their considerable 

resources to disrupt the democratic processes. Michael Chege, of 

the Carter Center, once identified four stages of measurement of 

commitment to democratic values in Africa. He evaluated strong 

democracy as the strength of commitment as demonstrated by 

substantive incorporation of democratic processes by devolution 

of power and by gradual or wholesale abandonment of party mo-

nopolies. Moderate democracy, he said, is measured by cautious 

and preliminary steps toward institutionalization or pluralism. 

Ambiguous democratic process is when the ruling elite’s commit-

ment to democracy is precarious, unclear and clearly a ruse. Di-

rected democracy is a system in which formal institutions and 

practices of constitutional democracy are present. In practice, 
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however, the extensive powers of the ruler, party, or regime sure-

ly limit contestation by individuals, organized groups, legislative 

assemblies and the judiciary. The final evaluation is contested de-

mocracy, which is where there is dispute over the group of people 

or institutions constituting governance (Rouke 2009).

From the above analysis, directed democracy could best ex-

plain the stage of Nigeria’s democratic development. In a direct-

ed democracy, an individual or group can act as contour to dem-

ocratic development, exhibiting serious breaches of democratic 

tenets. The real cause of instability and insecurity in Nigeria is 

that groups have continued to circumvent the democratic pro-

cess, such that the process becomes irrevocably weakened. These 

undemocratic variants that ab initio are responsible for destruc-

tion of institutional values can no longer turn to the same shred-

ded institution to seek redress. It all began with Isaac Adaka 

Boro, who in 1966, ever before the Civil War, planned secession of 

the Niger Delta because of activities of oil companies in the area. 

On a rather larger scale, the militants of the Niger Delta emerged 

in the mid-1990s confronting head-on the Nigerian state on the is-

sues of neglect of the region, despite it being responsible for the 

bulk of the nation’s revenue.

The emergence of Boko Haram introduced a new twist en-

tirely to the issue of instability and insecurity in Nigeria. More 

than any group before it, the widespread claim of religious con-

text of its agitation makes the Boko Haram a development that 

threatens Nigeria’s political future with chaos and decline. One 

wonders what the sect actually wants, more especially when am-

nesty is being profferred to them, and their outright rejection of 

same.
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Conclusion
From the foregoing analysis, it could be seen that colonialism and 

its attendant exploitative tendencies was one of the major fac-

tors for the lumping together of the disparate groups that were 

later referred to as Nigerians. Although the process of its emer-

gence had been linked to the 1914 artifice championed by Freder-

ick Lugard, the idea of amalgamation began much earlier in 1893, 

when the Oil Rivers Protectorate was transformed through amal-

gamation to become Niger Coast Protectorate. Thus the 1914 de-

velopment was a completion of a well-thought-out plan aimed at 

solving the colonial government’s unwillingness to use the home 

government resources to service its satellites. 

However, ethnic politics could be linked to constitutional 

developments of the decolonization era which had ever since be-

come a reality of our political development. While Amalgamation 

could be seen as remotely responsible for this political contrap-

tion called Nigeria, it is necessary for us to try to forge ahead as a 

nation by trying to look at the lessons inherent in the Amalgama-

tion exercise itself. After all, Nigeria is not the only multiethnic 

federation in the world. We must learn to live together irrespec-

tive of our diversity. The first step toward peace in Nigeria and 

Africa is for all ethnic groups, whether minor or major, to seek 

the practice of true federalism. This is a reformist restructuring 

which should ensure that the smaller political units surrender 

some of their political power to the central government, relying 

on it to act for the common good. The word “federal” comes from 

the Latin term fidere, meaning “to trust.” As we march toward a 

better Nigeria, it is hoped that those that we entrust with our fu-

ture will act for the common good of all Nigerians.
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