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Abstract 

The creation of Nigeria as a ‘nation-state’ from above by the British colonial masters has 

robbed the nation of genuine national unity due to the absence of national consciousness on 

one hand, and the erection of a ‘state-nation’ in place of the desired ‘nation-state’, on the 

other hand. The paper argues that since the nation-building project in Nigeria is not only 

fragile, but unfinished, there is the need for a revisit of the relevance of history in the project, 

because an efficient nation-building begins with a general mobilization of both the elites and 

the masses in the creation of the desired nation, and an unquestioned loyalty to it as the 

examples of 18th century France, and 19th century Germany have shown. For Nigeria’s 

nation-building project to succeed, there ought to be a recourse to “historical 

consciousness” as a means to inculcating national consciousness, by espousing how social 

and economic factors in pre-colonial and post-colonial Nigeria enabled interaction among 

the multi-ethnic groups to solve common problems which the British intrusion generated.  
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Introduction 

Historically, nation building in the sense in which individuals either volitionally or 

forcefully identified themselves with a collective be it a village, a Kingdom, an empire, a 

State or a nation is instinctive among human beings because it is driven by the need for 

security. Human beings who lack food, shelter, company, freedom, or liberty are insecure 

people whose behaviors naturally turn towards devising relevant institutions that solve the 

problems. As knuttla explained, institutions are not only buildings, places and physical 

locations, but more importantly social arrangements for dealing with human needs, drives and 

problems.1 

Since human beings evolve institutions to satisfy felt needs, and that they differ 

culturally and physically then political institutions need not be uniform since each community 

develops institutions peculiar to its needs. It was only with the intellectual ascendency of the 

Western European civilization over the years that the idea of ranking humans according to 

physical and cultural attributes was unleashed. European racist scholarship therefore assumed 

that societies progress linearly from tribe to city-state and empire, while the development of 

nation-state system considered as the highest form of political organization is said to have 

evolved in the medieval Western World in the 12th and 13th centuries .2 Although the origin 

of the concept of a „ nation-state ’ is undoubtedly Western, its characteristics are not entirely 

Western as some pre-colonial African political institutions show. Abraham has correctly 

argued that since historical circumstances in Africa and Asia are different from those of 

Europe, different institutions can be devised to accommodate the same ideals in different 

circumstances.3 In pre colonial Nigeria, political developments in Sokoto Caliphate, Oyo, 

Kanem Bornu, and Benin are comparable to those of 12th century Western Middle Ages 

where powerful monarchs with the active participation of the people built nation states 

without regard to common tribe or cultural background,4 contrary to the contention of Khon 

that the nation state structure is a product of 17th and 18th century Europe.5 But as Van 

Baumer rightly posited, no single date or man or generation or century marks a sudden break 

with past modes of thinking.6 Thus it is this tendency to present historical processes 

discretely that explains Khon’s delineation of 17th and 18th centuries as the origins of nation 

states in England and France respectively. Khon’s proposition is therefore a historical for two 

reasons: firstly, historical developments do not proceed discretely to permit demarcation 

between medieval or modern but move is an unbroken flow such that the proceeding epoch 

contains the seeds that germinate in the next epoch which renders the demarcation spurious. 



 

3 
                              https://rijhis.com 

 

RIMA International Journal of Historical Studies (RIJHIS)    Vol. 1 No. 1 January 2018 

 

Secondly, neither in the Oyo Empire, nor in the Sokoto Caliphate was the State 

considered as King’s State as in Britain of the Tudors or France in the ancient regime. In Oyo 

it was the duty of the Oyo Mesi to check Alafinite tyranny which was rampant in the 17th and 

18th centuries as depicted in the reign of Alafin Awole who ascended the throne in 1789, the 

year of the French Revolution. He was as weak and tyrannical as Louis XVI in France, and 

both suffered similar fate. Awole’s tyranny was challenged by the Oyo Mesi with the support 

of the populace and was forced to commit suicide as enshrined in the Oyo constitution, while 

in France Louis XVI faced the combined resistance of the Third Estate and was guillotined in 

1793.7 

Similarly, in the Sokoto Caliphate the institution “Sharia ’ prevented the Caliph from 

turning the Caliphate in to a king’s state as in England under the Tudors or France under 

Louis XIII. The Caliph is bound by the Sharia, and since Islam prescribes acquisition of 

knowledge (religious and secular) as compulsory on every Muslim, the whole community is 

the watchdog of governance according to Islamic principles with the jurists and scholars as 

the vanguard influencing both the ruling class and the general public towards conformity as 

Tijani and Tukur explained.8 

If the essence of the institution of a nation-state is to curtail the powers of the 

executive and promote the wellbeing of the ruled, then some pre¬colonial rulers in Sokoto, 

Oyo, Benin and Kanem-Bornu have functionally discharged their political obligations in 

relation to the welfare of their subjects more than the contemporary political elites in Nigeria, 

who in spite of the division of political powers, varied political parties, and periodic elections 

have successfully turned the state apparatus in to a wealth accumulation institution for their 

own benefit to the chagrin of the electorate that have been left to wallow in poverty and 

ignorance for easy manipulation and reproduction of the status quo. 

Moreover, if in a nation-state, sovereignty shifts from the king to the people, 9 then 

political developments in both Oyo and Sokoto qualify them as nation-states. In both Oyo 

and Sokoto the allegiance of the people is prerequisite for legitimacy. In the former it was the 

Oyomesi that convey the people’s withdrawal of allegiance to the Alafin, and then ask him to 

commit suicide accordingly, while in the latter it was Muslim scholars who understand the 

Sharia that spear head the withdrawal of allegiance to the Caliph, and the subjects follow suit. 

Thus in the Satiru revolt in Sokoto in 1906 the scholarly community justified the withdrawal 

of allegiance to Sultan Attahiru II for accepting to work with the European infidels unlike his 
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predecessor Caliph Attahiru I who fought them. Moreover, if sovereignty and nationalism are 

essential to the development of nation-state as posited by Stoessinger,10 then the pre-colonial 

Oyo and Sokoto are more qualified for the designation than contemporary Nigeria where neo-

colonialism and ethnic nationalism have reduced it to a ‘state-nation’ as opposed to a nation- 

state. Since this proposition shall be explained later in the paper, it suffices to argue that, 

most of the features of a nation-state in its Western European sense are lacking in Nigeria, 

and what President Jonathan said on the occasion of the 100 years of the amalgamation of 

Nigeria in 1914 is a testimony to the assertion “We are a nation of the future, not the past, 

and while we may have travelled a century, We are not yet at our destination.” 11 

Whatever message President Jonathan wanted to pass in the remark, the phrases ‘we 

are a nation of the future’ and ‘we are not yet at our destination’ suggest that the nation 

building project remains incomplete. Similarly, Professor Tam David West is quoted to have 

said that the 1914 amalgamation was not only a mistake, but Nigerians themselves are yet to 

get a nation since they don’t like themselves.12 Absence of national consciousness therefore 

is one of the major stumbling blocks inhibiting nation building and the emergence of nation-

state institution in Nigeria. In fact, to build Nigeria as a nation, national consciousness must 

be aroused which in turn depends on tuning historical consciousness derived from internal 

dynamics. The mere transplanting of foreign ideas and institutions hook and sinker without 

marriage with indigenous input does not work. The historical developments of Indians, 

Japanese, Malays and Chinese provide empirical evidence on the utility of historical 

consciousness in building sovereign nation hood in the wake of Western intrusion. Based on 

this preliminary introduction therefore, we posit the two main objectives of the paper: 

i. To account for the development of the state-nation institution rather than 

nation-state in post-colonial Nigeria 

ii. To explain the relevance of historical consciousness in the building of a 

nation-state institution in Nigeria. 

Analytical and Conceptual Issues in Nation Building 

A proper understanding of our subject matter hinges on a clear understanding of some 

key concepts: national consciousness; historical consciousness, nation-state and state-nation. 

However, it is beyond the scope of the paper to venture in to detailed discussion of these 

terms. All that concerns us here is to shed more light on the biased nature in the way they 



 

5 
                              https://rijhis.com 

 

RIMA International Journal of Historical Studies (RIJHIS)    Vol. 1 No. 1 January 2018 

 

have been conceptualized and applied universally in Western scholarship so as to show that 

Western civilization did not meet Nigeria in state of „tabula rasa’, and that some imported 

institutions and ideas have their indigenous counterparts albeit in different conceptualizations 

but similar functions. Our argument is that since history flows continuously and not discretely 

as already pointed out, the nation building project in Nigeria stemmed from internal and 

external factors in the same way that the Napoleonic imperialism stimulated internal 

dynamics in the emergence Germany and Italy as nation- states. It was along this line of 

thinking that Ade Ajayi plausibly argued that the British integration of the diverse Nigerian 

communities from 1861 to the 1914 amalgamation had a pre¬colonial antecedent.13 

i. Nationalism: As already hinted, we are not bothered by defining it in its 

Western sense alone since it lacks precise definition. Its relevance to the 

development of national consciousness and nation building however, 

necessitates a working definition which we have attempted are; 

According to Kohn, modern nationalism is „a state of mind, in which the 

supreme loyalty of the individual is felt to be due the nation state”.14 But what 

is the difference between loyalty to a family, tribe or a dynastic state and that 

of a nation- state? In fact, the only difference is that of scale of the political 

entity and not the mind of the individual members. Thus, whereas the feeling 

of loyalty is the independent variable in the development of nationalism, it is 

the political structure (tribe, city-state, dynasty, nation-state etc) that 

constitutes the dependent variable such that in the last analysis it is the feeling 

that shifts in line with the territorial scope from a tribe to a nation- state. 

Impliedly therefore, true loyalty to the nation germinates from loyalty to the 

family from where it spreads to clan, kingdom, empire or nation-state. 

 

In a similar vein Stoessinger who considered ‘nationalism’ as an essential 

component of a nation hood, defined it in its broadest sense as ‘a people’s 

sense of collective destiny through a common past, and the vision of a 

future’.15 But the problem with this definition stems from ‘collective destiny’ 

an idea that cultivates a feeling of superiority or a chosen race as found in the 

United States imperialism to make the world safe for democracy or as Hitler 

used it to assert the superiority of the Aryan race to whom, all others should 
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submit. Thus when Azikiwe addressed the Igbo State Union in 1948 and 

declared that ‘the God of Africa created the Igbo nation to lead the children of 

African out of bondage’,16 it was viewed with suspicion by other Nigerians 

not only as parochial but a pointer to Igbo superiority and the inferiority of the 

others. It was partly in reaction to the pronouncement that the Egbe Omo 

Oduduwa was launched 1948 by the Yoruba, and Jamiyar mutanan Arewa in 

1949 by the peoples of Northern Nigeria to stymie the perceived Igbo 

domination, leading to the consolidation of ethnic politics in the wake of 

Richards Constitution of 1946.  

Finally, Coleman’s definition is not better either, because according to him, 

nationalism is a ‘ consciousness of belonging to a nation (existent or in the 

realm of aspiration) or a nationality, and a desire, as manifest in sentiment and 

activity, to secure or maintain its welfare, prosperity and integrity, and to 

maximize its political autonomy. 17 The main problem with this definition 

however lies in the concept of ‘nation’ which can be viewed broadly in which 

the smaller component units are brought together to build one nation as it 

happened in the unification of Germany and Italy, or narrowly in which a large 

political entity is subdued by sub-nationalism inimical to the survival of a 

nation-state such as the Azikiwe’s reference to Igbo nation in 1948 or the 

creation of Biafra nation which some Igbo are still agitating for. 

In the light of what is said, therefore, our conception of nationalism in the 

paper is simply: a people’s sense of a collective past, and a vision of a future 

that guarantees the survival of the political entity. In this definition, the use of 

‘collective past’ and the goal of ‘survival’ are meant to blur the racist 

definition which distinguished between traditional and modern forms of 

nationalism to justify the superiority of the modern and condemnation of the 

traditional. Whatever status we assign to modernity, the fact remains that it 

owes its rise to traditional ingredients. Emotions and sentiments are triggered 

by factors that have no consideration for time but circumstance. Liberty, 

equality, oppression etc are not time bound. The 1906 Satiru revolt in Sokoto, 

the Aba women riots in 1929, and the anti-SAP riots by workers and students 

in 1986 are causally the same since their common denominator is perceived 

oppression of the state against its subjects. 
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ii. Nation: A ‘nation’ in its Western European sense as Cobban posited is a 

product of 18th century when the tendencies of free individual choice, and the 

consciousness of inherited traditions and values of communal life were fused, 

and it has two senses: cultural entity based on language; and a political entity 

based on the idea of democracy. He then defined a nation as ‘ any territorial 

community, the members of which are conscious of themselves as members of 

a community, and wish to maintain the identity of the community’.18 But one 

problem with this definition is that it applies more correctly to a homogenous 

community where one language is spoken, and which could easily provide a 

criterion for community identity rather than a multicultural community where 

a common identity could be problematic, as in the case with Nigeria. 

Coleman, however defined a nation as ‘a large group of people who feel that 

they form a single and exclusive community destined to be an independent 

state, and it has three criteria:  

a. Largeness in scale excluding principalities, city states and small tribal 

societies. 

b. The existence of in-group sentiment and belief that the nation 

constitutes the terminal community.  

c. The assumption of a national destiny of independent statehood in the 

modern world. 

 

He then posited that neither Nigeria nor any of its three Regions qualifies to be 

called a nation, although he accepted the application of ‘nationality’ to social 

groups larger than a tribe.19 But a critical examination of the two propositions 

reveals the following: Firstly, neither in definition nor in origin can the 

concept of a nation and what constitutes it can be the exclusive preserve of the 

West. For instance in Psalm (33:12) God said, ‘Blessed is the nation whose 

God is the LORD’. And in the Holy Quran in (49:13) Allah says, ‘We have 

created you from a male and a female, and made you in to nations and tribes, 

that you may know one another...’These scriptural verses have clearly shown 

that reference to the concept of a ‘nation’ irrespective of its attributes, which 
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are equally subjective, preceded the 18th century as Cobban posited. Secondly 

the attributes of largeness, in-group sentiment, and independence were 

prevalent in pre-colonial Sokoto Caliphate whose territorial size extended to 

Kanem Bornu, Yoruba land, and the republics of Benin, Cameroons, Burkina 

Faso and Niger. Its in-group sentiment was Islam and its sovereignty was 

reflected in the willingness of its subjects to identify with Caliph Attahiru I at 

Burmi and to sacrifice their lives in defense of the Caliphate. 

 

Thirdly, even the Cobban’s definition of a nation fits the Sokoto Caliphate 

squarely because it was a community in which the members are conscious of 

being part of the Caliphate and its Islamic identity. Thus when Lugard wrote 

to Caliph Abdulrahman on the treaties between the British and the Caliphate, 

Abdulrahman as a sovereign ruler informed Lugard that he was willing to go 

to war in defense of the Caliphate, while the next Caliph Attahiru I (1902-

1903) with a large number of peasantry fought the British at Burmi in which 

the Caliph and 590 of his followers were killed.20 

Finally, the criterion of ‘a single exclusive community’ which Coleman 

posited in his definition is untenable in practice because by ‘exclusiveness’ 

Cobban argued: 

 

…….implies. the dogma of homogeneity, the belief that the whole world can 

be divided amongst separate homogeneous division of human race, .is patently 

not true.21  

In the light of the issues discussed above we will contend with an operational 

definition provided by Leeds who defined a nation simply ‘as a group of 

people who consider themselves as one’.22 The utility of this definition lies in 

its applicability to any collective whether large as required in Coleman’s 

definition or not, and whether exclusive or not. Also unlike Cobban’s 

definition which requires an identity for a national collective, Leeds definition 

is applicable to a diverse collective with diverse identities provided they 

consider themselves as one. Finally the definition qualifies pre-colonial 
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Sokoto, Oyo, Benin, Kanem-Bornu as well as Nigeria to be categorized as 

nations. 

iii. Nation state: The conceptual ambiguities that surround the concepts of a 

‘nation’ and a ‘state’ were not resolved by the coinage of a nation¬state 

concept. Also it is difficult to universalize the sequence as to which one comes 

first, because in Germany the nation came before the state, while in France the 

state created the nation.23' Moreover, a state can exist without nationality, 

while a nation can also exist without a state.24 A nation-state is a product of 

the articulation of the state as defined by a territory, a people, and a 

government, with the nation as defined by common consciousness among the 

people.25  

A nation-state has three attributes: it is politically organized; sovereign; and 

socially cohesive.26 But as already hinted, these attributes were manifest in in 

pre-colonial Oyo and Sokoto which were sovereign and socially cohesive by 

the bonds of Oduduwa in Oyo and Sharia in Sokoto. The only difference 

between them and the nation¬states in Western Europe was their political 

organizations which by Western standards were despotic, and lacked freedom, 

liberty, and representative government. Burns, in contrasting pre-colonial and 

colonial Nigeria, remarked that the politically organised British administration 

stood between the long suffering peasantry and their hereditary tyrants.27 

iv. State-nation: Whereas the Western European nation -states developed from 

the changes that occurred in the Middle Ages either from the activities of 

monarchs inspired by the spirit of nationalism, or the subjects propelled by the 

urge to secure freedom and representation in the state, the state- nation 

institution in Africa was a product of colonialism. In making the distinction 

between the nation-state and state-nation, Rejai and Enloe argued that it was 

the colonial state that inspired the local nationalism and then created the state-

nation.28 Unlike in Western Europe where nationalism permeated the society, 

the local nationalism in a colonial state-nation was confined to a few Western 

educated elite whose mission was to take over the seats of the colonial 

masters. Thus it was the colonial state (Britain) that created the state-nation 

(Nigeria) from above rather than populace from below in contrast to France 
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where indigenous nationalists and the Third Estate brought down the 

monarchy or in Italy where the nationalists: Mazzini, Garibaldi, and Cavour 

spear headed the creation of the nation-state. 

Also, whereas a nation-state enjoys internal and external sovereignty, the 

state-nation depends largely on its former colonial master in neo¬colonial 

bondage. Moreover, unlike the nation- state where nationalism and national 

consciousness provided the impetus for national unity, the state-nation is 

usually threatened by parochialism and disunity. 

Nigeria as a State-Nation 

Detailed explanation on the emergence of Nigeria as a state-nation is beyond the 

scope of the paper because of its long historical trajectory stemming from the conquest of 

Lagos in 1851 to the annexation of Sokoto in 1903. We shall therefore confine the discussion 

to the delineation of the main features of a state-nation. In so doing, we shall use the 

annexation of Lagos to demonstrate the process through which sovereign political entities are 

transformed in to state nations. 

In Lagos the dynastic dispute between the ruling Kosoko and Akitoye, the challenger 

enabled the British Consul, Beecroft to intervene in support of Akitoye. Beecroft with the 

support of European traders and missionaries in Lagos jointly labeled Kosoko a slave trader 

and usurper, and then equipped Akitoye with arms to defend his claim to the throne of Lagos. 

With the British help therefore, Akitoye asserted himself over his rivals. But as Fajana and 

Biggs argued, Kosoko must be regarded as one of the earliest Nigerian ‘nationalists.’ 29 With 

this development therefore Kosoko lost his sovereignty, while Akitoye became a puppet not 

in the service of his people, but his over lord, the British. 

From this episode, the nature of a state-nation could be deduced: loss of sovereignty 

and absence of nationalism. The nation-state loses its ability to assert its independence in its 

relations with other nation-states, and to garner the loyalty of its citizenry. What qualities 

Nigeria as a state-nation therefore stems from its weak sovereignty among others. As 

Stoessinger rightly pointed out, sovereignty goes beyond the ability of a state to maintain 

authority over its subjects but its ability to defend and protect its national interest in 

international relations.30 
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Since foreign policy is partly a reflection of the strength of a national economy, which 

depends on science and technology, then the stronger the economy, the stronger the 

bargaining power in foreign policy. When Britain started the Industrial Revolution by 

exploiting science and technology its naval superiority enabled her not only to maintain its 

internal sovereignty through the control of its citizens, but also destroyed the sovereignty of 

weaker nations which were either reduced to colonies, dependencies or preferential trade 

areas. As Szentes argues, the rise of global capitalism which industrialization unleashed 

works in a dialectical and asymmetrical relation of dependence of the weak nations on the 

stronger ones.31 

Accordingly therefore, the relationship between Britain and Nigeria was 

asymmetrical. Britain blocked the indigenous nation building processes in Sokoto, Oyo, 

Benin, and Kanem-Bornu by branding the expansionist wars as slave raiding wars, which had 

reduced the polities to chaos and anarchy on which British intervention built peace and order. 

But the real motivation in the conquest and creation of Nigeria was to secure raw materials 

and and a large market for the British capitalists to exploit profitably. Ekundare reasoned that 

British found Nigeria attractive because it has the largest concentration of natural and human 

resources on the continent.32 

The colonial state therefore concentrated its attention in maintaining law and order 

rather than creating a civilized nation-state, for the production of raw materials: palm oil, 

cotton, peanuts, cocoa, and skins, coal, tin, petroleum etc, and the importation of textiles, 

bicycles, cars, drinks etc. 

The Nigeria’s independence in 1960 did not restore its sovereignty which hinges more 

on a strong economy built on science and technology rather than a strong parliament. In her 

external relations she remained tied to British interests under a neo-colonial arrangement. As 

a dependent state-nation Nigeria becomes an arena for Britain and other developed countries 

to procure raw materials and consumers; conduct research or export research findings, 

technology, and semi-skilled labour, according to the capacity of export revenues to sustain. 

Thus, characterizing the Nigerian society in 1977, Usman identified three basic features. 

i. The exploitation of the labour and wealth through the export of raw materials 

and importation of manufactured goods organized and run by Western 

capitalism and Nigerian intermediaries. 
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ii. The high remuneration that went to the Nigeria intermediaries composed of 

bureaucrats and business men collectively called dependent bourgeoisie for 

running and maintaining the system. 

iii. The system of confusing and dividing the masses of Nigerians by these 

intermediaries, closely supported by Western imperialism through the 

manipulation of ethnic and religious differences with a view to immobilize the 

peasantry and workers permanently through a very low level of political 

consciousness, organization and activity.33 

In essence, these intermediaries whether military or civilian constitute the executive 

arm of the state- nation whose dependence on the developed nation-states, and world 

capitalism for survival robbed them and the nation of sovereignty. This explains the logic 

behind President Obasanjo’s frequent foreign trips to lure investors, and to market what he 

called the “New Nigerian product”, but which received public condemnation for draining the 

public purse,34 rather than foreign investment. After all what has Nigeria got apart from raw 

materials and consumers which are known to everybody? Thus all the efforts that President 

Obasanjo made to transform the Nigeria’s economy from 1999 to 2007 yielded nothing 

except in mobile phones consumption. His promise to generate 10,000 mega watts of 

electricity delivered less than 4,000; 

textile industries declined to 26 from 170 in 1980s. Lack of foreign support to his 

government policies to change the Nigerian commercial comprador capitalists to industrial 

capitalists failed due to the reluctance of the international oil companies to invest in oil 

refining and development of infrastructure in favour of exporting crude oil and gas. 35 

President Obasanjo’s attempt to transform the Nigerian economy from its colonial 

commercial setting to an industrial one is not the first. At a public lecture in Kano in 1950, 

Aminu Kano urged the Colonial Government to import more machinery and less whiskey, 

while the Sardauna, Ahmadu Bello asked the foreign firms in Sokoto (UAC, HACO, 

GBO,NTC etc) to industrialize the town, but were ignored.36 

Apart from weak sovereignty Nigeria is also reduced to a state-nation by the absence 

of a true nationalism that transcends ethnic and regional patriotism. A number of factors 

inhibited the development of broad-based nationalism in the colonial and post-colonial eras. 

Firstly, from the onset the nationalism that developed under colonial rule initially focused on 
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African continent as it was dominated by non-Nigerians: Blyden, Jackson, Gurvey, Du Bois 

etc before it was gradually narrowed to Nigeria by the next generation nationalists such as 

H.O. Davies, Vaughan, Akinsanya, Eyo Ita, Azikiwe etc. Until the Richards Constitution of 

1946, nationalist activities were dormant in Northern Nigeria. Generally neither the Nigerian 

masses nor nationalist politicians identified themselves with a political entity called Nigeria 

despite the activities of Azikiwe’s NCNC which opened branches in urban centres of 

Northern Nigeria. 

The second factor was the colonial state’s adoption of Indirect Rule system which 

encouraged parochialism since it was based on the preservation of native institutions with 

little or no modification. By the time the Richards Constitution (1947) and the Federal 

Constitution (1954) were promulgated, most Nigerians thought in terms of exclusive tribes, 

ethnic groups and regions instead of a wider Nigeria. Unable to reach out to the electorate 

nationally, the politicians created regional parties and mobilized regional support to capture 

the centre through a coalition of parties. 

Thirdly, the British deliberately pursued the policy of divide and rule to weaken 

opposition. Western education was unevenly distributed between the North and the South in 

which the former was disadvantaged. Also, the North suffered severe economic loss when 

external trade shifted from the Sahara to the Atlantic, and the predominance of import-export 

trade rather than manufacturing. Consequently, Lagos and Southern Nigeria hither to isolated 

became the dominant players in international trade, and wealthier than the North. The 

dependence of the colonial on state on internally generated revenue particularly customs 

duties for economic and social development projects made Lagos the heart beat of the nation, 

and a hot cake as the Western Nigeria’s attempts to incorporate it was resisted by the other 

regions. This situation bred suspicion and even hatred between the North that was projected 

as conservative and poor, and the South which the North perceived as Europeanised 

Christians and arrogant. Also as Igbo and the Yoruba contested for political supremacy in the 

South the people of the Niger Delta were suspicious of Igbo domination in the same way the 

Edo of Benin resented Yoruba domination. Similarly in the North the people of the Middle 

Belt resisted what they perceived as domination by Islamic Sokoto Caliphate and its 

presumed Islamisation agenda, in the same Kanem- Bornu championed its separate identity 

from what she perceived as an imposing Caliphate. Moreover, in Kano the veteran Aminu 

Kano challenged the aristocratic hegemony pursued by Sardauna Ahmadu Bello. 
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Fourthly, there was no national historical consciousness. Already, the works of Hegel 

and Trevor Roper had posited Africa’s a historicity, and the colonial anthropologists who 

constructed the histories of the ethnic and tribal communities in Nigeria have designated ‘pre-

colonial history as dead and buried’,37 because it was a record of barbarity and chaos until 

the British intrusion restored order and civilization for history to take root. As Ayandele 

pointed out, it was this chaotic aspect of pre-colonial history that was resurrected in the 

colonial era to justify ethnic exclusiveness and absence of good neighborliness.38 

Finally, the nationalism that was espoused by the nationalist politicians was hollow 

because the bulk of the peasantry who would have made it compact was excluded. As Fanon 

argued with regard to Algeria that the rank and file of a nationalist party was urban dwellers 

who were interested in the betterment of their lot, and the peasantry was systematically 

disregarded in the nationalist propaganda.39 The nationalist struggles, therefore, despised the 

peasantry even though the enemy was one: colonialism. The inability of the nationalist 

politicians to coordinate the common grievances of workers and peasantry and provide a 

uniform command made their brand of nationalism not only hollow but weak. This explains 

the assertion that the independence was won on the flatter of gold on the wishes of Her 

Majesty, and not acquired by force of arms as the Americans had done. Thus on the occasion 

of the the First Independence Day Speech in October 1960, Balewa, having acknowledged 

that Nigeria emerged without bitterness or bloodshed, expressed his gratitude to Her Majesty 

Queen Elizabeth, friends in the Colonial Office, Princess Alexander of Kent, representatives 

of Regional Governments, missionaries, members of banking and commerce, and the public 

service.40 There was no mention of students, workers, and peasantry who physically 

challenged colonial rule and revolted against oppression which provided the regionalist 

politicians with the means to press for inclusive governance, and independence after wards. 

That bloodshed was avoided was due to two reasons: first, the rural movement was left to its 

own momentum as the nationalists despised armed conflicts even though they profited from 

it.41 Second, as Abraham explained, the generous granting of independence by the Western 

colonial powers was because political independence being different from economic 

independence does not threaten the metropolitan economic interests which are better 

achieved in a situation of political freedom, in addition to projecting the West as liberal and 

capitalism as a generous system as a hedge against Soviet communism.42 The political 

independence, therefore, is identical to the British abolitionists’ campaigns against slave trade 

which the parliamentary supported only after it was no longer profitable to the slave 
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merchants.43 The new industrial capitalists unlike the slavers were interested in raw 

materials and consumers of manufactured goods which are best achieved under conditions of 

free and paid labour. 

History and Nation Building in Nigeria: a Critical Review 

As the pseudo-nationalist movements that won independence for Nigeria lacked 

national consciousness, Ajayi drew attention to need for a national history of Nigeria which 

should be: 

‘...a synthesis... of the main developments ...in Nigeria... and 

among all the peoples and cultures as perceived from the 

perspective of national significance.’44 

Similarly, Ikimi has argued that for history to contribute to nation building, it should 

focus on neglected Nigerian groups that have been excluded in the main stream history, and 

to promote tolerance.45 This brand of synthetic and hegemonic history is akin to what Swai 

referred to as Western universal history that seeks to maintain exploitative relationship 

between the rulers and the ruled which robs the downtrodden masses the ability to develop 

critical consciousness, identify contradictions in prevailing situations, and liberate 

themselves. 46 Already, Ayandele has criticized the Nigerian history for its emphasis on the 

aristocracy at the expense of the masses. 47 

Therefore, a national history for nation building should not focus merely on 

amalgamating the histories (political) of the excluded ethnic groups as posited by Ajayi and 

Ikimi because it merely replicates the colonial territorial amalgamations which the British did 

not to foster national unity but to create a single vast market for the maximum exploitation of 

land and labour for her prosperity. To contribute to nation building, Nigerian history should 

unify the aristocratic branch with that of the masses so that the modernization policies of the 

political elite are balanced with the critically conscious electorate that are aware of social, 

political and economic contradictions, and strong enough to take action against forces of 

oppression, victimization, and exploitation.48 

Thus, only a balanced history could inculcate national consciousness as a prerequisite 

for nation building rather than national flag, national anthem, federal character, zoning of 

jobs and political offices, federal institutions, gender equality, creation of states and local 
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governments etc, most of which benefit the political elite rather than bring government closer 

to the people. In fact despite all these institutional innovations, national consciousness for 

effective nation building is still a mirage as Vice President, Aikhomu, remarked on the 

occasion of the 32nd Independence Anniversary symposium at Sheraton Hotel Abuja in 

October 1992, that the military Government had created more states and local governments to 

address the issue of national question, yet there remains the need for the evolution of a 

Nigerian man who would place the unity of the nation at par or above ethnicity, religion and 

self interest.49 But as Chabal and Daloz pointed out, the state in Africa is inefficient and 

patrimonial. The political elite deliberately institutionalised ‘disorder’ in state systems 

because the chaos permits accumulation of public wealth which provided the means for 

obligations to the kith and kin, clients, communities, regions and religion.50 In the same vein, 

Ikimi had decried the absence of any philosophy of equitable development of all Nigerians, 

and criticised the political elite for lack of political will to rise above ethnic politics and build 

a united Nigeria instead of concern with personal enrichment. 51 Moreover, Graft castigated 

the Nigerian bourgeoisie for failure to secure economic independence, and for being major 

agents of divisiveness and fragmentation. 52 

Since nation building is a collective process, then a true national history should focus 

on the inclusion of the contributions of the Nigerian masses in pre-colonial, colonial, and 

post-colonial Nigeria so as to espouse their relevance in the nation building process, and to 

inspire national consciousness. 

Nation Building and the Imperative of Historical Consciousness 

Since historical consciousness precedes the emergence of writing and nation hood 

then it must be one of the unique human attributes that is essential in community formation, 

and nation building. Historical consciousness is a function of human memory which 

according to psychologists is composed of two components: short term and long term. The 

short term memory which stores information for daily routines and immediate use has no 

relevance to history as a recollection of the past memories. But it is in the long term memory, 

the store house of permanent information adjudged to be useful to the existence of the 

individual and the community that historical consciousness is domiciled. In the early societies 

the collective memory of ancestors constitute the community’s history in which the 

established genealogy not only explains the origins of the community, but also the 

relationships among its constituent members.53 
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It was in order to cultivate historical consciousness among Africans that legends and 

local historical knowledge were handed down from generation to generation as part of the 

educational curriculum so as to develop a sense of belonging and to encourage active 

participation in family and community affairs.54 For instance among the Akans of Ghana 

heads of families were expected to be well-versed in the histories of their respective families, 

while at community level oral traditions preserved wars, migrations, genealogies, royal and 

clan successions.55 Oral traditions serve a variety of purposes: to renew group unity and 

solidarity, to settle disputes, and to preserve great personalities for upcoming generations to 

emulate. 

The idea of historical consciousness is therefore a common stock to all human beings 

because of its relevance to social existence where cooperation is required to solve common 

problems from security to nation building etc. Historical consciousness was a key component 

of nation building in Europe. In Russia for instance the historical works of Nikolai Karamzin 

(1765-1826) which recovered the Russian ancient institutions inspired pride in the father 

land, while in France, Guizot (1787- 1874) extolled the past French glories and stirred pride 

in the nation, and love of the father land.56 Thus, almost all the nation-states in Europe 

resorted to the past to build the present nation¬states. 

In Nigeria, the nation building project failed partly because of the predominance of an 

elitist historical consciousness which renders historical consciousness among the masses 

dormant, because their contributions in the development of the colonial and post-colonial 

economies and nation building processes have been ignored. The whole development 

processes in all its ramifications was anchored on the roles played by the indigenous political 

elite in collaboration with foreign governments, investors, philanthropists, and NGOs. Being 

left out historically, the diverse ethnic groups in the country develop aloofness and 

centrifugal tendencies which were only held together by the coercive gravity of the state 

itself, and hence the state- nation syndrome. 

In his characterization of the ingredients of nation-state building, Stoessinger 

enumerated three factors: sovereignty, collective identity through a common image of the 

past and future, and a definite territory. 57 But as already noted, Nigeria possessed only one 

of the three factors, namely - a definite territory. Sovereignty had been undermined by the 

incidents of under development from within, and neo-colonialism from without, while 
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collective identity has been fractured by excessive ethno-regional and religious sentiments in 

the absence national consciousness. 

Although, Stoessinger has singled out sovereignty as the foremost factor in nation 

building, yet a critical look at the factor of collective identity will reveal its paramountacy 

since people have to agree to come together first before they can assert their sovereignty. 

Now, what do we mean by historical consciousness? And what kind of historical 

consciousness fosters national consciousness? According Muller-Karpe, quoted in Cornelius, 

‘historical consciousness is a human community’s consciousness of its historicity, and 

history.58 Although Cornelius has considered this definition as narrow, yet its beauty lies in 

its application to societies and communities irrespective of their levels of development, and 

whether they are traditional or modern. 

With regard to Nigeria, therefore, if historical consciousness is concerned with the 

mental recollection of the origins of Nigeria (i.e historicity), and the circumstances that 

brought it in to being (i.e history) then what are the factors to be exploited to inculcate 

historical consciousness relevant to the rebuilding of Nigeria as a nation-state? To answer the 

question, we have proposed the following: 

1. The existence of a glorious past typified in the pre-colonial histories of the 

ethnic and linguistic groups that constitute Nigeria. These histories should be 

recovered, analyzed and propagated in books and the mass media. As Swai 

pointed out, the ancient, medieval and contemporary histories of Africa if 

properly constructed from the point of view of the masses would equip the 

Africans to confidently confront two issues: to answer the question that if 

initially Africans were in control of their social processes why are they not in 

control now? And to learn an important lesson in history that all humans 

struggle to tame nature, to resist oppression, and to search for correct 

knowledge.59 

2. The incidence of colonial exploitation and the heroic revolts of courageous 

rulers and communities should be brought to light. The examples of Jaja of 

Opobo, Nana of Itsekiri, Caliph Attahiru of Sokoto, Oba Ovonramwen of 

Benin, the Aro of Igbo land, the Aba women rioters, the Enugu coal miners, 

the Satiru rebels in Sokoto etc are worthy of recollection, reconstruction, and 
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propagation in the development of a new historical consciousness. The 

conflicts between the Nigerians and the British colonial state provide two 

basic lessons for inspiration to later generations: first, that there existed 

courageous Nigerians that were diametrically different from the nationalist 

politicians and traditional rulers who received the political independence on 

the flatter of gold at the discretion of the British. And secondly, their failure 

should inspire change of methodology appropriate to changing circumstances 

until the vision of a united, strong and self reliant nation-state is realized. 

3. The incidence of neo-colonial dependency which continues to haunt Nigeria, 

and which has resulted in the disaffection of majority of Nigerians irrespective 

of region, ethnicity or religion should be explained to all from the point of 

view of its colonial genesis to spur national patriotism and redirect attention 

from divisive ethno-regional and religious conflicts to the affront against 

poverty, under-development and dependence. For instance, Salami wondered 

why a Nigerian Federal Minister of Information pleaded with Britain to help 

Nigeria grow despite her abundant resources.60 Alarmed by the abject poverty 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, which Blair, the British Prime Minister described as „a 

scar on the conscience of the world’ pleaded with EU member states to make 

2005 a year of opportunity for Africa by cancelling its bad debt.61 But 

according to President Obasanjo poverty is not the problem afflicting Nigeria 

but poor leadership,62 which holds in the political sphere without debunking 

the position of the National Bureau of Statistics which shows that absolute 

poverty has been on the increase from 54.4% in 2004 to 60.9% in 2010.63 

Lamentably however, while Nigeria is scouting for British and Asian 

investors, it was the British Secretary for Trade and Industry, Alistair Darling 

who led a team of over 100 British business men to scout for investment in the 

booming Indian economy which in 2006 had become the second largest 

investor in Britain.64 

Since many Nigerians are unhappy with nation’s very low level of 

development while other countries such as India, Malaysia, etc have broken 

away from neo-colonial exploitation and under-development, the high level of 

frustration by Nigerians provides an opportunity for historians to explain to 
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the public of the genesis of what went wrong, and to engage the Nigerians in 

building a stronger nation. Already, an opinion poll in 2005 on the public 

satisfaction with government economic policies shows that 78% of the 

respondents faulted the policies for hurting majority of Nigerians and 

benefitting very few.65 Thus, it remains a challenge to historians to recollect, 

reconstruct and explain to the anxious despaired Nigerians why and how 

things went wrong, and engage them in building a true nation-state which will 

place the welfare of its citizens in the forefront of governance. Also 

comparative history could be invoked to demonstrate how visionary leadership 

elsewhere transformed their countries from under-developed to developed 

nation-states, such as Malaysia’s Mahathir.66 In the same vein, the masses 

should be educated on how their ancestors in the past ensured that the rulers 

governed in the interest of the people, and that revolt against oppression is 

legitimate. Indeed the creation of the Sokoto Caliphate was partly a revolt 

against oppression, and its founding fathers such as Caliph Muhammad Bello 

paid due attention to the welfare of governed, a legacy which Ahmadu Bello 

sustained as a Premier of Northern Nigeria.67 

4. Institutionalization of Public History. One of the tragedies that history faces in 

Nigeria is its exclusivist nature as a purely academic discipline for scholars to 

display their wares, and the ruling political elites to display their social 

statuses and mobilize support from the masses. As Mortimer pointed out, 

unless the academics see the future of history beyond the gates of the 

academia their future too would be uncertain, and then warned: ‘if academics 

ignore the public, then the public will ignore them’.68 

But the systematic ostracising of academic history by the government policy in 

preference for science and technical education considered relevant to economic development, 

and Social Studies and Political Science for citizenship education tantamount to throwing 

away the bath water with the baby since despite the neglect, Nigeria remains undeveloped 

still importing needles, razors and mirrors since the 15th century. Similarly the citizenship 

education is a failure because the leadership being preoccupied with accumulation of wealth 

is corrupt, factional and disunited. Consequently, the disillusioned masses wallowing in 

poverty have turned their backs against a nation that is preoccupied with building a stronger 
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than society whose members are left to wallow in misery and impoverishment. Consequently, 

the country having been thrown in to crimes, conflicts and mass migrations abroad has 

paradoxically provided the Chabal-Dalozian ‘disorder’ relevant to the diversion of public 

wealth in to private hands under the guise of restoration of security. It is very pitiful that 

despite the abject poverty of majority of Nigerians billions of Naira are being wasted to 

purchase foreign arms and logistics to fight insurgency, crimes and to discourage youths’ 

emigration to Europe which fertilizes the status quo than change and succor. 

Although the idea of public history is an American innovation for the commercial use 

of history, 69 the government in Nigeria can deploy it to political use in the inculcation of 

historical consciousness. The use of narratives and pictures in television history has been 

equated with the earlier mode of transmitting historical knowledge orally from one generation 

to another by story tellers.70 However, critics have faulted television narratives because they 

do not engage the viewers in analysis and evaluation of data compared to academic history 

books. But as the British Institute of Historical 

Research (IHR) has affirmed both public and academic histories can contribute to 

greater understanding of the past.71 

Public history in Nigeria can take the form of historical documentaries in television 

and radio for mass consumption to extend historical knowledge beyond the confines of ivory 

tower to inculcate nation building consciousness rather than to pass examinations as is the 

case with academic history. Already, public history is not new to Nigeria because the 

ministries of information at federal and state levels have been in to the field for long, but 

rendered dormant afterwards. The current wide spread possession of television sets, mobile 

phones, and radios can be harnessed cheaply by the government to spread widely, relevant 

nation building knowledge for mass public consumption to bring about positive attitudinal 

change. For instance, the Nigerian Television Authority’s Morning Express usually contains 

slots for historical knowledge on different aspects of Nigeria. Similarly, the Sokoto Rima 

Radio’s Tuna Baya (Recall of the past), Hausa programme aired weekly provides primary 

historical information as presented orally and live from community elders.72 

Unfortunately however, public history is yet to receive the attention it deserves 

despite the public enthusiasm for history which is very high as evidenced by the activities of 

the foreign media which have seized the opportunity to continue to explain to interested 
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Nigerians some aspects of their history mostly in Hausa language, being the most widely 

spoken language in West Africa. For instance, a correspondent with the British Broad casting 

Corporation (BBC) once asked me to respond to a query on the Bachama’s claim of being the 

original settlers in Sokoto.73 The Amsoshin Takardunku (Answers to your questions), aired 

by the BBC, and the German radio station, Duetch Welle, (DW) are inundated with historical 

questions from the historically conscious public. Similarly, the Radio France International 

(RFI airs documentaries on indigenous histories and institutions which are either chosen by 

the presenters or in response to public requests. 

The Nigerian government’s attitude towards history which is seen as irrelevant to 

economic and technological development does not deter the public enthusiasm for historical 

knowledge because history as a social activity is not only part of human nature,74 but as 

Kalela argued in his Making History, that everyone has a connection to the past independent 

of historical inquiry by the historians whom he castigated for their preoccupation with 

scholarly pursuits.75 Thus, the assumption that there is loss of interest in the subject has been 

due to the failure to distinguish the academic history from the public history. The former is 

actually in recession where it is pursued with extrinsic motivation to get well paid jobs, while 

the latter is in high demand from the curios and historically conscious segment of the public 

where intrinsic value provides the main motivation. 

Conclusion 

The paper posits that Nigeria is yet to be a nation-state because of the effects of 

regional and ethnic chauvinism from within, and neo- colonial dependency from without. To 

build a nation-state, the paper suggests a revisit of historical consciousness so as to cultivate 

national consciousness from pre-colonial antecedents (trade, diplomacy, migration etc); the 

common struggle against colonial rule and neo-colonial dependency; and common conditions 

of poverty. It also made a case for public history to open access to historical knowledge 

beyond the formal school system as a tool for social mobilization and promotion of historical 

consciousness in order to cultivate national consciousness among the citizenry. This paper 

argued, it is necessary for the successful transformation of Nigeria from its present condition 

of ‘state- nation’ to ‘nation-state.’ 
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