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Anyone following the news is aware of politi-
cal violence in Nigeria. From the recurrent ethnic
violence in Jos to continuing conflict in the Niger
Delta, violence has become a near-constant fea-
ture of public life-a “political instrument,” as
Patrick Chabal and Jean-Pascal Deloz suggested
for disorder in African politics more generally.[1]
In his book Colonialism and Violence in Nigeria,
Toyin Falola argues the roots of this violence lie in
those of the Nigerian state itself. Nigeria was cre-
ated through colonial conflict: myriad wars and
battles brought the region’s peoples under British
rule. Continued violence and the threat of vio-
lence enforced the new rulers’ demands. Colonial
rule was challenged through violence, and ulti-
mately the threat of violence drove late colonial
political change and eventual independence. The
cost of this history is high. The colonial state had
no intrinsic legitimacy, and it ruled through fear
rather than consent. Falola suggests colonialism
was tutelary, but only perversely: Nigeria’s public
culture was constituted through, in response to,

and naturally inclining to commit, violence. The
consequences have been deadly.

This is an important topic, and it would take a
scholar of Falola’s prodigious range to do it jus-
tice. Indeed, the volume he has produced provides
a useful and readable overview to the problem.
The chapters are thematic, though they progress
roughly chronologically. The first three examine
colonial conquest, strategies of resisting British
advances, and the role of terror in establishing
political control. Falola’s narrative (and, to some
extent his analytic) strategy is anecdotal, moving
from one instance of violence to another, though
he intersperses this event history with general
commentary about overarching trends. Thus for
example, Falola develops a vivid account of the
Ekumeku wars of guerrilla resistance to the
British occupation of western Igboland. In only a
few pages (pp. 35-38) he sketches a compelling
history of a concerted military effort coordinated
by a loose collection of male associations that be-
deviled the last years of Royal Niger Company ad-
ministration and the first several of direct British



rule. While the narrative is largely anecdotal--and
is based two secondary works[2]--Falola also de-
velops a rather deeper point: while British vio-
lence in this period was largely ad hoc and pat-
terned by Victorian scientific racism, the new re-
sult was a quite systematic drive for colonial con-
trol. The Colonial Office and the British public in-
sisted on a humanitarian face for the empire’s
African endeavors, but this did little to prevent a
practical brutality that systematically terrorized
the Nigerian countryside. Collectively these open-
ing chapters develop a useful and accessible por-
trait of the violence of early colonialism, as well
as the ways in which authorities in the metropole
both fostered and remained aloof from the atroci-
ties committed on their behalf.

Subsequent chapters examine the role of vio-
lence in tax collection, gendered violence, the
rhetoric of nationalism, and trade unionism.
Again, while the narrative approach is anecdotal,
Falola does make important claims. In outlining
how very violent the imposition of systematic tax-
ation was, Falola suggests Nigerian colonialism at-
tempted a radical restructuring of Nigerian soci-
eties, one which was vociferously resisted. In do-
ing so, colonial officials also learned the limits of
their power, which ultimately forced a greater de-
gree of accommodation and consultation--a point
given added force through the extended account
of the Aba women’s war, which makes up the en-
tire chapter on gender. The chapters on national-
ism and trade unionism are less ambitious and in
the end demonstrate primarily that Nnamdi Aziki-
we’s “Zikist” followers employed violent rhetoric
and that strikes were often put down rather vio-
lently.

The book is filled with powerful reminders of
colonialism’s brutality, and its accessible narra-
tive will make attractive course readings. Howev-
er, its main analytic conclusions about the colo-
nial roots of today’s violence in Nigerian political
culture demand further development. The narra-
tive choice to structure the book around case
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studies of violence is useful, and it certainly aids
accessibility. But too little is done to justify the
choice of cases or to deal systematically with vio-
lence as a phenomenon. Colonialism and Violence
takes little account of recent work on violence or
even recent developments in Nigerian historiog-
raphy. This is troublesome to the extent that it
precludes a more complex appreciation of the
phenomena the book attempts to engage. Given
that the book is largely based on secondary litera-
ture, Falola’s failure to take recent work into ac-
counts detracts from its ability to represent the
field. The chapter on gender demonstrates these
problems most clearly. The chapter is necessary:
colonialism was shot through with gendered vio-
lence, from the exploitation of women displaced
by colonial warfare to the structural violence tar-
geting women in British-driven social change. The
Aba women’s war is a fascinating instance of gen-
dered resistance (one with an exciting historiogra-
phy Falola largely ignores), but it is at best an
atypical example of how violence was gendered
in colonial Nigeria. I would have been very grate-
ful to see Falola apply the insights of, for example,
Nwando Achebe, Oyeronke Oyewumi, and Ifi
Amadiume to the general problematic of colonial
violence.

Too often, Falola’s analysis descends to state-
ments of the obvious (“the wars involved tactics,
strategies, and impacts” [p. 19]). And the provoca-
tive claim that contemporary violence has
emerged directly from colonial statecraft is never
directly demonstrated. In the end, Falola has pro-
duced a compelling and troubling compendium of
instances of colonial violence. He has also made a
provocative, potentially useful suggestion about
its present-day consequences. But for the mo-
ment, there the analysis rests.
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