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Abstract  
This paper is on The 1897 British Conquest of Benin Kingdom and its Impact on Benin-Esan 
Intergroup Relations. The paper will contribute to existing literature on pre-colonial intergroup 
contacts; and debunk the negative misconceptions about Benin-Esan, relations which some 
scholars saw as master-servant relations that only benefited Benin kingdom. From the work, it is 
evident that before 1897 the fall of Benin kingdom was imminent because the activities of the 
British through treaties and diplomacy and offensive activities had enabled them secure most of 
the territories that constitute Nigeria today for economic exploitation. This paper, apart from its 
streamlined focus to examine the impact on Benin Esan relations after the defeat of the kingdom, 
the study at the end want to remind Nigerians about how some of our ancestors stood up to 
injustice, exploitation and snobbish attitude of the pre-colonial British merchants and officials 
with mean resources at their disposal. 
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Introduction  

British conquest of Nigeria and its amalgamated constituents parts such as Benin kingdom meant 

the subordination of the traditional authority; imposition of a foreign economy and the relegation 

of the people socio-culture activities. It also meant the altering or truncation of Benin relation 

with her far and near neighbours. It is against this background that attempt is made in this paper 

to examine the positive and negative impact of British conquest of Benin kingdom in 1897 had 

on Esanland one of the mini-state of the kingdom. By doing this we would be able to analyze and 

then conclude whether there was a major truncation of Benin-Esan interaction, or if it was 

merely another episode in their timeless relation because, these events, that is the Anglo-Benin 

relation and later conquest as they manifested in Benin city, the capital of the kingdom was very 

much felt in Esanland the closest neighbour of Benin kingdom. Many studies exist to show how 

the peoples of Africa were attacked, defeated and colonized and beside many informed works by 
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several scholars such as R.H. Bacon, R.E Bradbury, J.U. Egharevba, P.A Igbafe, O. ikime; 

C.O.Ugowe; A. Obasogie; O.S Agbontean; C.G Okojie; P. Uhulu and O.D Egbefo.1 These 

studies have treated aspects of the British penetration, colonialization, native resistance and 

consolidation of colonial rule. Also which could be descended from the title of their work has 

written extensively on the origin, migration settlement patterns, political, economic and socio- 

cultural activities of Benin and Esan people before 1900 for further studies. This work is divided 

into five themes, the introduction which is this part, prelude to the conquest of Benin kingdom, 

the conquest of Benin kingdom and the impact of the Benin conquest on the timeless Benin-Esan 

intergroup relations. Finally, there is a conclusion in which the author submits that the conquest 

ushered in, the foundations of a new economy in Benin and Esan land which altered positively 

and negatively the erstwhile Benin-Esan relations among others. 

Prelude of Events to British Conquest of Benin Kingdom in 1897 

 At the close of the nineteenth century, the Yoruba wars and British influence extended as 

far as Ondo, one of the western  neighbour and ally of Benin and with the  proclamation of 

February 5, 1886, the right bank of Benin River became the eastern boundary of the Colony of 

Lagos. (Lagos, known to the Benin’s as Eko was said to have been one of the varsal state and 

military comp of Benin kingdom). To the east, the Royal Niger Company was advancing into the 

western Igbo and northern eastern Edo areas from its administrative headquarters at Asaba, a 

town once within Benin sphere of influence. 

 To wade-off the internal and external incursions Oba Ovonramwen, the king of Benin 

kingdom turned increasingly to divine protection and the exercise of his religious power, and he 

felt himself increasingly under external attacks. Undoubtedly, he was more suspicious of the 

activities of the Europeans on the coast near Lagos and also the Itsekiri merchants/middle men. 

He was also vaguely aware that somehow the presence of Europeans in his kingdom would upset 

religious practices cherished in Benin for centuries. The Europeans, especially the British who 

now condemned slavery could not countenance the slaughter of slaves or free individuals for 

religious observations, funeral rites, and as an attempt to preserve the kingdom by placating the 

gods.2 

 Early in 1890, the oracle of the Ooni of Ife fore told that a great calamity was about to 

befall on Benin. The Ooni, king therefore sent to warn Oba Ovonramwen to act consciously. The 

following year, during the annual Ugue-Ivie ceremony, a man about to be sacrificed prophesied 
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that Europeans would fight and conquer Benin. Oba Ovonramwen  must have felt uneasy 

particularly as rumors of the earlier purges had reached the European ‘Factories’ in Benin River 

and Itsekiri middle traders who were anxious to exploit the economic resources of Benin 

kingdom fed the British with stories of dark happenings in Benin kingdom. 

 In the direction of commerce, Oba Ovonrammen pursued the traditional commercial 

policy of the kings of Benin directing and controlling the economic life of the kingdom and its 

environs, thus having the monopoly of the wealth of the state. British ships at the coast were 

visited on his behalf by special officials led by the Uwangue and Eribo, senior chiefs of the 

Ewobo socity3 title holders. Until his business was completed, other chiefs and commoners were 

not allowed to trade on their own behalf, and then too, only with the Oba’s permission.4 in most 

of the transactions, the Uwangue and Erobo fixed the price to buy and sell to the disadvantage to 

the commoners and chief because they were backed by the Oba. The revenue from the trade was 

quite considerable, so from time to time the Oba among other sanctions closed all the markets 

and routes to traders at will.
5 

 The Itsekiri served as middle men for some of Benin’s trade in the reverine areas. For 

example, they were well placed to trade with the Ijebu and some other Yoruba people living the 

banks of the River Niger Creeks. Some Ijebu cloth passed through the hands of Itsekiri traders. A 

number of them also lived at Ughoton, the Benin port and traded with Benin traders and the 

Oba’s agent. Such Itsekiri had to pay the duties imposed by the Oba and generally accepted other 

terns imposed on Benin traders. In 1892, however, Chief Nana, Itsekiri ruler demanded for some 

trade concessions and even preferences for the risk, his people take as middlemen transversing 

the dangerous River Niger to supply goods demanded by the Benin’s. The request was not 

granted instead the trade agents of Oba Ovonramwen increased trade duties. Chief Nana 

retaliated by prohibiting all trade between the Itsekiri and Benin kingdom and forbade the supply 

of cooking salt, one of the food condiments highly demanded by the Benin traders, after a few 

months, the embargo was raised and trade was resumed.6 

 Early in the following year, Oba Ovonranmwen stopped trade, on the grounds that the 

Itsekiri were reported to have cheated the Benin’s. He thus demanded twenty thousand 

corrugated iron sheets from the Itsekiri chiefs before he would allow trade to be resumed. Some 

Benin and Itsekiri traders resident in Lagos and Ijebu Ode went to see the Oba by the advice of 

Consul General Moore, with a view to starting a rubber industry, the kingdoms abounding 
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resources. They made presents to the Oba to the value of over thirty pounds, but the result of 

their mission was nil. This action of the Oba annoyed the British agents.
7

 

 Meanwhile, there is need for us to be informed that the events which latter culminated to 

the attack of Benin has been attached to the evolution of British West African policy in 1875, the 

year which marked the beginning of their need for territorial expansion and even regarded then 

as a late development in British imperial policy. The argument advanced by the British for 

territorial expansion in Africa was that primarily the establishment of interior protectorates was a 

reaction to French and German Expansionist policy in Africa-plus a tradition of interest in 

preserving and pre-empting existing and potential markets.8 The timing of advances and 

compromises reached in European diplomatic negotiation, argue Newbury, were derived from 

complex local factors in Africa and international consideration beyond Africa.
9 

The British explanation of their imperial policy and issue of European imperialism in 

Africa in general, has generated a lot of argument and conflicting interpretation among scholars, 

such that the basis of European colonization of Africa had one time became one of the most 

controversial and emotive issue of one time.10 In spite of the conflicting interpretation, the basis 

of European colonization of Africa including Benin kingdom, south- south of Nigeria was 

basically economic. This is most evident also from a study of British interest in Benin. It would 

appear that they were more interested in access to Benin natural resources than in control. There 

were probably conditions on which force might be applied and in the last years of the nineteenth 

century there were consideration on the use of that force. And it seemed that the scramble for 

effective occupation of territories which led to the inter European rivalry changed the British 

attitude towards Benin in the last decade of the nineteenth century. But before then signing of 

treaties and pretended ‘friendship’ were applied. 

 At first Europeans had a very high impression of the civilization and culture of Benin. All 

the European who visited Benin in the early period of the seventeenth century wrote very 

favourable reports. However, by the second half of the nineteenth century, Benin began to have a 

poor reputation. Europeans began to speak about human sacrifices and other evils. Benin began 

to be referred to as the ‘City of Blood’ and the ‘people described as barbaric, uncivilized and 

great rogues.’11 These reports were without questions and with much exaggerations. Benin, like 

other African kingdoms, no doubt indulged in human sacrifices but nowhere in Africa was 

human sacrifice indulged in as joke. Human beings were sacrificed to the gods and ancestors in 
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moments of great crisis as a major atonement as a plea to the gods and ancestors to forgive the 

wrong of their children to bring about favourable conditions. Also, when the Oba or some 

important person died, a number of his slaves were buried with him to minister to his needs in 

the hereafter. 
12 Already we have said that Benin was facing very unfavourable conditions during. 

the first half of the nineteenth century. The rulers of the time may well have seen this as the work 

of the gods. To appease these gods, they indulged in human sacrifice. Perhaps, there were such 

sacrifices than before. But the European who reported about Benin did not understand why 

human sacrifices took place and so merely13 painted the people and especially the Oba as 

barbarians that must be tamed. 

 Record has it that no British consul visited Benin until Richard Burton did so in n1862. 

Burton was one of those Europeans who saw nothing good in the Africans. He went to Benin 

mainly because he thought, he could get the Oba to use his influence to keep the ‘too 

enterprising’ Itsekiri middle men under proper control. The Oba was however, more interested in 

securing increased European trade for himself and his people. Burton was no doubt disappointed 

with his visit. But he took the opportunity of this visit to paint Benin in the blackest possible 

colour in Europe.14 

 The consuls who came after Burton inherited his prejudices. Virtually everything that 

happened in Benin was attributed to the Oba’s magical, juju power. Thus if the Oba was unhappy 

with the trade situation imposed by the British traders and tried to get better terms by stopping 

the flow of goods to the markets for a while; the Europeans reported that he was only able to do 

this because his subject feared his supernatural powers. Even when the trade of other people like 

the Itsekiri and Urhobo was bad, British traders were quite ready to argue that the Oba and his 

trading agents wicked influence was at work. In this way, there was gradually a built up image of 

Benin as an unprogressive, economically backward and morally corrupt state which could only 

be saved through the civilizing influence of Great Britain.15
 Meanwhile, Britain did not 

immediately take any military action against Benin because during the age of the scramble for 

Africa, they began signing treaties with the people of the Niger Delta but not with Benin 

kingdom. So in 1884, Hewett, the British Consul saw the need to push on to Benin. So he sought 

permission from Britain to undertake a journey to Benin City for the purpose of signing the 

treaty which was granted. Hewett then asked his assistant, Blair to go to Benin for the purpose of 

signing the treaty. Unfortunately, Blair died of fever on his way to Benin. So Benin was for some 
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time being saved from a British treaty. However, she was not saved from British influence 

because when in 1885, the Berlin Conference recognized the British protectorate of the oil 

Rivers, Benin kingdom was regarded by Britain as part of that protectorate.16 This being so, 

Britain could after 1885 took steps to ensure that Benin was brought under proper British control.  

 The next successful effort to visit Benin was in 1892. But before then a number of 

developments had taken place. It started with the decision of the Oil Rivers British Officials on 

the field to take control over the protectorate which they had declared in 1885, which was not 

strong enough probably with Benin kingdom not in the fold of the conquered states. And in 

1891, there were recorded increase in the number of British consul officers in what became 

known as the Niger Coast Protectorate. Apart from the consul and commissioner-general who 

was head of the protectorate, there were appointed vice-consuls to help him. One of these vice-

consuls was stationed in the Benin River.17 This vice-consul together with his colleagues in 

Warri began to travel into the Urhobo, Ukwuani, Asaba and Aboh areas to try to bring these 

people under British control and also to get them increase their trade with Britain similarly. They 

were anxious to do the same thing with the Benin kingdom. So in 1892 Captain H. L. Gallwey 

the Benin River Vice Consul decided to visit Benin. Three main factors were responsible for this 

decision. One was intended to get the Oba of Benin to lift the ban on trader. In 1890 when 

Consul Annesley had visited Benin but the Oba disagrees to see him was regarded by Gallwey as 

a big disgrace. This time, Gallwey wanted to make sure that the Oba did see him and to wipe off 

the 1890 disgrace and connected  with the previous  point, was the need as Gallwey saw it for the 

Oba to accept British rule through the signing of the usual of treaty..18
 The Oba finally agreed to 

receive the vice consul who accordingly left for Benin via Ughoton on 21st March 1892. He 

found that the Oba already had guides waiting for him when he and his unarmed party arrived at 

Ughoton. But the journey from Ughoton to Benin city took three days, the delays been 

deliberately arranged it would seem by the Benin chiefs. Finally Gallwey arrived on 25th 

March.19 and had audience with Oba and after he threatened the Oba about the negative 

implication of not signing the treaty. His chiefs signed the treaty on his behalf on the grounds 

that he was engaged in certain religious rites which forbade his touching the pen.20 

 Although it is quite clear that the Oba and his chiefs were suspicious, the signing of the 

treaty was tantamount to accepting British rule even if as quite obvious, the Oba and chiefs did 

not see it as such.21 Henceforth, the vice consul could use the treaty as an excuse for interfering 
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in the internal affairs of the kingdom. Some of the provisions of the treaty were fundamentally 

opposed to the sovereignty of Benin kingdom. Articles IV and V made it compulsory for the 

Oba, of Benin to accept the advice of the consul in matters of internal and external policy. 

Article VI laid down that the trade of the kingdom was to be liberalized, thrown open to 

everyone. Article VIII made it compulsory for the king and the state to give protection to 

Europeans and their property in any part of Benin. In every way the treaty was against the 

interests of Benin. Yet the treaty had been signed by the chiefs even though the Oba himself had 

refused to touch the pen. 22 

 The contents of the treaty suggests the degree of British interest on the Benin territory 

and which the Oba of Benin was forced to recognize. The opening of free trade to the European 

and the protection of  those involved  in the trade was one of the interest the Oba and his  chiefs 

must have detested. It is doubtful if the contents were properly interpreted to the Oba nor did he 

expect such a treaty. There were similar treaties forced down the throat of some African rulers of 

the period, which were used by the European powers in Africa as evidence of their sphere of 

influence.23
 Such treaties were legally acceptable in European diplomatic negotiations. As for the 

Oba and his chiefs, treaty or no treaty, if trade with the European must go on, it must be to his 

dictates. According to Chief Samson Okosun,.24 Oba Ovonramwen became angry when winds 

got to the palace in1895, that the Acting Consul General Ralph Moor recommended that as the 

first opportunity, steps should be taken for opening up the Benin country if necessary by force 

which raised the hopes of the representatives of the major trading firms who have been facing 

several sanctions and monopoly on cash produce placed by the Oba even as far as to the 

interior.25 

 Between 1892 when the treaty was signed and 1896 when crisis developed, the reports of 

traders and the vice-consul were always against the Oba of Benin. For one thing, the Oba 

continued to control Benin trade in the usual way. The Itsekiri had to pay the trade tax or else 

face stoppage of their trade in Benin territory. 26
 Naturally, they complained to the vice-consul. 

The Oba continued to place a ban on trade in articles of royal monopoly.27 This continued to 

annoy the British so they began to argue as early as 1895 that in other to improve the trade of this 

part of the protectorate, the power of the Oba of Benin must be destroyed. In fact, the crisis had 

to wait till 1896 largely because the British were busy with Chief Nana Ebrohimi of Itsekiri in 

1894 and with the adamant Brass people in 1895.28 
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The Conquest of Benin Kingdom 

While some scholars still fuel the debate that the reasons which motivated the British 

encroachment on Benin was more of economic interest, the Casusbelli for the conquest of Benin, 

February 1897 was the attack by some Benin warriors on a British espionage team of Acting 

Consul General Phillips, which comprised nine other Europeans and 280 carriers most of whom 

were of the Niger Coast Protectorate Force. The mission was a disaster for the British team. With 

the exception of Captain Alan Boisragon and Mr Locke all the members of the party fell before 

the fusillade of Benin soldiers. 29 

 When the news of the presence of the British at Ughoton reached the palace, the Oba 

summoned his chiefs in an emergency meeting to consult with them because the Oba was 

anxious that Benin should not attack the British even though he for saw that the British party 

meant no good. It was toward the end of the meeting, a chief, resident at Ughoton came to 

informed the Oba about the attack. He condemned the actions of his chiefs and severely blamed 

the war commander and his deputy on their return. According to sources, he consulted with some 

of chiefs and reminded them of the inevitable consequences.30 

 On 10th of January, 1897, Sir, Major R.D, the Consul General was sent to Nigeria to 

declare war on Benin kingdom.31
 On 10th February 1897, a military column of blue jackets 

marines, the Niger Coast Protectorate Troops and the Native Scouts landed in Warri for the 

attack on Benin City. Gwatto to the west was first attacked followed by Sakponba on the 

Jamieson River to the east of the capital. Simultaneously a desperate fight took place at Ughoton 

with the naval troops which attempted to attack Benin City through Gwatto but failed. In the 

attack many British and Benin soldiers were killed, the survivors retreated and sailed away. Two 

other British detachment bombared Benin City and destroyed part of the palace. On 17th 

February repeated bombardments led to the destruction of the king palace and several parts of 

the city with several Benin warriors abounding their leaders by escaping into the bush for 

safety.32 

 After the Obas arrest and trial for the massacre of Consul Phillips and his entourage in 

September. 1897, Oba Ovonramwen was not found guilty but sentenced to be banished from his 

kingdom for life to Old Calabar where he stayed until his death in 1914.33  
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The 1897 British Conquest of Benin Kingdom South-South Nigeria: It’s Impact on 

Benin-Esan Intergroup Relations 

Following the military Conquest of Benin kingdom, haphazard attempts were made to establish 

the rudiments of a local administration in Benin and Esan in 1903.34
 This was based on the 

system of indirect rule developed and first introduced in the Northern provinces by Lord Lugard. 

In what appeared to be series of memoranda, Lugard formulated his famous policy of indirect 

rule, integrated to mean, rule by colonial administration through the existing indigenous political 

institutions. In conceptualizing the basic tenets of indirect rule and their application, Lugard was 

basically concerned with the structure and functioning of the emirates. As a result, he made no 

attempt to propound any separate sets of ideas concerning the application of indirect rule in the 

non-Muslim areas outside the Northern provinces. 
35 The normative expectations of the 

environment under the influence of Islam provided an integrated system of relative social 

rankings among the emirates. This model, particularly its hierarchical arrangement, is akin to 

what obtains in Britain where status was explicitly defined in a hierarchy of vertical ties. It 

therefore could not occasion any surprise that the emirate model was ranked highly by the 

British. In fact so fascinated were the British with this model that it became a kind of yardstick 

and where they found this of centralized political system to be non-existent, ‘they imposed on’.36 

 The impact of this phase of administrative experiment to the Benin-Esan society needs to 

be emphasized. In the first place, since it was part and parcel of the British administration’s plan 

to centralize authority along the lines of the emirate model, it contributed to the revival of the 

institution of excess and unchecked power of the kings among the Benin and Esan. Although the 

nascent political institution like before activated the unifying potentials of the people and their 

political awakening began to flower, resulting in checking the excessive use of  power as given 

the rulers.37 Some Benin and Esan traditional elites’ resisted all these abuses, but this was not 

easy a task because of the legal backings monarchs  received from the colonial masters. 

After the establishment of British administration in Nigeria, western economic and social 

forces greatly transformed both the structures of traditional Nigerian societies and the outlook of 

Nigerian people. J.S Coleman contends that it was the tempo and character of these changes that 

created situational attitudes which predisposed many Nigerian to ethnic, or tribal consciousness 

and nationalist activities.
38 It should be mentioned however, that the operationnalization of these 

socio-economic forces to a considerable extent was governed by the British administrative 
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policies. It was this gradually, and controlled socio-economic transformation of the 

conglomerated entity later called Nigeria that culminated in what K.W Post and M. Vickers 

following M.G Smith, have aptly called ‘differential incorporation’.39 That was the process by 

which the colonial period different ethno-cultural groups were built into the new entity called 

Nigeria, a process which radically affected their relation with one another. Okonzuwa mentioned 

that the diffused (or refracted) process of mobilization gave rise to in the critical moments of the 

colonial period (roughly between 1920 and 1950), produced a feeling of identity with section, 

tribes and ethnic groups rather than a Nigerian Nation.40 Meanwhile the social and economic 

variables that facilitated the incorporation of Benin and Esan into the colonial modern sector 

later factored into their patterns of relationship. These we shall examine below. 

 The first among the colonial structures was the development of economic infrastructures 

such as roads, bridges and maternity centres.41 In Benin and Esan road construction appears to be 

the first infrastructure to have been given serious attention by the colonial authorities. The 

reasons for this are not farfetched. In the first place since its development depended almost 

entirely on the exploitation of manual local labour. Together with construction of bridges, the 

construction of roads completed the process of the integration of Benin-Esan into the emerging 

political economy under colonial rule with a number of fundamental implications with their 

relations with their neighbours. For example, it facilitated the consolidation of colonial rule in 

the land by making possible the formation of modern Benin-Esan as part of the Western 

Province in Western Nigeria. The road construction also helped to generate a sense of common 

identity amongst the pepple.42 In this regard, it can be argued that, the emergence of Esan 

Division and Benin Province deepened the structures on the inter group relations between Benin 

and Esan. However, this was the variable that premised their political and ethnic consciousness43 

during the period and after independence of the nation-state, for as one analyst correctly 

contends…The establishment of Benin Province and Esan Division marked a watershed in the 

evolution of Benin-Esan political and tribal consciousness…, the unification made both people 

conscious of their cultural, linguistic, background of origin and other socio-political affinities.44 

 Furthermore, the construction of roads helped in opening up Benin and Esan territories to 

the outside world by linking them with those of the East, West and the Middle Belt. 

Consequently, this led to the acceleration of exchange of goods and services as well as ideas 

between the Benin and Esan on one hand and between them and their neighbours on the other. 
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Besides, the new roads made long journeys easier and safer and more attractive than had been 

the case in the pre-Benin conquest and imposition of colonial rule. This encouraged Benin-Esan 

traders to break the barriers of their environment by visiting distant markets for economic 

enterprise with relative ease.45 

 The boom in the export of foodstuffs and cash crop continued despite the problems 

caused by the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939. 46 The volume of the commodities 

exported from Benin-Esan during the war was quite considerable. This was partly the result of 

the agricultural colonial officers’ propaganda in favour of increase food and cash crop 

production for export and demand for food stuffs to feed the armed forces which was facilitated 

by the good road network.
47

 

 Among the significant changes were the Benin and Esan neighbour who increasingly 

crossed the traditionally shared common boundaries as well as many other Nigerian ethnic 

groups who visited the land and interacted with the people economically and socially. Thus, 

while some Benin-Esan migrants and traders poured into Yorubaland, Hausaland, Onitsha, Lagos 

and Warri, so did the Igala and Nupe merchants found their way into the Esan community. 48 

Moreover, Benin-Esan found themselves interacting with people they hitherto never imagined 

they would come into contact with especially those from the far north majorly the Fulani’s, 

Arabs and the Gbagyi.  This was how the Benin-Esan came to acquiesce in the reality of 

intergroup relations under colonialism, a reality they could neither influence nor control. 49 

 Another important dimension of this development was the influx of these ethnic groups 

into Benin and Esan lands who settled and started a new life through intermarriages, practicing 

of craft and industries not prevalent then in their new found homes. However, this rapid 

expansion was to become a serious source of conflict between some Benin and Esan people; and 

consequently a problem for the colonial authorities. The point we are trying to make here is that 

in addition to deepening the scope of contact between interacting groups, the development of 

economic infrastructures change a lot of cross cultural and other exchanges that affected the 

people’s perception of each other. One sphere this manifested stridently was in the commercial 

sector. 
50 However, most Benin and Esan would appear not to be comfortable with the 

entrepreneurial agility of these ‘foreign’ ethnic groups who from 1940s seemed to have 

dominated the commercial and administrative life of their province and division.51 
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 In another context, the concentration of social and economic infrastructure in the urban 

hub of the province became a sort of the ‘melting pot’ for the various ethnic groups in the 

country. One interesting development arising out of this, is that political awareness in Benin and 

Esanland started in Benin city.52 In a sense, this is to be expected because the cosmopolitan out-

look of Benin city and it urban composition created conditions which tended to produce not only 

new social relationship and wider opportunity for social contact, but also different and 

conflicting value systems and social conditions. For instance as the Esan and other immigrants 

ethnic groups increasingly concentrated in Benin City, so did the demand for social and 

economic amenities increased. Given the overall austere environment of the colonial political 

economy, the stage was already set for an outbreak of open antagonism between Benin and these 

groups especially the Esan who then where tagged to be too ‘pushing’.53
 

 As studies have shown, the economic crisis of the 1930s increased the suffering of the 

Benin- Esan peasants by exposing them to the vagaries of the international capitalist economic 

system on the one hand, and at the same time, rendering them vulnerable to the predatory 

activates of local capitalists.
54

 In the attempt to cope with the economic hardship of the 

depression, many immigrants diversified into active farming. This move brought them in direct 

competition with Benin and Esan farmers who had hitherto been the sole supplies of food items 

to the immigrant population. With time this situation led to series of disputes and fierce 

competition between Benin and Esan people. 
55

 

 Be as it may, another change the conquest of Benin kingdom had on Benin-Esan 

relationship was the introduction of taxation through threat and coercion; the introduction of a 

common currency and entrenchment of the capitalist concept of profit motive, and so on. To 

survive the new economic system the people had to result to all sorts of cheating and 

untraditional means for survival. Before the end of the colonial period, several cases were before 

the law courts between Benin and Esan people. These untraditional methods of making profit 

went beyond independence.56 

 Generally, Benin-Esan resented the idea of paying taxes. This problem was further 

compounded by the refusal of the authorities to collect taxes in kind or to accept local currencies. 

This resentment generated in the taxation system, was however soon to be transferred to colonial 

rule as a whole. As Osaze observes, ‘it was the taxation policy of the colonial administration 

which was the most serious cause of discontent with colonial rule in Benin-Esanland.54 Not only 
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was the concept of taxation alien to the people, there was also problems caused by the scarcity of 

the British currency with which these taxes were paid. In addition, the crude and arbitrary 

assessment methods adopted by tax collectors aroused widespread resentment. To resist all these 

abuse, the people took evasive measures in the payment of taxes which is still practiced to date 

among the Benin’s and Esan.
58

 

 Colonial taxation was also an important factor in the development of migrant labor in 

colonial Benin Esan society. Indeed the compelling demands of a money economy which started 

with cash taxation and gradually came to include the desire for cheap European manufactured 

consumer’s goods both forced Benin and Esan to seek paid employment in the far away 

Yorubaland, Igbo, Hausalands, and the Middle Belt to the detriment to the up keep of their 

immediate families.59 At the end several homes were broken and waves of crimes and social 

maladies increased.60 

 The point therefore is that although the impact of the colonial economy on the Benin and 

Esan is generally believed to be indirect and accidental, it is instructive to note that the 

development of the money economy produced significant changes which imparted tremendously 

on the structure of the peoples relations among themselves and with their neighbours. For 

instance, it loosened, or in some cases extinguished the cooperative ties that hitherto bonded the 

individual to his clan or lineage members.
61 Lineage bond were greatly undermined by the strong 

attractions of the individual to the profit motive and by the extra-lineage opportunities which 

stimulated the movement of people from their villages to other places and other far away cities in 

other part of Nigeria. Furthermore, the shift to a money economy witnessed the drift forwards 

wage employment in colonial Benin and Esan.
62 

 It is possible to conclude that the search for wage labour gave an important impetus for 

contact and interaction between the Benin and Esan and their far and near neighbours.  It was 

also a contributory factor in the phenomenon or urbanization in colonial Nigeria. The Benin and 

Esan who migrated to the major urban centers in the country met and interacted with Nigerians 

belonging to other ethnic groups and through that process, got their outlook on life generally 

broadened and on returning to their communities, brought new ideas which influenced the 

people’s perception of themselves. The socio-economic and political realities of life in such 

urban centre whereby colonial policies separated different ethnic groups 
63 were of particular 

relevance here. In some far Northern town for example, the separation of Nigerian along ethnic, 
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religious and geographical lines had the tendency of generating ethnic exclusiveness and 

particularism amongst Nigerian. When one relates this fact with the conflicting claims of the 

various ethnic groups, particularly minorities in relation to the other majority ethnic groups in 

these urban centre’s, it became obvious why ethnic nationalism is still a preponderant feature of 

the nation’s democracy.64 

 However, the single most important event marking socio-cultural change in Benin and 

Esan relations during and after the conquest with imposition of colonial rule was the increase 

opening of Christian missions stations and schools at various parts in these communities starting 

from 1905. This marked the formal beginning of Christian missionary activities and, importantly 

of western education in Benin-Esan . From modest beginning it was to expand rapidly during the 

1918-1925.65 These mission provided opportunities for western education and expanded Benin-

Esan intergroup relations when the students relate in schools and parents in churches. 

 Coleman argues that one of the most revolution of any influences operative in Nigeria 

since the beginning of the European intrusion has been western education. This he maintains, is 

because although its influence was felt directly by only a small minority of the population before 

1951, broad scope, systematic nature and continuity during the crucial formative years made it 

far more effective and penetrating than the more superficial economic and political aspects of 

contact.66 This was true for the Benin and Esan as it was with virtually all ethnic groups in 

Nigeria. In the first place, the search for western education was a factor of contact between Benin 

and Esan. For example, many Esan youths schooled in Benin City. It was this small group of 

emerging Esanlite that were the first to become socially mobilized and hence the first to realize 

the subordinate status of the Benin and Esan in Western Nigeria. 
67 and consequently championed 

the peoples quest for a political identity. Therefore, it was this category of persons that first 

initiated the move for the formation of a Pan-Edo politico-cultural association as a social vehicle 

for the mobilization of the people in their search for political emancipation from western Nigeria. 

Again, it was this category of people and the other sections of the Edo speaking elites that stood 

up against the hostile and exploitative dispositions of the colonial state before the 

Nigerian/nation-state regained independence in1960. 

 The point therefore is that, the spread of western education which accompanied 

missionary activities in Benin and Esan land played an important role in the enhancement of the 

peoples relation and with their near and for neighbours. Through such contacts in the established 
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academic institutions, hospitals, ministry of various departments, among others, they knew more 

about other Nigerian groups more than in the pre Benin conquest and colonial periods. The 

spread of western education also brought Western educated elites into Benin-Esan land most of 

whom were teachers, native authority employees, trader, evangelists’ agents, clerks and as 

interpreters for multinational companies operating in the area. Finally, western education was 

also an important factor in the history of Benin Esan relations during colonial rule for it 

contributed immensely in changing the people’s attitude towards the new colonial order. In turn 

helped accelerate their development and integration into the modern colonial economy which 

was sustained after the nation state regained her independence.68 
 

Conclusion 

The paper examines the imperial conquest of Benin kingdom and its impact on Benin-Esan 

intergroup relations. As we mentioned in the work, the military conquest and subjugation of 

Benin and later Esan land by the British appears to have been inevitable. This is because, the 

event itself was part of the grand imperialist plan to conquer the various polities within the then 

Oil Rivers protectorate. This plan involved among others the used of treaties and the removal of 

‘any kind’ of resistance to the imposition of British rule and commerce. The point therefore is 

that although colonialism no doubt provided a new platform that deepened contacts and 

interactions between Benin and Esan people, it also created conditions that increasingly made 

inter-group relations essentially antagonistic. As we have been able to show in the examined 

work, this feature of interaction became even more prominent during the terminal phase of 

British rule in Nigeria. Indeed the ethnic politics of regionalism on the one hand and the 

dynamics of majority/majority politics on the other hand, pulled groups further apart. This 

reinforces the theoretical formulation that although colonial rule as a factor of contact and 

increased commerce drew people together into a single social system, it also divided them into a 

new dynamically related groupings because not only has the basis of Benin-Esan relations 

changed, but indeed the structure, nature and characters of these relations was fundamentally 

altered with very serious implications for the corporal reality of the polity and its citizens. 
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