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Abstract  
This work is concerned with the imposition of British colonial rule and the foundations of a new 
Economy in Esanland which transformed the society economically in an extremely narrow, 
manner that revolved around the particular interests of colonialism. The transformation, it must 
be noted, did not reproduce Esan society in the mirrow image of Western European. Although 
colonialism introduced some elements of capitalism into the society, the capitalist mode of 
production as a system was not introduced and beside it failed to solve many of the problems 
that had inhibited pre-colonial economic growth in Esan society, it even created new set of 
difficulties. The work focused on the colonial economy in Esanland with a view to understanding 
some elements of the colonial economic landscape which are still evident presently.  
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Introduction  

After the conquest of Esanland in the twentieth century, the British colonialist began a 

systematic policy reorganizing the area to serve British colonial interests. The total imposition 

and consolidation of a new economic structure. It was meant for the altering of the traditional 

economy the Esan had practiced for centuries. The colonial economic imposition includes the 

introduction of colonial currency, taxation, social and economic infrastructure among others 

examined in this work. Thus, the work appraises the manner in which colonialism as a political 

and economic system championed the objectives of capitalism that came to be established in 

Esanland. Although amongst the consequent of the imposition of colonial economy was that it 

altered the precolonial economy and failed to solve the existing problem and created new set of 

difficulties still experienced till date. Some scholars have intoned that, the positive impact of the 

colonial economy was not built upon after the nation-state regained her independence. For the 
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purpose of clarity, the work is structured into three parts namely; introduction, the main body 

and the conclusion. 

The British Conquest of Esanland 

The conflictual relations amidst the lucrative and modest trade between Benin kingdom and the 

British that characterised Anglo-Benin relations from the mid fifteen century,1 the Benin 

expedition of 18972, the deportation of Oba Ovanranmwen to Calabar and the events beginning 

from 1899, the last year of the nineteenth century when the Royal Niger company lost it charter 

meant that the British colonial office in London was assuming direct control over its Nigerian 

protectorates. These events as they manifested in Benin City, the capital of Benin kingdom was 

very much felt in Esanland a mini-state of Benin kingdom3. Many studies exist to show how the 

people of Africa were colonised by the various colonizing powers. In western Nigeria, Benin 

kingdom in particular, there are many informed works by several  scholars such as R.H. Bacon; 

A. Boisragon, R.E. Bradbury, J.U. Egharerba, P.A. Igbafe, O. Ikime, C.O.O. Ugowe and A. 

Obasogie4. These studies have treated several aspects of the British penetration, the modus 

operandi adopted, the nature of resistance, and the effect and character of the administration 

subsequently imposed on the peoples of Western Nigeria including the Esan.   

 The responses to the British advance in Nigeria which was purposeful and highly 

coordinated to allow them to seize, control and crush all opposition, as well as seek to overcome 

by peaceful means of where possible varied. In the case of Benin kingdom an example of a 

centralized system, pitched battles were fought, and when the British won, Esan one of the 

outlying States of Benin kingdom was taken to be complete. This assumption was proven wrong 

because the Esan country was still fighting to assert her independence from Benin kingdom even 

as at the end of the nineteenth century. Records have it that, it was defeat of Benin kingdom and 

the presence of British soldiers that actually checked the Esan resistance to Benin suzeringnity 

and influence. Thus when Benin fell to the British soldiers, Esan was less concerned which led to 

a separate incursion and invasion by the British. With the support of some Esan collaborators, by 

1906 the British had established their station at Ubiaja which was to become the Administrative 

Headquarters for the whole of Esan country5. 

 An interesting thesis on the character of the African response to British conquest and how 

it is so viewed is presented by A.A. Idrees, who expanded on that of O. Ikime that African 

alliances with the British were often calculated to advance the interest of a group against a rival 



internal or out-group. Idrees contends that acting within the parameters of the period in question; 

such collaboration should be judged to mean the making of international alliances to advance 

national interest, and not as sabotage or unpatriotic acts as others thought. Idrees considers that: 

“the ideas of collaborators or resisters in African history are less relevant because both groups 

were concerned primarily with the protection of their interests. Neither overall imperialistic 

designs of the Europeans”6. After the Berlin Conference in 1884/85; there was deliberate 

intention of the European colonizing power to crush any form of resistance for the complete 

imposition of colonial rule in all part of Africa. 

 Whatever, many be the case, African states and peoples simply lacked the means and 

ability to be effective in their resistance to European advances. Indeed, in the new Africa that 

came into existence, those who collaborated with the colonialists, such as the Hausa, Itsekiri 

Merchants and some Benin chiefs usually earned a head-start in relation to their counterparts in 

the new European possessions7.  

 For the Esan, however, such fine lines of arguments were not much of a factor, being a  

people with a confederate arrangement with separate autonomous rulers without the formal 

centralization of authority in an apex hierarchy like that of Benin kingdom8 . Thus the response 

to the British offensive on Esan territory was also segmentary in character. Though the British 

objective was to control Esanland, there was per say no overarching Esan Agenda to resist 

Britishing imperialism. Responses as they were by the Esan were different responses from the 

component states, and responses to specific and disparate actions of the British. 

 Esan resistance, in all parts of Esanland, to the British was fierce as has been attested to 

by a number of writers from Okojie, Ughile, Bodericks Iyama and Obayemi. The Esan as these 

writers reveal were a hindrance to the British imperial expansion of opening up the territory for 

colonial rule. A period officially was lasted from 1906-1960. In one of the remarks Chief Iyama; 

“After the defeat and deportation of the Oba of Benin to Calabar in 1897, the British officials did 

not expect any resistance from the other Mini-states outside the kingdom, because then they saw 

Esan, Agbor, Aboh, Afenmai, Ora, Akoko areas as part of Benin kingdom or that Oba 

Ovonramwen as the Supreme ruler of all these areas”9. Starting in 1900 with Lord Frederick 

Lugards proclamation of the protectorate of Southern and Northern Nigeria that year: The British 

were, however, unable to immediately subdue the Esan area due to series of events with varying 

cause and effect which occurred between the Esan and the British that started in Benin City10, the 



capital of Benin kingdom in 1897. After the fall of Benin kingdom, some of the Benin Chiefs 

who had taken refuge in some part of Esanland wanted to fight their way back to Benin. 

 After the fall of Benin kingdom, some of the Benin chiefs who had taken refuge in some 

part of Esanland wanted to fight their way back to Benin. They therefore sought the military help 

of some of the Enigie, kings in Esanland, particularly the powerful Onojie of Uromi11. The 

British expeditionary soldiers stationed in Benin were not un-aware of the plan, they were been 

fed with much information by some Benin collaborators. Under the instruction of Ralp Moor, 

some British soldiers were dispatched from Benin to Esan territory to arrest the rebellious chiefs 

and also set-up an administrative base there so as to take control of the territory12. Before then, 

the information about the movement of the British soldiers towards Esanland began to gain 

momentum. The different Enigie then began to make individual preparation on town bases. It 

was current among the kings and their chiefs that they would not accept the British soldiers 

because they were regarded as invaders, usurpers and imperialist. The people were therefore 

prepared to resist and defeat the invaders and if possible ‘eliminate the whole of them13. This 

was however a joke as the British soldiers were better armed and disciplined. Indeed, the British 

soldiers arrived at Uromi in 1900 from where they spread their offensive operations to other part 

of the Esan territory14. 

 Ogbidi, the Onojie of Uromi wanted to show the lead by resisting the invaders. He was 

over-powered, arrested and deported to Calabar and later to Ibadan. In resisting the British 

soldiers, Ogbidi was isolated by the other Enijies in the other Esan territory15. They failed to 

have a united front against the invading soldiers. Another king who resisted the presence of the 

British soldiers was Ojiefoh of Ewu kingdom. He was also attacked, defeated and deported to 

Ubiajia kept under the watchful eyes of the British soldiers stationed there. Between 1900 and 

1907, the British soldiers had over-ran the whole of Esan territory as there were no other king, 

that could resist the ‘soldiers of fortune’16. Thus the Enijies accepted the British as their over-

lords. Within the next four years, works of pacification was carried out and by 1906, the 

imperialist had established their station at Ubiajia. This resistance between Esan and the British 

no doubt came to affect the nature and character of Anglo-Esan relations especially in the 

economic sphere. 

 The circumstances of the day as they were, had not favoured the Esan in their fight with 

the British, since they were ill-equipped and too uncoordinated to meaningfully engage the world 



superpower, as British was then in the early decades of the twentieth century. Their weapons and 

tactics were more suited to warfare with the Benin, Igbo, Yoruba, Afenmai neighbours, against 

the might of the British. Their impact was minimal and hollow in nature. Omede discuses this 

succinctly when he writes that “Esan warriors were no match for this intimidating show of force; 

towns and villages were ravaged and crops were destroyed in several weeks’ acts of revenge and 

savagery”17. Indeed, the British, in the manner of their fellow European invades elsewhere on the 

continent who were no slouches of savage violence, most often swept their (African) spear-

wielding armies aside with the maxim-gun and repeater rifle, and brutally crushed local 

resistance18.  

 Following the initial brutal encounters with some Esan people, and their rulers, the 

British later adopted the tactic of peaceful penetration. The implementation of this approach was 

found to be better suited in bringing the Esan under colonial rule and combined with threat of 

violence not far behind facilitated the entrenchment of British colonial administration over the 

Esan in 1906.  

 Before 1906, the Esan had some to the realization of who was in control of their territory. 

And that given the technology as well as military superiority of the British, their resistance was 

at best a gesture of frustration with the new order of things in the land over which they had 

limited or no control. Resignation over what the future courses of development would be like 

was therefore left to fate. The people did not have, however to wait for long, for British control 

brought with it several changes that the Esan had to adopt to. 

 The essence of colonial domination which was enabled by the fact of the advanced 

mechanical and social technology of the West within decades caused the disruption of traditional 

societies in Africa. The overall import was the breaking down of or modification structures in 

Africa and political and economic Structures in Africa and the imposition of export-oriented 

economies in the colonies. The phenomenon of European colonialism according to Karl Marx 

was both destructive and regenerating in its annihilation of the pre-capitalist societies and 

establishment of the materially more productive foundation of the West on the other part of the 

world such as colonized Esanland19.  

 The central force, behind the imperial enterprise in Africa was predicted on the need for 

economic gain by the colonizers. Economic interest was at the heart of British administration and 

colonial enterprise in Africa and although there were other consideration such as the religious 



aspect of bringing Africans to the Christian God, which over the years proved quite successful on 

the continent, the economic motive was always paramount. In this regard, the British and other 

Europeans did not hide or even try to mask what their objectives on the continent were. The 

colonialists believed that they were in Africa to develop the commercial and economic potentials 

of the continent to what they hoped will be to the mutual benefits of both parties. One of the 

exponents of the colonial enterprise with much experience in Asia and Africa, Lord Fredick 

Lugard was quite open on the question of objectives. He did not equivocate when he stated that: 

Let it be admitted at the onset that European brains, capital, and 
energy have been and never will be, expended in developing the 
resources of Africa from the motive of pure philanthropy; that 
Europe is in Africa for the mutual benefit of her own industrial 
classes, and the native races in their progress to a higher plane; 
that the benefits can be made reciprocal, and that it is the aim 
and desire of the civilized administration to fulfill this dual 
mandate20.  
 

The British approach to colonialism in Nigeria was therefore much influenced by Lord Lugard’s 

writing in the Dual Mandate in Tropical Africa and political Memoranda21. 

British Administration and Imposition of a Colonial Economy 

The British because they were faced with staff constrains and in order to surmount this, came up 

with the indirect rule system, whose practice in other British colonies such as India had been 

effective. In Northern Nigeria, the lieutenant governor for the protectorate Charles Temple was 

also a proponent of the indirect rule system. He argued that since the traditional rulers were 

effective in the pre-colonial period, they should be adopted to serve colonial objectives. 

Furthermore, Temple noted that such a policy will also lessen the burden on European staff: our 

object should be, I think, to avoid overstraining the staff in attempting to introduce reform, 

excepting only in certain cases where it is impossible to avoid doing so”22. 

 The early colonial staffing situation made Crowder to note that: 

Little time was left to the colonial conquistadors of West 
Africa to consider the advantages and disadvantages of 
the systems of administrations that they decided to impose 
on the peoples whose lands they had occupied. In the first 
place they were largely ignorant of the nature of the 
societies they were about to govern; in the second place 
they were usually preoccupied with the next stage of the 
conquest. Even where they did have time to ponder the 
merits of a particular system of administration, there was 



little chance that they would remain in a specific area long 
enough to see it put in practice23. 

 

The policy of indirect rule was favoured by the British because they were wont to expend 

resources in providing more administrators than they could afford in Nigeria. In 1907 the British 

had expressed the desire that they were not ready to spend more than £500, 000 annually for the 

purpose of administering Southern Nigeria 24. The implication of this outlook was that by 1925 

the British had only about 200 administrators for the whole of Nigeria, with an estimated 

population of twenty million people, of which a significant proportion would have been in the 

south, and about a third on sick leave of whatever instance 25. 

The outcome of this policy of indirect rule therefore was that from 1907, the British 

colonial administration began to appoint local people to position of authorities over class and 

districts as warrant chiefs. Eventually, an organogram evolved in Esan. Division that had the 

British divisional officer at the top, and the Esan central council headed by the Onojie, kings 

below him down the village heads, Odionwele26 .the duties of the Onojie and his chiefs were 

majorly to collect taxes, adjudicate in certain cases and maintain law and order within their 

communities. The British colonial officers overall duties in Esan division however comprised the 

following: 

assessment of tax and compilation of tax reports, touring 
report, attending to divisional and district files and 
accounts,the keeping of court records and correspondence 
and other related matter27   

 

The Colonial Economy 

This aspect of British colonial rule has been described as the exploitative instruments 

established by the colonialists for the harnessation of human and material resources of Africans. 

In Esan land, these exploitative instruments included the introduction of Taxation, development 

of cash economy, exploitation of forest resources, changes in production system, development of 

food production, development of modern means of communication, expansion of internal and 

external trade and the introduction of commercial activities. 

Taxation and Esan Economy 

 It is, however, to be noted that whereas in the Northern emirates, taxation was easily 

introduced, as the people were used to a system of taxation, among the Esan, the initial 



introduction posed problems. The British attempts were met with stiff resistance28 it was 

therefore not until 1913 that tax was done for the entire territory and tax collected all over Esan 

land. Taxes were introduced, it was argued just as the colonialist used it would do much to 

enhance productivity and spur growth and development in the post colonial society. It was also 

argued to generate wage labour in the economy29. This was regardless of the fact that British 

taxation as a fiscal policy initiative was designed with the ends in mind and not those of the Esan 

or people of Benin kingdom. Because of its novelty in Esanland, taxation as a fiscal policy was 

backed by the military might of the colonial power, which was available as a coercive agent. 

Taxation was thus a major factor in the emergence of the cash crop economy in Benin kingdom 

and Esan society during the colonial era3o.  

 Among several other factors, however, the introduction of taxation was the single most 

significant factor in the development of the cash crop economy in Esan Division. Farmers had to 

produce crops needed by the British firms in order to pay their taxes… Taxation was the mode of 

operation and the fulcrum upon which the colonial economic structure was based. The result of 

which that by the 1902s, the Esan Division was supplying several primary products to Britain as 

part of the international market31. 

 The British in Nigeria saw that the colonies were to pay for the development and 

expansion of the market economy and the upkeep of the colonial administrators. This was to be 

effected through revenue from direct taxation of producers via import and export duties. Lord 

Fredrick Lugard believed that “direct taxation is a moral benefit to the people by stimulating 

industry and production”32. The British also adopted the use of forced and voluntary labour in 

building of infrastructure to open the area to local and international trade33.  

 Lugard’s assertion that taxation could be used to stimulate the economy had some sense 

of credibility among the Esan as it indeed stimulated greater production. Hitherto because there 

was no need to pay tax, production for most Esan households, or for individuals, did not have to 

exceed a certain minimum level. A level that was factored to take care of the needs of the 

individual and his households in  terms of immediate consumption and for exchange to procure 

other goods and services which he considered as essential to his material wellbeing. But with 

taxation, the cultivation of palm oil especially, was expanded, and it became the major cash crop 

for the Esan34. Taxes in Esanland were initially paid in kind/slumped sum, through agricultural 

produce and some other products. In 1929 when tax of two shillings was imposed on every male 



adult, there was vehement opposition from all over Esan. In 1931, anti-tax agitation resulted in a 

police patrol of 70 men to bring down the situation. The people frowned at both the idea of 

taxation as well as the malpractices in which tax officials carried out the exercise. All taxes were 

imposed by the Native Authorities with the advice of the District Officer. The collection of taxes 

was the responsibility of the chiefs in their respective villages under the supervision of the kings, 

Enijies. Such roles for the chiefs attracted diminished respect for the chiefs and the rulers. In 

1952 it was therefore recommended that village authorities in council be made responsible for 

tax-collection instead of the chiefs’ single handedly doing it. The village council was then 

empowered to employ a literate youth to keep proper account of revenue collected. Such clerks 

were entitled to 10% of the village income received from tax. The introduction of British 

currency and the commoditization of produce as well as paid labour from the 1920s, however, 

meant more people could access funds with which to meet their tax obligations35. As more Esan 

were brought into the tax regime of the colonial administration, Chiefs S.A. Aigbontean notes 

that there was an upward improvement over the years in overall Esan tax payments because by 

1916 every household in Esanland had been reportedly brought under assessment all collected in 

cash36.  

 Colonialism therefore brought about a tax regime upon the Esan which together with the 

commercialization of commodities and labour helped to create a new economy in Esanland that 

had all the incipient trappings of capitalism. With regard the rate at which the taxable amount 

increased and was collected from the Esan, it certainly points to the fact that the British were on 

their way to achieving their objectives of expanding the production base and the rate of 

commercial as well as trade activities in Esan division. As the rate of tax collected continued to 

increase from the 1920s, so did the trade and commerce in the division. One pertinent 

observation, however, is that though trade did increase, it created an imbalance in the heightened 

cultivation of cash crops like rubber, palm oil and timber supplied over food crops37.  

 In a broader perspective, the imposition of taxation on the Esan, though as we discussed 

before now, they came to adopt it eventually, was always viewed with scorn by the people. If 

they could, they would have dispensed with it. This negative outlook to colonial taxation, which 

economic historians later strengthened in the overall framework of decolonization and when 

carefully considered done much harm to the economies of Independence African nations. By 

alleging that independence would do away with things such as taxation, they failed to prepare the 



people to the fact that modern nation states raise funds for development by taxing citizens, 

without which, the people would not have much at stake in the development of process38. 

Taxation imposed on a free people by their government is the surest way for raising funds 

necessary for the development of a community, state and country. 

Colonialism Economic Changes in Esanland 

With colonialism development of food production in Esanland expanded. The development of 

these food crops alongside the indigenous species such as yam, corn, rice, and potatoes was not 

considerable. In the area of food production, the colonial administration did not engage in the 

cultivation of food crops until the 1930s. They rather concerned with the cultivation of cash 

crops. 

 In the 1930s, the colonial administration took steps to encourage the expansion of food 

crops by establishing an experimental farm at Irrua in 193839. The agricultural scheme did not 

only specialize in the cultivation of food crops, but also in the growing of cash crops. One of the 

aims of the experimental farm project was to introduce scientific agricultural method in 

Esanland. The project, food crops, such as yams, cassava, rice and maize were cultivated. In 

addition, new methods of ridging, tilling the soil before planting, were taught and demonstrated  

Employment of unskilled labour, and the planting of crops in rotation also formed part ;of the 

programme demonstrated to the prospective farmers. More of the farm projects were later 

established at Uromi, Igbueben, Ekpoma, Ewohimi and Ubiajia in 195040. The extension farm at 

Uromi, Igueben and Ewohimi specialized in tending seeds and seedlings of orange, oil palm and 

rubber which they sold to Esan farmers. These extension farms also served as distributing centres 

for the sales of fertilizers, simple farm implement pesticides, harbicides and insecticides 

imported from Europe41. 

 Besides, various food processing mills were established by some private entrepreneurs. 

The mills included rice mill, cassava mill and rubber processing machines established in some 

major towns. With the introduction of rice and palm mills, the use of traditional method to 

separate the chaff from the grains and the palm kernel seeds declined. People then carried their 

produce to the mills for faster and more efficient work. In the same way cassava mills became 

patronized and the wastage of human energy was saved42. 

 Moreover, the colonization of Esanland, led to introduction of cash economy which 

marked new and expansionist phase in the evolution of the modern market economy. Its main 



achievement was to remove the constraints which had hindered the development of the export 

sector. For example, the exploitation of forest product increased the lumbering industry with 

surplus trees like Iroko, Obeche, Mahogamy were lumbered and marked as export products43. 

Also with the money economy rubber and oil palm plantations were established by wealthy 

farmers who acquired lands. With employment of paid labour, had many hectares of plantations. 

Thus expansion of wood export, increase led to the income for carpenters, farmer, labour and 

many who engage in any aspect of the economy to enable them pay tax and meet up with other 

expenses44. 

 Again with colonialism, the number of commercial enterprises in Esanland expanded a 

process that was aided by the introduction of modern infrastructure. Roads were constructed and 

the role of motor transport all greatly assisted commercial activities in Esanland. Motor 

transportation enabled all areas and markets to be covered by making it possible for Benin, 

Nupe, Afenmai, Igbo, Itsekiri, Urhobo, Hausa and Yoruba merchants to attend market sessions 

within the division and to buy produce such as yams, beans, palm ;oil, rice, textile materials, for 

sale outside Esanland and to equally sell manufactured/European goods. All these helped to 

bring new trade goods and make them more available across the division45. Records show that as 

early the 1920s, “There was a marked influx of traders from Nupeland, Igboland, Benin kingdom 

and elsewhere in the Sourthen provinces who began buying yams and other food stuff for resale 

in the south and even as far as in central Nigeria region”46.  

 Another crucial factor in the transformation of the Esan econlomy was the opening up of 

and expansion of towns such as Uromi, Ekpoma, Ubiaja and Ewohimi among others in Esanland. 

As Jane-Jacobs argued in The Economy in Cities, cities and towns indeed the whole urban 

infrastructure constitute the greater energizers of commercial enterprises ever devised by man. 

This fact was projected in the eighteenth century by Adam Smith who contended that towns 

aided the improvement of the rural economies by providing ready markets for their product47. 

Towns have the potential to create prosperity for the outlying rural settlements and consequently 

improve their standard of living.  

 However, from a purely economic prospective, some scholars have argued the above 

pointed that the expansion of cities, experienced of a place like Esanland by colonial forces can 

be explained in terms of the true historical mission of colonialism. This is especially so if we 

view this mission from a global perspective with Africa, Nigeria and Esan Division as 



component units. Colonialism as a manifestation of imperialist and parasitic capitalism, which 

needed colonies to cushion some of its internal contradictions, could or have conferred benefits 

to the urban/city or rural society48. How, for example, could colonialism have been beneficial 

given the fact that it was characterized by super-exploitation of the resources of Africa? Or as 

Folola explains: 

The limited industrial efforts, disturbed spatial system, 
alienating educational system, disturbed and outward 
oriented agricultural system, the establishment of an 
unstable peripheral State and the contradictions arising 
from cultural domination all furthered Nigeria’s 
peripheralisation and unequal incorporation into an 
exploitative world capitalist system. Thus, whether in 
Nigeria or in any part of the colonized third world, 
colonialism cannot be divorced from domination, 
exploitation and unequal incorporation49. 

From our study of the Esan, this observation is not far from the truth. In fact when we look at the 

concept of colonial “economic peripherialisation”, it becomes clear that it involved a two level 

process. Impactatively, at the first or global level, resources from the colonial territories were 

exploited by agents of colonial capital50. At the second or regional level, the “economic centres” 

of the colonial territories were supported by the producing rural country side. Therefore, places 

like Esan Division suffered exploitation at two levels.51  

Conclusion 

Having assessed the structural economic factor that brought a reorganization of the productive 

base of Esanland. Certain major currents are discernible. There was a departure from the 

hitherto, pre-colonial economy, which catered for the immediate and future needs of the people. 

However, the reorganization of the productive base which enabled the Esan people to produce 

and trade more than ever before revolved around these issues: First, the opening up of the 

infrastructure to facilitate communication and passage of goods and services in telephones, 

roads, waterways, bridges, telegraphs and postal Services, Second was the establishment of 

administrative city centres which grew to become commercial hubs whose existence altered the 

pre-colonial economic structure.  Third was commoditalization of agricultural products and 

labour at a level hitherto unseen in Esanland. However, in spite of the modifications effected on 

the economy, there was no radical departure from pre-colonial economic patterns of life, be it in 

the market system or palm oil processing. It is plausible to suggest that the imposed colonial 



economy was just an episode in the history of the people. At the best, in its entire reunification in 

the economic sphere, there was continuity and change.  
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