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Abstract

The Niger region has historically been a focal point of political alliances and conflicts, shaped by
the economic and strategic significance of the River Niger. This study examines the historical and
contemporary political struggles along the river, analyzing their causes, patterns, and
implications. The research objectives include understanding pre-colonial power structures, the
impact of colonial rule, and post-independence conflicts, particularly in the context of ethnic
politics and resource control. A historical-analytical methodology was employed, drawing from
secondary sources such as books, journal articles, and archival materials. The findings reveal
that while the River Niger has served as a unifying factor for trade and governance, it has also
been a contested space, leading to conflicts such as inter-kingdom rivalries, colonial resistance,
the Nigerian Civil War, and the Niger Delta crisis. The study concludes that resolving political
conflicts in the region requires policies that balance historical realities with modern governance
strategies to foster stability and development.
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Introduction

The River Niger, one of the longest rivers in Africa, has played a pivotal role in shaping inter-
group relations in Nigeria. As a major waterway stretching from the Fouta Djallon highlands in
Guinea through Mali, Niger, and Nigeria before emptying into the Atlantic Ocean?!, it has
historically served as a crucial conduit for trade, migration, and cultural exchange. The river's
course through Nigeria facilitated interactions among diverse ethnic groups, including the Nupe,
Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, and Itsekiri, fostering both cooperation and conflict. According to J. F. Ade-
Ajayi "The River Niger was not just a natural boundary but a lifeline that connected various
communities, enabling economic and social integration."?

Historically, the River Niger served as a key route for trade and commerce, allowing for
the exchange of goods such as kola nuts, salt, textiles, and slaves between the northern and
southern regions of Nigeria. The Trans-Saharan trade routes connected with the Niger, linking the
Sokoto Caliphate in the north with the trading ports of the Niger Delta. The emergence of major
commercial centers such as Jebba, Lokoja, and Onitsha along the river underscores its significance
in intergroup economic relations. For instance, Onitsha developed as a major market town due to
its strategic location along the river, attracting traders from both northern and southern Nigeria.?

Beyond trade, the river facilitated cultural exchanges and intermarriages among the
communities along its banks. The Nupe people, for example, established strong economic and
matrimonial ties with the Yoruba and Hausa, leading to cultural assimilation and mutual
influences. Similarly, the Igala and Bini peoples shared religious and political influences due to
their proximity to the river. The spread of Islam and Christianity along the riverbanks is another
testament to its role in shaping inter-group relations. The arrival of Christian missionaries in
Lokoja in the 19th century, where the Niger and Benue Rivers meet, marked the beginning of
widespread missionary activities in Nigeria.* Despite fostering cooperation, the River Niger also
became a site of conflict and territorial disputes. The Nupe and Igala frequently clashed over
control of trade routes and fishing rights, while European colonial powers sought to dominate the
river for economic and political gains. The British conquest of the Niger region in the late 19th
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century was largely motivated by the need to control commerce and suppress indigenous
resistance. The Royal Niger Company, under George Goldie, effectively monopolized trade along
the river, leading to tensions with local rulers who sought to maintain their autonomy.®

In contemporary times, the River Niger continues to serve as a symbol of national unity
and economic interdependence. The construction of bridges such as the Niger Bridge at Onitsha
and the Lokoja Bridge has further reinforced connections between different parts of Nigeria.
However, challenges such as environmental degradation, pollution, and resource conflicts remain
prevalent. Understanding the historical role of the River Niger in intergroup relations provides
crucial insights into Nigeria’s complex socio-political landscape and the need for sustainable
development policies that preserve the river’s integrative functions.

Literature Review

Toyin Falola’s seminal work The History of Nigeria® underscores the role of geography and
natural features, particularly rivers, in shaping precolonial inter-group relations in what is now
Nigeria. He discusses how the River Niger served as a corridor of trade and interaction between
the northern emirates, Middle Belt communities, and southern kingdoms. The river facilitated
economic exchanges, such as the movement of kola nuts from the north to the south and salt from
the Middle Belt to coastal regions. Falola argues that beyond commerce, the river also served as a
cultural melting pot where ideas, religious practices, and languages were shared, thus contributing
to a sense of interconnectedness among diverse ethnic groups. He traces the river’s importance
from the trans-Saharan trade era to the 19th century when it became central to British colonial
interests. However, while he explores the river's economic importance, the book does not delve
deeply into localized case studies of inter-group relations or the social transformations engendered
by these interactions. His broad approach gives an overview of macro-level trends but lacks
specificity in micro-historical relationships. Nonetheless, his work sets the stage for understanding
how the River Niger functioned as a geographical and cultural link. It also provides a background
to examine contemporary dynamics of inter-ethnic cooperation and conflict.

Sam Uzochukwu Nwabara’s 1bo in the Eastern Nigeria: The Onitsha Hinterland’ provides
an ethnographic and historical study of the Igbo people, focusing on their migration, settlement,
and interactions around the Niger. He highlights how the River Niger was not just a physical
boundary but also a social conduit that enabled sustained contact between the Igbo of the eastern
hinterlands and groups such as the ljaw, Urhobo, and Edo. According to him, trade via the river
promoted peaceful coexistence, while in some cases, competition over control of trade routes led
to localized conflicts. Nwabara’s analysis of inter-group relations is detailed, particularly
concerning Onitsha’s strategic location as a riverine city that connected inland Igbo traders to
European merchants and other Nigerian ethnic groups. He further emphasizes the cultural
hybridity that emerged, especially in languages, markets, and religious practices. However, his
work largely focuses on the colonial and immediate pre-colonial periods and does not extend to
post-independence developments. Furthermore, his study concentrates on Onitsha and does not
explore other Niger towns like Lokoja or Jebba in significant depth. While rich in ethnographic
detail, the work leaves questions about broader patterns of Niger-facilitated inter-group dynamics
across time. A. 1. Asiwaju’S Partitioned Africans: Ethnic Relations across Africa’s International
Boundaries, 1884-19848 explores how colonial boundaries shaped inter-group relations,
particularly through imposed borders that intersected natural features like the River Niger.
Although his primary focus is on international borders in West Africa, he discusses how the River
Niger served as both a unifier and divider of African ethnic groups. For example, he highlights
how communities along the river—such as the Nupe, Gwari, and Hausa—had well-established
trade and matrimonial ties that were disrupted by colonial border demarcations. Asiwaju asserts
that despite political partitions, ethnic groups continued to maintain socio-cultural linkages
through the river corridor. He presents a compelling argument that colonial interference did not
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erase the deep-rooted networks fostered by riverine connectivity. However, his work does not
exclusively focus on Nigeria, and much of his empirical material comes from borderlands in
Benin, Togo, and Niger Republic. This makes his references to Nigeria's River Niger region
somewhat generalized. Nonetheless, the book is significant for understanding how geographical
features like the Niger both shaped and resisted colonial disruptions.

F. K. Ekechi’sMissionary Enterprise and Rivalry in Igboland, 1857—1914° discusses how
the River Niger became a channel for missionary expansion and competition, particularly between
the Church Missionary Society (CMS) and Roman Catholic missions. He examines how
missionaries used the river to penetrate inland communities and how this led to the transformation
of indigenous belief systems and education. The missionaries also facilitated new forms of inter-
group relations by encouraging converts to abandon ethnic exclusivity and embrace Christian
universalism. Ekechi’s work shows how religious actors used the river as a strategic entry point
to influence both culture and politics. The river, therefore, contributed to new networks of identity
that transcended traditional ethnic boundaries. However, his focus on missionary activities limits
his engagement with non-religious aspects of intergroup interaction such as marriage, conflict
resolution, or informal economic cooperation. His work is nonetheless vital for understanding how
religion—enabled by geography—played a role in reshaping social relations among riverine
communities.

E. A. Ayandele’sThe Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria: 1842-1914 investigates the
broader historical transformations ushered in by missionary work and commerce along the River
Niger. He argues that the Niger became the “artery of civilization” through which Western ideas,
education, and Christianity flowed into the interior. The river was crucial for the establishment of
towns like Lokoja, which became melting pots of various Nigerian ethnicities including Yoruba,
Igala, Nupe, and Hausa. Ayandele shows how the river contributed to identity formation through
missionary schools and trade posts that brought young people of diverse backgrounds together.
However, he also notes that intergroup frictions often arose due to perceived favoritism by
missionaries or traders toward certain ethnic groups. His study effectively captures the dynamic
interplay between physical geography and social transformation. Nonetheless, it largely represents
elite and missionary perspectives, with limited attention to grassroots or indigenous voices in
intergroup relations.

Ikenna Nzimiro’s Studies in Ibo Political Systems: Chieftaincy and Politics in Four Niger
States!*Nzimiro examines indigenous political systems and their evolution under the pressures of
intergroup contact and colonialism. He identifies the River Niger as a significant influence in the
development of decentralized political cultures, especially among the Igbo, who used river access
to engage with centralized societies like the Benin and Nupe kingdoms. The river allowed for
comparative political learning, military alliances, and trade-based diplomacy. Nzimiro also
touches on how contact through the Niger influenced migration patterns and political reforms. His
work is important for understanding how political ideas and practices traveled through river-based
interactions. However, his focus is largely theoretical, with less empirical data from communities
directly located along the riverbanks. While the book offers insights into the political dimensions
of inter-group relations, it could have benefited from case-specific analysis to ground its
arguments.

Samuel O. Ogundele’s "Archaeology and the Dynamics of Inter-Group Relations in the
Middle Niger"!? investigates ancient trade networks and settlement patterns along the River Niger,
highlighting the deep historical roots of inter-group cooperation and coexistence. He uses
archaeological evidence from sites such as Jebba, Bussa, and Ife to show that riverine communities
developed shared architectural styles, pottery designs, and burial practices. These shared features,
he argues, reflect long-standing inter-group dialogue and cultural exchange. Ogundele also
emphasizes the river’s role in the spread of iron technology and early urbanization. His
interdisciplinary approach combines anthropology, archaeology, and history to offer a deep-time
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perspective on inter-group dynamics. However, his reliance on material culture means that
contemporary social and political relations are not adequately covered. Still, his work is
foundational for tracing the continuity of river-mediated relationships into the present.

While the reviewed literature offers valuable insights into the River Niger's role in trade,
religion, politics, and cultural exchange, a significant gap remains in the integration of both
historical and contemporary inter-group relations across multiple regions along the river. Most
existing studies are either regionally limited (e.g., focusing on Onitsha or Lokoja) or narrowly
thematic (e.g., missionary activity or colonial borders), lacking a comprehensive, diachronic
approach. There is also limited attention to the post-independence era, especially in how the River
Niger continues to mediate ethnic, political, and economic interactions in modern Nigeria. This
study seeks to fill this gap by offering a historical synthesis of inter-group relations from pre-
colonial through post-colonial periods, across multiple ethnic groups connected by the River
Niger, and by examining how these historical patterns shape current realities.

The River Niger as a Geographical and Economic Connector

The River Niger, stretching over 4,180 kilometers, serves as a major geographical feature that
links various regions of West Africa, particularly Nigeria.®® Its vast network of tributaries,
including the Benue River, has historically enabled transportation, communication, and economic
interactions among diverse ethnic groups. The river flows through multiple states in Nigeria,
including Kogi, Niger, Anambra, and Delta, forming a natural boundary while simultaneously
acting as a unifying force. According to J. F. Ade-Ajayi “The River Niger was not merely a body
of water but a conduit for economic, cultural, and political integration in pre-colonial and colonial
Nigeria.”* The river's geographical significance is further highlighted by its role in shaping
settlement patterns, as many ancient civilizations and kingdoms, such as the Nupe and lgala,
established their capitals along its banks. Lokoja, for instance, became a prominent administrative
and trading center due to its strategic position at the confluence of the Niger and Benue Rivers,
facilitating interregional commerce and diplomacy. The river also provided fertile lands that
supported agricultural activities, fostering food production and trade.

Economically, the River Niger has long been a vital artery for trade and commerce, linking
northern and southern Nigeria. The trans-Saharan trade routes that connected the Sahel to the
coastal regions depended on the Niger as a major transport corridor. In the pre-colonial era, traders
from the Hausa city-states, such as Kano and Zaria, utilized the river to transport goods such as
leather, textiles, and grains to markets in the southern regions, while traders from the coastal areas,
including the Yoruba and Igbo, transported palm oil, kola nuts, and spices to the north.'® The
emergence of trading hubs like Onitsha, Jebba, and Burutu highlights the economic integration
facilitated by the Niger. Onitsha, for example, became one of the largest open markets in West
Africa, attracting merchants from different ethnic backgrounds, including the Hausa, Igbo, and
Yoruba. The British recognized the economic potential of the river and, through the Royal Niger
Company led by George Goldie, monopolized trade along its banks in the late 19th century.® This
colonial control further solidified the river's role as an economic connector but also led to conflicts
with indigenous traders who resisted European domination.

Beyond trade, the River Niger also facilitated industrial and infrastructural development.
The construction of ports and bridges along the river enhanced economic integration by improving
transportation and communication. The Onitsha Bridge, completed in 1965, linked the
southeastern and western regions of Nigeria, fostering intergroup relations and economic
exchange. Similarly, the Lokoja Bridge connected the Middle Belt to the southern regions,
reducing travel time and facilitating the movement of goods and people. The river has also been
harnessed for hydroelectric power generation, with the establishment of the Kainji Dam in 1968,
which provides electricity to various parts of the country.!” The dam not only generates power but
also supports irrigation farming, boosting agricultural productivity in states such as Niger and
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Kebbi. Despite these economic advantages, challenges such as seasonal flooding and water
pollution have threatened the sustainability of economic activities along the river. Overfishing and
industrial waste disposal have negatively impacted the livelihoods of communities that depend on
the river for fishing and farming.

In addition to its economic functions, the River Niger played a crucial role in the expansion
of religious and cultural interactions. The spread of Islam in northern Nigeria was facilitated by
the river, as Muslim traders and clerics used it to travel southward, establishing Islamic learning
centers and mosques along the way. Cities such as Bida and Ilorin became prominent centers of
Islamic scholarship due to their proximity to the river, attracting students from different regions.
Likewise, Christianity spread along the river through European missionaries who arrived in
Lokoja in the 19th century, using the waterway to penetrate deeper into the hinterland. The Church
Missionary Society (CMS) and Roman Catholic missionaries established schools and churches in
towns such as Onitsha and Asaba, promoting Western education and religious conversion.® This
cultural diffusion, facilitated by the River Niger, contributed to the emergence of hybrid identities
and inter-ethnic collaborations. However, it also led to tensions between traditional religious
practices and new religious influences, resulting in periodic conflicts and resistance movements.

Despite its integrative functions, the River Niger has also been a site of political struggles
and resource conflicts. The colonial era saw intense competition among European powers for
control over the river, leading to treaties and military confrontations between the British and
indigenous rulers. The 1885 Berlin Conference formally placed the lower Niger under British
control, limiting the economic independence of local communities.!® In the post-colonial era,
disputes over water resources and territorial boundaries have continued to shape intergroup
relations. The Niger Delta region, where the river empties into the Atlantic Ocean, has witnessed
conflicts over oil exploitation, with local communities demanding greater control over their natural
resources. The rise of militant groups, such as the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger
Delta (MEND), highlights the tensions between economic interests and environmental
sustainability. Nevertheless, the River Niger remains a symbol of national unity, as seen in its
representation on Nigeria’s coat of arms and currency. Its historical and economic significance
underscores the need for sustainable policies that balance economic development with
environmental conservation.

Trade and commerce along the River Niger

The River Niger has historically served as a vital economic artery for trade and commerce in
Nigeria and West Africa. It has been a crucial link between different regions, fostering inter-group
relations and economic interdependence. In pre-colonial times, indigenous traders used canoes
and boats to transport goods such as salt, kola nuts, fish, shea butter, and textiles, allowing for
vibrant commercial activities among the Hausa, Nupe, lIgala, Jukun, Yoruba, Itsekiri, and ljaw
people.?% The river’s significance in trade was further enhanced during the trans-Saharan trade era
when it connected major trading hubs such as Timbuktu, Gao, and Kano to the coastal regions of
Nigeria. As Ajayi and Crowder observe "The River Niger was not just a geographical feature; it
was the lifeblood of trade, linking the desert to the forest and the savannah to the sea."?! This role
has persisted through colonial and post-colonial times, making the Niger an enduring economic
resource for Nigeria.

One of the earliest forms of trade along the River Niger was the barter system, in which
different communities exchanged goods based on their unique resources. The northern Hausa and
Kanuri traders, who had access to salt and leather products, exchanged these with the Yoruba and
Igbo communities of the south, who supplied palm oil, yams, and woven fabrics. The Nupe and
Igala, situated along the river’s banks, acted as intermediaries, facilitating trade between the
northern and southern regions.?? The fishing communities of the Niger Delta, particularly the ljaw
and Itsekiri, specialized in the trade of dried fish, which was transported upriver to inland markets
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such as Lokoja, Jebba, and Onitsha. According to Hopkins "The river was not just a means of
transportation but a commercial highway, bringing distant communities into economic
cooperation."?® The barter system eventually evolved into a currency-based trade, with the
introduction of cowrie shells and later metal coins, further solidifying the river’s importance in
economic transactions.

During the colonial period, European merchants and the British colonial administration

capitalized on the commercial potential of the River Niger. British trading companies such as the
Royal Niger Company, led by George Goldie, established a monopoly over trade in the region,
controlling the export of palm oil, rubber, and timber. These commodities were in high demand in
European markets, fueling industrial production in Britain and other parts of Europe.?* The British
introduced steamships to navigate the river more efficiently, replacing traditional canoes and
increasing the volume of goods transported. This development significantly boosted commercial
activities in towns such as Onitsha, Lokoja, and Burutu, which became major trading centers.
However, colonial trade policies also disrupted indigenous trade patterns, as European firms
dominated the market and marginalized local traders. "The colonial economy was built on the
foundation of the River Niger," argues Osaghae "yet it often worked against the economic interests
of the indigenous people."?® Despite these disruptions, the river remained a key commercial route,
supporting the distribution of goods across Nigeria.
In the post-colonial era, trade along the River Niger continued to evolve, driven by modern
transportation networks and economic policies. The Nigerian government invested in
infrastructural projects such as the construction of ports, bridges, and roads to enhance commerce
along the river. Cities like Onitsha, which hosts one of the largest markets in West Africa, became
major commercial hubs, attracting traders from across Nigeria and neighboring countries. The
river also facilitated international trade, as it connected inland markets to coastal ports, enabling
the export of agricultural and industrial products. However, challenges such as seasonal
fluctuations in water levels, pollution, and inadequate infrastructure have hindered the full
commercial potential of the river. Additionally, insecurity in some riverine areas, including piracy
and banditry, has posed risks to traders and transporters. Despite these challenges, the Niger
remains a strategic economic asset, with ongoing plans to dredge the river and expand its
commercial capacity.?

Today, trade and commerce along the River Niger continue to be vital to Nigeria’s
economy. The river supports various industries, including fishing, agriculture, and transportation,
while serving as a link between different economic zones. The presence of markets such as Onitsha
Main Market, Baro Port, and the Kogi River Port underscores the river’s enduring commercial
significance. The development of inland waterways transportation has further strengthened trade,
reducing the burden on road networks and enhancing the movement of goods.?” However, there is
still a need for more investment in infrastructure, security, and environmental conservation to
maximize the river’s economic potential. As Nigeria seeks to diversify its economy beyond oil
dependence, revitalizing commerce along the River Niger could play a crucial role in fostering
economic growth and regional integration. The river remains a testament to Nigeria’s rich history
of trade and commerce, a resource that, if properly harnessed, can drive the country’s economic
future.

Cultural and social interactions among Riverine communities

The River Niger has long been a catalyst for cultural and social interactions among various
communities in Nigeria. The river's vast reach, connecting the northern, central, and southern
regions, has enabled diverse ethnic groups to engage in intergroup relations that transcend
linguistic, religious, and traditional boundaries. Historically, riverine communities such as the
Nupe, lgala, Jukun, Itsekiri, ljaw, Igbo, and Yoruba have engaged in shared cultural experiences,
including intermarriage, religious exchanges, and artistic expressions. As Ade-Ajayi observes
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“The River Niger was more than a waterway; it was a corridor of civilization, fostering social
integration among diverse peoples.”?® This integration has resulted in a unique blend of traditions,
values, and identities that continue to shape the socio-cultural landscape of Nigeria today. While
economic activities such as trade and fishing provided the foundation for inter-group interactions,
social and cultural exchanges helped to create a sense of shared identity and mutual dependence
among riverine communities.

One of the most significant aspects of cultural interaction along the River Niger is
intermarriage, which has strengthened social bonds among various ethnic groups. For instance,
the Nupe, who are predominantly found in present-day Niger and Kogi states, have historically
intermarried with their lgala and Yoruba neighbors, leading to a fusion of cultural practices. The
Igala, whose kingdom was strategically located along the river, had matrimonial alliances with the
Benin Kingdom, facilitating cultural exchange between the two powerful entities.?® Similarly, the
ljaw people of the Niger Delta have longstanding inter-marital relations with the ltsekiri and
Urhobo, fostering peaceful coexistence and shared cultural identities. These marriages were not
merely personal relationships but strategic alliances that strengthened trade, political influence,
and economic partnerships. According to Hopkins “Marriage among riverine communities was
both a personal and economic affair, serving as a means of consolidating trade and ensuring
security.”® This inter-group bonding helped reduce conflicts and created a multicultural social
fabric along the river.

Religion also played a vital role in shaping social interactions among riverine communities.
The River Niger served as a conduit for the spread of Islam from the north and Christianity from
the south, facilitating religious exchanges between different ethnic groups. Islam spread through
the Nupe and Hausa traders who traveled along the river, establishing Islamic centers in towns
such as Jebba, Bida, and llorin. The influence of Islam is evident in the cultural and architectural
styles of these towns, where mosques and Islamic schools (madrasas) became centers of learning
and social organization.3! Christianity, on the other hand, made inroads into riverine communities
through European missionaries who arrived in the 19th century. The Church Missionary Society
(CMS) established missions in places like Lokoja and Onitsha, using the river as a means of
reaching remote areas. Over time, traditional religious practices merged with Islamic and Christian
influences, leading to the development of unique religious identities among riverine communities.
This religious diversity, while fostering cultural exchange, also led to occasional tensions,
especially in areas where traditional beliefs resisted foreign religious doctrines.

Artistic and cultural expressions flourished along the River Niger as different communities
influenced one another through music, dance, and festivals. The Igbo people, for example,
incorporated elements of Nupe and Igala masquerade traditions into their own cultural practices,
leading to the emergence of hybrid festivals such as the Omabe and Odo masquerades in parts of
Enugu and Kogi states. Similarly, the Yoruba riverine communities, particularly those in Ilaje and
Ondo, borrowed musical styles and instruments from their Itsekiri and ljaw neighbors. These
artistic exchanges enriched the cultural heritage of riverine communities; making the Niger a
melting pot of artistic creativity.? In addition, oral traditions and storytelling played a crucial role
in preserving history and reinforcing communal values. Myths and legends about the River Niger,
such as the Igala belief that the river goddess, Inikpi, sacrificed herself to protect her people,
continue to be passed down through generations, symbolizing the deep spiritual connection
communities have with the river.

Despite fostering cultural unity, the River Niger has also been a site of cultural conflicts
and territorial disputes among riverine communities. Competition for fishing rights, land, and trade
routes occasionally led to skirmishes between groups, particularly in the Niger Delta region, where
resource control remains a contentious issue. The conflict between the Itsekiri and Urhobo over
political dominance in Warri, for example, is partly rooted in historical disputes over riverine trade
and settlement rights.3 Similarly, clashes between the Nupe and Gwari in Niger State over land

78



Kenneth Dike Journal of African Studies, VVol. 4, No. 2, July 2025

and water resources illustrate the tensions that can arise from shared geographic and economic
spaces. However, mechanisms for conflict resolution, such as intergroup councils and traditional
arbitration systems, have been employed to maintain peace and stability. Today, efforts to promote
cultural tourism along the River Niger, including the annual Niger Regatta Festival, serve as
reminders of the historical interconnectedness of Nigeria’s riverine communities and their shared
cultural heritage.

Political alliances and conflicts in the Niger Region

The Niger region, particularly along the River Niger, has historically been a center of political
alliances and conflicts due to its strategic economic and geographic importance. As a vital trade
artery linking different ethnic groups and kingdoms, the river facilitated both cooperation and
rivalry among various political entities. In pre-colonial times, powerful states such as the Nupe,
Hausa, lgala, Jukun, and Yoruba formed alliances to protect trade routes and expand their
influence. However, competition for control over the river and its commercial advantages often
led to conflicts, as seen in the struggles between the Nupe and the Oyo Empire in the 18th century.
According to Ajayi and Crowder "The River Niger was not just a source of sustenance; it was a
political prize, sought after by various kingdoms vying for economic dominance."** These political
interactions set the foundation for later conflicts and collaborations, especially during the colonial
and post-colonial periods when new power structures emerged along the river.

The arrival of European colonial powers in the 19th century further reshaped political alliances
and conflicts in the Niger region. British and French colonial interests clashed over control of trade
along the river, particularly in regions such as modern-day Nigeria and Niger. The Royal Niger
Company, led by George Goldie, played a crucial role in securing British dominance by signing
treaties with local rulers and using military force against those who resisted. One notable example
was the British conquest of the Sokoto Caliphate and its tributary states, including Nupe and llorin,
between 1897 and 1903. The British employed divide-and-rule tactics, forming alliances with
some local leaders while suppressing others who opposed colonial rule.*® Colonialism transformed
political alliances in the Niger region, often creating artificial divisions that fueled future
conflicts.®® The imposition of colonial borders also disrupted traditional power dynamics, leading
to tensions that persisted into the post-independence era.

In the post-colonial period, the Niger region became a focal point of political struggles,
particularly in Nigeria, where ethnic and regional tensions shaped national politics. The First
Republic (1960-1966) saw alliances between political parties representing different regional
interests, such as the Northern People's Congress (NPC), dominated by the Hausa-Fulani elite, and
the National Council of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), which had strong support in the Igbo-
dominated eastern region. However, these alliances were fragile, as conflicts over resource control
and ethnic representation deepened. The River Niger itself symbolized this divide, with key cities
like Onitsha and Lokoja becoming centers of political mobilization. The 1967-1970 Nigerian Civil
War further highlighted these tensions, as the secessionist Republic of Biafra, led by Colonel
Odumegwu Ojukwu, sought to control parts of the Niger Delta for economic and strategic reasons.
The conflict devastated the region, with millions displaced and economic activities along the river
severely disrupted.®’

More recently, conflicts in the Niger Delta have been driven by political and economic
grievances, particularly over oil revenue distribution and environmental degradation. Militant
groups such as the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND) and the Niger
Delta Avengers (NDA) have engaged in armed struggles against the Nigerian government and
multinational oil corporations, demanding greater resource control and political autonomy. The
struggle in the Niger Delta is a continuation of historical conflicts over power and resources, now
intensified by the discovery of 0il.*® Government responses, including military crackdowns and
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amnesty programs, have had mixed results, sometimes reducing violence but failing to address the
underlying political and economic issues. Despite various peace efforts, tensions remain high, with
sporadic attacks on oil installations and continued agitation for political restructuring.

Looking ahead, political alliances and conflicts in the Niger region will continue to shape Nigeria’s
political landscape. The rise of regional movements advocating for greater autonomy, such as the
Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) in the southeast and calls for restructuring in the southwest,
reflect long-standing grievances rooted in the political history of the River Niger. Effective
governance and inclusive political dialogue will be crucial in addressing these tensions.
Additionally, infrastructure development along the river, including improved transportation and
economic integration, could help reduce conflicts by fostering economic interdependence among
communities. As Falola notes "The River Niger, if properly managed, can be a unifying force
rather than a source of division."3® Ensuring political stability in the Niger region will require a
delicate balance between historical realities and modern governance approaches, making it a key
area for future policy considerations.

Conclusion

This study set out to examine the historical and contemporary political alliances and conflicts in
the Niger region, focusing on their causes, dynamics, and consequences. One of the key objectives
was to analyze the role of the River Niger as a political connector and a contested space for power
struggles among pre-colonial states, colonial forces, and post-independence governments. The
findings revealed that the river served as both a unifying force and a source of division, with
alliances formed for trade and military cooperation often giving way to conflicts over territorial
control, resource distribution, and political dominance. The colonial period introduced new
patterns of rivalry, as European powers and indigenous groups negotiated, resisted, or collaborated
in response to the changing political landscape. The impact of these historical tensions continues
to be felt in contemporary Nigeria, where issues such as ethnic politics, resource control in the
Niger Delta, and separatist movements remain central to national debates.

Furthermore, the study found that post-independence political alliances in the Niger region
have been fragile, often shaped by ethnic and regional interests rather than national unity. The
Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970) was a defining moment, highlighting the deep divisions along
the River Niger, particularly between the eastern and northern regions. In recent decades, conflicts
in the Niger Delta, driven by political and economic grievances, have further underscored the
challenges of governance in the region. However, the study also highlights opportunities for
conflict resolution through inclusive governance, economic development, and regional
integration. Addressing the political tensions in the Niger region requires policies that
acknowledge historical grievances while promoting cooperation and equitable resource
distribution. The River Niger, if properly managed, has the potential to foster unity and economic
growth rather than being a source of discord.
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