[image: image3.wmf]
[image: image1.wmf]
After their arrival in Africa in 1539, the British had an enormous influence on the diverse group of Africans living in the area now known as Nigeria. For hundreds of years, British missionaries, merchants, and soldiers interacted with 

Nigerians along the Atlantic coast, bringing Christianity, British education, and the English language to Nigeria. 

During the 1800s, the British gradually conquered all Nigerian groups, often defeating them militarily with modem rifles and machine guns. 

When the British began ruling the territory now known as Nigeria as a colony in the 1880s, they divided the more than 200 ethnic groups into three distinct regions-the Northern Region, the Western Region, and the Eastern Region. As they designed the borders of colonial Nigeria, the British paid little attention to the past history and ethnic identity of one of the most diverse territories in Africa. The colonial borders that were established in Nigeria were a British, rather than African, creation. The name Nigeria itself was proposed in 1903 by the wife of the British Commissioner of the Northern Region because of the presence of the Niger River. 

The Nigerian colony was designed politically and economically to serve British needs. During colonialism, Nigerians traded cheap raw materials-such as palm oil, cotton, rubber, and tropical wood-for more expensive British finished goods-such as guns, clothes, and metal tools. This unbalanced trade enriched the British and left Nigerians with an economy dependent on British trade. Politically, the British set up a parliamentary system for Nigerians to advise the British government about Nigerian affairs, but many Nigerians viewed the colonial government as an enemy institution not to be trusted or respected. 

After years of resistance from Nigerians-labor strikes, political movements, and legal challenges-the British finally agreed to grant Nigeria independence on October 1, 1960. The challenge for Nigerian leaders as they attended conferences on independence was to decide how to govern the new, diverse nation. They had to decide what aspects of British influence to keep and what to discard as well as what aspects of Nigerian traditions they wanted to reestablish. Should they keep the name Nigeria, the colonial borders, or the English language that served as a unifying language in a country with over 200 languages? Or should Nigerians return to pre-colonial borders based on old empires and villages? These and other questions would have to be answered quickly in order to unite the new nation. 
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