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Abstract 
 
This article assesses and compares policing by the British in three of its African colonies, namely 
South Sudan, South Africa, and Nigeria. The British adopted a coercive and brutal method of 
policing to subjugate the people, instead of the community policing that protects and ensures 
security in these colonies. Similarities and differences are found in the policing style in these 
colonies, even though their environment, cultures, traditions, customs, and traditional political 
systems differed. An assessment of policing in each of the three colonies in question was made, and 
a comparative analysis of the experiences of the three colonies was conducted. It is argued here 
that the aim of policing by the British in these three colonies was not to protect the people, their 
properties, or their communities but to control them, enforce unpopular colonial laws, collect taxes, 
and punish those who protested the colonial system. 
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Introduction 

This article examines and analyses the style of policing by the British in three of its 
colonial entities: South Sudan, South Africa, and Nigeria. The article analyses each 
country and compares the British policing styles in these three colonies.  One of the 
articles aims to expose the primary purpose of establishing these police forces, their 
modes of operations, what they were used for, their success, failures and how the 
Indigenous people reacted toward the system. It is important to note that the British 
had many colonies spread worldwide during the colonial period and adopted 
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sometimes different and sometimes similar policing to enforce law and order.  My 
questions are: who were the criminals, who were the people criminalised, what was 
the nature of the offence, and what kind of justice system was available after the 
establishment of the colonial police? I plan to answer these questions in my 
analyses. The article also examines how the local rulers and their people reacted to 
policing by the British.  

Mike Brodgen argues that we can better understand the role of police in modern 
society if we understand its roots and the reasons for its emergence.1 Brodgen 
further contends that the emergence of the contemporary police force resulted from 
England's desire as a colonial power to exert control over its colonies; the first such 
colony was Ireland.2 According to Brodgen, scholars such as Foucault, Critchley, 
Silver, Walker, Stead, Chadwick, Johnson, Lane, Richardson, and many others 
have opined that modern police emerged because of mob riots, the crisis of 
contemporary capitalism, increased crime rate, control of the immigration labour 
by the upper class and “tidying up of the disorderly edges of the society.”3  All these 
reasons contributed to the development of the modern police force; however, the 
emergence of the modern police force was a result of the desire of the English to 
check the activities of the Irish, which led to the establishment of the Peace 
Preservation Force later renamed Royal Ulster Constabulary and again renamed 
Royal Irish Constabulary.4 This argument is supported by David Anderson and 
David Killingray, who argue that “The conventional and now accepted wisdom is 
that the development of policing in the colonies in the mid-nineteen century was 
founded not upon the new police in England but the principles of the Royal Irish 
Constabulary and later its successor in the North, the Royal Ulster Constabulary.”5 

                                                             
1 Mike Brogden, ‘The Emergence of the Police - The Colonial Dimension’, British Journal of 
Criminology 27, no. 1, (1987): 5. 
 
2 Brogden, ‘The Emergence of the Police,’ 4. 

3 Brogden, ‘The Emergence of the Police’, 5-6. 

4 Brogden, ‘The Emergence of the Police’, 4-5. 

5 Anderson, David, Killingray, David, ‘Consent Coercion and control: policing the empire, 1830-
1940’, In Policing the Empire: government, authority, and control, 1830 to 1940, Anderson, D. and 
Killingray, D. (Eds.) (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1991), 3. 



 

The Journal of Zaria Historical Research (ZAHIR) Vol. 6, No. 3, December 2024, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 
Nigeria 
                     3                                   
 

Officially, the London Metropolitan Police was established in 1829, but it was 
preceded by the Peace Preservation Force established in 1814 to police and control 
Ireland, especially the rural areas. The desire to control and develop laws that 
subjugated the colonies saw the establishment of police forces in different parts of 
Africa, Asia, and the West Indies. The police forces in some African colonies were 
initially set up under the auspices of trading companies that obtained Royal 
Charters to trade in particular areas. Thus, it was not only political control that was 
the focus, but economic control as well. For example, the Royal Niger Company in 
Nigeria,6 the Imperial British East Africa Company in East Africa,7 and the British 
South Africa Company,8 are good examples of trading companies in Africa that 
obtained Royal Charters from London and established political and economic 
control in British colonies and protectorates, including having police and armed 
soldiers.9 

David Killingray posits that the sole purpose of establishing police in African 
colonies was to maintain political power and control over the Africans and their 
traditional institutions, and ensure economic benefits from these colonies without 
any hindrance.10 The police were used to coerce and intimidate African kings and 
chiefs into submission. The police were used to fight direct wars against African 
rulers who resisted the British and refused to cooperate, trade, or sign protectorate 
treaties with the British. The day-to-day control and prosecution of crime and 
settlement of disputes were left to the local chiefs and kings. In most cases, the 
police in African colonies were used for expansionist policies. The police forces 
were used to expand British influence from one area to another. The colonial police 
protected British colonial masters, traders, and Christian missionaries. Almost all 
                                                             
6 Tekena Tamuno, The police in modern Nigeria 1861-1965 (Ibadan: Ibadan University Press, 
1970), 9. 
 
7 Alice Hills, ‘Policing in Kenya:  a selective service.’ In Policing decolonizing democracies, Hilton, 
M. and Jewburn, T. (Eds.) (Abington; New York: Routledge, 2009), 240. 
 
8 Bankole Cole, ‘Post-colonial systems,’ In Policing across the world: Issues for the Twenty-First 
Century, Mawby R. I. (Ed.) (London; New York, Taylor Francis, 2003), 92-93. 
 
9 Ejakait Opolot, Police Administration in Africa: Towards Theory and Practice in English Speaking 
Countries (Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, 2008), 90. 
 
10 David Killingray, ‘The maintenance of law and order in British Colonial Africa’, African Affairs 
85, no. 340 (1986): 411. 
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the police forces were trained as paramilitary units; they served both as police and 
soldiers.11 The British colonial police were precursors to the establishment of 
modern police and military in the former British African Colonies. Marshall 
Clinard and Daniel Abbott posit that establishing the colonial police force across 
Africa was mainly to “Protect the property, person, and prospects of the Europeans 
and those local groups who were dependent on them for power and livelihood.”12 
This pattern of policing is similar to what was observed in South Sudan, South 
Africa, and Nigeria. 

The Establishment of colonial police in South Sudan 

The establishment of colonial police in Southern Sudan was a combination of tribal 
forces, paramilitary organisations, and civilian-led organisations. In addition to the 
primary purpose of establishing the police forces, which was the expansion of 
British colonial frontiers and the subjugation of African kings and their people, the 
colonial police in Southern Sudan were used to perform criminal investigations, 
enforce colonial laws, especially the imposition of taxes on individuals, huts, and 
villages or towns, and conduct criminal investigations.13   According to Johnson, 
police in Southern Sudan emerged during the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium. They 
were structured along the Egyptian model and used mainly as armed paratroopers 
during the pacification and occupation of the area.14 

Because of the constant upheavals and resistance to British colonial rule, the police 
in South Sudan acted in most cases like soldiers; they were trained and armed like 
soldiers, and most of their missions were like a military invasion because of the 
continuous and often violent resistance to colonial rule especially by the Dinka, 
Nuer, Shilluk and other African peoples such as Bari and Zande in the area. William 
Berridge supports this argument and concludes that South Sudan serves as a good 
example of where the police were uncontrollable by the British colonial 
                                                             
11 Killingray, ‘The maintenance of law and order’, 412. 

12 Marshall Barron Clinard, Daniel J. Abbott, Crime in developing countries: A comparative 
perspective (New York: Wiley, 1973), 216. 
13 Douglas Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police: policing the Upper Nile Province of Sudan’, In 
Policing the Empire: government, authority and control, 1830 to 1940, David Anderson and David 
Killingray (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1991), 151. 
 
14 Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police,’ 151. 
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administration, and the police unleashed senseless brutality because nobody held 
them accountable for their actions.15  Johnson posits that because of the violent 
resistance to colonial rule in Southern Sudan, the area was administered by the 
military and the police simultaneously before and after the 1895 conquest, and a 
combination of British and Egyptian police officers led them.16 Berridge further 
argues that this lack of control of police brutality and injustice was more 
pronounced in areas of Southern Sudan, especially where the tribal police had 
power and jurisdiction.17 The tribal police were established to enforce the colonial 
laws that could not be implemented directly; thus, a form of indirect rule was 
established whereby the local chiefs were given powers to implement colonial laws, 
which guaranteed their powers and entitled them to a share in the taxes collected. 
However, the local chiefs who had control of the tribal police abused the system 
and used it to oppress the people whom they were supposed to protect. One can 
conclude here that the indirect rule benefited the British colonial administrators and 
the African chiefs at the expense of the local populace. 

Egyptians initially populated the Southern Sudan colonial police with a few British 
officers; the colonial administration had difficulty getting recruits from the local 
populace, as in most African colonies. They had to depend on runaways and 
formerly enslaved people, and other social misfits, to populate the police force. The 
recruits were primarily illiterate, undisciplined, and had a high desertion rate. 
According to Johnson, until 1911, the colonial administration had to look for 
recruits for the police elsewhere, especially in Northern Sudan and Egypt, because 
of the unavailability of suitable candidates.18  Because Southern Sudan was 
administered by a combination of police and the military under British and 
Egyptian control and later under the British alone after the Egyptians were expelled, 
military and police officers of lower ranks found themselves in positions of 
authority, where they had to make administrative decisions in the small villages and 
areas they administered. Johnson further argues that besides murder and serious 

                                                             
15 William Berridge, ‘Guarding the guards: The failure of the colonial state to govern police violence 
in Sudan, ca 1922-1956’, North East African Studies 12, no. 2 (2012): 4. 
 
16 Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police,’ 152. 
 
17 Berridge, ‘Guarding the guards’, 8. 
 
18 Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police,’ 153. 
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arson, the British colonial police officers largely ignored and turned a blind eye to 
petty crimes and other local disturbances among the locals unless they threatened 
their authority.19 These controls were left to the local chiefs, who administered 
justice based on tribal laws. The collection of taxes deep in the interior was also left 
to the local chiefs, who effectively performed the task on behalf of the British for a 
share of the total collections. Some of the chiefs incurred hatred among the people 
who saw them as collaborators of the British against the people whom they were 
supposed to protect.20 

Johnson states that the constant disagreement and conflict between the villages and 
the police/military administrators necessitated the introduction of the tribal police 
force in 1922, whereby local chiefs were allowed to establish a “Native 
Administration” with their police to enforce law and order.21 While the National 
Police and paratroopers were responsible for British colonial expansion and 
subjugation of the locals, the native police, under the local chiefs, took care of 
minor offences and crimes among the people. The decision to establish a native 
police force further strengthened the power of the local chiefs, and it somehow 
improved their relationship with the British officials. It was a win-win situation for 
the British officials and the local chiefs because the British had more control 
indirectly through the chiefs, while the chiefs made more money from their share 
of the taxation and got protection from the British. The tribal police were truly tribal 
in the sense that only members of the tribes, mainly from the chiefs’ families, were 
recruited. This guaranteed loyalty across the board from the ordinary tribal 
members up to the British official presiding over the local chiefs. Johnson noted 
that where there were no local chiefs or even when local chiefs refused to cooperate, 
the British created new chiefs and gave them authority to establish their native 
police and enforce the laws of the British.22 We can draw a similar example among 
the Igbo in Eastern Nigeria under the British Protectorate. When the local chiefs 
refused to cooperate, or there were no chiefs, the British created new chiefs and 

                                                             
19 Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police,’ 157. 
 
20 Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police,’ 158. 
 
21 Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police,’ 159. 
 
22 Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police,’ 161. 
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gave them warrants or authority to administer the area, establish native police, and 
collect taxes. These were officially known as the “Warrant Chiefs” among the Igbo 
during colonial rule.23 In addition to the native police, Berridge also mentions the 
establishment of plainclothes police out of the native police and argues that the 
plainclothes police behaved worse than the uninformed ones because it was difficult 
to distinguish them from ordinary people.24 

The third aspect of policing in Southern Sudan was the establishment of the Border 
or Frontier Police because of the continuous armed smuggling in the towns 
bordering Ethiopia and the struggle for power among the local chiefs and their rival 
relatives.25 The establishment of the native police increased the power and influence 
of many chiefs, and some used this power to oppress their enemies and perceive 
enemies as well as their local rivals. The availability of arms across the border in 
Ethiopia made it possible for rival chiefs and contenders to the chieftaincies of some 
villages to smuggle arms to fight. The British could only control this by establishing 
frontier or border police to control the activities at the borders, especially smuggling 
firearms into Southern Sudan. 

The police in Southern Sudan during colonial rule evolved out of the military and 
later produced native policing and frontier policing. The three represented different 
stages of policing in the area. The military and police paratroopers under the British, 
with the support of Egyptian officers, conquered Southern Sudan. The native police 
were established to control the people indirectly, and the frontier police were 
established to control the activities of the natives and their chiefs further. The result 
for the British, like in all their colonies, was the pacification and subjugation of the 
local people for political and economic control and benefits. 

The Establishment of colonial police in South Africa 
According to Mathews et al. l, “Policing in South Africa is possibly the most 
contentious, if not explosive, topic in the contemporary politics of that country and 
policing is identified on the white side with the preservation of white power and 
interests, euphemistically called ‘civilised values and traditions,’ and on the black 

                                                             
23 A.E. Afigbo, The Warrant Chiefs: Indirect Rule in South-Eastern Nigeria 1891 -1929 (New York: 
Humanities Press, 1972), 105. 
 
24 Berridge, ‘Guarding the guards’, 12-13. 
 
25 Johnson, ‘From military to tribal police,’ 163. 
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side with naked and illegitimate repression.”26 The Republic of South Africa, 
previously known as the Union of South Africa, had four colonies under British 
colonial rule until 1910, when they were merged.27 The four colonies were Cape of 
Good Hope, Natal, Transvaal, and Orange Free State. In 1913, the establishment of 
the South African Police Force was formalised into a centralised and structured 
unitary system.28 The South African Constabulary was established in 1900 during 
the Anglo-Boer War of 1899 to 1902 because of the need for Britain to administer 
the two colonies after the British colonial forces took over their respective capitals.  
However, the South African Constabulary, established for policing and 
administration, was converted into another arm of the colonial armed forces used 
for pursuing the complete pacification and subjugation of the Transvaal and Orange 
River Colonies. Thus, the new police force established for the sole purpose of 
protecting the settled population found itself performing military duties because the 
Boers, even in defeat, refused to surrender and decided to change their tactics to 
guerrilla warfare against the British. 
 
Albert Grundlingh argues that the South African Constabulary, made up of 7500 
men during the Anglo-Boer War, consisted mainly of recruits from rural Britain 
and contingents from Canada and Australia because they were primarily rural 
dwellers and, in the case of Canada and Australia, experienced in the pacification 
of the natives in their respective countries.29 The decision to recruit men from 
Britain, Canada and Australia was essential because the British were dealing with 
Boers whose ancestors came from Europe and using Africans in the constabulary 
                                                             
26 Mary L. Mathews, Philip B. Heymann, and Anthony S. Mathews, ‘Introduction’, In Policing the 
Conflict in South Africa, Mathews, M.L., Heymann, P. B., Mathews, A.S.  (Eds.) (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 1993),1-9. 
 
27 Van Heerden, Tjaart Johannes, Introduction to Police Science, 2nd Impression (Pretoria: 
University of South Africa Press, 1982), 34. 
 
28 Olivier, Pierre, ‘Our Policing Heritage: The Major Problems’, In Policing the Conflict in South 
Africa, Mathews, M.L., Heymann, P. B., Mathews, A.S.  (Eds.) (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 1993), 22. 
 
29 Albert Grundlingh, ‘Protectors and friends of the people? The South African Constabulary in the 
Transvaal and Orange River Colony, 1900-1908’, In Policing the Empire: government, authority, 
and control, 1830 to 1940, Anderson, D. and Killingray, D. (Eds.) (Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 1991), 169.  
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was not even considered. Using Africans in the constabulary against the Boers 
would have given the Zulu and Xhosa a kind of equal bargaining power during 
independence. However, the exclusion of African people from service in the 
constabulary was an indication that the British were not ready to trust the Africans 
with arms against the Boers. Even after the return of the Canadian and Australian 
contingents to their respective countries, the British officials decided to recruit 
people from rural Britain to police the new white settler colonies in Africa instead 
of using the natives who were willing to work with the British against a common 
enemy, which was the Boer. 
 
Grundlingh noted that even after the end of the war, the complete surrender of all 
the Boers, and the cessation of hostilities, the constabulary still maintained its 
military character because protecting the populace, which was supposed to be the 
primary mission, became subordinate to the complete subjugation of the Boers.30  

Although the constabulary members tried to get close to the local populace as a 
kind of assurance of their protection, the hatred and animosity between the British 
and the Boers grew increasingly with the passive resistance of some Boers to British 
rule. The Boers believed they were white and capable of administering themselves 
and could not comprehend why they needed to be subjugated by the British. Their 
bloody resistance to British rule was partly due to racial pride and partly because 
no normal person or group of people wanted to be subjugated under a foreign or 
alien power. After the war, the constabulary was credited for doing more than police 
work to protect and prevent crime among the populace. They resettled more than 
200,000 Boers displaced by the war, acted as a humanitarian organisation by 
providing for the needy people, carried out a census, registered voters, distributed 
letters, and inspected and treated livestock.31  
 

Like in many British colonies in Africa, the British found it difficult to recruit Boers 
into the constabulary. Getting Boers into the service was imperative due to the 
language barrier between the English-speaking British and the Dutch-speaking 
Boers. However, most Boers refused to join the service; only a few who helped the 
British during the war joined and were hated and despised by their people.32 Just 
                                                             
30 Grundlingh, ‘Protectors and friends of the people’, 168-169. 

31 Grundlingh, ‘Protectors and friends of the people’, 171. 

32 Grundlingh, ‘Protectors and friends of the people’, 170-171. 
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like in many colonies in Africa, the Boers who joined the constabulary were 
regarded as betrayers of their people, and because of the fear of stigmatisation, most 
well-meaning Boers refused to join the constabulary for a very long time. Some 
refused anything to do with the British, police and colonial administration until 
1910, when South Africa became independent. After the war, the constabulary, 
despite its effort to placate the Boers, became more and more unpopular because 
many saw it as part of the army of conquest and occupation. The Boers distrusted 
the police and did not seek the help of the police in many cases when the need arose 
because the indigenous population saw it as a spying agency for the colonial 
government. 33 

 
The constabulary was infamously responsible for helping the Boers disenfranchise 
Africans from their lands to placate the Boers. The police and the colonial 
administrators were more interested in rehabilitating the Boers at the expense of 
Africans. The British wanted to bring the Boers closer by compensating them for 
their war losses, including awarding them lands belonging to Africans and 
disarming the Africans by force, even when the Africans had nothing against them. 
The South African Constabulary under the British colonial administration helped 
to lay down the foundation of apartheid policy in South Africa. Systemic and 
systematic discrimination against Africans was introduced; their best lands were 
seized and given to the Boer farmers, all under the watch of the British colonial 
administrators, enforced by the constabulary.  
 
According to Grundlingh, “the constabulary was a white man’s police.” No 
Africans were recruited into it, and only policed and served the interests of the 
whites and their community in the new colonies.34 The few times the police used 
force to maintain law and order occurred in the African communities, and the 
Africans were primarily the target of arrest and harassment by the constabulary for 
the most inconsequential reasons.35  The police in South Africa, just like other parts 
of colonial Africa, treated the whites differently; the constabulary was a tool in the 
suppression of the rights of Africans; it enforced the pass laws introduced only for 

                                                             
33 Grundlingh, ‘Protectors and friends of the people’, 171. 

34 Grundlingh, ‘Protectors and friends of the people’, 172-173. 
 
35 Grundlingh, ‘Protectors and friends of the people’, 175-176. 
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Africans and enforced the separation of communities according to race, even before 
the apartheid policy was formally introduced. The SAC also enforced tax 
collection, immorally introduced against the Africans to make them work at the 
mines and the farms of the white settlers. Martin Chanock rightly summed up all 
these when he argues, "Master and servant law in South Africa began as an attempt 
to tie rural labour after the abolition of slavery.”36 For example, many Africans 
wanted to live in urban areas to benefit from urbanisation. However, the British 
colonial officers, in collaboration with Boers, ensured that only Africans who 
signed labour contracts were allowed in the cities, and even in those cases, they had 
to move around with a pass.37  

 

Chanock further argues that the labour laws enacted under the British were different 
for the Boers and the Africans; the whites and Boers were free to exercise their 
rights of labour and liberty, whereas the Africans were forced to work in confined 
mining communities, coerced into it by different types of taxes that compelled them 
to work to pay the inhuman taxes imposed on them.38 It was a misconception to 
blame the Boers for the introduction of the pass law because the British originally 
introduced it to control the movement of Africans, especially into urban areas. 
These inhuman laws, such as the pass laws, were enforced by the South African 
Constabulary. The SAC enforced vagrancy and passed laws that were solely 
directed at the African populations to control their movement and activities. The 
Boers were mainly not affected by these laws, especially those passed for Africans 
only.39 From 1923, when the pass law was established, the Africans vehemently 
resisted it, and within seven years, about 42,000 have were criminally convicted for 
violation of the pass laws.40 This shows the determination of the South African 
whites, at all costs, to continue to subjugate Africans on their ancestral lands. This 
argument is supported by Penuell Maduna when she argues that “The police have 

                                                             
36 Martin Chanock, ‘South Africa, 1841-1924: Race, Contract, and Coercion’, In Masters, Servants, 
and Magistrates in Britain and the Empire: 1562-1955, Douglas, H. and Craven, P. (Eds.) (Chapel 
Hill and London: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 338. 
 
37 Chanock, ‘South Africa, 1841-1924: Race, Contract, and Coercion’, 338. 
 
38 Chanock, ‘South Africa, 1841-1924: Race, Contract, and Coercion’, 339. 
 
39 Chanock, ‘South Africa, 1841-1924: Race, Contract, and Coercion’, 364. 
 
40 Chanock, ‘South Africa, 1841-1924: Race, Contract, and Coercion’, 345. 
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been deeply involved in the violation of the rule of law. Thousands of South 
Africans have been detained without trial under various nefarious, repressive so-
called security laws. Scores of them … died in mysterious circumstances while 
detained in the torture chambers of the Security Branch of SAP…”41 
 
The Establishment of colonial police in Nigeria 
                   According to Philip Ahire, the Nigerian police force established during 
colonial rule  

emerged as a coercive imposition which functioned in advance of the 
basic colonial objectives of conquest, consolidation, and exploitation of 
the indigenous people. In this way, the police served as the organic 
extension of the colonial state, while policing represented forms of state 
action which adopted either a militaristic and/or legalistic character 
depending on the circumstances.42 

 
Ahire’s summation of the activities of the British colonial police in Nigeria tallies 
what was obtainable in most British African colonies. Ahire noted that the 
establishment of the Nigerian Police Force by the British colonial administration 
had nothing to do with the dynastic struggles among Lagos princes fighting one 
another for kingship. He concludes that the imperial ambitions and their plan to 
intimidate the locals into submission led to the establishment of the police force in 
Lagos, Nigeria.43 The Lagos Police was founded in 1861 under the Acting 
Governor William McCoskry to protect colonial officers, Christian missionaries, 
British traders, trade routes from Lagos to its hinterland and for colonial expansion. 
Tekena Tamuno argues that the colonial police in Nigeria were established to stem 
the rise of crime, such as the illegal slave trade in the area after the abolition of the 
slave trade and the introduction of legitimate trade.44 Ahire disagrees with Tamuno 
                                                             
41 Penuell Maduna, ‘Popular Perceptions of Policing among Blacks in South Africa’, In Policing the 
Conflict in South Africa, Mathews, M.L., Heymann, P. B., Mathews, A.S.  (Eds.) (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 1993), 44. 
 
42 Philip Ahire, ‘Re-Writing the Distorted History of Policing in Colonial Nigeria,’ International 
Journal of the Sociology of Law 18, (1990), 45. 
 
43 Ahire, ‘Re-Writing the Distorted History of Policing in Colonial Nigeria,’ 48. 
 
44 Tamuno, The police in modern Nigeria 186-1865, 1. 
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and concludes that the police were established in colonial Nigeria for the 
subjugation of the people to advance the imperial agenda of political and economic 
control.45 

 
Ahire’s stronger argument is supported by Alemika46 Alemika47 Chukwuma48 and 
Onyeozili49. The Lagos Police was renamed the Lagos Armed Police in 1862, and 
they started to bear arms because, before this, they did not do so. Being a quasi-
military force, the primary purpose was not to protect the people and maintain law 
and order but to protect the trade routes and ensure a complete flow of raw materials 
from the interior to the coast for onward shipment to Britain. Ahire states that the 
British, after consolidating their power in Lagos, went ahead to establish similar 
Police Forces in the interior of Nigeria to depose kings and control trading routes 
that were formerly under the control of local princes, chiefs, and kings such as 
Mohammed Attahiru the Sultan of Sokoto Caliphate, Oba Overami King of Benin 
Empire, King Jaja of Opobo, King Nana of Itsekiri and many others.50 The police 
in Nigeria were used extensively for the pacification and subjugation of the people. 
It was used hand in hand with the military, named the West African Frontier Force, 
and was mainly seen as part of the military. Besides the Lagos Police, the British 
also established different police forces, paramilitary, and military organizations 
such as Court Police, Armed Hausa Police, Rural Police, Water Police, Railway 
Police, The Consular Guards, Niger Coast Protectorate Constabulary, Northern 
Protectorate Police, Southern Protectorate Police, and the Royal Niger 

                                                             
45 Ahire, ‘Re-Writing the Distorted History of Policing in Colonial Nigeria,’ 52. 
 
46 Etannibi Alemika, ‘Policing and perception of police in Nigeria.’ Police Studies: The 
International Review of Police Development 11, no. 4 (1988), 161. 
 
47 Etannibi Alemika. ‘Colonialism, state, and policing in Nigeria.’ Crime, Law, and Social Change 
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Constabulary which was a paramilitary police force own by the Royal Niger 
Company, a trading company with Royal Charter from London.51 

 

The history of policing in Nigeria is the history of oppression of the people, 
expeditions against kings and chiefs that resisted the British, and reorganisation of 
societies, ethnic groups and tribes that are seen today as Nigeria. Nigeria is a 
concoction that defies any rational thinking and understanding, except that of a 
nation put together with only one consideration: the economic and political benefit 
of the British imperialists. The colonial police enforced the establishment of an 
entity called Nigeria. Policing in Nigeria can be reviewed in three different 
dimensions because of the various ways the business was conducted. In the 
Northern part of Nigeria, which was predominantly Muslim, policing was light, and 
their services were required only when the emirs and chiefs operating under indirect 
rule called on the British to help suppress a riot or handle a situation before it got 
out of control. The daily job of arrest, prosecution, jailing and executing the justice 
system was in the hands of the local authorities controlled by the British under 
indirect rule.  
 
On the other hand, the police in the southern part of the country operated directly 
under the British colonial administrators. This situation in the southern part, 
especially in Igbo land, did not go unchallenged. For example, the Igbo women 
traders in Aba successfully resisted the police and the Warrant Officers who wanted 
to collect taxes from them forcefully. Martin Thomas has argued that the popular 
Aba women's riot was a war declared by the Igbo women of Aba against the 
Warrant Chiefs, colonial police, and British colonial administrators.52 The Aba 
women successfully resisted oppression and suppression by the police despite the 
superior weaponry of the police force. One of the negative impacts of colonial 
policing in Nigeria was the criminalisation of innocent people. The colonial 
authorities set up laws and regulations alien to the people and expected them to 
obey them without questioning the rationale behind the decisions. Because of these, 
many Nigerians were arrested and made to face the criminal justice system simply 
because they “trespassed” into the property of the European administrators or 
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traders, lands that were communal possessions before the coming of the 
colonialists. John Mbaku and Mwangi Kimenyi observe that “The behaviour of the 
colonial police in Nigeria contributed to a rise in criminal activities… by resorting 
to violence to prevent Africans from voicing legitimate concerns, the police 
instigated riots and crime”.53 These instigated riots and crimes and led to the arrest 
and false prosecution of many Nigerians who challenged the colonial system. 
 
A comparative analysis of policing in the three former British colonies  
 
Ammar Mohamed Elbagir Ibrahim has identified two types of policing in Africa: 
"The authoritarian model, which maintains peace and order, and the bureaucratic 
and civilian model, which is legally sensitive to human rights principles and the 
protection of individual freedoms.”54 Policing in colonial South Sudan, South 
Africa, and Nigeria fit into the authoritarian model because it was mainly 
established to control and subjugate, to maintain peace and order, and the principles 
of human rights or the protection of freedoms were of no consequence to them. 
Hills argues that most African countries presently have a police force that reflects 
those who hold political power.55 Truly, policing in Africa today mainly reflects 
the corrupt and inept political and economic system bedevilled with corruption, 
tribalism, nepotism, and cronyism. Policing in South Sudan, South Africa and 
Nigeria emerged because of a desire of the British colonial administrators to 
subjugate and control the indigenous people, as well as to secure total control of 
the exploitation of the resources in the areas they administered. To this end, Randall 
Williams argues that “Modern police structures emerged against this background 
as one of the central apparatuses used to mediate inter-group and inter-class conflict 
and to protect and guarantee the activities of expatriate commercial and extractive 
firms.”56 Ahire also argued, "It is in the context of political survival in a hostile 
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environment and maintenance of commercial prosperity that the police force 
emerged about these objects, and its character and role were influenced by their 
changing dynamics.”57 The British adopted indirect rule in most of its colonies and 
protectorates in Africa, in which the British colonial administrators sought to rule 
the African people through their traditional institutions.58 The policy of indirect rule 
was somewhat successful, but it failed in some areas of Africa.  
 
Some African chiefs and their people embraced it; some were coerced into 
accepting it, while some outright rejected it. For example, the Hausa/Fulani in 
Northern Nigeria accepted it, some Yoruba in Southwest Nigeria somewhat 
accepted it, and some were coerced into it. The Igbos in southeast Nigeria rejected 
it. These acceptance, coercion and rejection were based on the existing traditions 
of the people at that time. The Hausa/Fulani traditions were suitable for indirect 
rule. At the same time, the Yoruba institutions were not so appropriate, and the 
customs of the Igbos were the antithesis of the principles of indirect rule. Because 
of the lack of an institutionalized chieftaincy and kingship system in Igbo land, 
Fredrick Lord Lugard, the Governor of Nigeria, decided to appoint individuals as 
chiefs who were given warrants or authorities to enforce laws. The appointment of 
Warrant Chiefs in Igbo land was disastrous. It led to many protests, including the 
Aba women's riot of 1929, where more than fifty people were killed because they 
protested the imposition of a market tax on women by the warrant chiefs working 
for the British colonial administration.59 

 

The British practiced indirect rule in South Sudan, where native/tribal policing was 
introduced, and it worked perfectly. The policy of indirect rule was never 
introduced or practiced in South Africa because of the presence of the Boers, in 
which case the British ruled directly and handed over power to the Boers in 1910. 
The success and failures of the indirect rule vary in different parts of Africa, 
depending on the people's religion, customs, and traditions. For the general success 
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of indirect rule or the general administration of the British, the police played a 
crucial role because they were the people who enforced the laws. In comparison, 
the South African colonial police experience was different from Nigeria and South 
Sudan because South Africa had a white settler colony, and the policing was mainly 
against the Africans and in favour of the whites. The policing in Nigeria, South 
Africa and South Sudan were brutal, coercive, and more like military expeditions 
rather than normal policing to keep law and order and to protect the people.  
 
The British had two different models of policing: the London Metropolitan Police 
model, which was geared towards civil policing, protection of lives and properties, 
and keeping the peace, and the Royal Irish Constabulary model introduced in 
Ireland to control and subjugate the Irish to British laws. Mathieu Deflem argues 
that the British adopted the Irish model for its African colonies because it was more 
suitable for rural policing, economic and political control, subjugation, and 
enforcement. It was military-like instead of the Metropolitan model suitable for 
settled towns and cities.60 Deflem concludes that the Metropolitan model, more 
suitable for settled towns and cities, was less appropriate for African conditions as 
far as the British colonial administrators were concerned.61 The British in Africa 
adopted the Royal Irish Constabulary model because they wanted to subjugate and 
control their African possessions and remove any hindrance that would prevent that 
aim, including the traditional chiefs. 
 
The significance of tax collection is glaring in all the three former colonies 
examined here. The British introduced hut tax, head tax and village tax in all these 
places. The main reason was to raise funds for the administration and to guarantee 
cheap labour for plantations and other labour-intensive public works like the 
railways, etc. By introducing different taxes, the British forced the people to work 
for them to pay their taxes or face arrest and prosecution. One of the primary duties 
of the colonial police was to ensure that these taxes were paid. In South Africa, 
taxes and discriminatory laws were enforced not just to force the people to work in 
the mines and white-owned firms but also to subjugate the Africans as second-class 
citizens on their land perpetually. The South African Constabulary also was 
responsible for enforcing these tax laws. 
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Chartered trading companies with police and administrative powers were common 
occurrences in some British African colonies. Royal Niger Constabulary, owned by 
the Royal Niger Company in Nigeria; Imperial British East African Company, 
owned the King’s African Rifles in Kenya and British South African Police, owned 
by the British South African Company, provide similar examples where trading 
companies with Royal Charters from London had their police, which they used in 
controlling trade routes and ensuring their monopoly of trade.62 Providing Royal 
Charters to trading companies shows the importance of economic control that the 
British attached to their colonial holdings in Africa at the expense of free trade, 
which would have benefited Africans more because of the many options that would 
have been available to them. These police forces owned by trading companies 
worked hand in hand with the administrative police for a common goal: to control 
the political and economic areas in which they operated.63 

 
Another essential common feature of the colonial police was the hatred Africans 
showed to the people who joined the force. The African people in Nigeria, South 
Sudan, and even the Boers in South Africa despised their people who joined the 
police. The recruits were seen as traitors, collaborators, betrayers, and 
untrustworthy people. Because of the unpopularity of the police work, colonial 
administrators found it difficult to get recruits easily into the forces. Initially, the 
colonial administrators had to use runaways and ex-slaves because they were 
available, and they had grudges against their former masters and enslavers. Even 
though the police work guaranteed steady wages, security and protection by the 
British colonial administrators, most Africans refused to be recruited or had 
anything to do with the police until independence was attained. 
 
Hills has argued that “Contemporary police systems have evolved directly from 
those inherited at independence. There have been no revolutionary and few 
unprecedented developments in policing since the 1950s, and the distinctive 
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features of national organisations remain the same as at independence.”64 This is 
true because the behavioural patterns and policing styles in Africa today reflect 
what was inherited from the British colonial legacy. The police today in South 
Sudan, South Africa and Nigeria are modelled in line with the Royal Irish 
Constabulary. The police forces in these three countries are corrupt and a tool of 
the politicians, the executive, the wealthy, and the elites who use the institution to 
harass, brutalize, intimidate, and murder opponents, critics, enemies, and perceived 
enemies. David Francis gave credence to this argument when he noted that the post-
colonial police in Africa are not trusted because of their inability to protect the 
people and their properties but indulge in corruption, extortion, intimidation, armed 
robbery, and protect the rich and powerful against the poor and downtrodden.65 The 
colonial police in Africa were never trusted, and it was a result of the realisation by 
the people that the institution was not established to protect their lives, freedom and 
properties but rather to force them into perpetual subordination to the colonial 
administration. In this regard, Mbaku and Kimenyi also concluded that: 
 

The police force, like other organs of violence in colonial Africa, was 
not an instrument of peace but rather a rent-seeking tool used by the 
colonial governments to ensure the orderly transfer of wealth from the 
colonies to the metropolitan economies. The police were used to help 
maintain those institutions that fostered the rent-seeking activities of 
European entrepreneurs. Far from keeping law and order, the police, in 
many cases, became the agent of violence directed at Africans to force 
them to help Europeans maximise their own political and economic 
interests in the colonies.66  

 
Lastly, the British initially recruited police officers from runaways and ex-slaves, 
especially from martial tribes and ethnic groups. Still, after the complete stoppage 
of slavery and the slave trade, they concentrated on recruiting solely from tribes 
and ethnic groups that were regarded as martial, meaning warlike groups, suitable 
for policing, comfortable with carrying weapons and using them when ordered to 
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do so. In Nigeria, the Hausa people were mainly recruited into the police, and even 
constabularies were named after them to signify their importance (Killingray, 
1991). McCracken (1991) supports this fact by arguing that the British have always 
believed in the effectiveness and reliability of the martial race when it comes to 
military and police service. India was a good example where the Sikhs were 
preferred for police and military service more than other tribes. 
 
The choice of a martial tribe or ethnic group for police recruitment was part of the 
divide-and-rule tactics engaged by the British to ensure continuous division among 
the tribes and ethnic groups to enable them to perpetuate their control of the 
political and economic affairs of the area. The initial recruitment of runaways and 
ex-slaves is quite understandable because the recruits had grudges against those 
who enslaved them and, therefore, saw their entry into the police as an opportunity 
to carry out revenge against their former oppressors and captors. Their entrance into 
the police also guaranteed protection for them by the British against their former 
enslavers. 
 
Conclusion 
This article analyses policing in South Sudan, South Africa, and Nigeria. It 
compares similarities and differences in policing in these three former colonies of 
Britain, considering the antecedents of policing, the nature of policing, the extent 
of policing, the reason for policing, the method of policing and how the people 
reacted to it. The three countries examined differ in culture and traditions, but this 
article drew out some similarities and differences in how British colonial 
administrators policed the areas. It is worth noting that publications on policing in 
British colonial Africa at the micro-level are still inadequate, and more academic 
research and work need to be carried out. The British established many police 
forces such as Court Police, Armed Hausa Police, Rural Police, Water Police, 
Railway Police, the Consular Guards, Niger Coast Protectorate Constabulary, 
Northern Protectorate Police, Southern Protectorate Police, and the Royal Niger 
Constabulary were established and every one of them needs to be studied. Also, 
similar research on this British and French style of policing in Africa would be 
desirable for research consideration. 
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