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IT IS A HUNDRED YEARS since Samuel Crowther,
the famous Christian missionary who was to
become Nigeria's first indigenous Bishop, re
ported to his superiors about the reluctance of
the elders of Igbessa to encourage missionary
work: "they were afraid that we were pioneers
of the Lagos government which would follow
our steps and take away their country; that
they had been strongly warned against receiving
us and that by persons from Lagos."

Igbessa was a town near Lagos, annexed by
the British crown a few years earlier. The elders'
fears were only too well justified. Christian
missionaries had been instrumental in bringing
about the annexation of Lagos, and the rest of
Nigeria was eventually to share the fate of that
city. In spite of the antagonisms between the
men of God and the palm-oil ruffians, mission
aries and traders generally co-operated ,as did
the humanitarians and the commercial interests
in Bdtain. It had become the doctrine of the
day" uat the only way of ending the African
slave trade was to replace it by 'legitimate'
trade, which would open Africa to the civilising
influences of export crop production and Euro
pean merchandise. This was an aim on which
Church and Commerce could agree, and the
sum of their efforts in this direction eventually
forced the British government, against its will at
first, to assume direct control of the territories
concerned in order to protect British interests.

To this extent the historical view which sees
missionary endeavour in Africa as having paved
the way for colonial expansion is confirmed by
the Nigerian experience; but the picture is

The new experience of being helpless, the
uselessness of being angry, were salutary
shocks. In British school history books,
democracy, like virtue in Victorian novels,
always won in the end. There must be some
way to fight, some remedy. I had two
sons. Their future security seemed threat
ened with mine. My husband and I felt,
rather than thought, that we had to do
something. The only action left to us
which might be productive was to analyse
our situation and try to forecast South
Africa's future dispassionately on behalf
of us all. At least, then, we would know
whether our insecurity was as great as we
believed.

If we had been disturbed by secondary
fears only, we might well have buried our
heads in the sand of our prosperous white
existence. But once given the belief that
our basic security was in peril, our pleasant
life actually encouraged us to analyse our
situation, because we wanted to stay if we
could.

Of course the concepts which represented
security for me at that time do not repre
sent them for everyone; it would be absurd
to believe, for instance, that many Africans
want, or would base their security on,
multi-party government. But I do believe
this: if a man discovers that his basic
security, whatever it may repose in, is
imperilled by a threat which he cannot
possibly combat by means of an unreasoned,
emotional reaction, he may try to face his
situation rationally; it is in his fundamental
interest to do so. He is only likely to recog
nise this, however, if he lacks the bolt-hole
of group security, either because his group
is small or weak, or because he is one of a
minority among his own kind.

Most English-speaking South Africans
and immigrants believe that their basic
security in South Africa lies in economic
power protected by Whiteness, not in votes
and the Rule of Law. Having a useless
Opposition vote does not harm any white
voter's bank balance, and the Rule of Lavl
still operates for most of them. But threats
to their money or their white privilege
seem vital to them, and provoke in them the
obvious, immediate response; they hurrow
under the nearest strong arm - that of the
government which promises, and indeed
seems able, to protect their savings, farms,
pension or investments now. People run-
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ning for their lives usually make for the
nearest bolt-hole, regardless of whether it
wlil be safe in the long term.

But these people are not wholly irra
tional. They do not let their emotions dic
tate to them in business. If they realise that
it is in their interest to stay calm and to
forecast their political future as they do
their balance-sheets, they may - just may
- use their heads.

Many people have sons and daughters.
These too, may represent security for their
parents, the security of knowing that their
spark of life will be carried on. Many Jews
stayed in Germany to make money - and
to die - for the children they sent away.
Parents seek as a rule to do their best for
their children, and they are most vulnerable
where their children's welfare is concerned.
It is easier to persuade them that their
children should come to terms with the F 'th
future than that they should do so them- al
selves.

The young, the competent, the money- & Nation
makers, the parents - people ~ith reason-
able intelligence and the belief, ~o~ever

inchoate, that they can escape theIr SItua-
tion if they must! These are the people
who may, by heuristic means, come to a Suzanne Cronje
rational appraisal of their situation.

Many may well cOl1clu~e that change
is not likely and do nothIng. Some may
conclude that change is inevitable but that
the Government's strong arm can hold it
back for their lifetimes. A few may con-
clude, not only that change is inevitab~e,

but that it is in their interest to accept It,
or even to work to bring it about with the
least possible pain to themselves, although
they do not like the prospect. .. .

My own appraisal did not ?rIgIna~e In
emotional sympathy for the AfrIcan plIght;
that came later when I probed their situa
tion, and discussion of it is pointless here.
I will only say this. What seems to be
sympathy for others wronged by law or
cruelty is very often indignant fear. No
one can really appreciate the suffering of
another if he has not felt similar pain; it
is beyond his imagining, as blue is to those
born blind.

Rational analysis is valueless unless it
takes into account the power of human
passion, which (as history shows) can
change a nation's elite or the expected
course of her behaviour with unforeseen
suddenness. But weighing the probable
effects of emotion is not the same as feeling
it. Let no one suppose that sweet charity
and love for non-white rule will necessarily
flow out of white power-holders who fore
cast that majority rule will come and deem
it wise to accept the fact. They cannot
reason their way to that sort of change of
heart or into selfless sacrifice. Even if, .
they decide that the correct course IS to
hand over power and begin to work to
wards the change, they will be still acting,
consciously or unconsciously in their own
longest-term interest, and cannot be expec
ted to do otherwise. They are human be
ings, and human nature is like that.
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vastly more complex. and interesting. For in
stance, the missionary influence also gave rise
to an anti-colonial force to be reckoned with.
As Professor Ajayi points out in his book
Christian Missions in Nigeria, it was in the
centres where missionary work had been most
successful in an earlier period that the most
determined African efforts to negotiate agree
ments to limit the rights of the British rulers
were later made.

The connection between Christianity and early
Nigerian nationalism can be clearly traced. Of
necessity, 'and sorpetimes grudgingly, the mis
sionaries brought with them what Africa still
regards as an essential political tool: Western
education. To the missionaries it was a major
asset - often their only one - in awakening
interest in their Church. Thus in 1848 the
chiefs of Bonny wrote to Liverpool to ask for
missionaries whom they promised to 'afford
every facility, "as well as every assistance in
our power. And we further expect that those
gentlemen to be sent us shall be capable of
instructing our young people in the English
language." This was a service for which they
offered to pay on the most generous tenus, but
the missionariei turned down every suggestion
of remuneration. They expected not money but
gratitude - which, as Professor Ajayi remarks,
can sometimes be more exacting.

HOWEVER., THE MISSIONARIES did produce a
class of educated Africans, some of whom sought
political careers as advisers to the local rulers
in the interior. The most interesting of these
was surely 'Reversible Johnson " a Sierra
Leonean emigrant who arrived in Lagos in ! 863
and became Nigeria's first prominent nationalist.
Ajayiwrites about him,

"In an age when most emigrants sought
success in trade or industry and were advised
for the safety of their souls not to get mixed up
in pagan politics, he devoted himself whole
heartedly to the immense task of creating out of
the chaos in Abeokuta a 'civilised form of
government'. This was to be an adaptation of
European methods of government to the situa
tion at Abeokuta. It was to be a government of
the traditional rulers with a powerful civil
service of educated Africans as officials and ad
visers. He regarded missionaries as allies, espec
ially those who took education seriously and
placed no restrictions on the education of
Africans. Missionaries ... who considered that
English education turned the head of the African
he regarded as deceivers; missionaries ... who
aspired to political power he regarded as
enemies."

It may be said that Johnson enjoyed a large
measure of success. His Egba United Board of
Management, conceived asa Chancellery with
himself as Secretary, formulated policy and
attempted to make the chief's government,
through systematic customs duties in place of
arbitrary tolls, the most efficient in Abeokuta.
That the Board eventually failed was due to
British influence in Lagos. The resultant Egba
hostility to Lagos developed into hostility to all
white men, and for a number of years the
Board excluded all Europeans from Abeokuta.
In 1868 Johnson wrote to the African Times to
"tell England that their efforts to civilise and
christianise Africa by sending missionary after
missionary can have but very partial success,
until they become convinced that something
more is wanted besides sending missionaries and
putting men of war on the sea, and that is to
encourage the fonning of self-government am0ng
educated Africans." The world would have been
a safer place today if England had heeded this
advice.

The early advocates of self-government did
not include only African" radicals" like John
son but a number of prominent missionaries,
chief among them Henry Venn,Honorary Secre
tary of the Church Mission Society, who de
plored the annexation of Lagos because Africans
had no place in the administration. It was Venn
also who \vanted the Church in Africa to become
an African Church; "Let a native Church be
organised as a national institution ... as a native
Church assumes a national character, it will
ultimately supersede the denominational distinc
tions which are now introduced by foreign mis
sionary societies ... Every national Church is at
liberty to change its ceremonies and adapt itself
to the national taste." It is interesting to note
that Venn's prediction regarding the obliteration
of sectarian distinctions in Africa was largely
realised this year in Nigeria.

THAT A CENTURY HAD TO ELAPSE before Chris
tianity could formally discard its foreign charac
ter was due to circumstances outside Venn's
control. The European missionaries in Africa
never achieved or wanted to achieve full inte
gration with the local population. It was im
possible to adapt the foreign religion to local
tastes as long as "Christian missionaries from
an individualistic society . . . found life in the
family compounds at best incomprehensible, at
worst the devil's own institution." Ajayi explains
that missionaries were concerned with destroy
ing not only paganism but also the existing
social structure in Africa: "The outward sign
of his inward conviction that came to be de
manded of the new convert was not so much
the casting away of idols as his total rejection
of life in the family compound symbolised by
his adoption of monogamy." The mission com
pound, having gathered around it a little band
of Nigerian Christians, stood apart from the
rest of the community. There is of course the
question whether Christianity is in the final
count compatible with African tradition. Ajayi
only touches on this when he describes the
position of the Efik King Eyo who "regarded
religion as an affair of the community whose
customs and practices could only be changed
when the community became generally con
vinced of the need for change. To him, offence
against tradition was sin, a defiling of the com
munity that required expiation. The Christian
missionary regarded sin as as the responsibility
of the individual, a violation of the laws of
God that were absolute and independent of the
traditions of the community or even of the
beliefs of the individual." This basic contrast
between the absolutism of the European scale of
values and the European emphasis on indi
vidualism on the one hand, and the African
approach on the other, extend~ far beyond the
sphere of religion; it is, for instance, an im
portant factor in modem politics. The discussion
in depth which this point deserves is unfortu
nately outside the scope of Professor Ajayi's
book, which does, however, provide an account
of all the circumstances germane to it.

THE INTEGRATION OF THE FAITH into the national
life which Venn foresaw had to await the passing
of pastoral and missionary practice into native
hands - and this transfer Venn advocated too.
For a time it seemed he would succeed. Sam
Crowther was one of Venn's proteges, and
Crowther was made Bishop despite much
European missionary resistance. Under him the
missions with their schools moved closer to
the heart of the village. But Crowther's fate
after Venn's death, the vile campaign to dis
credit him which finally succeeded in depriv~"lg

him of all authority, vias symbolic of a new era.
The scramble for Africa was on; Britain de
clared protectorates over the free parts of the
country, and the new urge of Europeans not
only to trade with Africans but also to rule
over them affected the development of the
Church in Nigeria: its period of incipient self
government was over.

Ajayi gives an illuminating glimpse of the
miserable part played by Goldie's Royal Niger
Company - referred to in the most complimen
tary terms in official accounts - in destroying
the independent African traders from whom
Crowther derived much of his support, and
\vith whose interests those of ·Goldie's company
were hardly compatible. They had done much to
develop the Niger trade, but Goldie describes
them as "a class of men, happily now extinct,
who were formerly the worst enelnies of civili
sation in Africa. These were disreputable
coloureci men (in the' past they were generally
inferior clerks dismissed for peculation) who ...
lived, by surreptitious dealing in slaves ... stir
ring up the natives to discontent and bloodshed
... under a mask of ardent piety.' This new
contempt for the African was by no means con
fined to commercial interests and political
agents; a new generation of British missionaries
seems to have 'been completely oblivious of the
approach which Venn and others had brought
to their work. Thus one of them - an opponent
of Crowther - wrote, 'To describe the Sierra
Leone men so far as I have had to do with
them, I would say this spirit of Conceit,
Hypocrisy 'and Sensuality ... I have found this
spirit of hypocrisy in some of the highest dig
nitaries of the mission.' And the Parent Com
mittee of the C.M.S. itself spoke of the
'ripened Christianity' which twelve centuries
had given Englishmen and which in West
Africa 'can scarcely be looked for' except in
European teachers.'

ATTITUDES LIKE THESE were often nourished by
the so-called anthropological research which
British officials were encouraged to conduct on
the advice of Lord Lugard - later Governor of
Nigeria - who started his career in Nigeria
in the employ of Goldie's Royal N iger Com
pany. Mrs. Temple's N oles on the Tribes,
Provinces, Emirates and States of the Northern
Provinces of Nigeria compiled from official re
ports, contain an illuminating collection of
these pseudo-scientific efforts. Their value must
be evident from the following observations:

"The Kagoro are small in stature, the men
slim and well built, the women ungainly. As
a race they are debased by excessive drink
ing ..."

"In appearance the Kaje is slim and of fair
physique, he is well built, but his extreme
drunkenness has left a mark on his skull fonua
tion."

The compilation was first published in 1919,
with a second edition in 1922. The 1965 im
pression has been improved only by the addition
of a scant bibliography "for readers who would
wish to consult more detailed monographs on
the history and ethnology of Northern Nigeria."
It is difficult to gauge the purpose of this new
edition, except perhaps for the curiosity value
of the misinformation it contains. It does how
ever provide an example of the sort of material
from which European attitudes towards Africa
were shaped. These attitudes unfortunately still
survive, but now there is hope that the academic
work of Africans like Professor Ajayi - who
is not only a great historian but a first-rate
writer - will go far towards restoring the
African image. •


