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prominence of the very idea that large-scale regionalization is an important if not the 
dominant feature of recent globalization’, but then concedes that these ‘sometimes coincide 
with what traditional scholarship perceives as spheres of large-scale cultures or civilisations 
characterised by a certain setting of religious communities and other cultural features or 
media systems’ – which merits the question again, what then The Commonwealth is. As 
Middell adds: ‘that being said, the relationship between the highly dynamic new regions and 
the other “sedimentary” constructs of former geographies is most often much more complex. 
We certainly live in a world that is undergoing massive processes of regionalization; at the 
same time, the criss-crossing of, and between, these regions has also gained importance’.

As he pragmatically sums up the justification for Transregional Studies presented on the 
following 650 pages in inspiring diversity: ‘the term region . . . is flexible enough to address 
a fundamental change from a world of regions, where these regions had not been connected 
but were worlds of their own, into a situation where they are no longer separate worlds but 
more and more interacting parts of a system, communicating by migration regimes, capital 
flows, cultural transfers, etc’. (p. 10). But he again puts this into a wider context when adding 
that in political terms, ‘these regions have not become entities of agency in their own right, 
remaining overwritten by empires and alliances of nation-states, and later also by blocs 
stretching across continents’.

Middell also adds a final reflection to the volume on ‘Narratives about globalization’ and 
concludes: ‘What has so far been called global studies – and rightly so as it had the ambition to 
define what was and is new with the global – will be in the future probably more and more 
based upon the investigation of transregional ties and interactions’ (p. 665). Which still leaves 
me wondering, into what Transregional Studies (in times of Brexit) really translate. While the 
volume provides no coherent answer, its variety of inter-disciplinary contributions is stimu-
lating and thought provoking, though not offering any reliable conclusion what to make of 
The Commonwealth.

Henning Melber 
Nordic Africa Institute, Uppsala, Sweden 
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What Britain did to Nigeria: a short history of conquest and rule, by Max Siollun, 
London, Hurst, 2021, 373 pp., £20 (hardback), ISBN 9781787383845

‘The first British visitors were slave traders who were followed by explorers then businessmen 
then colonial officers and missionaries . . . A combination of European curiosity about 
a legendary and mysterious inland river in West Africa and the industrial revolution in 
Europe change the nature of the relationship [of Britain to Nigeria] to one between conqueror 
and subject’ (p. 5).

The capsule description at the opening of Max Siollun’s historical survey of Nigeria’s 
relations with Britain anticipates and reflects the overall structure of his narrative and his 
conclusions.

History of this kind is a counter blast and a necessary antidote especially to some of the 
more popular accounts of African and world history that were fashionable a generation 
ago. Some will inevitably say the pendulum has swung too far. Psychology and empathy 
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are in. Statistical tables and GNP/GDP data are out. In stark contrast to those earlier 
books, as well, contingency and counterfactual speculations and asides figure prominently 
here.

Impressive too at the level of the narrative are the ceaselessly patient attempts to do justice 
to the de facto villains of the piece: the fabulous monsters such as Rhodes, Goldie and Lugard, 
who emerge as seriously flawed titans of commerce – and at times as intensely conflicted, 
neurotically tortured human beings. Mr Crew Read, forced-labour fanatic of the colonial 
administration, also has his place on this list. In short, the Holy Grail of objectivity, the 
pursuit of which was a given for an earlier generation of historians, is abandoned. The pursuit 
was in any case always a misdirection, and Max Siollun has opted for the more modest goal of 
balance. The trouble is that the emotional charge of the facts is at times deranging. He 
somehow, however, manages the balancing act.

This fundamentally compassionate attitude extends as well to the lesser players of this 
tragic fiasco, the dregs of British society – many of them fugitives from the law – who found 
employment on the slave ships and later in spin-off trades, the ‘palm oil ruffians’ as they were 
known.

As a result, the author’s judgements when they come gain in force and authority. There is 
a quiet pervasive sense throughout that the author’s court, without rushing to judgement, is 
nevertheless always in session.

The book has a quiet gravity that is subtly affecting largely because it dispassionately tallies 
so many horrors before moving to judge any of the agents in the process.

Its conclusions, when they are reached, seem complete yet charitable in the face of so much 
appalling evidence and circumstances.

Yes, yes, but was any balancing good overlooked, any British reader will be tempted to ask.
The author’s account of Christian missions and the difference they made is a bright spot. 

But the refrain is quickly taken up again and the moral balance sheet at the end of the day, by 
the author’s estimate, justifies his book’s accusatory title.

This is a new kind of historical account which is unimpressed by wealth and great 
industrial accomplishments, focused on the distorting human costs to both agents and 
patients of a particular historical epoch that still scars Britain and Nigeria and indeed the 
world. Writing of this kind involves an aspiration towards a fully human accounting and 
thus is important and – who knows – may even represent an enduring advance for the 
discipline.

Attention is brought to bear on a wide range of topics from the opaque origins of the name 
Nigeria to the only too-convincing psychological portraits of vanguard British officials who 
seem generally to have been fleeing from demons of unhappiness and broken relationships in 
their own countries.

This analysis is on the whole compassionate, but the accumulation of detail leaves a lasting 
impression that Nigeria’s British overlords were, almost to a man, afflicted by various 
psychopathologies.

Too many were prone by this account to so-called ‘climatic irritability’ leading to outbursts 
of ‘tropical fury’. Sir Ralph Moor, described here as the architect of Britain’s conquest of 
Benin, is an extreme example. He returned to England a broken man and retired in 1903. At 
the age of 43 he committed suicide while suffering a bout of temporary insanity in 
September 1909.

An illuminating aside late in the book concerns the reputation Nigeria has in common 
parlance for graft or bribes. The author traces the putative origins of today’s proverbial 
Nigeria 419 Internet scams to the widespread colonial British practice of informal payments 
or ‘dash’.
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The author is fascinating also on the missionary dimension of the country’s past and 
present. His account of the Scottish Christian Mary Slessor’s life in Calabar – where she took 
an influential stand against the exposure of twins in infancy – is set in an illuminating wider 
regional context.

Anyone seeking a primer of Nigeria’s history and place in the contemporary world, as well 
as a glimpse of the thought currents enriching the contemporary writing of history, could do 
worse than to start with Max Siollun’s provocative book.
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