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Twice in a period of less than three centuries, oil has been at the centre of dramatic commercial relations between the Niger Delta and the industrial West which left the former with precarious social and political consequences. Palm oil in the nineteenth and crude oil in the twentieth/twenty-first centuries have both exposed the Niger Delta to the more disruptive forces of global economic and political competition that led to its loss of political independence to external forces. First, the suppression of the Trans Atlantic Slave Trade and the introduction of the so-called ‘legitimate commerce’ in palm oil began a process which culminated in the formal colonization of the Niger Delta and the entire territory that became known as Nigeria between 1898 and 1914. Now, the trade in Nigerian crude oil which began in 1958 and derives almost exclusively from the Niger Delta area has created a new form of imperial encroachment in the Niger Delta represented by the sometimes uneasy but very profitable alliance of multinational oil corporations and local/foreign political elite.

This paper examines the dynamics between the commercial and political contestation in the Niger Delta over two forms of oil resources in the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries. It explores the factors which deepened the contestations to the point of armed confrontation and the implication this had on the changing form of imperial manifestation. 

