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Abstract 

Islām's presence in Yoruba land, Southwestern Nigeria, intersected with British colonial rule in 

the early 20th century. While Islām had gained footholds in towns like Ibadan, Lagos, and 

Osogbo, colonial policies significantly influenced its growth. This research examines how 

specific colonial policies impacted Islām's spread differently across these Yoruba towns, asking 

how such policies shaped Muslim institutions and local responses. Using qualitative methods, 

the study analyses colonial archives, Islamic oral histories, and scholarly works. The findings 

reveal that colonial policies variably aided or checked Islām's institutional growth, shaping 

distinct local Muslim responses. Ibadan's Muslim community navigated colonial restrictions 

through adaptive strategies; Lagos' established Muslim networks leveraged economic and 

political capital; and Osogbo's patterns reflect unique local leadership dynamics and a 

traditional-Islamic synthesis. The study concludes that Muslim communities exercised significant 

agency in responding to colonial challenges, establishing educational organisations, developing 

parallel judicial systems, and mobilising economic resources for Islamic institutions despite 

marginalisation. Colonial policies frequently produced unintended consequences that 

paradoxically strengthened Islamic consciousness and institutional development. The research 

recommends prioritising local Islamic historiography, integrating colonial-era Muslim history 

into national curricula, strengthening Islamic educational institutions through equitable funding 

and support, and promoting interfaith dialogue models rooted in Yoruba land's traditions of 

religious accommodation. The study contributes to understanding regional variations in 

colonial-Islamic encounters and highlights Muslim community agency in negotiating colonial 

modernity. 
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Introduction 

Yoruba land, situated in southwestern 

Nigeria and encompassing virtually the 

whole of Ekiti, Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, Osun, 

and Oyo states, received Islām under 

circumstances still partially obscured by 

history. Doi (1984) observes that the 

religion probably came into the region in the 

early seventeenth century. He supports this 

claim with the account of Ahmad Baba (d. 

1610), who described Yoruba land as an 

area largely characterized by unbelief and 

where Islām had only minimally penetrated 

in his work, Al-Kash al-Bayan li Asnaf 

Majlub al-Sudan. By the late 18th and early 

19th centuries, however, Islām had spread 

considerably, reaching the coastal south 

where European travellers encountered 

Muslim communities. Johnson (1997) 

suggests the close of the 18th century as the 

period of Islām's expansion in Yoruba land, 

a view shared by Godfrey Parrinder (quoted 

in Doi, 1984). It is also on record that Islām 

had become a factor in Yoruba land before 

the Fulani Jihād of 1804. In the post-Jihād 

period, the peaceful penetration of Islām 

continued with the settlement of learned 

Hausa-Fulani Mallams in cities like Ibadan, 

Ijebu-Ode, Osogbo, and Lagos, where they 

engaged in preaching and teaching the 

Qur'an and Hadith (National Teachers' 

Institute, 2000). The Yoruba tribal wars of 

the 18th and early 19th centuries, which 

were mainly for slave raiding, also played a 

significant role in the spread of Islām 

(Adeniyi, 1995). In Adetona's (2010) 

submission, Islām had become indigenous to 

the Yoruba people of southwestern Nigeria 

coming next to the indigenous African 

worship system by the advent of colonial 

rule. 

Nigeria's colonial era began in the late 19th 

century when Britain imposed its rule, 

formalised through the Berlin Conference 

(1884–1885) and the 1914 amalgamation of 

Nigeria's northern and southern 

protectorates. Colonial rule impacted 

politics, economy, and culture profoundly. 

For Muslims in Yoruba land, policies like 

indirect rule, Shariʻah court limitations, and 

Western education promotion impacted 

Islamic institutions deeply (Atanda, 1980). 

By the 1920s, Muslims had realised that 

colonialism was harming their development 

by suppressing African culture and pushing 

Christianity over Islām (Adetona, 2010). It 

is with this background that this study 

examines the impact of colonialism and 

colonial policies on the development of 

Muslims in Yoruba land, particularly in 

Ibadan, Lagos, and Osogbo. 

 

Objectives of the Study 

This research is guided by the following 

specific objectives: 

1. To examine how British colonial 

administrative policies, particularly 

the system of indirect rule, shaped 

Islamic leadership structures and 

institutional development across 

Ibadan, Lagos, and Osogbo. 

2. To analyse the differential impacts of 

colonial educational policies on 

Islamic learning institutions and 

Muslim community responses across 

the three cities. 
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3. To investigate how colonial legal 

frameworks and the restriction of 

Islamic law affected Muslim judicial 

practices and community resilience. 

4. To explore the relationship between 

colonial economic policies and the 

development of Islamic charitable 

institutions and Muslim commercial 

networks. 

5. To assess Muslim agency and 

adaptive strategies in response to 

colonial policies, highlighting how 

Muslim communities negotiated, 

resisted, and transformed colonial 

modernity. 

Significance of the Study 

This study holds several dimensions of 

significance for scholars, policymakers, and 

communities: 

Academic Contribution: The research 

contributes to postcolonial Islamic studies 

and Nigerian historiography by 

demonstrating that colonial-Islamic 

interactions were not uniform across regions 

but were deeply shaped by local pre-colonial 

conditions, political structures, and 

economic positions. By examining three 

distinct urban contexts, the study moves 

beyond generalised models and reveals the 

complexity of Muslim responses to 

colonialism. 

Historical Understanding: The study 

recovers and highlights the agency, 

resilience, and adaptive strategies of Muslim 

communities during the colonial period, 

challenging narratives that portray Muslims 

as passive victims of colonial impositions. 

This historical recovery is essential for 

understanding contemporary Muslim 

communities and their institutional legacies 

in Yoruba land. 

Contemporary Relevance: Understanding 

how Muslim communities navigated 

religious, educational, and legal 

marginalisation during the colonial period 

provides historical context for addressing 

persistent inequities in contemporary 

Nigeria. The study’s findings on interfaith 

accommodation and negotiated coexistence 

are particularly relevant for addressing 

contemporary religious tensions. 

Policy Implications: The research generates 

evidence-based recommendations for 

policymakers on educational equity, 

interfaith dialogue, and the recognition of 

Muslim institutional innovations, 

contributing to more informed policy 

decisions affecting religious minorities and 

minority educational institutions in Nigeria. 

National Cohesion: By integrating the 

histories of Muslim communities into 

broader narratives of Nigerian development, 

the study contributes to more inclusive 

national historiography and fosters 

recognition of the contributions and 

resilience of all communities in Nigeria’s 

historical development. 

Literature Review 

Existing Research on Colonialism and 

Islām in Nigeria 

Scholars like Atanda (1980) and Ade-Ajayi 

(1976) have explored colonial impacts on 

Nigerian societies, highlighting disruption to 

traditional structures. Falola & Adediran 
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(1983) described this disruption as a 

phenomenon that led to deep hatred for 

external interference among Nigerians. Keay 

& Thomas (1986) identified the imposition 

of taxation as a major factor in the fall of the 

old Oyo Empire. When Yoruba kingdoms 

were fully subjected to colonial government 

for the first time in 1914, the decision to 

make the Alaafin of Oyo and his district 

heads collect direct taxes something 

previously unknown led to riots in Iseyin in 

1916. Abeokuta reacted similarly, and 

taxation was maintained only through force 

(Keay & Thomas, 1986). 

In the area of education, Fafunwa (2004) 

observed: 

While the Christian 

mission continued to 

open more schools (in 

the late 19th century) 

with the full support 

of the colonial 

government of Lagos 

and Protectorate, the 

Muslim community in 

and around Lagos 

began to be concerned 

that their children 

were being neglected 

by the same 

government. 

 

As the political power of the imperialists 

grew, Muslim rulers; the Emirs and Chiefs 

opened doors, though very reluctantly, to the 

missionaries (Doi, 1984). 

 

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

This study employs several complementary 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks to 

analyse the complex dynamics of colonial-

Islamic interactions: 

Agency and Adaptation Framework: 

Drawing on postcolonial theory and the 

work of scholars such as Dipesh 

Chakrabarty and Ann Laura Stoler, this 

framework emphasises that colonised and 

marginalised communities were not passive 

recipients of colonial impositions but active 

agents who strategised, negotiated, and 

adapted. This framework directs attention to 

how Muslims selectively appropriated 

colonial institutions, knowledge systems, 

and organisational forms for distinctly 

Islamic purposes, thereby exercising agency 

within constrained circumstances. 

Institutional Development Framework: 

This framework, informed by historical 

institutionalism, examines how pre-existing 

institutions and structures shape subsequent 

institutional development. The research 

demonstrates that variations in pre-colonial 

Islamic infrastructure significantly 

influenced how colonial policies were 

experienced and how Muslim communities 

responded, highlighting the path-dependent 

nature of institutional change. 

Regional Variation and Contextual 

Analysis: Rather than treating colonialism 

or Islām as monolithic categories, this 

framework emphasises the importance of 

local contexts in shaping outcomes. It draws 

on comparative historical sociology to 

highlight how specific configurations of pre-

colonial Islamic presence, local political 

systems, and economic positions produced 
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differential responses to similar colonial 

policies across Ibadan, Lagos, and Osogbo. 

Negotiation and Accommodation 

Framework: This framework, informed by 

studies of religious pluralism and 

coexistence, examines how Muslim 

communities negotiated space within 

colonial systems while maintaining Islamic 

identity and objectives. It is particularly 

useful for understanding Osogbo’s model of 

coexistence and for recognising that 

resistance to colonialism took multiple 

forms, including accommodation and 

negotiation alongside more confrontational 

approaches. 

Unintended Consequences Framework: 

Drawing on historical analysis that 

emphasises the disjuncture between intended 

and actual outcomes, this framework 

highlights how colonial policies frequently 

produced results contrary to colonial 

officials’ expectations. It directs attention to 

how efforts to control and marginalise Islām 

sometimes strengthened Islamic 

consciousness and institutional 

development, revealing the limits of colonial 

power and the resourcefulness of colonised 

communities. 

Islāmic Modernity Framework: This 

framework, informed by scholars such as 

Saba Mahmood and Charles Hirschkind, 

recognises that Muslims did not simply 

choose between “tradition” and “modernity” 

but actively constructed distinctive forms of 

Islamic modernity that incorporated modern 

institutional forms (formal organisations, 

bureaucratic structures, printed materials) 

while maintaining Islamic principles and 

objectives. This framework emphasises 

Muslim agency in shaping modernity rather 

than viewing modernisation as a Western 

process imposed upon passive recipients. 

These frameworks work in concert to 

provide a nuanced analytical lens for 

understanding colonial-Islamic encounters 

as complex processes of negotiation, 

adaptation, and transformation rather than 

simple narratives of domination or 

resistance. 

Gap in Research 

Despite studies on colonial impacts in 

Nigeria, there is limited focus on how 

colonialism shaped Islām specifically in 

Yoruba land. This paper addresses that gap 

by examining colonial policies' effects on 

Islamic propagation and Muslim responses 

in Yoruba society. Further, existing 

literature often treats Islām in Nigeria as 

homogeneous, overlooking regional 

differences. This research highlights Yoruba 

land's unique colonial–Islamic intersections. 

Methodology 

This study employs a historical analysis 

approach to examine the impact of colonial 

policies on Islām in Yoruba land, Nigeria. 

The research is qualitative, relying on 

archival research and critical review of 

existing literature. It contextualises Islām's 

development under colonial rule through 

comparative studies of Ibadan, Lagos, and 

Osogbo. Sources include colonial records 

(British archives, Nigerian colonial reports), 

Islamic texts (Arabic manuscripts, local 

histories), and oral histories from Muslim 

communities. The analysis involves 

thematic examination of policies' impacts on 

Islamic institutions, leadership, and 
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practices, with cross-case comparison of 

Muslim responses to colonial policies. 

Historical Background: Islām in the 

Three Cities Before Colonial Rule 

Understanding the differential impacts of 

colonial policies on Islām requires 

examining the pre-colonial Islamic 

landscape in Ibadan, Lagos, and Osogbo. 

Each city presented unique socio-political 

configurations, Islamic infrastructures, and 

patterns of Muslim integration that shaped 

subsequent colonial encounters. 

Islām in Ibadan Before Colonial Rule 

Ibadan emerged as a war camp in the 1820s 

during the Yoruba internecine wars and 

rapidly grew into a major military and 

political power (Johnson, 1997). Unlike 

older Yoruba towns with established royal 

lineages, Ibadan developed a unique 

political system based on military 

achievement rather than hereditary 

succession. Islām entered Ibadan through 

Hausa-Fulani traders and prisoners of war 

from the northern campaigns, particularly 

after the Fulani Jihād of 1804 (Doi, 1984). 

As El-Masri, quoted by Doi (1984), 

observed, early Muslims were however few 

in number and were only nominal Muslims, 

since they maintained to a large extent their 

pagan practices. 

 

Reformed Islām began in the early 1830s 

when learned Mallams came from Hausa 

land through Ilorin to preach in Ibadan. 

Notable among the preachers were Ahmad 

Qifu and 'Uthman bn Abu Bakr. By the mid-

19th century, a small but growing Muslim 

community had established itself, primarily 

concentrated in quarters such as Oja'ba and 

Agugu. The community was initially 

composed of immigrant Muslims Hausas, 

Nupes, and Fulanis  who gradually 

incorporated Yoruba converts (Adeniyi, 

1995). The first mosques were simple 

structures, reflecting the nascent nature of 

the community. Islamic leadership was 

diffuse, with various Imams serving their 

respective ethnic groups rather than a 

unified community structure. 

 

The Muslim community in Ibadan occupied 

a subordinate position politically. The ruling 

military chiefs were predominantly 

adherents of traditional Yoruba religion and 

viewed Islām with suspicion as a foreign 

faith that might undermine their authority. 

Muslims were largely excluded from 

political offices and military commands, 

though they carved out economic niches as 

traders, craftsmen, and agricultural 

producers. This marginalisation would 

significantly influence how Ibadan Muslims 

navigated subsequent colonial policies 

(Salahudeen, 2025). 

Islām in Lagos Before Colonial Rule 

Lagos presented a markedly different 

Islamic landscape. As a coastal trading 

centre with long-standing connections to the 

Atlantic trade and trans-Saharan commercial 

networks, Lagos had a more established and 

sophisticated Muslim community by the 

time of formal colonial rule. The Brazilian 

returnees; the Aguda who returned from 

Brazil and Cuba in the 19th century brought 

with them literacy, commercial acumen, and 

a distinct Islamic identity that blended West 

African and Afro-Brazilian cultural elements 
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(National Teachers' Institute, 2000). 

Oyeweso (2013) elaborates: 

Another historic role 

of Lagos in the 

history of Islām in 

Nigeria relates to the 

influx of the liberated 

slaves from Sierra 

Leone and Brazil into 

Lagos after the 

abolition of the 

Atlantic slave trade. 

The Sierra Leonean 

immigrants were 

known as the Saro, 

while the immigrants 

from Brazil were 

known as the Aguda. 

Some of these 

liberated slaves who 

were Muslims… 

contributed to the 

expansion of the 

Muslim community in 

Lagos. 

 

The Lagos Muslim community was more 

stratified and organised than Ibadan's. The 

Yoruba Muslims, particularly the Ijebu and 

Egba subgroups, had integrated Islām more 

deeply into their social fabric. Central 

mosques had been established most notably 

the Shitta Bey Mosque built in 1894 

symbolising the growing wealth and 

influence of Lagos Muslims. Islamic 

education was more advanced, with Qur'anic 

schools offering instruction in Arabic 

literacy and Islamic jurisprudence 

(Oyeweso, 2013). Politically, Lagos 

Muslims wielded greater influence than their 

Ibadan counterparts, and their established 

position would give them far greater 

leverage in negotiating with colonial 

authorities. 

Islām in Osogbo Before Colonial Rule 

Osogbo occupied an intermediate position 

between Ibadan and Lagos in terms of 

Islamic development. Founded as a refuge 

during the Yoruba wars, Osogbo developed 

strong ties to traditional Yoruba religion, 

particularly centred on the goddess Osun 

and her sacred grove. Islām entered through 

Hausa-Fulani traders and Islamic scholars 

seeking safe havens during the political 

upheavals of the 19th century. As Doi 

(1984) records: 

Islām was introduced 

to Osogbo in 1820 by 

Oyo Muslim traders. 

When the Old-Oyo 

was sacked in 1835 

by the Fulani 

Jihadists, the Oyos 

migrated to the town 

(Osogbo). Among the 

immigrants from Old-

Oyo who came to 

Osogbo and settled 

there after the sack of 

Oyo in 1835 were 

Muslims like 

Muhammad Idris… 

and Salih Abu 'Abd 

al-Rahmān. 

 

What distinguished Osogbo was the 

development of a unique accommodation 

between Islām and traditional religion. 

Unlike Ibadan, where these systems 
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remained largely separate, or Lagos, where 

Islām achieved greater dominance, Osogbo 

saw considerable syncretism. The Ataoja 

(king) of Osogbo maintained traditional 

religious duties while some members of the 

royal family embraced Islām. The Chief 

Imam of Osogbo operated in consultation 

with the Ataoja and traditional chiefs 

creating a model of negotiated coexistence 

that would shape how Osogbo Muslims 

responded to colonial interventions 

threatening to upset established balances 

(Nasiru, 1977). 

 

 

Findings: Colonial Policies and Islamic 

Development in Ibadan, Lagos, and 

Osogbo 

The impact of British colonial policies on 

Islamic institutions and communities varied 

significantly across the three cities. This 

section presents findings organised 

thematically to highlight both common 

patterns and distinctive local responses. 

Colonial Administrative Policies and 

Islamic Leadership Structures 

The British implementation of indirect rule 

had profound but differentiated effects on 

Islamic leadership across the three cities. In 

Ibadan, the colonial government's decision 

to work through existing military chiefs 

rather than creating separate Islamic 

authorities initially marginalised Muslim 

leaders from formal governance. Colonial 

records from 1900–1920 show that while the 

Baale (paramount chief) of Ibadan received 

recognition and authority from the British, 

Islamic leaders were relegated to managing 

internal Muslim affairs without official 

recognition in the native authority system 

(Atanda, 1980). 

Paradoxically, this marginalisation created 

space for Islamic institutional development 

independent of colonial control. The Muslim 

community in Ibadan established the Central 

Mosque Committee in 1913, functioning as 

an autonomous body managing Muslim 

affairs and organising Islamic education 

largely ignored by colonial officials focused 

on maintaining political stability through 

traditional chiefs (Doi, 1984). In contrast, 

Lagos Muslims experienced more direct 

colonial engagement. The Chief Imam of 

Lagos gained official recognition in the 

colonial administrative structure by 1910, 

receiving invitations to colonial ceremonies 

and consultations on matters of Islamic law 

(Fafunwa, 2004). In 1894, Muslims in Lagos 

humbly demanded Shariʻah adjudication on 

the Law of Personal Status, citing the case 

of India a state where, in spite of a large 

Muslim minority, such concessions had been 

granted (Adetona, 2010). This recognition 

enhanced the prestige and authority of Lagos 

Muslim leadership but also subjected them 

to greater colonial scrutiny. Osogbo 

presented yet another pattern. Colonial 

policies that strengthened the Ataoja's 

authority inadvertently provided Muslims 

with a channel of influence, since the 

traditional ruler maintained cordial relations 

with the Muslim community and some 

family members were themselves Muslims. 

The Chief Imam of Osogbo operated within 

the traditional political framework, gaining 

legitimacy from both religious authority and 
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association with the recognised native 

authority an arrangement that proved more 

stable than Ibadan's complete separation and 

less constraining than Lagos's direct 

incorporation into colonial structures 

(Wahab, 2025).  

 

Educational Policies and Islamic 

Learning Institutions 

Colonial educational policies particularly the 

privileging of Christian missionary schools 

and Western education posed significant 

challenges to Islamic education across all 

three cities. In Ibadan, Muslim parents 

initially resisted sending children to 

missionary schools. Fafunwa (2004) 

documents the reasons for this resistance 

clearly: 

The Muslim parents 

did not wholly 

approve of such 

Western education 

since in the beginning 

it was merely a 

Christian education in 

a Christian 

environment. They 

were afraid that their 

children would be 

converted to 

Christianity by such 

an education. 

 

This resistance, while preserving Islamic 

education, created a growing educational 

gap between Muslim and Christian children. 

By the 1940s, however, a pragmatic shift 

occurred. Educated Muslim elites in Ibadan 

began establishing Islamic schools that 

combined Qur'anic instruction with secular 

subjects. The Ansar-Ud-Deen Society, 

founded in Lagos but with strong branches 

in Ibadan, pioneered this hybrid model. 

These schools faced constant challenges 

from colonial authorities who questioned 

their academic standards and occasionally 

denied them registration or grant-in-aid 

funding available to mission schools 

(Nasiru, 1995). 

Lagos Muslims adopted a more 

confrontational approach. The Muslim 

community petitioned colonial officials 

repeatedly from the 1900s through the 

1940s, demanding equal funding for Muslim 

schools. In 1923, Lagos Muslim leaders 

submitted a formal memorandum to the 

Colonial Governor arguing that government 

support for mission schools while neglecting 

Muslim education violated principles of 

religious neutrality (Adetona, 2010). These 

protests yielded limited concessions, though 

the activism built networks and 

organisational capacity that proved valuable 

in post-colonial periods. Organisations 

including the Ansar-Ud-Deen Society 

(founded 1923), the Ahmadiyyah Movement 

(founded 1916), and Jamat-ul-Islamiyyah 

(1924) all emerged partly in response to 

educational marginalisation (Adetona, 

2010). Osogbo's Muslims navigated 

educational challenges through 

accommodation. While maintaining 

Qur'anic schools, Osogbo Muslims showed 

greater willingness than their Ibadan 

counterparts to send children to mission 

schools, viewing Western education 

instrumentally as a tool for advancement 

while maintaining Islamic identity through 

home instruction and mosque attendance. 
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Legal Policies: Islamic Law and Colonial 

Courts 

The colonial legal system established Native 

Courts that theoretically could apply 

customary law, including Islamic law, but 

restricted its application to personal status 

matters such as marriage, divorce, and 

inheritance explicitly excluding criminal law 

and significantly limiting commercial law 

applications. 

In Ibadan, the Native Courts were 

dominated by traditional chiefs who applied 

Yoruba customary law. Muslims seeking to 

resolve disputes according to Islamic law 

had limited formal recourse. In response, the 

Muslim community developed an informal 

Islamic judicial system: Alkalis (Islamic 

judges) arbitrated disputes among Muslims, 

though their decisions lacked official 

enforcement power (Salahudeen, 2025). 

Lagos presented a more complex legal 

landscape. The greater Muslim population 

and their economic significance led colonial 

authorities to make somewhat greater 

accommodations. By the 1930s, Muslim 

litigants could request that cases involving 

Islamic personal law be heard by Native 

Court members knowledgeable in Islamic 

jurisprudence though this remained 

discretionary, and the colonial appellate 

system could override Islamic legal 

principles in favour of British common law 

(Keay & Thomas, 1986). Muslim legal 

practitioners in Lagos responded by 

acquiring British legal training to argue 

Islamic law principles within the colonial 

legal framework, creating a new class of 

Muslim elites who could navigate both legal 

systems (Doi, 1984). 

Osogbo's experience with Islamic law 

reflected the town's pattern of negotiated 

coexistence. The Ataoja's court occasionally 

consulted Islamic scholars when cases 

involving Muslims arose, creating an 

informal integration of Islamic legal 

principles into the customary law 

framework. This arrangement satisfied 

neither Islamic purists who wanted full 

Shariʻah courts nor colonial officials who 

preferred complete standardisation, but it 

functioned pragmatically within Osogbo's 

social context (Wahab, 2025). 

Economic Policies and Muslim 

Commercial Activities 

Colonial economic policies particularly 

taxation, infrastructure development, and 

commercial regulations intersected with 

Islamic institutional development in 

significant ways. The introduction of direct 

taxation undermined traditional Islamic 

institutions of voluntary charity (zakat) and 

endowment (waqf). In all three cities, 

Muslims participated in tax resistance 

movements of the 1910s and 1920s, though 

motivations and outcomes differed. Ibadan 

Muslims joined broader resistance to 

taxation, including the 1916 Iseyin riots 

documented by Keay & Thomas (1986), but 

did not organise specifically as a Muslim 

constituency. Lagos Muslims, with their 

stronger economic position, attempted to 

negotiate taxation terms, arguing that 

contributions to Islamic charitable 

institutions constituted a form of double 

burden arguments that failed to sway 

colonial officials. The development of 

colonial infrastructure created new 
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economic opportunities that Muslims in all 

three cities exploited with varying success. 

 

Paradoxically, economic development under 

colonialism strengthened some Islamic 

institutions even as colonial policies 

challenged others. Prosperous Muslim 

merchants funded mosque construction, 

supported Islamic schools, and sponsored 

scholars. The Central Mosque in Ibadan, 

significantly expanded in the 1930s, was 

financed primarily by Muslim traders who 

had prospered through colonial economic 

changes a striking example of colonial-era 

gains being channelled toward Islamic ends 

(Salahudeen, 2025). 

Religious Policies and Muslim-Christian 

Relations 

While British colonial policy officially 

proclaimed religious neutrality, the close 

association between colonialism and 

Christian missions created what Muslims 

widely perceived as systematic favouritism. 

In Ibadan, the Muslim response initially 

took the form of defensive isolation 

maintaining Islamic identity in separate 

quarters. However, as Christianity made 

inroads among educated elites, Muslim 

leaders recognised the need for more active 

engagement. Islamic organisations began 

public preaching campaigns in the 1930s, 

established Muslim reading rooms, and 

distributed Islamic literature in Yoruba to 

counter missionary materials. Adetona 

(2010) mentions the Bamidele movement as 

a conservative Islamic movement formed in 

explicit response to colonial governance 

practices in Yoruba land. 

Lagos Muslims adopted a more assertive 

stance. Educated Muslim elites engaged in 

public debates with Christian missionaries, 

published newspapers defending Islām, and 

organised public lectures on Islamic topics. 

Organisations like the Ansar-Ud-Deen 

Society explicitly aimed to defend Islām 

against what they perceived as Christian 

encroachment supported by colonial power 

(Adetona, 2010). In Osogbo, the pre-existing 

accommodation between Islām and 

traditional religion became more complex 

with Christian missionary entry. Some 

Muslims and traditionalists found common 

cause in resisting missionary exclusivism, 

while the Ataoja's position as a moderating 

force among religious communities became 

increasingly difficult but remained crucial in 

preventing the sharper polarisation evident 

elsewhere. 

Discussion 

The findings presented above reveal 

complex patterns of colonial-Islamic 

interaction that resist simplistic narratives of 

either Muslim victimisation or successful 

resistance. Instead, the evidence points to 

highly contextualised processes of 

negotiation, adaptation, and transformation 

that varied significantly across the three 

cities examined. 

The Role of Pre-Colonial Islamic 

Infrastructure 

The differential impacts of colonial policies 

across Ibadan, Lagos, and Osogbo strongly 

correlate with the strength and 

characteristics of pre-colonial Islamic 

infrastructure. Lagos, with its established 

Muslim elite, organised religious 
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institutions, and economic resources, 

possessed greater capacity to negotiate with 

colonial authorities and maintain Islamic 

institutional vitality despite challenges. 

Ibadan's newer and more fragmented 

Muslim community experienced greater 

marginalisation but also developed forms of 

autonomous institution-building the Central 

Mosque Committee and informal Islamic 

courts that operated outside colonial 

structures and were less constrained by 

expectations of cooperation with colonial 

policies. Osogbo's intermediate position 

enabled accommodation strategies that 

balanced Islamic integrity with practical 

participation in colonial-era governance, 

though these depended heavily on the 

continued commitment of traditional rulers 

to religious balance. 

 

Muslim Agency and Adaptation 

Strategies 

A crucial finding of this research is that 

Muslim communities were not passive 

victims of colonialism but active agents who 

exercised significant control over their own 

destinies. Rather than simply accepting 

colonial restrictions, Muslims in all three 

cities actively made strategic decisions, 

negotiated with authorities, and adapted 

their institutions in ways that shaped 

outcomes and protected their interests. In 

other words, they took deliberate action to 

advance their Islamic objectives despite 

colonial challenges. These responses 

frequently involved selectively adopting 

colonial methods and structures for Islamic 

purposes. Organisations like the Ansar-Ud-

Deen Society adopted bureaucratic 

structures, formal membership, and public 

advocacy techniques that resembled 

Christian missionary organisations and 

colonial administrative bodies. Islamic 

schools combined Qur'anic instruction with 

colonial curriculum models. Muslim legal 

practitioners acquired British legal training 

to argue Islamic law principles within the 

colonial legal framework. These adaptations 

were not simple surrender to colonial norms 

but rather calculated strategic deployments 

of available colonial tools and methods to 

achieve distinctly Islamic objectives and 

protect Islamic interests. 

Unintended Consequences of Colonial 

Policies 

Colonial policies frequently produced 

outcomes contrary to their apparent 

intentions. The privileging of Christian 

missions and Western education provoked 

Muslim organisational responses that 

strengthened Islamic consciousness and 

institutions. Economic development 

provided resources Muslims deployed for 

Islamic institution-building. The 

marginalisation of Ibadan Muslims from 

official political structures paradoxically 

enabled institutional development free from 

colonial oversight. Legal restrictions on 

Islamic law stimulated the development of 

informal Islamic judicial systems and the 

emergence of Muslims trained in both 

Islamic and British law. Colonial officials 

who believed they were managing and 

containing Islamic influence consistently 

underestimated Muslim capacity for 

adaptation and failed to recognise how 

colonial structures themselves could be 

appropriated for Islamic purposes. 
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Transformations Within Islamic 

Communities 

While documenting Muslim resistance and 

adaptation, it is important to acknowledge 

that colonial encounter fundamentally 

transformed Islamic communities and 

institutions in Yoruba land. The emergence 

of Muslim organisations with formal 

structures, written constitutions, and elected 

leadership represented a significant 

departure from earlier patterns of Islamic 

authority based on scholarly lineages and 

community consensus. The educational 

adaptations combining Qur'anic and 

Western learning created new types of 

Muslim intellectuals who differed from both 

traditional Islamic scholars and Western-

educated elites. Economic success under 

colonialism elevated certain Muslims to 

positions of influence based on wealth rather 

than scholarly achievement, potentially 

shifting internal community power 

dynamics. These transformations were 

neither entirely positive nor negative, but 

represented profound shifts in how Islām 

was organised, practised, and understood. 

Comparative Perspectives: Regional 

Variation in Colonial-Islamic Encounters 

The findings from Ibadan, Lagos, and 

Osogbo demonstrate the inadequacy of 

generalised models of colonial-Islamic 

interaction. The Yoruba land experience, 

where Muslims were minorities or one of 

several significant religious communities, 

necessitated different strategies than those 

available to Muslims in northern Nigerian 

emirates operating under indirect rule 

through Islamic authorities. Yoruba 

Muslims could neither claim the political 

dominance that enabled northern Muslim 

rulers to limit colonial interference, nor 

could they retreat into isolation given their 

minority status and economic integration 

into colonial systems. Compared to Muslim 

responses to colonialism elsewhere in 

Africa, Yoruba land Muslims developed 

distinctive organisational forms and 

strategies that reflected their specific context 

of religious pluralism. 

Conclusion 

This study has examined how British 

colonial policies shaped Islamic 

development in three Yoruba cities Ibadan, 

Lagos, and Osogbo between 1890 and 1960. 

Through comparative analysis of colonial 

administrative practices, educational 

policies, legal frameworks, economic 

interventions, and religious policies, the 

research reveals complex patterns of 

interaction that varied significantly across 

local contexts. 

The findings demonstrate that colonial 

policies had differentiated impacts 

depending on pre-existing Islamic 

infrastructure, local political configurations, 

and economic positions. Lagos Muslims, 

with established institutions and economic 

leverage, negotiated greater recognition and 

resources but also faced expectations of 

cooperation with colonial authorities. Ibadan 

Muslims, initially marginalised from 

political structures, developed autonomous 

institutions operating outside colonial 

frameworks. Osogbo Muslims pursued 

accommodationist strategies within 

traditional political systems that maintained 

religious pluralism. 
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Crucially, the study highlights Muslim 

communities in responding to colonial 

challenges. Muslims in all three cities 

actively strategised, organised, and adapted 

rather than passively accepting colonial 

impositions. They established educational 

organisations, developed parallel judicial 

systems, mobilised economic resources for 

Islamic institutions, and engaged in public 

advocacy frequently deploying colonial 

modalities for distinctly Islamic purposes. 

Colonial policies produced numerous 

unintended consequences: efforts to promote 

Christianity stimulated Muslim 

organisational creativity; economic 

development funded Islamic institution-

building; marginalisation from political 

structures enabled autonomous Islamic 

development; and legal restrictions 

prompted the creation of informal Islamic 

judicial systems. 

The research contributes to scholarly 

understanding of colonial-Islamic 

encounters by demonstrating the inadequacy 

of treating Islām in Nigeria as 

homogeneous, revealing significant 

variations even within the relatively small 

region of Yoruba land. It highlights the 

importance of local contexts pre-colonial 

Islamic development, political systems, and 

economic positions in shaping how colonial 

policies were experienced and contested. 

Ultimately, the evidence from Yoruba land 

suggests that Muslims actively constructed 

forms of Islamic modernity that 

incorporated colonial-era changes while 

maintaining Islamic distinctiveness and 

pursuing Islamic objectives a contested but 

creative engagement with the modern world. 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the 

following recommendations are offered to 

scholars, policymakers, religious leaders, 

and educational institutions engaged with 

the history and continuing development of 

Islām in Yoruba land and Nigeria more 

broadly. 

1. Prioritise Local and Regional Islamic 

Historiography 

Nigerian academic institutions, particularly 

universities and colleges of education in the 

Southwest, should invest in documenting the 

local histories of Muslim communities 

across Yoruba land. Oral traditions, Arabic 

manuscripts, and community records risk 

being permanently lost as older generations 

pass on. Departments of Islamic Studies 

should lead dedicated archival projects 

capturing these histories before they are 

gone, paying particular attention to cities 

and towns beyond the three examined in this 

study. 

2. Integrate Colonial-Era Muslim History 

into National Curricula 

The history of Muslim communities during 

the colonial period remains largely absent 

from Nigerian secondary and tertiary 

educational curricula. The National 

Educational Research and Development 

Council (NERDC) and similar bodies should 

ensure that the contributions, resilience, and 

adaptive strategies of Muslim communities 

in Yoruba land are adequately represented in 

history and social studies syllabuses. 

Understanding this history fosters national 

cohesion and a more accurate sense of 

shared heritage. 
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3. Strengthen Islamic Educational 

Institutions 

The colonial-era struggle for recognition of 

Muslim schools reflects a challenge that 

persists in attenuated forms today. 

Government agencies responsible for 

education should ensure that Muslim 

schools and Islamic educational programmes 

receive equitable access to funding, 

registration, and accreditation support. The 

pioneering hybrid model developed by 

organisations like the Ansar-Ud-Deen 

Society combining Qur'anic instruction with 

secular education deserves recognition as an 

important educational innovation worthy of 

continued institutional support. 

4. Encourage Interfaith and Interreligious 

Dialogue 

The Osogbo model of negotiated 

coexistence between Islām, traditional 

religion, and later Christianity offers 

instructive lessons for contemporary 

Nigeria. Religious bodies, government 

institutions, and civil society organisations 

should study and promote models of 

interfaith engagement that draw on local 

traditions of accommodation rather than 

importing external frameworks. Yoruba 

land's plural religious history is itself a 

resource for peace-building. 
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