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Hist orians of  colonial Africa have largely regarded t he decade of  t he
Great  Depression as a period of  int ense exploit at ion and colonial
inact ivit y. In Colonial Melt down, Moses E. Ochonu challenges t his
convent ional int erpret at ion by mapping t he det ermined, at  t imes
violent , yet  inst ruct ive responses of  Nort hern Nigeria’s chiefs, farmers,
laborers, art isans, women, t raders, and embryonic elit es t o t he Brit ish
colonial mismanagement  of  t he Great  Depression. Colonial Melt down
explores t he unraveling of  Brit ish colonial power at  a moment  of  global
economic crisis.

Ochonu shows t hat  t he economic downt urn made colonial exploit at ion all
but  impossible and t hat  t his deart h of  profit s and surpluses frust rat ed
t he colonial administ rat ion which t hen aut horized a brut al regime of
grassroot s exact ions and invasive int rusions. The out comes were as
harsh for Nort hern Nigerians as t hose of  colonial exploit at ion in boom
years.

Nort hern Nigerians confront ed colonial economic recovery measures and
t heir agent s wit h a variet y of  st rat egies. Colonial Meltdown analyzes how
farmers, women, laborers, laid-off  t in miners, and Nort hern Nigeria’s
emergent  elit e challenged and rebelled against  colonial economic
recovery schemes wit h evasive t rickery, defiance, st rat egic act s of
revenge, and criminal self-help and, in t he process, exposed t he weak
underbelly of  t he colonial syst em.

Combined wit h t he economic and polit ical paralysis of  colonial
bureaucrat s in t he face of  crisis, t hese African responses underlined t he
fundament al weakness of  t he colonial st at e, t he brit t leness of  it s
economic mission, and t he limit s of  colonial coercion and violence. This
at mosphere of  colonial collapse emboldened crit ics of  colonial policies
who went  on t o craft  t he rhet orical t erms on which t he ant icolonial
st ruggle of  t he post –World War II period was fought  out .

In t he current  climat e of  global economic anxiet ies, Ochonu’s analysis will
enrich discussions on t he t ransnat ional ramificat ions of  economic
downt urns. It  will also challenge t he pervasive narrat ive of  imperial
economic success.
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