
The Dark Secrets of Colonial Systems of
Control: Unraveling the Chains of Oppression
Colonial systems of control have left a deep and lasting impact on societies
across the world. These systems were not only limited to physical occupation and
exploitation, but also extended to the realms of cultural, social, and psychological
control. Over the centuries, countless lives have been affected by the web of
control spun by colonial powers.

Understanding Colonialism

Colonialism refers to the establishment, maintenance, and expansion of colonies
in one territory by people from another territory. The era of colonialism witnessed
European powers dominating various regions including Africa, Asia, and the
Americas. The primary motivation behind colonialism was the pursuit of economic
gain, accessibility to resources, and the spread of cultural and ideological beliefs.

The European colonial powers devised intricate systems to maintain control over
their colonies. These systems revolved around the exploitation of resources,
forced labor, the suppression of local traditions, and the imposition of Western
concepts of governance and education.
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The Physical Chains of Oppression

One of the most blatant aspects of colonial control was the forced labor and
slavery imposed on indigenous populations. Millions of people were uprooted
from their homelands, sold into slavery, and subjected to unimaginable cruelty.
On plantations, in mines, and other labor-intensive industries, they endured back-
breaking work, physical abuse, and extreme living conditions. The economies of
entire nations were built upon the back of this oppressive labor.

Additionally, colonial powers used military might to maintain control. The
presence of armed forces, often occupying strategic locations and using violence
to quell resistance, acted as a constant reminder of the power imbalance
between the colonizers and the colonized.

Social and Cultural Suppression

Colonial systems of control extended far beyond physical oppression. The
colonizers sought to erode the indigenous identities, wipe out local cultures, and
replace them with their own. Local languages, customs, and traditions were
actively suppressed or even forbidden, as the invaders aimed to mold the
colonies in their image.

Schools and educational institutions became tools of indoctrination, designed to
promote the values and beliefs of the colonial powers. The education system
portrayed their culture and history as superior, while denigrating local customs
and erasing the collective memory of the colonized people.
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Furthermore, the of Western legal systems disrupted traditional societal
structures, often causing immense social upheaval. The natives became subject
to alien laws that frequently subjugated their rights and perpetuated socio-
economic inequalities.

Mental Shackles: Psychological Control

Perhaps the most insidious form of colonial control was the psychological
manipulation employed by the colonizers. The notion of the superiority of the
colonial powers and the inferiority of indigenous populations was engrained into
the collective psyche of the people.

This psychological control was achieved through a combination of tactics,
including the systematic denigration of local cultures, the portrayal of the
colonizers as "civilized saviors," and the implantation of self-hate and feelings of
inadequacy among the colonized.

The belief in the inherent inferiority of indigenous populations served as a
justification for the exploitation and dominance by the colonial powers. It
established a sense of powerlessness among the colonized, quelling any
thoughts of resistance or rebellion against their oppressors.

Breaking Free from the Chains

Although the legacy of colonial systems of control still reverberates in many
societies today, there have been significant efforts to break free from this
oppressive past. The struggle for independence and the decolonization
movements that swept across the globe during the 20th century marked a turning
point in the fight against colonial control.



However, the effects of centuries of oppression cannot be undone overnight.
Post-colonial societies continue to grapple with the aftermath, striving to reclaim
their cultural identities and assert their independence.

It is essential to recognize and understand the dark secrets of colonial systems of
control, as they continue to shape societies and perpetuate inequalities. By
shedding light on these oppressive mechanisms, we can work towards
dismantling them and creating a more equitable world.

Keywords: Colonial systems of control, colonialism, forced labor, slavery, social
suppression, cultural suppression, psychological control, decolonization,
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A pioneering book on prisons in West Africa, Colonial Systems of Control:
Criminal Justice in Nigeria is the first comprehensive presentation of life inside a
West African prison. Chapters by prisoners inside Kirikiri maximum security
prison in Lagos, Nigeria are published alongside chapters by scholars and
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activists. While prisoners document the daily realities and struggles of life inside a
Nigerian prison, scholar and human rights activist Viviane Saleh-Hanna provides
historical, political, and academic contexts and analyses of the penal system in
Nigeria. The European penal models and institutions imported to Nigeria during
colonialism are exposed as intrinsically incoherent with the community-based
conflict-resolution principles of most African social structures and justice models.
This book presents the realities of imprisonment in Nigeria while contextualizing
the colonial legacies that have resulted in the inhumane brutalities that are
endured on a daily basis.

Keywords: Nigeria, West Africa, penal system, maximum-security prison
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