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Abstract 
This paper examines the contributions of history to nation building. In discussing 

this paper, the writer admits that history is a science of regestae meaning that it 

finds out things about man. In this context, history is seen as a body of knowledge 

with its definite methodology. This does not mean that history is admitted into the 

natural philosophy. In this paper, history is defined as the study of man through 

what man did in determinate time of the past. This means that the focus of history 

here is man. This means that history is humanistic. This definition of history is 

adopted here as is considered most apt. this paper argues that history contributes 

seriously to nation building as it provides a unifying force to nation building, 

broadens the mind for tolerance, produces intelligent citizenship in a democratic 

setting by teaching people about past state craft, provides unity in a nation 

characterized by multi-ethnic groups. It gives people knowledge of the world 

around them, helps to avoid crisis in a nation, establishes the self-confidence and 

pride of a nation develops in the learners the ability of sound judgement and the 

ability of sound reasoning, helps to pass on the successive generations all the 

theories, laws, practices in any school system to avoid eventual disappearance and 

also helps people to analyse issues critically. 

 

Introduction 

History is an academic discipline in faculty of humanities. Academic disciplines under 

faculty of humanities are not science-based disciplines but many people are skeptical about 

the relevance of this science of “Regestae” that is history as a subject concerned with 

finding out facts about man to the world of today particularly Nigeria and why the noble 

discipline is studied in different academic institutions today. History as an intellectual 

discipline in Nigeria Began and was highly recognized in the second half of the 20th 

century. In fact, it was a sort of intellectual strength to Nigerian nationalists despite the 

fact that it began from the last two decades of the 20th century. Despite this, the pride and 

the relevance of history began to go dim after this period as many people argue that history 

contributes nothing to industrial and technological development in Nigerian nation. From 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No.4 December, 2021 
 

The Contributions of History to Nation Building: Nigerian Experience    392 

the angle of the laity, it is argued that it contributes nothing to achieving a vibrant and 

dynamic economy. Despite the wrong societal value accorded this academic discipline, the 

writer of this paper as a professional historian holds brief in defense of his calling on 

vacation. Consequently, this paper demonstrates that history is not only studied to earn a 

living but knowledge gained from history is of crucial importance to nation building 

especially in Nigerian geographical entity. At the same time, my learned friends may 

question my description of history as a science of “regestae” as used above. Here, this 

paper does not admit history into the natural philosophy but the usage science here is 

premised on the fact that science ordinarily is a body of knowledge with its definite 

methodology, Here, the striking disparity between history and the natural philosophy, is 

that in the natural philosophy, there are accurate laws or rules that lead to accurate results 

but in history, assumptions are based on probalistic models as a result of the stochastic 

connections between the logic, This is because history is based on human behaviour and 

human behaviour is not static. The focus of this paper is the contributions of history to 

nation building which will be demonstrated below. 

 

Conceptual Clarifications 

Definitions of History and Nation Building 

Here, there are many definitions of history as there are many practicing historians. Some 

people define history as the study of past and present events. This definition is crude as it 

comes from the laity. This is said to be crude because not all events are historical. Historical 

events are only those events that are related to man. As this definition of history admits all 

past and present events to be historical, it ends as an epitome of confusion. Based on this, 

Obaro (2006: ii) defines history as the memory of human group experience. He explains 

that if history is ignored or forgotten, we cease to be human. By this definition, history, 

gives us knowledge of who we are. Therefore, events recorded in history have generated 

all emotions, the values and ideas that make life meaningful, that have given men 

something to live for, die for, struggle over and has also created all historical groupings. 

Carr (1961: 30) defines history as a continuous process of interaction between the historians 

and his facts, an unending dialogue between the past and the present. By this, history 

relates the living past to the living present and makes no pretension to predict the future. 

By this, it becomes clear that it throws light on the future and the future throw light on the 

past. Carr (1961:123). Akinola (1991:31) sees history as a subject basically concerned with 

accounts of whatever is deemed important in the human past which is deemed worthy of 

being put on record. Based on this, it can be summarized that history in its systematic 

explorations of the time past within the space axis of man. Works through the process of 

selection, synthesis and interpretation of all important documents both written and oral 

(Amadi 2010:2). This paper agrees with the view that selection is an integral part of 
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historical method and this constitutes the search for relevance with emphasis on 

judgement and discretion on the part of the historian who may be interested in all the facts 

he discovers about a subject but attaches more importance to some than others and uses 

them selectively. By selecting this evidence which he also interprets for historical truth, the 

historian exercises valued judgment. By this, the value of the historian work rests on 

objectivity and this differentiates history from fiction as history tells us how things happen 

in the World of facts. Note that the above definitions of history are not very clear. Based 

on this, the writer defines history as the study of man through the evidence of his past 

actions. Maekae (2012:174). This means that history studies man by using evidence of what 

man did in determinate time of the past to reveal man unto man. This paper adopts this 

definition of history and considers it most apt. Having seen what history is, Nation 

building according to Hoogrelt (1978: 140), the essence of nation-building is the search for 

collective identity that can become the basis for consensus solidarity and the shared 

acceptance of a paternal normative order. He identifies the following as elements of nation 

building: 

a) The people 

b) Territory 

c) The constitutions and systems (Family, economy, religion, law, socio-political 

systems etc) 

d) The technological baggage of the society that is the tools and elements which assist 

the human body in getting work done. 

e) The ideas, ideologies and other theoretical constructs which give meaning and 

legitimacy to elements stated above. 

 

The contributions of history to nation building these are discussed below. 

1. First to be considered here is that history broadens the mind for tolerance (crookall 

1960:20). He admits that lack of tolerance among groups or nations is a major cause 

of war or conflict. Since history is a subject that focuses on man it tends to broaden 

human mind on human behaviour. Through history, man becomes free with 

different human behaviour and it helps to broaden human mind for tolerance. No 

nation, tribe or group is free form intolerance and its negative consequences. 

Therefore, history as a subject concerned with the study of man by using the past 

evidence of man to study man provides this broad tolerance because it is 

concerned with the behaviour of man which is the humane study per excellence. 

By this, it teaches people to understand the behaviour of other people they study 

and appreciate both the good and bad in them but not to rule them from a narrow 

point of view. History teaches people not to treat their brothers and sisters as their 
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enemies. It does not allow people to see their brothers and sisters as dangerous or 

barbaric. With this teaching, the mind is broadened for tolerance which is a quality 

needed in coexistence (Maekae, 2012: 176). 

2. Another way history contributes to nation-building is in the area of producing 

intelligent citizenship especially in a democratic setting. Here, history teaches 

people about past state craft. Historians are seen as nation builders as they present 

their expertise form what they have learned to government. In the study of their 

subject, they learn different state organizations, their weaknesses and strength and 

when historians apply this knowledge in the present society, the nation succeeds. 

They do this by presenting their books and manuals to rulers as way of 

strengthening them. Example here was the Prince by NICCOLO Machiaveli (1469 

– 1527). This was a book meant to guide the Italian rulers in the practice of state 

craft. It was a treatise based on the authors understanding of the deeds of great 

men form a long acquaintance with contemporary affairs and continuous study of 

the ancient world. The second example is Muhammed Almaghili, the author of the 

Princes”. This was a treatise of government produced for the King of Kano in the 

15th century. This was based on Almaghili’s Knowledge of the modern world 

which made him have experience of secular matters and solutions to problems of 

government.  

3. History also provides unity in a nation characterized by multi-ethnic groups like 

Nigeria. A study of Nigerian history from early time to colonial period shows that 

Nigeria has many ethnic groups but despite their differences, they have more in 

common through marriage, trade, and transfer of traditional technology. 

Nigerians through intergroup relations have brought out the different affinities 

that existed among the disparate groups that make up Nigeria. These affinities still 

keep them together till today. Through this way, history contributes to nation 

building. Through this way, history. Provides a unifying force for nation building 

Akombo E.L.I (Elat 2015: 5). Accordingly, this is achieved by understanding the 

historical beginnings of diverse groups from how they came up and came together 

to become a nation. This explains why Falol Etal (1999) cited in Akombo Etal 

(2015:5) states that in Nigeria, the understanding of Nigerian ethnic groups has 

helped Nigerians to achieve the objective of showing that Nigerians have other 

unifying factors in their history before the coming of colonial rule. According to 
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Akombo Etal (2015: 6) the study of history also helps to produce great leaders and 

followers of great vision and spirit of patriotism. This is gotten through knowledge 

of great leaders and patriotic citizens. This knowledge is gotten from history as 

history tells people what makes leaders great and followers patriotic which further 

pushes the society forward. This explains why it is stated that history is full of 

examples of nations and communities which in time of resurrection look at their 

ancestors and culture for guidance and inspiration (Akombo Etal 2015:6). 

4. In addition to the above, history also provides people with knowledge about the 

world around them. This means that history preaches people’s perception of their 

environment. In other worlds, history 

5. Helps to orientate people in the be wildering current of human diversity and 

familiarizes people with variations in social norms for giving people knowledge 

of the countries that surround a particular country and the people that live in 

them. Through this way, it directs a country’s foreign policy. As it gives a country 

knowledge of the world, it helps to tell a country which country to relate with at 

the international level. 

6. Furthermore, history also helps to avoid conflicts or crises in a nation. Here, 

Nigeria will be used to buttress this point. The case of revenue distribution is used 

to explain how history contributes to nation building through avoidance of 

conflicts or crises in a nation. In Nigeria, at independence, when agriculture was 

the mainstay of Nigerian economy, 50 percent of the revenue gotten from 

agriculture was given to areas that produced the agricultural products. This was 

the base of the derivation principle. This was for the benefits of the regions that 

produced the agricultural products the 50 percent derivation principle changed as 

crude oil became the mainstay of Nigerian economy (Overiseri Ogbomo 2007:65). 

This 50 percent derivation principle changed thorugh presidential fiat of 

subsequent military heads of state. Prominent among them was General Yakubu 

Gowon who seized the offshore oil. General Olusegun Obasanjo in 1976 reduced 

it to 2 percent, General Mohammadu Buhari reduced it to 1.5 percent, General 

Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida increased it to 3 percent in 1992 and President 

Olusegun Obansanjo increased it to 13 percent in 199. From this, the oil producing 

communities felt cheated and began to voice their disillusionment, neglect and 

insensivity of Federal government to their neglect or problems (Osagie 1992:8) To 
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support this argument, (Maekae, J. 2o15: 18) cites Ogoni people in Rivers State who 

voiced their anger through the Movement for the survival of Ogoni people 

(Mosop). This led to the hanging of the Ogoni Activists and environmentalist lete 

Ken Sarowiwa on 10th November, 1995, This brought about several crises into 

Niger Delta as what the people get as Federal share from Federal revenue is 

meager compared to what they produce and damage done to their environment. 

The argument here is that if the heads of state and presidents of Nigeria had not 

neglected the history of revenue allocation being the derivation principle, the 

Niger Delta Crisis would not have come up. Through this way, history helps to 

shave nations form internal crises.  

7. Furthermore, history also contributes to nation building through the 

establishment of Nigerian self-confidence and pride. Before now, Eurocentric 

writers had put to Nigerians that Nigeria has no government, economic systems 

worthy of name but the first generation of Nigeria historians challenged this 

Eurocentric view and argued that Nigeria has valid past and autonomous culture. 

(Obaro 2006:146) admits that Dike K.O and S.O Obiabaku brought Nigeria and 

Nigerians into our history. These early Nigerian historians provided evidence of 

how Nigerians were able to live socially, politically and how they were able to 

harness their environment to meet up their economic needs. Through this way, 

they gave Nigerians their pride, self-confidence and new personality. 

8. Again the study of history also develops in learners the ability of sound judgment 

and the qualities of sound reasoning (Tala, N.S. 2015: 45). This enhances human 

memory and also helps to solve contemporary problems. Here, it serves as a 

reference point for conflict resolution. For example, court cases are tried through 

reference to true historical evidence to substantiate and dismiss claims made by 

litigants on anything. For this reason judges and litigants search for archival 

records and other charts in archives, museums and information centers for 

information for them to substantiate any claim they may give. This is also done by 

having access to any person that has good knowledge of tradition which is useful 

to their claim. Through this way, history helps to save Nigerians from violence or 

bloodshed. In the dispute over Bakassi historical evidence nullified Nigerian claim 

and legitimized the claim made by Cameroon at international court. Through this 
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way, history serves as a mediator in intra-communal and inter group disputes 

(Amadi 2010:8) 

9. Nonetheless, it is also beyond dought to state that the educational process in 

Nigeria is a process beloved with historical knowledge or studies. For example, all 

the theories, laws and practices in any school system are sustained or passed on to 

successive generations through the historical process. At the same time, new 

discoveries, both in the art and natural philosophy are carefully documented to 

avoid eventual disappearance. Consequently, to be a doctor, pharmacist engineer 

architect, lawyer, among others one must have to pass through the historical 

process to acquaint oneself with established laws and theories that will enable one 

to be effectively trained into the discipline (Akombo Etal 2015:6). 

10. Another important contribution of history to nation building is that history 

encourages its students or people to have an awareness of their personal 

responsibilities and opportunities as Nigerian Citizens. 

11. Also important to be considered here is that history develops in students the 

ability to analyses issues critically. By this it does not allow people to jump into 

hasty conclusion because history considers objectivity to be very important. 

Conclusion 

From the above discussed points, this paper submits that history as an academic discipline 

is very important and should not be neglected at all cost. 

 

Summary  

From the points explained on the body of the paper, the main thesis of the paper is that 

history as an academic discipline contributes seriously to nation building. 

 

Recommendations 

Haven seen the immense contributions of history as an academic discipline to nation 

building as shown above the paper recommends the teaching of history from primary 

school to university levels in Nigerian educational system. To further strengthen the study 

of history in Nigerian educational system history teachers should be given considerable 

special pay packet which will motivate both students and teachers to do more in the 

academic vocation of their calling. 

 

The paper also adds that students studying history at university level should be paid 

allowance either by state or federal government. This will attract more students into this 
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field of study. To encourage more students to study the subject for it to contribute more to 

nation building, each state government should build in its state a functional history library 

and museum. 
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