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Beyond Biafra: The Civil War in Nigeria’s Political Debates 

 
By Axel Harneit-Sievers 

Center for Modern Oriental Studies, Berlin 
 
 
 
The Nigerian Civil War (1967-70) was among 
the first major armed conflicts in post-
independence Africa. It caused hundreds of 
thousands – some estimates go up to two or 
even three million – of deaths, mostly among 
the civilian population of the former Eastern 
Region which seceded in June 1967 as the 
independent state of Biafra. Most of the 
victims died because of starvation in 1968-69, 
after Biafra had been enclosed by Nigerian 
Federal troops; an airlift of food supplies 
organized by international relief organizations 
was able to relieve the situation only to a very 
limited extent. Due to the intense media 
coverage of Biafra, the images of starving 
children suffering from kwashiorkor are still 
present and have become a metaphor for 
“crisis in Africa” in general.  In fact, the 
Nigerian Civil War stood at the beginning of a 
long series of crises resulting from drought, 
hunger, displacement, and war,  which created 
the by now common image of Africa as a 
continent of disasters. 
 Since Biafra’s defeat in January, 1970, 
Nigeria has experienced manifest political 
instability, as testified by various military 
coups and coup attempts, and by various 
outbreaks of political and religious violence, as 
well as a severe economic crisis since the mid-
1980s.   However, in contrast to a number of 
other African countries affected by civil war, 
Nigeria has been able to avoid the outbreak of 
another war and to keep national unity intact. 
In this sense, at least, Nigeria has proved 
remarkably stable.  
 Except in the former war-affected areas 
themselves, for more than two decades after 
1970, the Civil War played little role in public 

debate in Nigeria.  This silence has been 
broken since the crisis resulting from the 
annulment of the 1993 presidential election by 
the military regime of General Ibrahim 
Babangida: Fears of a repetition of history, 
with (ethnic) rioting, instability within the 
military itself, and a violent confrontation 
between northern and southern Nigeria, again 
became widespread. Such perceptions have 
become even more prevalent since June 1998, 
after the sudden deaths of the military dictator, 
General Sani Abacha, and his most prominent 
opponent, Chief Moshood Abiola, the 
presumed winner of the 1993 elections.   In the 
1990s, the Civil War experience has, more 
than ever, become a background foil before 
which current political issues are interpreted 
and debated.  After a short overview about the 
history of the war and its aftermath, this article 
looks at the role of the Civil War in Nigeria’s 
political debates, the ways it is remembered, 
and especially its threatened “return” in recent 
years. 
 

The Civil War and its Aftermath 
 
 Much of Nigeria’s political problem 
results from its regional and ethnic diversity, 
which became increasingly politicized in the 
period of decolonization after World War II. 
The political party system with which Nigeria 
gained independence in 1960 continued to be 
based on the colonially-created three regions, 
each of which was dominated by one major 
ethnic group, but also comprised strong ethnic 
minorities. Overall political control of the 
country remained with the Northern Region 
because of its population strength. However, 
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U.S. and Europe, debating affairs of their 
home area and Nigeria as a whole.   Activities 
on Igbo-Net show how much the Civil War 
experience still intervenes in many facets of 
Igbo contemporary life. 
 

Igbo Perceptions of  
Post-War Nigerian Politics 

 
 Despite the comparatively fast and 
comprehensive socioeconomic recovery of the 
former war areas during the first half of the 
1970s, the impression prevailed among many 
people in the Igbo areas that the Igbo have 
been treated by Nigerian politics in an unfair 
way, and that they have not received what they 
were entitled to.   “Igbo marginalization” (as 
the issue is frequently phrased) is primarily 
understood in terms of lack of access to 
economic resources, distributed centrally from 
the Federal Government’s oil revenue, and to 
federal political power.  
 Economically, the deplorable state of 
the road network in Eastern Nigeria and the 
lack of Federal government investment in 
large-scale industrial projects (like the steel 
industry) during the 1970s and 1980s are 
frequently quoted as cases in point. 
 Politically, the Igbo were indeed little 
represented under military regimes, a result of 
the Civil War bringing to an end the careers of 
virtually all senior Igbo military officers.  They 
fared better during the Second Republic, which 
saw a renewal of the coalition between parties 
based in northern and eastern regions on lines 
similar to the early 1960s (despite the fact that 
the war was widely perceived as a conflict 
primarily between the North and the East). 
Consequently, many Igbo political leaders 
continue to hold high hopes for a future 
transition to civilian democratic role, although 
they have, much more than some of their 
southwestern Nigerian Yoruba colleagues in 
the 1990s, been careful not to alienate the 
military government – as the infamous saying 

goes, they supported “AGIP”– “any 
government in power.”  
 However, the reasons for 
marginalization are not entirely clear; the 
frequently-asked question “Who is 
marginalizing the Igbos?” receives varying 
answers. One line of argument sees 
marginalization coming from the power center, 
as a result of the lost Civil War.  At the same 
time, however, members of the Igbo political 
elite and political commentators often also 
point to the lack of unity among themselves – 
a lack of unity that contrasts with the 
cohesiveness that other regional-ethnic units in 
Nigeria are believed to have achieved.  Typical 
models of such cohesiveness are either the 
individual strong leadership personality (like 
Obafemi Awolowo, who died in 1987, had 
been for the Yoruba since the late 1940s), or 
the “mafia,” i.e. a co-operating group of 
political leaders. This perception certainly 
involves much stereotyping, as there are many 
rifts among other regional-ethnic groups as 
well.  The Igbo themselves are often perceived 
to “gang-up” in order to promote ethnic 
interests – thus, disunity may be the rule rather 
than the exception.   At any rate, the situation 
of the Civil War years, when – for better or 
worse – Ojukwu’s leadership was largely 
undisputed, contrasts starkly with the 
patchwork of subregional groupings and 
individuals competing for leadership positions 
that has characterized Igbo politics since 1970.  
 Some leaders with strong wartime 
credentials have emerged in Igbo politics, for 
example Sam Mbakwe and Christian C. Onoh. 
Both had been Biafran provincial 
administrators and became state governors in 
the Second Republic.  Mbakwe in particular 
has consistently argued that the Igbo were 
marginalized as punishment for losing the war. 
He kept the “abandoned property” issue in 
debate for a long time, and by a publicly 
dramatic measure in 1979 he declared the Igbo 
commercial and industrial center of Aba a 
“disaster town.”  Ojukwu himself was allowed 
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to return from exile in 1982, a fact often 
interpreted as the ultimate indication of post-
war reconciliation. Under the circumstances 
prevailing, however, Ojukwu’s return 
constituted an attempt by the then-ruling 
National Party of Nigeria to attract Igbo votes, 
though it proved of very limited success.   
Since the 1980s, Ojukwu has displayed a high 
degree of visibility in Nigerian public affairs, 
and he  has even tried to reestablish himself as 
an Igbo leader. However, his personality and 
role remain highly disputed.  This became 
particularly clear when he was installed, in 
1996 at Nri, as Eze Igbo (“king of the Igbo”), a 
rather presumptuous “traditional” title in a 
society which consisted, in the pre-colonial 
period, mostly of autonomous communities 
without much formal political hierarchy, and 
where the saying Igbo enwe(ghi) eze (“the 
Igbo have no kings”) virtually constitutes a 
self-definition of communal and ethnic 
identity.  By the 1990s, other political 
“heavyweights” had emerged whose 
connection to the Civil War period is weak and 
who are successfully competing for leadership 
positions among the Igbo, especially the 
business magnate Emmanuel Iwuanyanwu 
who has shown strong aspirations for the 
position of an elected civilian president of 
Nigeria. 
 
The Return of Civil War Fears in the 1990s 
 
 In those parts of Nigeria outside of the 
former war area – and these form the major 
part of the country in terms of population and 
area – the Civil War experience did not, for 
many years, play any major role in public 
consciousness.  However, this changed in the 
1990s, and fears of a repetition of history have 
become more widespread with every new 
major political crisis. 
 The first indication of things to come 
was a coup attempt (the so-called “Orkar 
coup”), in April 1990, by officers mainly from 
the “Middle Belt,” i.e. the non-Emirate, 

strongly Christian-influenced areas of the 
former Northern Region.   The coup attempt, 
for some days, not only posed a serious threat 
to the Babangida regime, but it also gained 
much more symbolic importance through the 
announcement of the excision of the five 
Emirate Northern States – the political “core” 
of the North – from Nigeria; obviously, this 
was a kind of “negative secession” threat.   
The demand showed that the “classical” North-
South conflict (which had dominated Nigerian 
politics since the 1950s and led to Civil War, 
but was believed to have been overcome in the 
meantime by more complex patterns of 
regional-ethnic competition) was still 
dangerously alive. 
 However, the most serious crisis 
Nigeria entered into since the end of the Civil 
War resulted from the annulment, by the 
Babangida government, of the June 12, 1993, 
presidential elections that were widely 
perceived to have been won by Abiola.   
Abiola had received not only a strong majority 
in his Yoruba home region, but also a majority 
in some areas – especially in the towns – of the 
North.   He even gained a substantial number 
of votes in the Igbo States (a remarkable 
development, given the long Igbo-Yoruba 
competition, and the fact that both Abiola and 
his running mate were Muslims).  Abiola’s 
electoral victory carried a decidedly supra-
ethnic character, despite – or because of? – the 
manipulation of the party system by the 
military government. The aftermath of the 
annulment, however, instigated a new round of 
regional-ethnic conflict, as the perception 
became widespread that the Northern-
dominated military had “stolen” the presidency 
from the Yoruba. After 1993, in consequence, 
the opposition against the Abacha military 
regime (which took over in November 1993 
from a weak and short-lived transitory 
government under Ernest Shonekan) had its 
center in the Yoruba Southwest. There, 
demands to install Abiola as president were 
strongest, whereas in other parts of the 
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country, even people who were very critical of 
military rule were much less enthusiastic, as 
became clear after Abacha’s death in June 
1998.   After Abiola died just one month later, 
only a day or so before he was supposed to be 
released from detention, rioting erupted in 
Lagos and in other cities of the Southwest.  
Much of it was directed against Northerners 
resident there, and there were fears that 
revenge would be taken in the North. 
 All these events have provoked 
reminiscences of the pre-Civil War situation of 
1966-67.  Since 1993, threats of large-scale 
violence and “secession” are back in Nigeria’s 
political debate, in a way that seemed rather 
unimaginable ever since 1970. This time, 
however, it has been Yoruba politics which 
most strongly stood against the Federal 
military government. Igbo politics largely took 
an attitude of “wait and see” what the other 
major Southern group would do.   This 
attitude, again, is connected to the Civil War 
experience: For some time in 1967, it had 
seemed that the Yoruba Southwest might 
attempt secession along with the Igbo 
Southeast, a scenario which would have had 
much better chances to succeed than Biafra.   
In 1967, this did not happen, and many Igbo 
still perceive this as a major act of betrayal by 
Awolowo, and Yoruba politics in general. 
Abacha’s policies against the (Yoruba-
centered) opposition, especially the detention 
of Abiola in 1994 and of most senior Yoruba 
military officers (alleged to be involved in a 
coup plot) in December 1997, were frequently 
seen in Igboland as making up for the 
“treachery” of 1967.  This attitude even 
received a peculiar term, the “ntoo-syndrome” 
(Igbo: “it serves you right”). 
 Though few political leaders openly 
call for a dissolution of the country, the threat 
of secession forms a background on which 
demands for a re-negotiation of Nigeria’s 
fundamental political structures are made. 
Numerous models are discussed, usually 
aiming at a more fair distribution of power (i.e. 

practically an end to the de facto Northern 
monopoly of power on the Federal level), at 
higher degrees of regional autonomy, and a 
strengthening of federalism. One of the 
solutions currently discussed is to create a 
system of  six “geo-political zones,” 
representatives of which rotate key power 
positions among them (an arrangement that 
political scientists have come to call 
“rotational consociationalism”).  At the time of 
writing (end of August 1998), it is not yet clear 
to what extent the new military government of 
General Abdulsalam Abubakar will allow such 
concepts into the coming process of party 
formation and elections that are supposed to 
bring Nigeria a civilian and democratically 
government in May, 1999. 
 Surely, history does not simply repeat 
itself.  Conditions in Nigeria today are much 
different from 1967; a much higher degree of 
social and economic (and possibly also 
military) integration has been achieved during 
the 1970s and 1980s.   The awareness of the 
Civil War is strong among Nigerians, as 
interpretations of current political issues on the 
background of the war experience show.   
There is reason to hope that the very fear of a 
repetition of history might help to avoid this to 
happen. 
 

Further Reading 
 
 Comprehensive accounts of the 
Nigerian Civil War are John de St. Jorre, The 
Nigerian Civil War (London: Hodder & 
Stoughton 1972) and John J. Stremlau, The 
International Politics of the Nigerian Civil 
War (Princeton: Princeton University Press 
1977); for U.S. policies and the politics of 
humanitarian aid see Joseph E. Thomson, 
American Policy and African Famine: The 
Nigeria-Biafra War, 1966-1970 (New York: 
Greenwood 1990). Okwudiba Nnoli, Ethnic 
Politics in Nigeria (Enugu: Fourth Dimension 
1978) studies the historical background and 
political instrumentalization of regional-ethnic 
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conflict. One of the few academic studies of 
the Civil War produced in Nigeria itself is 
Siyan Oyeweso, ed., Perspectives on the 
Nigerian Civil War (Lagos: OAP 1992). 
However, the most important general studies 
about state, society, and politics in Nigeria, 
published since the late 1970s – among them 
Keith Panter-Brick, ed., Soldiers and Oil: The 
Political Transformation of Nigeria (London: 
Frank Cass 1978), Oyelele Oyediran, ed., 
Nigerian Government and Politics under 
Military Rule 1966-79 (London: MacMillan 
1979), William D. Graf, The Nigerian State: 
Political Economy, State Class and Political 
System in the Post-Colonial Era (London: 
James Currey 1988), Tom Forrest, Politics and 
Economic Development in Nigeria (Boulder, 
Col.: Westview 1993, updated 1995), and Paul 
A. Beckett & Crawford Young, eds., 
Dilemmas of Democracy in Nigeria 
(Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press 
1997) – make surprisingly little reference to 
the Civil War and its aftermath.   A study of 
modern Nigeria as the “history of a post-war 
society” remains to be written. 
 Important early post-war self-
reflections by ex-Biafrans are Raph Uwezue, 
Reflections on the Nigerian Civil War.  Facing 
the Future (New York: Africana 1971), 
Ntieyong Udo Akpan, The Struggle for 
Secession, 1966-1970. A Personal Account of 
the Nigerian Civil War (London: Frank Cass 
1971), and Arthur A. Nwankwo, Nigeria: The 
Challenge of Biafra (London: Rex Collings 
1972). Akinjide Osuntokun, “Review of 
Literature on the Civil War”, in The Civil War 
Years (= Nigeria Since Independence: The 
First 25 Years, Vol. VI), eds. Tekena N. 
Tamuno and Samson C. Ukpabi (Ibadan: 
Heinemann 1989), pp. 85-105, provides an 
overview of the quite extensive war-related 
(auto)biographical literature published in the 
late 1970s and during the 1980s.  The volume 
edited by Tamuno and Ukpabi constitutes a 
“semi-official” history of the Civil War; it was 
technically independent from the Nigerian 

Federal Government, but received its financial 
support.  The volume by Axel Harneit-Sievers, 
Jones O. Ahazuem and Sydney Emezue, A 
Social History of the Nigerian Civil War: 
Perspectives From Below (Enugu/Hamburg: 
Jemezie/LIT 1997) collects popular 
experiences and perceptions of the war and 
post-war periods.   Reuben N. Ogbudinkpa, 
The Economics of the Nigerian Civil War and 
its Prospects for National Development 
(Enugu: Fourth Dimension 1985) explores the 
theme of Biafran technology. 
 There are still very few studies that 
evaluate the post-war history of the Nigerian 
South-East, among them Herbert Ekwe-Ekwe, 
The Biafra War: Nigeria and the Aftermath 
(Lewiston/Queenston: Edwin Mellen 1990), 
focusing on the Igbo situation. Ken Saro-
Wiwa’s autobiography On A Darkling Plain: 
An Account of the Nigerian Civil War 
(London/Lagos/Port Harcourt: Saros 
International 1989) contains some information 
on this from the point of view of the 
Southeastern minorities. 
 Much of this article’s analysis of post-
war developments is based on dispersed news 
and press items, official and “grey” 
publications, and interviews conducted by the 
author, who is currently preparing a book on 
this theme. The address of the Igbo-Net 
Internet mailing list is <igbo--
net@mcfeeley.cc.utexas.edu>. 
 
Dr. Axel Harneit-Sievers 
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Kirchweg 33, D-14129 Berlin, Germany 
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