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REFLECTIONS ON THE CAUSES OF NIGERIA’S 1967 BLOOD-BATH: LESSONS FOR 
THE FOURTH REPUBLIC 

 
Mom Matthew 

Abstract 
The Nigerian civil war has come and gone. What is left of it today is history 
but as Alagoa did argued, the relevance of history is that it equips the 
individual with the vision of a python and gives the man ears keen enough 
to hear even the “soft foot fall of an Ant”. Not with standing, since the past 
events (history), can not represent themselves in their exact form in the 
present, it is therefore, the responsibility of the historian to keep dialoguing 
with the past in order to preserve the episodes and represent them at least, in 
a literary form in the present for the good of the society. This paper is thus, 
an attempt towards this direction. It is therefore a reflection on the 
contradictions that sparked off the civil war, believing that this refresher 
may serve as an alert warning to political actors in the fourth Republic. The 
paper concludes that if these contradictions are allowed to showcase 
themselves again, the country may once again, be forced to drizzle into 
another mayhem of a greater magnitude. 

 
 A war, whether civil or international is related to armed conflict or fighting on battle grounds 
with the intention to kill and use force or violence to subdue someone or a group of persons to accept 
terms in dispute. (Odey, 2008; 245). The blood-bath of 1967 in Nigeria also fits into this definition. 
Predominantly, it was an attempt made at resisting Lt Col. Odemegu Ojukwu from breaking up the 
country into two distinct sovereign political entities. The enormity of damage recorded during that 
war can hardly be quantified, but like Odey rightly observed, the consequences of the war have shown 
several appearances in both negative and positive forms, ranging from social to political and 
economic issues. Millions of people were killed, dehumanized, starved, maimed and suffered several 
malnutrition as well as sickness of various kinds. The  war also led to a breakdown of social order and 
tranquility, threw the nation into pandemonium and shock, led to a degradation of normal and moral 
values which Odey noted, the nation is still struggling to recover from.  
 
             Be that as it may, it is argued that no serious analyst would agree that the Nigerian civil war 
was caused by an instinctive spur of the moment behaviour, nor was it a genetic imbalance of prime 
hatred. The issues leading to that fracas, it is contended, were historical and long coming and could 
have been avoided if Nigerian politicians and the military leadership knew how to manage themselves 
and state affairs. What is even more disturbing today is that, in spite of the devastation and general 
brigandage suffered by this country as a result of that war, politicians in the fourth republic are still 
been encapsulated in similar contradictions that dragged the country into that blood-bath. The cases of 
Sharia riots, the Ogoni peoples’ demonstrations of January 4th 1993, the June 12 election crisis, the 
unending Tiv/Jukun killings, Zango Kataf riots, the Delta question, Urhobo/Itsekiri feud as well as 
other emerging controversies surrounding the 2011 presidential pools. The paper observes that simple 
as these issues may appear at their face-level, they have already placed the country on a “razor-edge” 
and if not properly managed, are capable of another pogrom in the country. 
 
 The relevance of this work is therefore to serve as an alert warning. In view of the above, the 
pre-occupation of the paper is to assess the causes of the war in order to establish fault-lines, using 
them as lessons. Suggestions are also made for the way forward. The civil war is conceived in this 
work as a general military action launched in 1967 against the Igbo of the Eastern regional 
government by the federal military government  under the leadership of Lt General Yakubu Gowon 
over the attempt at secession by the defunct Republic of Biafra led by Lt col. Odemegu OJukwu 
which lasted from 1967-1970. The fourth-republic on the other hand, is seen as the period which saw 
the return to civil rule from May 29th 1999, to date 
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Reflections on the Causes of the War 
 In trying to establish the causes of the Nigerian civil war, many versions, explanations, 
perceptions and views abound. For the likes of Nazier, (1972; 27), he sought to explain the secession 
of the Eastern region in terms of huge wealth that the Easterners hoped to derive from the oil in her 
area. Clendenin (1986; 87) however regarded the war as an intertribal war such as Africa has known 
hundreds of years ago. Such explanations, it is believed show either the ignorance of the whole 
secession and civil war situation, or a trivial level of perception which is a product of the negation of 
true scholarship. 
 
 Another view co-advanced by Obasanjo and Haruna (1984; 23) also attributes the secession 
which is one in the chain of events that led to the war to Ojukwu’s ambition. Infact, in one of their 
articles, Obasanjo is quoted to have accused Ojukwu of nurturing the ambition of ruling the country 
by all means. He is quoted to have said thus; “If Ojukwu could not achieve his long cherished 
ambition of ruling an independent Nigeria, he could break it up and rule an independent and sovereign 
Biafra.” He therefore believes that the declaration of secession by Ojukwu made war, not inevitable 
but eminent. Stanley (1984; 56) however, condemns Obasanjo’s assertion as baseless, arguing that; 
“Men or governments may grow ambitions but without the means and events creating room for 
actions, such men and governments would live and die with their ambitions unfulfied.” 
 

For Stanley therefore, events must set the pace and opportunities showcase themselves before 
dreams may be fulfilled or actualized. He concluded therefore that, if events in the country did not 
present an opportunity for Ojukwu to strike, he may have lived and died with his dreams, that is if he 
ever nurtured such intentions. 

 
 The searchlight continues in a bid to track the actual cause of the Nigerian civil war and this 
time, attention is been focused on scholars who hold the view that the “Nigerian civil war was caused 
by the military, fought by the military and ended by the military”. Thus, the military should be held 
responsible for the 1967 tragedy. One of the exponents of this view is Nwolisie (1984; 24). He 
excellently argued their case by first defining a cause in the historic sense as; 
 

any event or condition figuring in the description of the relevant antecedents 
of an effort. Such a description is usually called a history and is confined to 
events within a time space sufficiently near to the effect to be presumably 
related to it. Proximity in time and space thus establishes a presumption of 
causal relation, though this presumption ought to be confirmed by other 
evidence to avoid past hoc-fallacy, for evidence may indicate that proximate 
events were unrelated and it may also indicate the transmission of influence 
from remote time and distant places 

 
Going by this definition, Nwolisie contended that the military coup of 15th January and the 

counter coup which subsequently led to the secession of the Eastern region and thus the war, should 
best explain the cause of the mayhem. In simple terms, Nwolisie without fear of contradiction feels 
that the military should be indicted as the causative agent of the 1967 blood-bath. He further pointed 
out that it was the coup and the eventual succession that altered the political geography and equation, 
and further destroyed the fragile trust existing among the major ethnic groups.  

 
 There is no doubt that the military got themselves trapped up in the romance which produced 
the final showdown. However, it is imperative to note that the distance in time from the second coup 
July 1966 to the outbreak of war July 1967 is such (one year) that war might not have arisen if other 
omissions and commissions did not occur. It can also be argued that the alteration of the nation’s 
political equation and destruction of the trust existing among the major ethnic groups in the country 
came to bear long before the coup and counter coups of 1966. You may as well agree that the 1966 
coup did not descend from the sky! The first coup of January 1966 in the chain of events is an effect 
immediately preceded and stimulated by the western election crisis of 1965/66. Without 
regionalization, there would have been no western region in the first place and thus, no election crisis. 
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The writer then submits that, it could be a statement of fact to posit that the military as a group of 
people specifically organized and trained in the direction of operation and the application of the 
instrument of defence and security for their country, fought the Nigerian civil war and ended it. This 
is because they were the major actors in the field of design, organization, supervision and execution of 
the war. 
 

Similarly, the negotiation and signatory to the “truce” that ended the war was conducted by 
the military thus putting, an end to the fracas. It is however questionable for one to hastily jump into a 
conclusion or use the military as a single factor in explaining the cause or causes of the civil war. This 
is because as Green (1971; 23) puts it; “The tragedy of 1967 is that many of it’s seeds were not as is 
often claimed sown in October 1960 or even July 1966 but in the 1950s, as some see it, in 1914 or 
may be in 1900 itself.” 
 

The above review is thus to demonstrate how difficult it is, to establish the causes of the 
Nigerian civil war using a single factor as postulated by Haruna and co. It is the opinion of this work 
therefore, that only the cross-examination of events which proceeded the 1966 episodes as Green ( 
1971 :27) observed, that can properly situate the causes of this crisis. 

 
 “Without much ado” it is important to start by pointing out that from the very word go, there 
existed serious divergence in the social, cultural, economic and political spheres of life of the peoples 
of Nigeria before British colonization. Instead of exploring ways of reconciling the apparently 
irreconcilable forces, for a united and purposeful nation, the Nigerian political elites intentionally and 
for selfish political reasons, emphasized them to the point of dismemberment. Instead of nurturing 
unity and co-existence, they on the reverse, preferred micro patriotism with religion and tribalism as 
instruments of fostering unity.  
 
 As  Green (1971;23) rightly observed, right from 1914, the Nigerian political scene has been 
bedeviled by sets of opposing factors each widening the wound and reducing the hope of healing it; 
North vs South, Islam vs. Christianity, alleged feudalism vs. achieved Elitism, Haves vs Have nots, 
each with sinister undertones, tensions, irreconcibility and threatened withdrawal. These apparent or 
assumed dichotomous elements had found favour especially from 1947 to further the forces of 
disunity and fire the embers of tension and interethnic hatred which climaxed in the civil war of 1967. 
 
 Similarly, it is undisputable as Kalu (1964;98) noted, that the Richard’s constitution of 1947 
which is purported to have been designed towards promoting Nigerian unity for the diverse elements, 
ironically succeeded in causing more harm than good by dividing the country into three regions. With 
these emerged three major political parties each identified with one of the three regions which were 
also synonymous with one of the three political parties. These were notably NPC for the Hausas, 
N.C.N.C. Igbos and AG for the Yoruba and Sir Ahmadu Bello, Awolowo Obafemi and Dr Nnamdi 
Azikwe respectively. To worsen the situation, all this personalized and regionalized parties simply 
engaged in cut-throat competition for the ruler-ship of the country and fought one another over the 
spectre of domination. This situation should also be given a quota of contribution for the unfortunate 
event of 1967. 
 
 Furthermore, it is important to stress here that even the threat of secession which materialized 
in 1967 which Nwolisie (1984; 24) saw as a direct cause of war, is a product of the events prior to 
military intervention of 1966. History has it that as far back as 1947 up to the final secession and thus 
the war, each of the three regions had at one time, publicly or privately more than dreamed of 
secession, each confident that if pushed, it can go it alone. It has been reported by Ahmed and 
Okwudiba (1978; 104) that even Sir Abukakar Tafawa Belewa, representing the view of the north was 
said to have asserted that; “Since the amalgamation of the Northern and Southern protectorates, 
Nigeria has existed as one country only on paper” 
 
 Also in 1966, the North maintained that, “we are different peoples brought together by 
accident of history; to pretend otherwise will be folly (Nwolisie, 1984; 26). The Yoruba did not hide 
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their feelings too because Green (1971; 29), also reported that Professor Oluwasimi expressed the 
view of many Yoruba that, “this reality of the federation as a geographical expression dictates that 
each of the (Constituent) cultures should be autonomous”   
 
 Earlier on, the emirs of Zauzau and Katsina had threatened to secede if the North was not 
granted 50% of seats in the proposed house of representative. This demand by the North to equal the 
West and East put together was to dominate the shaping of Nigeria’s political culture and was also 
responsible for the first representative explosion six years after independence. 
 
 Suspicion of domination of the North by the South is another strong factor in discussing the 
causes of the Nigerian civil war. The 500 years gap between the coming of Western civilization to the 
South and the North with the latter’s century old tradition of Islamic education which the British did 
not regard as education led to a situation where the Southerners came to dominate much of the public 
beurocracy and threatened to continue to dominate it if Northerners did not do something about it. 
This imbalance in the Western type of education between the North and the South and the parochial or 
dysfunctional roles of the elites who were products of this education, led to the first trouble that boiled 
in the cabinet split of 1953 between the North and the South over a target date for self government in 
1956.  
 
 The North preferred a self government as soon as practicable. The humiliation suffered by the 
Northern representatives in Lagos not only worsened the already existing mutual contempt but also 
resulted in a physical clash between the Northerners and the Southern guest in Kano in 1953. 
 
            The “Divide and rule” policy of the colonial government also contributed it’s quota as other 
issues raised above. In a bid to divide and rule the people, the colonial government saw to the 
segregated settlement of the Igbo and Yoruba against cultural assimilation. As Forsyth (1979; 75) 
observed, “in the sixty years from Lugard to independence, educational and technological gap became 
not steadily narrower, but wider, until the viability of a United Country which would not be 
dominated by either area became impracticable.” 
 
 The passionate and ruthless race to secure and consolidate personal, party and ethnic 
economic and political opportunities climaxed in the census controversy of the 1962 – 64. Ideally, it 
was the hope of the South that political dominance shall be wrestled from the North through the 
census figures. To their greatest dismay, the census figures were said to have been inflated and thus 
giving the North 54 percent. This development it is observed, sow the real seed of discord which 
germinated in the coup of 15th January 1966. It is further observed that the most perilous display of 
brinkmanship in the history of the first republic stemmed directly from the census row as the parties 
shuffled their alliances in preparation for the 1964/5 elections, the result of which negated the last 
hope of the South to get power from the North. 
 
 It is important to note that by 1964 – 65, the crisis in the country had reached its point of 
saturation. The stage was therefore set for a showdown. This explains why the president, Dr Nnamdi 
Azikwe asked or sought to know if he had any constitutional powers to ask the military to take over 
the government of the country. In fact, given the circumstances which prevailed prior to the coup, 
most people wanted a change in any form. The military action of January 1966 was therefore a 
patriotic gesture. In the broadcast after the coup, Major Nzeogwu told the nation that, “our purpose 
was to change our Country and make it a place that we could be proud to call our home ……. Tribal 
considerations were completely out of our minds.” 
   
   In fact, the coup was seen by most Nigerians as God sent, especially if the evidence of the 
only surviving member of the five Majors is anything to go by,  in the text “Why we struck”, then, it 
can only be true to say that the circumstances of the 15 January coup were matters of strange, 
unfortunate and  dangerous coincidence. 
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 With all honesty, we wish to include here clearly that the military action was a good step 
taken in the wrong direction. However, it is our believe that the situation could still may have been 
put under control if not for the undue intervention of the intellectual dons and the political class who 
felt that an opportunity had come for them to use the military to settle political scores. This 
development was clearly depicted in the incisive campaign mounted on the military officer’s corp. of 
the North. According to Ogbemudia,(1991;30), it was this insurmountable pressure from the Northern 
elites, University students and dons, of Northern origin in the U.K, Ibadan, Lagos, Zaria, Kano and 
Northern civil servants which eventually led to the counter coup which saw Gowon emerging as the 
new head of State in 1966.( Tamuno, 1984; 76). 
 
 Ahmed, (1984; 36), further alleged that the most extreme position was however taken by Igbo 
intellectuals. After the coup, the Igbo dons of the University of Ibadan left for the University of 
Nsukka and began to persuade the Governor of the Eastern region, colonel Ojukwu that the East was 
economically viable to make it alone having contributed 2/3 of the federation’s revenue. (Dudley, 
1983; 76) reported that it was not difficult for the academia to employ ideological and mobilizational 
strategies to persuade the aggrieved and confused masses to accept the notion of an independent 
Biafra.  It is further argued that it was even the support garnered by Ojukwu from the political class 
that gave him the guts to adopt the dire-hard attitude during several attempts at resolving the crisis 
amicably (Adewale, 1981; 48). 
 
 When Ojukwu then proceeded to cut off the federation revenue accruing from the East in 
March 1967, set up Eastern Regional Appeal Court in April and declared the Eastern region as a 
sovereign state with it’s flag and anthem on the 3rd of May 1967, Gowon also responded by dividing 
the country into 12 states and declared police action against Ojukwu which culminated finally into a 
civil war that lasted for thirty months. After serious fighting, Ojukwu fled the country, taken asylum 
in Ivory Coast thus, leading to the final surrender of Biafra in January 1970. A “Truce” was then 
signed which finally put a halt to the war. 
 
Lessons from the War 
 The first lesson learnt from the war is that most countries the world over, are very envious of 
the cooperate existence of Nigeria and would, if given the opportunity, throw their weight behind any 
faction willing to break out from the main nucleus. Such countries include France, Ivory-Coast, 
Gabon, South-Africa, Tanzania, Zambia etc. This was clearly demonstrated during the civil war 
through their support for Biafra. 
 
 It was also discovered that at the peak of the war, the protagonist, Lt. Col. Odemegu Ojukwu 
disappeared into thin-air, taking asylum in Ivory Coast, having abandoned a great number of the Igbo 
to their faith. Why did he not stay back and fight to die for the course he so believed in? Today, he is 
back from his hide-out, granted national pardon and is now “dinning and winning” with the powers 
that be, having led hundreds of thousands of young and energetic Igbo men and women into their 
early grave. 
 
 Apart from economic backwardness which the war entrenched, it is also on records that the 
standard of living became so dehumanizing in such a way that most people resorted to feeding on 
unusual diets which even the stone-ago men, would not have contemplated to devour or relish. 
 
 It must be observed too that even during this war, the weapons in use were devastating. With 
the advancement in technology and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, one wonders the 
nature and degree of brigandage a similar war can bring to the shores of this country. 
 
 Another lesson is that no party in a dispute should be underestimated. What was considered a 
rebellion that could be quashed in weeks dragged the country into 30 months of heavy fighting. 
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Conclusion 
Conclusively, it can be deduced from the above analysis that the root causes of the Nigerian 

civil war hinged on the social, cultural, political and economic differences of the peoples that British 
government brought together under one political yoke for administrative and exploitative 
conveniences. These differences which had potentials of been harnessed to build an ideal economic 
and politically powerful nation, were instead, further heightened and capitalized upon by the Nigerian 
elites and intellectuals whose dysfunctional use of their education helped to further disintegrate the 
nation. They did this by always emphasizing the factors that divided rather than those that united. The 
tribal politics which ate deep into the social fabric of the nation led to inter-ethnic mistrust, mutual 
fear of domination, corruption and nepotism, all culminating into the constitutional crisis that 
exploded in January, 1966 coup and the subsequent civil war. It is indeed unfortunate that despite the 
lessons from the civil war and the events that led to it, the Nigerian political class is still cut up in 
practices that are capable of plunging the nation into another war. This time, it is the 2011 presidential 
pool that is trying to tear the country apart. The recent terrorist bomb attack at the Eagle Square Abuja 
on 1st October, 2010 the “Boko-Harams” and their assaults and other killings across the country, all 
attest to, and are eminent symptoms of the impending doom. A stitch in time it is said, saves nine. 
 
Way Forward 
1. The nation should with every urgency, revisit the remuneration attached to political offices since 

it seems that they are responsible for the hot chase or the “do or die” approach adopted by 
politicians in the struggle for political offices. 

2. The reverence for public opinion pools can also help reduce the ever mounting tension in the 
country. 

3. Credibility on the part of candidates should replace the zoning system at least, at the national 
level. This can help reduce the politics of regionalization. 

4. The welfare of the peasantry should be improved upon to avoid desperation and consequently, 
the ease at been lured into going to war by aggrieved and acclaimed regional faction leaders. 
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