CONFLICTS IN POST-COLONIAL AFRICA: THE WAY
FORWARD

By

TERNA VINCENT TAVERSHIMA
Cl/o College of Education,
Katsina-Ala.

Abstract

Conflict is not only an African phenomenon. It is a general human
phenomenon that has plagued humanity time immemorial. Conflict has hit both
Europe and North America, the most advanced continents in the world in a
most dramatic and unimaginable style. Africa has also had its own fair share
of conflicts. This paper set out to investigate conflicts in post colonial Africa
with a view to unravelling the causes of such conflicts. The paper discovered
that conflicts in post-colonial Africa arises as a result of state coercive
unilateralism and state partisanship. As a result of this discovery, the paper
advocated the use of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) mechanisms as a
tool for resolving conflicts in Africa. The paper concluded that, though
conflicts cannot be completely eradicated, it can be minimized with good
leadership.

Conceptual Clarification

Post colonial Africa has had a bitter test of violent and bloody conflicts that
have claimed millions of lives, destroyed properties and displaced millions of people
across the African continent. These conflicts are either internal conflict that is, conflict
between ethno religions groups in a particular African state or inter-state conflicts
where one African state fights against another African state.

The focus of this paper however is on internal conflicts in Africa. Many reasons
have been advanced by scholars as to why post colonial Africa is caught up in the
vicious circle of deadly internal conflicts. Prominent among them are the struggle for
political power, religious differences and resource control. There is no iota of doubt that
the conflicts in Sudan, Nigeria, Congo, Rwanda, Liberia, Sierra Leone just to mention
but a few have had political, religious and economic undertone that triggered the
conflicts.

It has been argued that governments in post colonial Africa have found
themselves in devastating conflicts situations whereby Africa has been seen as a theatre
of war. This is because; governments in post colonial Africa have failed to meet the
yearnings and aspirations of the people. Rather than provide good life for the people,
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governments in post colonial Africa have encouraged religious bigotry and have
cornered but political and economic resources through oppressive and draconian
policies that fall short of having human face, hence the overwhelming conflicts in
Africa. These conflicts have not done Africa any good; rather, it has brought misery,
poverty, death and unprecedented level of underdevelopment.

The Concept of Conflict

Conflict is endemic in human society. It is a reality which all societies from the
prehistoric times till the present have witnessed. Conflict according to Coser (1995) “is
a struggle over values and claims to scarce status, power and resources in which the
aims of the opponents are to neutralize, injure or eliminate their rivals”. To Otite (2004)
conflict can be seen as “arising from the pursuit of divergent interest, goals and
aspirations by individuals and, or groups in defined social and physical environment.

It is worrisome however that, despite the pervasiveness of conflict in human
life, man has not been able to either adequately explain its causes or find lasting
solutions to it. Thus Mark and Snyder in Faleti (2005) opined that;

Given the pervasiveness of conflict phenomena and the diversity of approaches
of enquiry, it is legitimate to ask whether the apparent intellectual disorder
reflects an inherently incoherent focus of social analysis-a focus artificially
created by a label or whether the disparateness of data interpretations is due in
part to interdisciplinary compartmentalism, to academic individualism, or
rapid growth, with its consequent inattention to direction.

Perhaps, the complex and changing nature of conflicts may have contributed to
this seeming anarchy of approaches, while the environmental context may also have
contributed to this. Be that as it may, it has been emphasized here that the perception by
some people of conflicts as being purely negative or dysfunctional, is incorrect because
in some cases good does come out of conflicts. The Hegelian dialectics of thesis-
Antithesis-synthesis emphasizes that contradiction lead to tension and conflict, while its
resolution brings about social change that takes society to a higher level of
development.

It is on this view of dialectics that Karl Marx was able to build his theory of
social change. Thus, man’s concern with conflict should not really be on how to
eradicate it (in any case this is not possible) but on how to manage it so that it does not
become destructive through violence but constructive leading to positive change (Obi
2007).
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Conflicts in Post Colonial Africa-The Rwandan Genocide (1994)

For centuries, the Hutu, Tutsi and Twa of Rwanda shared the same language
and religion thereby, leaving harmoniously as brothers and sisters. In 1916, Belgium
took over control of Rwanda from Germany and installed a rigid colonial system of
racial classification and exploitation. This, they did by elevating the Tutsi over the Hutu
thereby creating deep resentment among the Hutu majority. Nnoli (2006) averred that
“the first major violence between the two groups broke out in November 1959,
culminating in a full blooded inter-ethnic massacre on both sides, which forced the
Tutsi to flee the country in their tens of thousands. They fled to various countries of the
world, but especially to the neighbouring countries”. Regrettably, the ascendant Hutu
majority that took over political control of the country at independence in 1962,
abolished the monarchy and set up a republic which systematically institutionalized
anti-Tutsi segregation and massacre.

In 1988, some of these exiles formed a rebel movement called the Rwanda
Patriotic Front (RPF) to reclaim their home land. Two years later from their base in
Uganda, the RPF launched an offensive attack against the Hutu regime that was in a
sweet romance with French and Belgian military supporters. A deadly circle of
massacre and war continued until 1993 when the United Nations (UN) negotiated a
power sharing agreement between the two sides.

To protect their power, hard-line Hutu extremists resisted the implementation of
the agreements and planned and executed one of the most terrifying genocides in recent
human history. This senseless blood bath underscored the need for the United States of
America to act in order to stop the genocide. On that note, Rourke (2004) citing former
American President, Bill Cliton stated thus;

From Kibuye in the west to Kibungo in the east, people gathered, seeking
refuge in churches by the thousands in hospitals and schools. And when they
were found, the old and the sick, women and children alike they were killed.
Killed because their identify card said they were Tutsi or because they had
Tutsi parent or because someone thought that they looked like a Tutsi or slain
like thousands of Hutu because they protected Tutsi or would not countenance
a policy that sought to wipe out people, who just the day before had been their
friends and neighbours. It is important that the world knows that these killings
were not spontaneous or accidental. It is not an African phenomenon and must
never be viewed as such. We have seen it in industrial Europe. We have seen it
in Asia. We must have global vigilance. And never again must we be shy in
the face of the evidence.

The Rwandan genocide of course, had both remote and immediate causes. One
of the remote causes of the genocide is traceable to 1916 when the Belgians took control
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of Rwanda from Germany and installed a rigid colonial system of racial classification or
“divide and rule” and exploitation. This they did by elevating the Tutsi minority over
the Hutu majority. This singular act created deep resentment among the Hutu majority
who had hitherto seen the Tutsis as their brothers and sisters. This was the beginning of
racial hatred, suspicion and tension between the Hutus and Tutsis, in Rwanda. Deriving
from the long standing racial hatred, suspicion and resentment created by Belgium
between the Hutus and Tutsis it was only a matter of time for the immediate cause of
the war to manifest. On April 6, 1994, an airplane carrying Habyarimana, the president
of Rwanda was shot down under mysterious circumstances, triggering off a struggle for
control of the country between the majority Hutu and minority Tutsi people, and the
most horrific genocide in recent times was unleashed on Rwandese.

Of course, the effects of the Rwandan genocide were not only felt by Rwandese
within the shores of Rwanda, but were also felt by neighbouring countries and even the
international community. To this end, Rourke (2004) posits that;

The Rwandan conflict and genocide had a profound impact on Burundi,
Uganda, Tanzania and especially, Zaire now called the Democratic Republic
of Congo (DRC), the third largest country in Africa. President Laurent
Kabila’s rise to power in Congo began with the refugees’ flight from Rwanda
and the spread of the Hutu-Tutsi conflict to eastern Zaire. Perhaps, the least
important of the consequences was that the international community would be
saddled with a tab of half a billion dollars per year to feed the refugees and
clean up the mess.

Above all, the psychological torture which the Rwandan genocide has created
in the minds of the people has brought to the front burner mutual suspicion, fear,
disunity and tension between the Hutu and Tutsis up till date.

Niger Delta Conflict in Nigeria

The Niger Delta crisis has been a serious conflict in Nigeria. This crisis has
threatened the very existence of the Nigerian nation with little or nothing being done to
pacify the people of that region.

Nigeria, after nearly four decades of oil production, had by the early 1980s
become almost completely dependent on petroleum extraction economically, generating
25% to 60% of its GDP, (Wikipedia 2009). Despite the vast wealth created by
petroleum, the benefits have been slow to trickle down to the majority of the population,
who since the 1960s have increasingly been forced to abandon their traditional
agricultural practices.

Orgoniland is a 404-square-mile (1,050km?) region in the southeast of the Niger
Delta basin. Economically viable petroleum was discovered in Ogoni land in 1957, just
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one year after the discovery of Nigeria’s first commercial petroleum deposit, with Royal
Dutch Shell and Chevron Corporation setting up shop throughout Ogoniland. The
Ogoni people, a minority ethnic group of about half a million people who call Ogoni
land home, and other ethnic groups in the region attest that during this time, the
government began forcing them to abandon their land to oil companies without
consultation. This was further supported by the 1979 constitution which afforded the
federal government full ownership and rights to all Nigerian territory and also decided
that all compensation for land would “be based on the value of the crops on the land at
the time of its acquisition not on the value of the land itself”. The Nigerian government
could now distribute the land to oil companies as it deemed fit.

The 1970s and 1980s saw the government’s empty promises of benefits for the
Niger Delta peoples fall through, with the Ogoni growing increasingly dissatisfied and
their environmental, social and economic apparatus rapidly deteriorating. As a result,
the movement for the survival of the Ogoni people (MOSOP) was formed in 1992.
MOSOP spearheaded by Ogoni playwright and author Ken Saro-Wiwa, became the
major campaigning organization representing the Ogoni people in their struggle for
ethnic and environmental rights. Its primary adversaries have been the Nigerian
government and oil companies.

Many militant groups have played roles in this devastating conflict with
Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta being one of its major actors.
Successive governments have failed to meet the demands of the Niger Delta People but
have rather responded with heavy military shelling of the Niger Delta people. In August
2008 for example, the Nigerian government launched a massive military crackdown on
militants. They patrolled waters and hunted for militants, searched all civilian boats for
weapons, and raided numerous militant hideouts. On May, 2009, a military operation
undertaken by a Joint Task Force began against Movement for the Emancipation of the
Niger Delta (MEND) Militants operating in the Niger Delta region. The military
crackdown led to thousand fleeing their villages and hundreds killed.

The militant activities in the Niger Delta resulted into issues like kidnapping
and made the Nigerian government to lose huge revenue derivable from oil. Worried by
this economic sabotage, on June 26, 2009, the Nigerian government announced that it
would grant amnesty and an unconditional pardon to militants in the Niger Delta which
would last for 60 days beginning on 6 August 2009 and ending 4 October 2009. This
amnesty worked and during the 60-day period, militant leaders led their groups to
surrender weapons which included rocket-propelled grenades, guns, explosives,
ammunition and even gunboats.
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Some analysts had argued that the amnesty extended to the militants lacked the
much needed confidence to effectively resolve the crisis as experience of other states
confirmed, that a unilateral “magnanimity” of that sort ran the risk of distrust on the part
of the rebelling groups. Those analysts suggested instead that, the country should accept
external third party support for mediating and coordinating the peace process, as that
appeared to be the only basis on which negotiations with the militants could be
effectively conducted.

Though the post amnesty programme has encountered challenges such as lack
of funds, unemployment and the refusal of Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger
Delta (MEND) to accept the amnesty offer, one can not completely say that the offer
and programme has failed. On this premise, President Jonathan noted that in 2008
alone, the nation lost N3 trillion at the peak of the activities of the Niger Delta ex-
combatants. He stated that the current high oil production today was a testimony of the
success of the amnesty programme (Odunuga 2011).

The Boko Haram Conflict in Nigeria

In recent times, the Boko Haram insurgency in the North has been the gravest
domestic religious threat and challenge facing the Nigerian state. The Boko Haram
phenomenon represents a complex struggle for power and resources. The sect
repudiates western education, bad governance and seeks to Islamize Nigeria in spite of
the constitutional definition of the country as a secular state. The sect has launched
mindless attacks against security agencies, public establishment including the United
Nations (UN) building in Abuja, private business investments such as media houses,
churches, educational institutions, beer palours and markets. The attacks by the sect has
generated insecurity across northern Nigeria, increased tension between various ethnic
communities and religious groups, interrupted development activities, scared off
investors and generated concern among Nigeria’s Northern neighbours (Carson 2012).

The group which is perceived to have developed link with Al Quaeda in the
Islamic Malgrab (AQIM), is becoming increasingly sophisticated and lethal. It has
claimed responsibilities for several attacks in several parts of the North such as Kano,
Maiduguri, Bauch, Yobe, Katsina, Gombe, Yola, Kaduna, Jalingo and Damaturu
resulting in huge human carnage and loss of valuable property. In a non-exhaustive
search of daily Nigerian newspapers, some of the violent attacks of the Boko Haram
sect are presented in the table below;
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Table 1: Location, Target and Casualties of Boko Haram Attack

S/N | DATE LOCATION TARGET CASUALTIES
1. 01/2010 | Dala Alenderi, 4 persons
Maiduguri




2. 02/10 Bauchi State Prisons Released 700 prison
inmates
3. 29/03/10 | Bauch State Police station -
4. 01/04/10 | Bauchi state Police station -
5. 09/04/10 | Maiduguri Polling center -
6. 15/04/10 | Maiduguri INEC office Killed several
persons
7. 20/14/10 | Maiduguri Police stations A Muslim cleric
8. 22/04/10 | Yola, Adamawa state | Prisons Freed 14  prison
inmates
9. 30/05/10 | Borno state Younger brother of the | Killed one person
Shehu of Borno, Abas
Ibn El-Kanemi
10. | 12/10 - Market 92 Boko Haram
members were
arrested
11. | 28/01/11 | - Former ANPP | Killed 5 persons
governorship candidate,
Modu Bubio
12. | 29/05/11 | Several northern | - Several casualties
states
13. | 16/06/11 | Damboa, Borno state | - Killed 3 persons
14. | 16/06/11 | Police Headquarters | The Inspector General | Destruction of 73
in  Abuja, Federal | of Police, Hafix Ringim | vehicles
Capital Territory
15. | 20/06/11 | Kankara, Katsina | Police station Killed 5  police
state officers
16. | 26/06/11 | Maiduguri Beer Garden Killed 25 persons
17. | 27/06/11 | Maiduguri Officers of Nigerian | Killed 2 and injured
Customs service 3 persons
18. | 03/07/11 | Maiduguri Beer Garden Killed at least 20
persons
19. | 09/07/11 | Borno state Governor of Borno | -----
State
20. | 26/08/11 | Abuja UN office Killed 18
21. | 28/8/11 Bauchi State Home of  former | No life lost

Minister Yakubu Lame
bombed in Gauche
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22. | 29/8/11 Bauchi state Another bombing in | No life lost
Bauchi
23. | 6/9/11 Borno state 2 bombings in Baga | No life lost
and Kaleri districts in
Maiduguri
24. | 6/7/11 Bauch state Bombing of a police | 6 policemen and 1
station and a bank in | civilian killed
Gauche
25. | 12/9/11 Bauch state Bombing of a police | 5 persons killed
station and a bank in
Misau
26. | 4/11/11 | Yobe, Kaduna and | Bombings 150 persons killed
Borno States
27. | 11/11/11 | Bauchi state Bombing of a market in | 5 persons killed
Gauche
28. | 8/12/11 Kaduna state Bombing of a marketin | 15 persons killed
Kaduna including a pregnant
woman and children
29. | 16/12/11 | Kano state Attacked Air Force | 6 persons killed
Comprehensive
Secondary School,
Dawakin Tofa
30. | 17/12/11 | Kano state Clashed with police at | 3 policemen dead; 4
Darmunawa quarters in | Boko Haram
Kano insurgents killed
31. | 22/12/11 | Yobe and Borno | Multiple bombings in | 6 persons killed
states Damaturu and
Maiduguri
32. | 24/12/11 | Yobe state Clashed with police in | 50 persons dead
Damaturu including an
Assistant
Commissioner of
Police
33. | 24/12/11 | Borno state Multiple bombings in | 11 persons killed
Maiduguri
34. | 25/12/11 | Niger state Christmas day bombing | 43  persons killed
of five churches in | including 6
Madalla, Suleja policemen and 3
Boko Haram
members
35. | 30/12/11 | Borno state A military checkpoint | 4 Muslim
worshippers were
killed
36. | 5/1/12 Gombe city A church Killed 6 worshippers

and wounded 10
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others
37. | 6/1/12 Yola A church Killed 8 worshippers
38. | 6/1/12 Mubi, Adamawa | Christian mourners Killed 17
state
39. | 7/1/12 Biu town Christian poker players | Killed 3 and
wounded 7 others
40. | 10/1/12 Damaturu, Yobe | Beer garden Killed 8 including 5
state police officers
41. | 11/1/12 Potiskum, Yobe state | Christrians Killed 4
42. | 17/1/12 Maiduguri,  Borno | Military checkpoint Killed 2 soldiers and
state lost 4 members
43. | 20/1/12 Kano city Various points | Killed 185
including Zone 1 police
Headquarters, Kano
state police command,
Bompai, Immigration
Passport offie, Farm
Centre police station,
Naibawa Police station.
Yaar Akwa police
station, Ungwar Uku
and jedijedi police
station
44. | 5/2/12 Kogi state Residence of victim | 1
(ex-LG chairman)
45. | 6/2/12 Maiduguri, Borno 2
state
46. | “ Kano Sharada police station
47. | 712112 Kaduna 1 Division of the
Nigerian  Army, Air
force Base

Source: Extracted from Osumah, Oarhe, Boko Haram Insurgency in Northern Nigeria
and the Vicious Cycle of Internal Insecurity, Draft Manuscript undergoing review in

small wars and insurgency.

It is worthy to note that the Boko Haram sect has cashed in on the popular
frustration with the nation’s leaders, poor government service delivery, mass illiteracy

and dismal living conditions in the North.

Conflicts in Africa have become a recurring decimal and this has made scholars

and analysts alike have cause to ask why those conflicts as discussed above happen.
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Causes of Conflicts in Post Colonial Africa
The discussion on conflicts in Africa as encapsulated in this discourse has

exposed some of the causes of internal conflicts in Africa. Thus; Nnoli (2006) averred
that;

Internal conflicts in Africa have an unprecedented complexity. This

complexity is obscured by the tendency to see ethnicity behind every conflict

on the continent and to conceive ethnic conflict in a self-explanatory manner,

as well as by the unwillingness to examine the role of the state in the causation

of conflicts.

From the perspective of this discourse however, violent conflicts in Africa is
understandable because African countries are undergoing the process of state building.
The state building process in Africa, which started in colonial times and is still going
on, seeks to centralize power within the state. In the process, it has spread fear and
terror in the subject population by its autocratic and violent methods, forcing many
people to take refuge in primary identity and solidarity groups or to undertake armed
resistance and confrontation. Such armed resistance sometimes benefits from the
proliferation of arms in the region arising from raging violent confrontations in
neighbouring countries, and the activities of arms merchants within the international
community.

On the whole, the state often comes into contact and contradiction with pre-
existing centres of power, authority and control, as well as interests and values within
the society. If the state resolves these contradictions without dialogue but by imposition,
dictation and coercion, violent conflict is inevitable. If the resolution of these
contradictions ensures the domination of one entity by another, violence is also likely to
occur. Finally, if the state shows partisanship in resolving collateral contradictions
arising out of its policy, conflict again is likely to occur.

How to Resolve Conflicts in Africa

As long as human beings exist, conflicts would continue to exist. In fact, some
conflicts though destructive, have brought about unprecedented progress to societies
that have experienced such conflicts. Conflicts can therefore be minimized through the
use of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), (Asogwa 2009).

1. Informality: Most fundamentally, ADR processes are less formal than judicial
processes. In most case, the rules or procedures are flexible, without formal
pleadings, extensive written documentation, or rules of evidence. This kind of
dispute resolution has found expression in the amnesty granted the Niger Delta
militants who took up arms against the Nigerian state. This informality is
appealing and important for increasing access to dispute resolution for parts of the
population who may be intimidated by or unable to participate in more formal
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systems. This approach is important because it reduces the delay and cost of
dispute resolutions.

2. Application of equity: Equally important, ADR programmes are instruments for
the application of equity rather than rule of law. Each case is decided by a third
party or negotiated between disputants themselves, based on principles and terms
which seem equitable in particular case, rather than on uniformly applied legal
standards. Again, the amnesty granted the Niger Delta militants is a case in hand.
ADR systems cannot be expected to establish legal precedent or implement
changes in legal and social norms. ADR systems tend to achieve efficient
settlements at the expense of consistent and uniform justice. In societies where
large parts of the population do not receive any real measure of justice under the
formal legal system, the drawbacks of an informal approach to justice may not
cause significant concern. The overall system of justice can mitigate the problems
of conflict by ensuring that disputants have recourse to formal legal protections if
the result of the informal system is unfair, and by monitoring the outcomes of the
informal systems to test for consistency and fairness in socio-economic and
political issues.

3. Direct participation and communication between disputants: This is another
way of settling disputes. The ADR systems include more direct participation by
the disputants in the process and in designing settlements, more direct dialogues
and opportunity for reconciliation between disputants, potentially higher levels of
confidentiality since public records are not typically kept, more flexibility in
designing creative settlements, less power to subpoena information, and less
direct power of enforcement. No dispute can be settled without the parties
involved in the dispute participation in settlement and reconciliation talks.

Conclusion

Conflict is surely an inevitable part of human life and as such man must not
only learn to live with it but must also develop adequate and appropriate mechanisms to
handle it. The reason for this is because, if conflicts are not well handled, it may become
violent and destructive. While conflict is inevitable, violent conflict is undesirable and
avoidable. To this end, the role of the state becomes imperative.

Violent conflicts in Africa can be avoided through good leadership. A
leadership that is truly elected by the people, a leadership that cares for the people, that
is focused, that clearly understands the problems of the people and fully committed to
solving them. Leadership that is interested in dividing the people along religious, ethnic
and tribal lines like in Rwanda, Sudan etc would definitely wipe up sentiments that
would eventually result to conflict. Leadership in Africa should be pro-active so as to
prevent conflicts from becoming violent. Above all, the leadership in Africa should rise
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up to the challenges of tackling poverty and ignorance, while maintaining equity as a
state policy.
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