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232.2.3 The western regional crisis
The origin of the western regional crisis can be found in Obafemi Awolowo’s resignation as 
premier of the region, in order to move to the federal parliament as leader of the opposi-
tion. He had favoured Dauda Adegbenro to replace him as premier, because he had had a 
political disagreement with Ladoke Akintola, his deputy premier. But by law, Akintola had 
to fill the vacancy. In due course, Akintola began to align with the NPC, which ran the fed-
eral government. This irked Awolowo, who searched for ways to oust Akintola using internal 
party machinery.

In 1962, AG deposed Akintola from his party office and urged him to resign his position 
as premier, but he refused. This forced Awolowo’s loyalists in the Western Regional House 
of Assembly, who were in the majority, to send a petition to the governor of the region 
withdrawing their support for Akintola, and urging the governor to use his powers under 
Section 33 (10) (a) of the Constitution of Western Nigeria to oust Akintola as premier. The 
governor complied, and Dauda Adegbenro was appointed to replace Akintola. Akintola then 
went to the high court of the Western region to challenge this action, but the court transferred 
the matter to the Supreme Court. Before the court could decide the matter, the House con-
vened to approve the appointment of Adegbenro, and violence broke out. Police used tear-gas 
against members of the House, dispersed them and locked the chambers of the House.23

Tafawa Balewa, the prime minister of Nigeria, moved a motion on the strength of the 
provisions of Section 65 (3) (b) of the Constitution, urging for a resolution to declare a state 
of emergency in Western region, noting that it was impossible for government business to 
be conducted due to factionalization within the AG. Awolowo opposed this, claiming that 
an emergency was warranted only if there was widespread violence in the region, noting that 
the violence was restricted to the chambers of the House. Awolowo underlined the fact that 
it was a minority of the members of the Western House who were opposed to the removal 
of Akintola.

The federal government, however, went ahead and declared a state of emergency for 
six months, on May 29th, 1962, and appointed M. A. Majekodunmi as administrator of the 
Western region. Key members of AG belonging to both factions, including Awolowo and 
Akintola, had their movements restricted. But in no time Akintola and his followers were 
all released and allowed to move freely. After the six months’ emergency rule lapsed, Akintola 
was returned to power by the federal government, not under AG, but under a new party 
called the United People’s Party, a pro-NPC splinter of AG. 

In 1963, the federal government charged Awolowo with treasonable felony and a plot to 
overthrow the federal government. After an eight-month trial, Awolowo and key members 
of AG were found guilty. Many of them were sentenced to various terms of imprisonment.

A census conducted in 1962 that favoured Nigeria’s southern regions was disputed by 
the north. This led to a recount in 1963, whose figures were published in February 1964. The 
new numbers favoured the north. The eastern regional premier, Michael Okpara, rejected 
the results.

23	 Anifowose, Violence and Politics in Nigeria, 57.
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In mid-1964, in anticipation of that year’s general elections, the Nigerian National 

Alliance (NNA) a coalition was formed. It was made up of the NPC and Akintola’s Nigerian 
National Democratic Party (NNDP). The opposition NCNC/AG coalition was known as the 
United People’s Grand Alliance (UPGA).

The elections witnessed the use of thugs, violence and vote rigging. This caused the 
opposition UPGA to completely boycott the elections in the Western region and some parts 
of Lagos. President Nnamdi Azikiwe refused to allow the prime minister to form a govern-
ment. After much pressure Azikiwe agreed to call for a government that was broad-based, 
while the courts determined the legality of the election results. The UPGA then agreed to 
run in the election it had boycotted. In the government that was constituted, the AG was 
completely sidelined, while the NCNC was given some posts.24 

The subsequent Western regional elections, held in 1965, were seen as a test of popular-
ity between Akintola, the serving premier, and Awolowo (who had been convicted and was 
serving jail term in Calabar). The NNDP rigged the results, with the support of the NPC 
federal government. The violence that ensued, christened ‘Operation Wetie’, was unparalleled 
in Nigeria’s history. Wetie is a vulgarized form of the English ‘to wet’. The aggrieved people 
of the region simply soaked opposition members with fuel and set them ablaze. As Anifowose 
concludes, ‘. . . the Nigeria Police virtually admitted that the task of maintaining law and 
order in many districts of western Nigeria was beyond them’.25

2.2.4 The Nigerian civil war, 1967–70
The Nigerian civil war, which resulted from the attempt of the (then) Eastern regional gov-
ernment headed by Colonel Odumegwu Ojukwu to secede and form a sovereign state of 
Biafra, remains perhaps the most profound security challenge that Nigeria has ever faced as 
a sovereign state. Many explanations have been offered for the war, such as the lopsidedness 
of the Nigerian federation, ethnic animosities and divisions within the military.

However, crude oil exploration and revenues remains perhaps its most important cat-
alyst. In the light of rapidly rising oil rents, which could potentially put enormous wealth in 
the hands of the Eastern regional government, it was not surprising that oil became a driving 
force in the region’s attempt to secede. Oil was also significant in the politics of the war in 
another way: namely, the creation of states and redrawing of ethnic boundaries. On the eve 
of the war, the federal military government led by Yakubu Gowon changed the administra-
tive structure of the country from four regions to twelve states, two of these, Rivers and 
South-East States, catering for ethnic minorities in the former Eastern region. Soon after, in 
May 1967, the Eastern region declared itself the State of Biafra, with a predominantly Igbo 
ethnic composition (two-thirds of an official regional population of 66 million) and a number 
of ethnic minorities including the Efik, Kalabari, Ijaw and Ogoni. 

The creation of states by the military regime was meant to serve the immediate purpose 
of undermining support for Biafra in two ways. First, it was designed to alter the Igbo ethnic 

24	 Ibid., 163.
25	 Ibid., 65.
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boundary by encouraging a number of groups that spoke dialects of the Igbo language, 
which are mostly located in the Niger Delta, to abandon a pan-Igbo ethnic identity for new 
minority identities such as Ikwerre, Ekpeye, Etche, Ogba and Ndoni. The propaganda of the 
federal government at the time was to cast these groups as victims of the hegemony of Igbo 
from the ‘hinterland’. In so doing, the federal government sought to break Igbo solidarity 
and weaken the Biafran secession bid.

Secondly, state creation was meant to get other ethnic minorities of the Eastern region 
such as the Ijaw, Ogoni and Efik to throw in their lot with the federal government. This 
move sought to build on already existing ill-feelings towards the Igbo among these groups, 
namely their perceived marginalization and domination by the more populous Igbo. This 
feeling had already been forcefully expressed to the 1958 Willink Commission appointed by 
the Rt. Hon. Alan Lenox-Boyd, then British Secretary of State for the Colonies to look into 
the fears of minorities in the run up to independence in 1960. At the Commission, represent-
atives of eastern ethnic minorities complained about autocratic rule by the Igbo-dominated 
ruling party in the region, the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroon, later National 
Congress of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), and skewed public service appointments, as well as 
economic and social discrimination more generally.

While undermining the support base of the Biafran secession was the immediate objec-
tive of state creation, its long-term goal was oil. State creation and tinkering with ethnic 
boundaries served the purpose of minoritizing petroleum; that is, making it an ethnic minor-
ity resource, by placing the bulk of the petroleum resources of the Niger Delta outside Igbo 
areas. This was necessary because the secessionist claim at the time was that the petroleum 
resources assured the viability of an independent state of Biafra. Yet the fact that the Niger 
Delta’s petroleum resources were made an ethnic minority resource did not translate into 
increased revenue benefits in the post-war era. In spite of their role in swinging the balance 
in favour of the federal side in the civil war, ethnic minorities of the Delta felt increasingly 
marginalized by shifts in the system of revenue allocation that progressively de-emphasized 
the derivation principle and allocated resources on the basis of states. They felt consistently 
short-changed in the distribution of oil rents in the post-war period.

It should be emphasized that the Nigerian civil war left arms in the hands of many who 
were not demobilized. It brought social misery. And the end of the war posed Nigeria’s first 
major security challenge, in the form of the spate of armed robberies that followed in its wake. 

2.2.5 The Agbekoya revolts
Literarily, ‘Agbekoya’ in the Yoruba language means ‘farmers reject suffering’. These peasant 
revolts took place in most parts of the cocoa growing, Yoruba speaking Western region, soon 
after the military takeover in 1966. Agriculture is the region’s main means of livelihood and 
cocoa largely sustained its economy and government. The government lowered the cost of 
purchasing cocoa from the farmers while at the same time hiking taxes. Gavin Williams 
summarizes the main causes of the revolts:

. . . in 1968 the farmers saw themselves as exploited and oppressed by a government 
that refused to pay fair prices for their cocoa, sent corrupt officials to persecute them, 


