
85

Constructing Identities
Alternative Explanations of Conflict and Violence 
in the Niger Delta, Nigeria
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Located in the southern part of Nigeria and comprising a sizeable 
proportion of the country’s Atlantic coastline, the Niger Delta 
region (about 40,000 square miles of swamps, creeks, and man-
grove forests) has seen growth totaling more than 30 million 

people (in 2005), representing 23 percent of Nigeria’s total population. Further, 
“the population is . . . among the highest in the world with 265 people per 
kilometer-squared . . . [and a growth rate of about] 3% per year.”1 As 
poverty and urbanization increase, the lack of accompanying economic 
growth and employment opportunities work against the emergent spirit of 
rising expectations and the quest for improvements in the quality of life.

Concerns about the Niger Delta existed in Nigeria even before oil be-
came a central element in the country’s economy. Because the crisis, at one 
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time or the other, has involved competing issues of territorial autonomy, 
economic opportunity, environmental control and compensation, infra-
structural development, political representation, and/or self-determination, 
accurately pinpointing the single element that lies at the forefront of the 
conflict has proven problematic. Due to the simple fact that the bulk of 
Nigeria’s oil exports and petroleum reserves is linked to this region more 
than any other place, the increasing level of infrastructural and economic 
underdevelopment in the area has become part of a central debate on the 
distributional incentives of Nigeria’s federalist system.

However, “competition for oil wealth has fuelled violence between in-
numerable ethnic groups, causing the militarization of nearly the entire 
region by ethnic militia groups as well as Nigerian military and police 
forces.”2 The rising spate of violence, kidnappings, and murder that pervades 
the region has thus become more salient to the country and the international 
community. In the midst of all this, the more central and authentic issues 
such as poverty, education, the environment, and the competing interests of 
multinational oil conglomerates and the state economy have become 
secondary to—or overshadowed by—the more immediate physical mani-
festations of violence and disorder.

This article proposes that a proper appraisal of the Niger Delta and its 
security challenges should reflect on some of the historical events that in-
formed it. The autonomy of this area—mostly inhabited by several minority 
ethnic groups, the largest of whom are the Ijaws, Urhobos, Itsekiri, Ogonis, 
Andonis, Annang, Isoko, and many others—from the influence of majority 
ethnic groups in the country was always a major factor in the demand for 
state creation even before independence. Viewing the crisis in the Niger 
Delta as solely a matter of relative deprivation and/or environmental 
degradation would certainly be an understatement. It is much more than 
that. Because the underlying issues of contention essentially concern property 
rights and legitimate authority, the evolving nexus between state power and 
a conflict economy means that the pervasiveness and intensity of ethnic 
politics and conflict, in the final analysis, would remain a measure of on-
going political contention.

By utilizing a social constructivist approach to ethnic and political 
conflict, this article seeks to explain how differences in the construction of 
ideas and identities form the underlying principles that oftentimes lead to 
and sustain conflict situations in areas such as the Niger Delta. In examining 
how to approach the idea of social constructivism in political conflict, we 
draw upon the role of individuals, community, and society in constructing 
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an “objective reality” in which ideas (perception and interpretation of 
national events, historical experiences, and policies) constitute material 
causes leading to conflict and violence.

Violence as Political Participation: Analogues with a Difference
In many developed and developing polities, one cannot help seeing the 

resort to violence as a form of political participation even when it is morally 
abhorrent as well as a challenge to the rule of law. Although violence may 
be relative in terms of degree and type, suffice it to say that it generally seeks 
to achieve a political objective or attract attention to an issue of importance 
to the party or parties concerned. But the issue in contention does not 
necessarily drive most violent acts in politics; more often than not, it is the 
lack of political opportunity or formal access to bring forth a case to the 
prevailing authorities. When such opportunity does not exist or the possibility 
seems remote, collective anger and frustration transform or morph into a 
violent form of political advocacy.

In his seminal work on the social psychological model of “civil strife,” Ted 
Robert Gurr carried out quantitative analyses of a variety of forms of conflict 
through national measures of protest and rebellion. Though interested in the 
individual-level variable of “relative deprivation,” he mainly drew on aggre-
gate national demographic data to operationalize his major variables.3 Two 
years later, his work Why Men Rebel drew attention to some of the political 
determinants of conflict. He pointed to such factors as the relative balance 
of institutional support and coercive control, but he was mainly interested in 
the determinants of collective contention that could be cross-nationally cor-
related with various measures of conflict.4

Contemporary scholars have drawn inspiration from Gurr’s earlier work 
and have sought to analyze different conflict situations, including civil wars. 
For example, Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler found significant correlations 
between civil wars and high levels of primary commodity exports, large 
populations, low levels of secondary education, low economic growth, low 
per capita income, and the presence of previous civil wars. They also discovered 
that the lack of democracy was significant, that inequality was insignifi-
cant, and that ethnic and religious fractionalization was surprisingly un-
important.5 Although Nigeria meets the above characteristics, the latter 
finding is also pertinent because most civil strife in Nigeria is almost always 
attributed to ethnic or religious foundations, even when other structural but 
remotely placed factors may be at work.
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This observation becomes more important when we look at later works 
by James Fearon and David Laitin. Proceeding from a similar definition of 
civil war that involves numerical violence and from microeconomic premises 
like those of Collier and Hoeffler, they too found that primary exports—
especially oil—correlated highly with outbreaks of civil war. Fearon and 
Laitin also concluded that civil wars would most likely occur in countries 
governed by weak but nondemocratic governments marked by political in-
stability. Of equal relevance, they found no statistical correlation between 
civil wars and ethnicity.6 Consequently, one can learn some crucial lessons 
in matters of conflict and violence within political communities: “Violence 
is by nature instrumental; like all means, it always stands in need of guidance 
and justification through the end it pursues.”7 Further, like the various forms 
of political participation, “power and violence, though they are distinct phe-
nomena, usually appear together. Wherever they are combined, power, we 
have found, is the primary and predominant factor.”8

However, the context in which this proposition is cast pertains to situa-
tions in which distinct groups seek political, economic, religious, or cultural 
supremacy over other competing elements in society. In federal systems 
with generally weak institutions, competing groups will more likely use 
extraconstitutional means as a way of dealing with seemingly avoidable 
conflict situations. Therefore, one may conceivably view regional political 
conflicts in Nigeria as a result of the inevitable quest for power and control 
over the authoritative allocation of values, which in federal systems such as 
ours, is more often than not a natural prerogative of the central government. 
As Hannah Arendt would argue, because power is inherent in the very 
existence of political communities, it needs no justification—but it does 
need legitimacy.9 All the same, many Nigerians, having become so enamored 
of the level of violence and communal acrimony befalling the country, call 
for accelerating the devolution of power to the regions in response to various 
ethnic orientations that seek effective representation at the center.

Nevertheless, one must still raise the question, what type of devolution 
should take place and how? Moreover, what are the core and specific dis-
tinctions between a traditional federal system and the concept of “true” 
federalism? A substantial difference exists between federalism as division of 
powers between the center and the constituent units, as opposed to federalism 
in the context of devolution of powers. They are not the same. The first 
requires a resolution on specific structural issues that the constitutional 
document should highlight, specifying the forms of functional and asso-
ciational relationship within the system. The second is much more problematic 
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because it requires a more complex platform for renegotiating the consti-
tutional and political fundamentals of association within the federal system as 
well as who gives up what, how much, and to whom. To the extent that most 
advocates focus on the latter (while construing it as the former), the evident 
mismatch between purpose and endgame creates difficulty in developing an 
initial consensus regarding the practical objectives of political negotiation.

Since May 1999, various ethnic, advocacy, or militant groups have 
emerged, spearheading one endorsement or the other in the country. We have 
the Odua Peoples Congress (fighting for the Southwest Yoruba states), the 
Arewa Consultative Forum (seeking the interest of the northern states), the 
Middle Belt Forum (seeking to reaffirm an inherent geopolitical identity), 
the Ohanaeze (seeking a new political affirmation for the southeastern 
states), and the South-South Forum (seeking increased representation in the 
political leadership of the country. Other organizations include the Egbesu 
Boys and the Ijaw Youth Council (seeking a redistribution of Nigeria’s oil and 
petroleum rents in favor of the indigenous interests of the oil-producing 
areas), Movement for the Actualization of the Sovereign State of Biafra, 
and many others less vociferous but equally disapproving of the current 
state of affairs in the country. Given the present stasis, however, one must 
still inquire about reconciling the different platforms to attain the primary 
goal of national integration and unity of purpose.

Competing Epistemology: 
Structuralist and Social Constructivist Approaches

One cannot blame the source of ethnic and political militancy in 
Nigeria on Cold War politics (1945–89); instead, it is deeply rooted in the 
history and character of state formation, power, and the trajectory of political 
development, especially in the formative years of Nigeria’s independence. 
Although one can also partly attribute such militancy to the competing 
issues of federalism in the country, it did not evolve as a challenge to the 
ideal of federalism per se but as a testimony to the various and oftentimes 
formidable challenges related to emergent issues of governance and dis-
tributive politics. In explaining the reasons for ethnic and political conflict, 
the structuralist and social constructivist approaches offer important ana-
lytical lenses to account for specific idiosyncrasies and value premises that 
are highly consequential in the development of conflict situations.

On the one hand, Fearon and Laitin suggest that since civil war happens 
along structural rather than ethnic lines, the best way to prevent it involves 
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removing factors that make insurgency more likely, such as increasing the 
competence (administrative and military capacity) in a central government. 
Approaches designed to reduce grievances and boost democracy might ap-
pear desirable in their own right, but Fearon and Laitin conclude that they 
are not “magic bullets” for stopping civil wars.10 On the other hand, Collier 
and Hoeffler seem to agree with the basic points of Fearon and Laitin’s ar-
guments, attempting to discern whether civil wars will more likely occur in 
situations characterized by large grievances or in those that hold greater 
opportunity for a successful rebellion. Their findings reveal little support for 
the idea that civil wars will most likely occur because of ethnic grievances. 
For them, the factors that improve opportunities for rebellions include 
“availability of finance,” the potential “cost of rebellion,” and the “military 
advantage” of rebel forces.11 All of these factors may thus indicate that civil 
wars are not necessarily created by ethnic tensions but are precipitated by 
structural factors favorable to a rebellion.12

In the Niger Delta region, one finds structural factors that may, in and 
of themselves, offer opportunities for engaging in militant insurgency. Some 
of these include the terrain, creeks, and mangrove forests that offer cover 
and hiding places. Besides providing the opportunity for a quick strike and 
exit, the area is also less conducive to the application of heavy machinery 
and military hardware needed to confront a standing army. Because of the 
loosely structured configuration of militant/insurgency groups, they operate in 
small cells, and the larger civilian population oftentimes becomes part of 
their cover, thus complicating the process of preemption and/or interdic-
tion. The general ecology of the region and the resources at its disposal also 
permit the emergence of a subterranean and illicit economy that supports 
the funding and maintenance of the insurgency’s logistics.

In terms of political hierarchy, the overarching political structure of the 
state and its institutions creates a framework in which local militant groups 
appear, on the one hand, as subsystemic actors within a broader national geo-
political system. On the other hand, they seem to operate outside the tradi-
tional prerogative of state power and its laws. As the state seeks to reassert its 
authority, militant groups attempt to limit or, at best, redefine the scope and 
nature of such authority. The fact that the logic of their argument is buried 
deeply within the inner recesses of their cultural history, experiences, and 
their view of the world unfolding around them suggests that understanding 
the way groups utilize the past in framing and analyzing the future offers an 
important theoretical pathway for bridging differences over critical social and 
political issues before they metamorphose into overt violence.
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Social Constructivism

As an analytical model, social constructivism has shown promise in the study 
of ethnic conflict. It has presented new ideas and has utilized ideas advanced 
in the game-theoretic and structuralist approaches in order to explain how 
socially constructed ideas and identities can lead to ethnic and political conflict 
and violence. As described by Alexander Wendt, this approach attempts to see 
how ideas “constitute” the “ostensibly ‘material’ causes” of “power, interests, or 
institutions.”13 Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman discuss how society con-
structs “an objective reality as humans interact and certain patterns are habitu-
ated in social interaction and become institutionalized”; hence “any deviance 
from this perceived institution will be seen as a radical departure from reality.”14

The social constructivist approach focuses on how differences in the con-
struction of ideas, identities, historical experiences, and worldviews (biases and 
idiosyncrasies) form the foundation on which people see, understand, and frame 
important public and national issues. Robert Jervis observes that “what one 
learns from key events in international history is an important factor in deter-
mining the images that shape the interpretation of incoming information.” 
Thus, “analogies are seized upon only to bolster pre-existing beliefs and 
preferences.” He also discusses the interaction between different socially con-
structed realities that might seem “deviant” to those who do not possess them 
as something that might lead to conflict.15 Hence, perceptual differences in 
terms of relative political and socioeconomic issues generate disparate and 
competing templates for finding solutions to national problems. When one 
premises these differences on fundamental ideological and cultural foundations, 
they oftentimes become quite irreconcilable and hence less amenable to long-
lasting and durable solutions. Furthermore, when we throw in the usually di-
verse conceptions of justice and due process (as is typical among many compet-
ing groups), potentially solvable issues could become all the more intractable.

By juxtaposing the competing interests of state power and the various 
advocacy groups in the Niger Delta, the figure below offers a brief look into the 
generally incommensurable nature of the foundational issues at the core of the 
crisis. As the ultimate arbiter of law and order, the state seeks to maximize its 
authority and power over the territory, whereas advocacy groups seek an incre-
mental (possibly radical) devolution of such power—a minimalist orientation 
regarding state power and control. They justify their cause as one inspired by 
normative matters of relative equity, property rights, and political representation. 
Ho-Won Jeong writes that “differences in perceived interests, values, and needs 
are perhaps the most basic elements in the motivations behind social conflict. 
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Inter-group conflict often represents different ways of life and ideologies with 
implications for incongruent views about relationships with others.”16

Figure. Negotiating structure and the imperatives of competing endgames

Since the evolution of the modern state system following the signing 
of the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, a state is generally considered the 
highest authority within its territorial and geopolitical space. A central ele-
ment in the exercise of state power entails the preservation of its territorial 
integrity and the provision for internal and external security (national secu-
rity). To do so, the state has options in the form of hard power (military 
action) and soft power (negotiation and diplomacy). The state can use both 
options individually to realize a specific objective. But the unfortunate reality 
of the modern world, where access to funds and weapons needed for an 
insurgency movement remains readily available, is that the application of 
hard power as a complement to soft power becomes a matter of political 
expediency—a situation most aptly termed the “carrot and stick” approach.

Discussing a number of case studies on ethnic and political conflict, 
Fearon and Laitin examine several ways in which the social construction of 
ethnic identity can lead to ethnic and political violence. Based on their 
findings, they identify support for three constructivist explanations of ethnic 
violence but believe that more research is needed in each of these areas. The 
first, “social construction by discourse,” posits that social construction oc-
curs at the cultural or social level and that ethnic conflict and political 
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violence result from the symbols and ideas made when one group differ-
entiates itself from another.17

The two other explanations, which focus on “individuals as agents of 
construction” seem equally credible, according to Fearon and Laitin. The first 
of these says that ethnic violence is caused by an identity constructed by elites 
who attempt to cause violence by constructing more “antagonistic ethnic 
identities.” The violence created by this new identity is the desired result of 
the elites, who believe that violence will allow them to “strengthen their hold 
on power.”18 This explanation hearkens back to the “in-group dynamics” 
studied by game theorists. The other explanation focuses on how ordinary 
people construct identities. Under this framework, violence may occur as dis-
sidents attempt to change cultural identities and boundaries; historical expe-
riences are therefore amplified and sometimes distorted for maximum effect.19

Hence, individuals who wish to stop change will, more or less, resort to 
violence. Fearon and Laitin point to the Basque region of Spain as the per-
fect example of this phenomenon. As the idea of being a “Spaniard” expanded 
to “include Basques,” those seeking separation from Spain provoked Spanish 
authorities into taking “punitive actions” due to their violent attacks, thus 
stopping the adoption of a new identity.20 From this, one can glean that 
“the emergence of a collective self-consciousness is found and expressed 
in a joint awareness of the depth of the challenges as well as the common 
obligation it imposes on all members of the community.”21 The average 
individual thus sees and identifies his or her own individual space as an 
integral part of the community space and identity.

Test Cases in Practice

Edward Aspinall attempts to expand the use of social constructivism in 
ethnic conflict to include issues concerning natural resources, an idea that 
also seems to have some overlap with the structural approach. Aspinall 
looks specifically at the separatist movement of Aceh in Indonesia, noting 
that “natural resource exploitation gives rise to conflict when it becomes 
entangled in wider processes of identity construction.” He also emphasizes 
how political entrepreneurs will attempt to exploit existing ethnic issues by 
“reinterpreting” a new identity back to a populace.22 Sanjib Baruah examines 
how different groups constructed identities and visions of reality that have 
affected the Naga conflict in India, writing that the idea of the Nagas as a 
distinct group is a very recent one, perhaps originating as early as the 
1920s.23 Prior to this time, the Nagas were simply an incoherent collection 



94  ASPJ AFRICA & FRANCOPHONIE  

of tribes engaged in constant warfare with one another. Over time, however, 
those people who consider themselves Naga have constructed a distinct 
identity that includes unifying all of the Naga people into a single govern-
mental entity.

The conflict in India has to do with who exactly is a Naga and what 
areas should be unified with Nagaland. Perceived differences in the reality 
of the Naga claims with regard to ethnic identity have thus paved the way 
for conflict with those who see an alternate version of reality. Consequently, 
a socially constructed ethnic identity has managed to create conflict where 
the identity did not previously exist. Hence Baruah argues that resolution 
of the conflict depends upon all parties confronting claims about the con-
struction of the Naga identity.24

Kristen Williams and Neal Jesse examine how “promoting overlap-
ping identities and pooling sovereignty” can help resolve nationalist con-
flicts. Addressing the Northern Irish conflict in particular, they argue that a 
group’s construction of a positive identity for itself often leads to conflictual 
relationships with other groups. They contend that as long as this negative 
view between groups remains, it impedes the establishment of trust, leading 
to a security dilemma. Williams and Jesse then ask an important question: 
“If these conflictual group identities are socially constructed, could that not 
also mean that they are malleable?” They argue that by creating institutions 
which promote overlapping identities, we should be able to construct a new 
identity that allows previously conflicting groups to cooperate. Thus, 
Williams and Jesse contend that the institutions established by the Northern 
Ireland peace accords allowed just this kind of overlapping identity which 
eventually paved the way for peace.25

The same scenario seems to apply equally to the Niger Delta situation, 
drawing upon ideas and historical issues of regional and group identity. 
People seek not only the political security that a powerful Nigerian state of-
fers but also the political autonomy to decide the nature and boundaries 
within which it must operate. As Eghosa Osaghae points out, “even with 
the rebellions in the region, the demands have continued to be for equity 
and justice within the Nigerian state rather than for separate sovereign 
states.”26 Because the resolution of key issues of political and economic 
autonomy (property rights) demands dramatic solutions, both sides have 
difficulty reaching a compromise. Temporary stop-gap measures can assuage 
current emotions, but they cannot offer long-lasting solutions.
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Conclusion
This article has tried to argue that underlying cultural and psychological 

variables represent important factors in the evolution as well as the resolution 
of ethnic and political conflicts. Various studies in the literature attest to the 
robustness of social constructivism as a way of bridging perceptual differences 
among social groups in terms of objective realities, identities, and worldviews. 
By building on ideas, beliefs, and historical experiences that groups use as 
templates to interpret contemporary national events and issues, the social 
constructivist approach offers a useful prism for understanding the conflict 
in the Niger Delta and its broader implications for national security and 
political integration.

To the extent that all parties bring crucial issues to the table, they 
should thus be seen as an integral part of negotiating a mutually acceptable 
solution. The “goalpost” may continue to shift, but only around the margins 
of the key issues in contention without creating enough momentum that 
could explode them prematurely. Thus, they still would offer the necessary 
enabling conditions critical for final resolution of the issues. Even if the 
opportunity for some form of durable agreement remains remote, that in 
itself should not provide enough justification for negating them. The mere 
fact that they are presented for deliberation has its own political benefit.

The fluid nature of Nigerian politics and the often tempestuous flashes 
it generates should bear constant reminder that the possibility for a pro-
longed argument on the various competing issues of our federal system 
does not necessarily lend itself to overnight and impromptu solutions. As 
long as one can adequately preserve life as well as safeguard the objectives 
already achieved, and to the extent that violence is avoidable without 
worsening the current condition, one should view the various bridge-building 
mechanisms currently in place as part of a multifaceted approach to restor-
ing confidence in the ability of the competing actors to come to a mutual 
understanding. Therefore, all parties must participate in a continuous process 
of positive adjustments framed within the context of an overarching prin-
ciple of national security and territorial integrity.
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