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Abstract - The Niger Delta conflict has continued to attract the attention of scholars, policymakers,and non-

governmental organisations because of the abject poverty of the oil-bearing communities and the impact of the 

conflict on the global oil price. The efforts by both the Nigerian government and friendly countries, especially those 

that their oil companies are operating in the region to assist the country in its efforts to address the country has 

yielded no fruits. Several causes have been identified as responsible for the conflict and different theories have also 

been used to analyse the conflict but none has provided a thorough understanding of the conflict. However, there is a 

paucity of studies that have applied Azar’s protracted social conflict theory to the analysis of the Niger Delta conflict 

and this study fills this lacuna and contributes to the understanding of the Niger Delta conflict. It examines the 

relevance of the Azar’s theory to the understanding of the Niger Delta conflict and relies on secondary sources of 

data. The paper argues that the theory is multi-disciplinary in approach and also encompassing, as it contains 

elements of other theories that have been used to analyse the Niger Delta. However, the theory suffers from several 

limitations which limit its application to the Niger Delta conflict 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Conflicts abound in all human societies, regardless of 

its state of development (Osaghae, 2002). It is endemic 

to all social life and is an inevitable part of living due 

to the scarcity of resources, power relations, role 

differentiation and division of functions (Bercovitch, 

1983). Byrne and Senehi (2009) note that conflict 

occurs in different contexts, and happens at the 

intrapersonal, interpersonal, intergroup, organisational, 

and international levels. In the same vein, Lloyd 

(2010) contends that intra and inter-state conflicts are 

widespread and destructive. Indeed, the word conflict 

is as old as human civilisation and according to Islam 

(2015), it is a common phenomenon in the 

contemporary world, ranging from intra personal 

squabbles and disputes to intra and inter states conflict 

and war. 

Nigeria, since the attainment of flag independence in 

1960, has experienced a number of violent conflicts 

which has threatened its corporate existence, and these 

conflicts include the ethno-religious conflicts, Boko 

Haram and Niger Delta insurgencies, and farmers-

herdsmen conflict (Amao & Maiangwa, 2017). 

Similarly, Aghedo (2017) maintains that violent 

conflict has undermined the people’s centred 

development and democratic consolidation of the 

country. 

The conflict in the Niger Delta has attracted the 

attention of scholars, policy makers, governmental and 

non-governmental organisations because of its 

abundant natural resources and the consequences of 

the conflict on global oil prices. Scholars have 

advanced several reasons and used different theories to 

analyse the conflict in the region and some of these 

theories are frustration-aggression theory, resource 

curse, elite theory, political economy, post-colonial 

theory, state fragility and many others. However, there 

is paucity of studies that used Azar’s protracted social 

conflict (PSC) theory to analyse the Niger Delta 

conflict. 

The paper seeks to address the following questions: 

What is a protracted conflict? How applicable is 

Azar’s protracted social conflict theory to the Niger 

Delta conflict?  The study is divided into seven 

sections of which this introduction is a part. The 

second part discusses the conceptual clarification of 

the concepts that are germane to the study while the 

third section examines the historical origin of the 

conflict. The next segment analyses Azar’s protracted 

social contract theory, the fifth section examines the 
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relevance of the theory, the sixth segment discusses the 

evaluation of the theory and the final section is the 

conclusion. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In a study of this nature, it is imperative to clarify the 

concepts that are germane to this discourse in order to 

avoid ambiguity and these concepts are conflict and 

protracted conflict.  

Conflict 

Franks (2006) notes that conflict has occupied the 

thinking of mankind more than any other issues. There 

is no agreement among scholars as to its meaning. 

Some scholars see conflict as functional while others 

view it as dysfunctional to the society. The word 

conflict derived from the Latin word confligere 

meaning to strike together or to clash (Finks, 1968). 

The difficulty in defining conflict stems from its 

ubiquity and pervasive nature (Bercovitch, 1983).  

Nevertheless, Conflict in its broadest sense means all 

kinds of antagonistic interactions (Bercovitch, 1983, 

p.105). It exists when two or more groups engage in a 

struggle over values and claims to status, power and 

resources in which the aims of the opponents are to 

neutralise, injure or eliminate the rivals (Jeong, 2000). 

By the same token, Nicholson (1992) defines conflict 

as a state of disagreement or hostility between two or 

more people. It implies that two or more people do not 

agree over a given issue and this evokes the pursuit of 

incompatible goals. Mack (1965) defines conflict as a 

social interaction in which parties compete for scarce 

resources or value. 

Oberschall (1978, p. 129) sees conflict as a 

“purposeful interaction among two or more parties in a 

competitive setting. It refers to overt behaviour rather 

than to potential for action and to subjective states.” 

By the same token, Boulding (1963, p. 5) defines 

conflict as a “situation of competition in which the 

parties are aware of the incompatibility of potential 

future positions and in which each party wishes to 

occupy a position that is incompatible with the wishes 

of the other." 

From the foregoing definitions, it can be drawn that 

conflict is social activities that involve two or more 

parties competing for resources that are limited in 

supply.  

Protracted Social Conflict 

In the literature on protracted conflict, scholars used 

protracted conflict, protracted social conflict and 

enduring rivalry interchangeably and this may result in 

lack of conceptual clarity and in order to avoid this, 

there is need to differentiate them. Protracted conflicts 

are conflicts that endure over time and it has two 

aspects enduring rivalries and protracted social 

conflicts (Beaudoin, 2013). 

Beaudoin (2013) defines enduring rivalry as a:  

“dyadic conflicts between actors with some 

degree of regularity over extended periods of time 

in which the stakes under contention are perceived 

by all parties to be inseparably linked to national, 

societal, and individual needs where the use of 

violent conflict is used or considered therein.” 

(p.5). 

Protracted social conflict means “a pattern of hostile 

interactions among individuals and group within a 

nation-state or with those of neighbouring countries” 

(Azar & Moon, 1986, p.314).  Similarly, Azar (cited in 

Ramsbotham, 2005), defines protracted social conflict 

as a conflict typified by long and often violent struggle 

by communal groups for the necessities of life and fair 

access to political and economic participation.  By the 

same token, Fisher, (2001, p.307) sees protracted 

social conflict as “hostile interactions between 

communal groups that are based in deep- seated racial, 

ethnic, religious and cultural hatreds and that persist 

over long periods of time with sporadic outbreaks of 

violence.” The distinctive features of protracted social 

conflicts are discussed below: 

I. Deeply seated conflict 

Protracted social conflicts are deep rooted conflicts 

that are persistence and difficult to resolve. They are 

caused by different factors prominent among them are 

struggle for power, identity differences and self-

determination (Coleman, 2003; Putnam & Peterson, 

2003; Kriesberg, 1999). The Niger Delta conflicts are 

caused by these factors.  

II. Non-state Actor 

Protracted social conflicts are associated with non-state 

actors like individual, groups, and communal that often 

interacts with each other to support the conflict 

(Coleman, 2003; Sandole, 1999).  

III. Fragmentation and Mutation 

 it entails the rise of new armed groups, splintering of 

the existing ones and changes in sources of conflict 

over time. New goals and ideologies emerge, which 

disrupt the previous structure of the conflict (ICRC, 

2016).  

IV. Episodic 

It means the intensity of the conflict is not usually 

constant but often seasonal. For instance, in the Niger 

Delta, the intensity of the conflict or violence tend to 

be more during election years.  More so, relative peace 

can last for months at a time while violence rages in 

specific and frequently changing hot spots (ICRC, 

2016). In the current Niger Delta conflict, violence 

activities have centred in the Delta state unlike in the 

past when Rivers and Bayelsa were the epic centres of 

the conflict.  
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V. Cumulative Impact 

Protracted social conflicts are felt in all sectors of lives 

be it food security, education, health, electricity and 

law and order. In the Niger Delta, the activities of the 

Niger Delta Avengers led to an epileptic power supply 

because of their destruction of gas pipeline that 

conveyed gas to the power generating stations. 

VI. Fragility 

This arises from political or economic shocks and can 

become a new driver of conflict. In essence, the 

cumulative impact results in the weakness in the 

provision of basic amenities which previously 

supported the populace and this can serve as a driving 

force for the conflict (ICRC, 2016). 

VII. Internationalisation 

Protracted social conflicts are prone to various levels 

of internationalisation as other states and international 

organisation intervene in the conflict either through 

proxies or peacekeeping forces. Several armed 

conflicts are internationalised through transnational 

armed groups that operate globally (ICRC, 2016).  

Azar’s Protracted Social Conflict Theory 

Azar, one of the leading conflict resolution scholar was 

the first to describe the violent conflict in the Third 

World countries as Protracted Social Conflict and the 

theoretical foundation of this theory is contained in his 

numerous works (Azar, 1990; Azar & Moon, 1986; 

Azar, 1985; Azar & Farah, 1981; Azar, Jureidini & 

McLaurin, 1978) and many others scholar like 

Ramsbotham (2005) have built on his work 

Protracted Social Conflict theory has four main 

components and these are communal content, needs, 

the role of state and governance and international 

linkages.  The communal content is considered the 

most important source of a protracted social conflict. 

The communal content which takes the form of 

identity group such as racial, ethnic, cultural and 

religious (Azar, Jureidini & McLaurin, 1978; Azar & 

Farah, 1981; Azar & Moon, 1986; Azar, 1990; 

Ramsbotham, 2005; Ramsbotham, Miall 

&Woodhouse, 2011). 

The relationship between the identity groups and state 

is the core problem in the PSC and this has been traced 

to a colonial period when communal groups were 

influenced by historical rivalries and colonial policy of 

divide and rule. After independence, the erstwhile 

colonies were dominated by a communal group which 

ignored the need of others, thereby breeding frustration 

and division. 

The second component is need. Individuals have goals 

to fulfil through their collective identity groups and 

denial of these needs lead to grievances which are 

expressed collectively. There are three of such needs 

political access, security and acceptance (in their 

religion and cultural expression). Political needs entail 

individual participation in political and decision-

making while security need involves material needs 

such as food, shelter, and protection of life.  

The argument is that the dominant social group 

satisfies these needs at the expense of the needs of 

other social groups. As a result, the neglected groups 

are frustrated and feel marginalised and excluded. 

The third, state and governance. The modern state is 

responsible for the provision of social amenities and 

also vested with the authority to use coercive security 

apparatus of the state to regulate society. According to 

Azar (cited in Ramsbotham, Miall & Woodhouse, 

2011), the role of the state and governance are a 

crucial factor in the frustration or satisfaction of the 

individuals and identity group needs. In most of these 

states ravaged by prolonged conflict, they tend to be 

parochial, incompetent, fragile and autocratic 

(Ramsbotham, et al., 2011). 

In most protracted social conflict states, political 

authority is monopolised by a particular group whose 

maximises its interest and this is done through 

“mobilisation of group interest and identities by the 

ruling elites and through reactive counter identification 

of excluded minorities” (Ramsbotham, Miall & 

Woodhouse, 2011, p.102). This monopolisation of 

political power by the dominant communal group 

results in crises of legitimacy as the state is unable to 

meet the needs of the excluded groups. 

The last element is international linkages. This centred 

on the political-economic relations of these countries 

experiencing prolonged conflict within the 

international economic system. It has been argued that 

their dependence on the advanced capitalist or Western 

countries for economic and military assistances have 

compromised their sovereignty. Thus, the international 

linkage causes the deepening of structural 

victimisation which is vital in understanding the nature 

and direction of protracted social conflicts 

(Ramsbotham, Miall & Woodhouse, 2011). 

Azar (1990; Ramsbotham, Miall & Woodhouse, 2011) 

argues that for the preconditions factor to result in 

overt conflict will depend on a number of determinants 

which he categorises into three, namely: communal 



ISSN: 2704-4777 
Diverse Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (DJMR) 
Volume 2, Issue 3, March 2020 

 

16 www.diverseresearchjournals.com | info@diverseresearchjournals.com 

 

actions and strategies, state actions and strategies and 

built-in mechanisms of conflict. 

Communal actions and strategies entail identity group 

emergence, nature of leadership, political objectives 

which can be secession, autonomy and the strategies 

may include guerrilla war, civil disobedience, etc.  The 

scope and nature of externalities are also part of the 

communal actions and strategies 

State actions and strategies centred on the arrays of 

policies options taking by the ruling elites. Azar (1978; 

1990; Ramsbotham, Miall & Woodhouse, 2011) 

argues that due to the weak nature of the state and 

zero-sum nature of politics, most of the ruling elites in 

the protracted social conflict states will go for 

repression rather than accommodation policies. 

Lastly, built-in mechanisms of conflict involve mutual 

exclusion experiences, fears and belief system that 

generate negative reactions which further amplified 

communal antagonisms and solidify protracted social 

conflicts. The histories of antagonisms or antagonistic 

relationship between communal groups, demonising 

ideologies and propaganda as well as exclusions myth 

all serve to legitimise discriminatory policies and 

atrocities (Ramsbotham, Miall & Woodhouse 2011).  

The Niger Delta: An Overview of the Conflict  

The Niger Delta region is the “area covered by the 

natural delta of the Niger River and the areas to the 

east and west” (Higgins, 2009, p. 3). It lies between 40 

and 60 north of the Equator and 40 and 80 east of the 

Greenwich (Afinotan & Ojakorotu, 2009). Niger Delta 

is one of the largest wetlands in the world; the largest 

delta in Africa and the second largest of the ten major 

deltas in the globe (Alfred, 2012; Etekpe, 2009). The 

region covers a land area of 70,000 square kilometres 

and consists of about forty different ethnic nationalities 

speaking two hundred and fifty languages and dialects 

and some of these nationalities are the Ijaw, Urhobo, 

Itsekiri, Isoko, Efik, Ibo, Yoruba and many others 

(Campbell, 2011; Kashi & Watts, 2008; NDDC, 2004). 

It is home to over 31 million people and the traditional 

occupations of the people are farming and fishing (Obi 

& Rustad, 2011; NDDC, 2004).  

It is the treasure base of Nigeria because of its 

abundant oil and gas. Oil from the region accounts for 

40% of Nigeria’s GDP, 95% of its exports and 83% of 

its revenue (Idemudia, 2017). Conversely, the region is 

the hotbed of corruption, oppression and violence 

(Otu, 2017). Similarly, Okonkwo and Etemire (2017) 

avers that the region is a hub of protests, violent 

conflicts and criminality.  Despite its abundance of 

natural resources and its contributions to the national 

economy, the people of the region live in abject 

poverty and the region remains the least developed part 

of Nigeria (Obi, 2010).  

The Niger Delta region comprises nine states namely: 

Abia, Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo, 

Imo, Ondo and the River States. The figure below 

shows the states that make up the region. 

 

Source: NASRDA 

Figure 1: Map showing the nine states that make up 

the political Niger Delta 

The Niger Delta imbroglio has its roots in the age-long 

struggle of the people of the region to free themselves 

from their oppressors and this dates back to the 

colonial era (Okoli, 2013). In 1895, the people of 

Nembe (Akassa) in present day Bayelsa State revolted 

and attacked the Royal Niger Company’s depot in 

Akassa because of the monopolisation and prevention 

of the people from oil and palm produce business 

(Nwankwo, 2015; Ako, Okonomah, & Ogunleye, 

2009; Oloya & Ugeyaywighren 2009; Aghalino, 

2006).  In other words, the people from the region 

opposed economic deprivation by the British 

merchants and this resulted in the removal and 

banishment of notable traditional rulers from the 

region such as King William Dappa Pepple of Bonny, 

Nana of Itsekiri, Jaja of Opobo and many others 

(Oloya & Ugeyaywighren, 2009). 

In the post-colonial era, the trio of Isaac Adaka Boro, 

Sam Owonara and Nottingham Dick attempted to 

secede the Niger Delta region from Nigeria through 

armed struggle and proclaimed the region as an 

independent state called Niger Delta Republic (Okolie-

Osemene and Udeke, 2013). This rebellion was 

crushed by the Federal Government of Nigeria twelve 

(12) days later and it is known as the Twelve Days 

Revolution. The revolution was symbolic because 

subsequent protests derived its inspiration from it. 

Indeed, Asari Dokubo group name Niger Delta People 

Volunteer Force was derived from Boro’s Niger Delta 

Volunteer Service (Asuni, 2009). 

In the early 1990s, the Movement for the Survival of 

Ogoni People (MOSOP) led by Ken SaroWiwa 

demanded for compensation from the oil companies 

operating in Ogoni land for the environmental 

degradation of the areas and presented to the 

government a list of their demands. The Bill expressed 

the anguish of the masses because of petroleum 

exploration, neglect by central and state, infrastructural 

deficit and political marginalisation (Okoli, 2013). 



ISSN: 2704-4777 
Diverse Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (DJMR) 
Volume 2, Issue 3, March 2020 

 

17 www.diverseresearchjournals.com | info@diverseresearchjournals.com 

 

Consequently, a thirty-day ultimatum was issued to all 

oil companies operating in the communities to pay the 

sum of US$10 billion in arrears as royalties as 

compensation for environmental destruction (Ajodo-

Adebanjoko & Ojua, 2013). The Federal Government 

banned all public gatherings and declared disturbance 

that prevents the free flow of oil production as 

treasonable and punishable by death. Subsequent 

revolts among the Ogonis caused the death of four 

prominent chiefs from the area and the later hanging of 

the “Ogoni Nine” including Saro-Wiwa by the military 

administration of Late General Sani Abacha.  The 

hanging of Saro-Wiwa marked a turning point in the 

Niger Delta struggle.  The subsequent crises were 

marked by violence, the bombing of oil installations, 

hostage taking, kidnapping and much more (Esikot & 

Akpan, 2013). 

The return to civil rule in May 1999 witnessed an 

upsurge and intensity of conflict in the Niger Delta 

region of Nigeria and numerous militia groups came 

on board to fight for the emancipation of the people of 

the region and prominent among them were the 

dreaded Movement for the Emancipation of Niger 

Delta (MEND), Niger Delta Vigilante and Niger Delta 

Peoples’ Volunteer Force. These militia groups and 

others waged a low intensity war against the Joint Task 

Force set-up by the Federal Government.  The failure 

of the use of force to resolve the conflict and the 

dwindling revenue of government due to the bombing 

of oil installations necessitated the then administration 

of Alhaji Umaru Musa Yar’adua to grant amnesty to 

the militants and this resulted in relative peace and an 

increase in oil production and revenue.  

The current crisis dates back to the emergence of the 

Niger Delta Avengers in 2016 and its advent has been 

linked to Buhari’s administration cancellation of the 

juicy contracts awarded to ex-militants by the previous 

administration and the prosecution of Government 

Ekpemupolo, for corruption (Ezugwu, 2016; Ewokor, 

2016). This group and others that emerged after it has 

carried out a number of attacks on oil infrastructure.  

3. METHOD 

This is a review or desk research and adopts a 

methodological approach that is historical and based 

on a content analysis of secondary materials such as 

extant literature, books, journal, internet materials, and 

periodicals. 

4. RESULTS 

Relevance of Azar’s Protracted Social Conflict 

Theory to the Analysis of the Niger Delta Conflict 

One of the precondition factors enunciated by Azar is 

the communal content of the society. The communal 

content of Nigerian society is such that, it is multi-

ethnic and religious. There is no agreement among 

scholars as to the exact number of ethnic nationalities 

in Nigeria. Scholars have put the figures between 250 

and above 400 ethnic groups. For instance, Kirk-

Greene (1967) identified over 400 ethnic nationalities; 

Agbiboa (2017) recognised over 300 ethnic groups and 

over 250 languages. Burgess (2012) and Obomanu 

(2017) recognised 250 ethnic groups while Otite 

(1990), Bermeo (2004), and Osuntokun (2013), have 

identified 374, 253, and 350 ethnic nationalities 

respectively. The multi-ethnic nature of the country 

has been a source of tension and conflict (Agbiboa, 

2017).  The intense struggle for power among the 

various nationalities either majority or minority has 

been a source of conflict among the various 

nationalities.  In the Niger Delta region, there are also 

different ethnic groups such as   Ijaw, Istekiri, Urhobo, 

Efik, Annang, Kalabari, Isoko and many others 

(Osaghae, 2011). The Ijaws are the majority ethnic 

groups in the region.  

Prior to the colonisation of the country by the British, 

these various nationalities including those regarded 

today as minorities were autonomous units with their 

traditional political systems.  But with the advent of 

colonial rule, these various ethnic groups were lumped 

together to form the Nigerian state by the British 

without consideration for the differences among the 

various nationalities.   

This led to the creation of ethnic awareness among the 

various groups and subsequent emergence of some of 

these nationalities as major ethnic groups and some as 

minorities.  

As already highlighted above, the various nationalities 

were lumped together by the British and this was 

accomplished with the merger of the Southern and 

Northern protectorates in 1914 by the Lord Lugard. 

This marked a turning point in ethnic relations in 

Nigeria as subsequent political upheaval that marked 

the political landscape demonstrated. This unholy 

union had resulted in the distrust and suspicion among 

the diverse groups, political instability, disunity and 

insecurity of lives and property (Ojo, 2014).  

The division of the country into three administrative 

units in 1939 further entrenched the hegemony of the 

dominant ethnic groups. Richard Constitution of 1946 

went a step further by constituting the units into 

regions and thereby ensured the continued domination 

of the minorities by the majority ethnic groups. For 

instance, in the Northern region, the Hausa-Fulani was 

the dominant group in a region made up of Kanuri, 

Igala, Angas, Birom, Tiv, Idoma, etc. In the West, the 

dominant group was Yoruba, a region consists of 

minorities such as Istekiri, Urhobo, Ishan, Edo, and in 

the Eastern region, Igbo was the dominant group, and 

minorities in the region included the Ijaw, Efik, Ibibio, 

and many others (Adeosun, 2018). 

The various minorities in the different regions 

complained of the hegemony of the majority ethnic 

groups in their domains. We shall restrict our 

discussion to those in the Southern part of the country 
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that occupies the South-South geopolitical zone of 

Nigeria. These minority ethnic groups in both the 

defunct Eastern and Western regions protested the 

marginalisation of the groups by the major ethnic 

groups in areas such as the provision of infrastructure 

or social amenities, employment, education, and 

representation.  

Interestingly, the agitations of the minority ethnic 

groups during this period was centred on ethnic 

identities and development aspiration which was 

ignored by the majority ethnic groups (Okorobia & 

Olali, 2013).  It was due to this marginalisation that 

made the people of the region to demand Calabar- 

Ogoja–Rivers (COR) States. These agitations also led 

to the setting-up of a minority commission by the 

colonial government in 1957. The Commission known 

as Willink Commission was mandated to look into the 

genuineness of these fears and demands and to find 

means of assuaging their fears. The Commission was 

of the view that the creation of states would not 

address the fear but would lead to balkanisation of the 

country and therefore suggested the entrenchment of 

fundamental human rights in the Constitution, a special 

area status was granted to the region because of its 

peculiar needs and a board was created for its 

development (Okorobia &Olali, 2013; Ome, 2013; 

Elaigwu, 2005). 

With the discovery of oil and oil supplanting 

agriculture as the major source of foreign exchange 

earner for Nigeria, the minority ethnic groups in the 

Niger Delta became more aggressive and violent in 

their demands because of their alienation from their 

land and resources by the federal government.  

In sum the perception by the ethnic minorities that the 

majority ethnic groups have used their control of 

government at the centre to denied the people of the 

Niger Delta the right to own and control their 

resources have been the source of conflict between the 

minority groups in the South-South and the federal 

government control by the majority ethnic groups.  

The second assumption of the protracted social conflict 

as espoused by Azar is human needs.  Every individual 

or communal group has a need to be met and where 

these needs are unmet, it could result in social conflict. 

As already highlighted, the minority ethnic groups in 

the Niger Delta opposed their political, economic and 

social marginalisation by the majority ethnic groups in 

their various regions. With the advent of oil and 

problems associated with its production, the people 

opposed continue despoliation of their environment, 

development of the oil producing communities, 

provision of social amenities, stoppage of gas flaring, 

equitable revenue allocation formula for the 

distribution of oil proceeds, self-determination and 

resource control. Moreover, the people of the region 

are excluded from participation in oil and gas sector 

while indigenes from non-oil producing states are the 

major players in the oil sector. The towns and cities 

belonging to the major ethnic groups are well 

developed courtesy of oil rents from the Niger Delta 

while the goose that laid the golden was a scene of 

underdevelopment and the people live in abject 

poverty. Indeed, the region is the least developed part 

of Nigeria (Obi, 2010). The failure of successive 

governments in Nigeria to meet the needs of people of 

the region highlighted above have met stiff opposition 

from the people which have contributed to the 

continuation of conflict in the region. Hence, the 

people of the region want fair deal from the centre. For 

instance, development, employment, environmental 

remediation, resource control, among others. 

The third assumption is the role of the state and model 

of governance. Prior to oil being the major foreign 

exchange earner, the distribution of resources among 

the federating unit was based on derivation. The 

majority ethnic groups whose major products were 

cocoa from the West, cotton, groundnut and hides and 

skins from the North and palm oil and kernel from the 

East enjoyed 50% derivation on goods from their 

various regions. But with oil the major product from 

the minority ethnic groups, derivation was whittled 

down gradually as the basis for allocation of revenue 

and principles such as population and needs are given 

prominent and these principles are not in the best 

interest of the minority ethnic group of the south-

south. Governance in Nigeria is such that powers are 

centralised.  

Although Nigeria is a federation in practice, it is more 

of a unitary system. The component units lack 

financial autonomy. All the juicy sources of revenue 

are controlled by the centre and the component units 

have become a pawn in the chessboard that can easily 

be manipulated by the centre because of their lack of 

financial autonomy.  Corruption has also characterised 

the state of governance in the country. The 13% 

derivation given to the oil producing states has not 

trickled down to the oil producing communities 

because of corruption perpetrated by those saddled 

with the responsibility of developing the areas.  

The fourth precondition factor is the international 

linkages. Though Nigeria is an independent and 

sovereign state it still dependent economically and 

militarily on Western countries. When we relate that to 

the oil sector in the country, the sector is dominated by 

foreign multi-national companies and the reasons for 

these are Nigeria lacks the expertise and technology 

needed to have a firm control or domination of the 

sector. The import of dependent on oil rent coming 

from the oil sector is that government tend to pursue a 

policy that will favour the oil companies even at the 

expense of its own people. This is amply demonstrated 

in the case of Niger Delta where government connived 

with the multi-national oil companies to rob the region 

of its resources and also destroyed its environment.  
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As Azar (1990) has argued the preconditions factors 

are not sufficient to cause a protracted social conflict, 

there is need for communal actions and strategies, state 

actions and strategies and built in mechanism 

collectively referred to as dynamic process to play its 

role before protracted conflict can take place.  

The communal actions and strategies are actions taken 

by the people of the region to bring to the notice of the 

appropriate authority their plight. In the colonial era, 

the people of the region sponsored some of their elites 

to London Constitutional Conference to protest over 

their continued discrimination and marginalisation by 

the dominant ethnic groups in their respective regions.  

In the post-colonial era, the people through their 

various social movements wrote petition, presented bill 

of rights to government highlighting the problems 

confronting the region and suggested ways through 

which it could be addressed. Examples of such bill and 

declaration are Ogoni Bill of Rights, Kaiama 

Declaration, among others.  

The insensitivities and highhandedness of government 

to peaceful agitation of the people led to the various 

social movements changing strategy from non-

violence to violence. The actions of the communal 

groups include picketing, kidnapping of oil workers 

and bombing of oil installations.  

The State action and strategies are mixed stick and 

carrot. The government sees as its primary 

responsibility to protect live and property and cannot 

folds its hand and allowed some groups to take laws 

into their hands and disturb public peace. The 

government adopts the use of force in quashing the 

legitimate demands of the people of Niger Delta 

through the use of Joint Task Force to quell the 

activities of the militants in the region. The second 

strategy adopts by government is the establishment of 

developmental agencies to develop the region. Since 

independent in 1960, successive administrations in the 

country have established institutions to cater for the 

need of the Niger Delta and some of these include: 

Niger Delta Development Board (NDDB), Oil Mineral 

Producing Areas Development Commission 

(OMPADEC), the Niger Delta Development 

Commission (NDDC) and the Ministry of Niger Delta 

Affairs (MNDA). But the activities of these 

developmental agencies or institutions have not 

impacted on the lives of people due to underfunding 

and corruption among the officials of the agencies 

(Osah & Alao, 2014; Jack-Akhigbe & Okouwa 2013; 

Okumagba & Okereka, 2012; Paki, 2011). 

Lastly, the built in mechanism of conflict articulated 

by Azar (cited in Ramsbotham, Miall & Woodhouse, 

2011) in relation to Niger Delta conflict are the 

perception and underlying motive of the people of the 

region towards the federal government and multi-

national oil companies operating in the region. It is 

also the perception of the federal government towards 

the people of the region.   

The perception of the people of the region towards the 

federal government is that they see the government as 

representing the interest of the majority of ethnic 

groups whose actions and deeds point towards that. 

They have the strong conviction that the federal 

government is using their resources to develop the 

major cities of the dominant ethnic groups such as 

Lagos, Abuja, Kano and others.  Moreover, they hold 

the view that the refusal of the federal government to 

restructure the polity was a deliberate attempt by the 

dominant ethnic groups to continue to preserve the 

status quo. More so, the resources ploughed back to 

the region has not been substantial, and this has been 

perceived as a ploy to underdeveloped the region.   

Furthermore, the federal government is seen to be 

biased in its mediating role in the conflict in the region 

especially between the people of the region and the 

multi-national oil companies. Hence, the federal 

government is perceived to be in an unholy alliance 

with the transnational oil companies (due to their joint 

ownership) and this has resulted in the insensitivity of 

government to environmental issues and outright 

disregard for environmental laws and human rights 

violation by the TNOCs (Adeola, 2009). 

The oil companies have been perceived to have failed 

in the area of corporate social responsibility to their 

host communities. It is believed that the multi-national 

oil companies failed to carry out concrete CSR projects 

in their host communities (Nwankwo, 2015).  

According to Idemudia and Ite (2006a), the poor CSR 

played a key role in Ken SaroWiwa’s protest against 

Shell in Ogoniland.  

Moreover, the oil companies are not operating under 

internationally acceptable minimum standards, as their 

activities have caused oil spillage, gas flaring, and 

others.  They have also been accused of nonchalant 

attitude towards their host communities where they 

drill oil. Moreover, they gave the communities token 

as compensation, which cannot improve their standard 

of living. They also employed a divide and rule tactics 

to cause disaffection and conflict among different oil 

bearing communities in the region through a divisive 

strategy of compensation payment (Ojakorotu, 2009). 

The attitude of the Nigerian state to the conflict in the 

region. The Nigerian state represented by the 

government at the centre view the conflict in the 

region as security issue that need to be addressed. 

Thus, the government view those agitators as criminals 

that need to be crushed and this perception influence 

the adoption of military or use of force to manage the 

conflict and when this strategy failed, government has 

to dialogue with the militants.   



ISSN: 2704-4777 
Diverse Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (DJMR) 
Volume 2, Issue 3, March 2020 

 

20 www.diverseresearchjournals.com | info@diverseresearchjournals.com 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

Evaluation of the Protracted Social Conflict Theory 

There is no doubt that protracted social conflict theory 

employs a multi-disciplinary approach to the 

understanding of the conflict in the Third World 

countries that have been bedevilled by a prolonged 

conflict.    

The utility of this theory lies in its multi-disciplinary 

approach to the understanding of the conflict in the 

Niger Delta which the previous theories used in the 

analysis of the conflict have been ignored. 

Nevertheless, the protracted social conflict theory is 

not a fool proof theory in terms of its applicability to 

explaining the conflict in the Niger Delta as it has 

some limitations which are examined below: 

The theory is communal centred. That is, it focuses on 

the various communal groups and this can be likened 

to identity politics. Though this also forms part of the 

Niger Delta struggle.  It is important to note that the 

primary source of the conflict in the region is resource 

based and not communal or identity politics. This is 

evident in various communal clashes in the region 

which have an economic undertone. Several studies 

(Adeosun, Ismail & Zegeni 2016a, 2016b; Nwankwo, 

2015; Obi, 2014; Kaur, 2013; Okumagba & Okereka 

2012; Ukiwo, 2011; Ako, 2011; Ikelegbe, 2005) have 

pointed to the primacy of oil in the Niger Delta 

conflict. A historical account of the Niger Delta 

conflict in the pre and colonial era showed that the 

source of agitation was a resource based and not 

communal and this is evident in the colonial time when 

the inhabitant of the area opposed the British 

domination of the lucrative palm oil trade and when oil 

was discovered and became a major source of revenue 

for Nigeria, the people of the region demanded for a 

fair deal. 

The Protracted Social Conflict theory focuses its 

attention on the grievances of these communal groups 

and neglects the greed component part of these groups 

thereby discussing only one aspect and leaving the 

other. For any meaningful understanding of the 

conflict in the Niger Delta, there is need to marry both 

the grievance and greed theses and also take into 

account the role the elites played in the conflict 

(Ikelegbe, 2005). 

Although, the protracted social conflict recognises the 

role of elites as a source of conflict, this is not well 

articulated or discussed. It examines their roles from 

the point of monopolisation of power by some 

particular ethnic groups and the policies pursued by 

them in terms of repression and accommodation. It 

fails to take into account the intra-elite struggle within 

the same ethnic group and their use of violence to 

attain political power. 

This issue of monopolisation of power by an ethnic 

group is not peculiar to developing or protracted social 

conflict countries alone, but true of all races and 

nations. Also, political leaders employ carrot and 

sticks in the administration of their countries. A 

particular measure taken at any given time will be 

determined by the situation.  

In Nigeria, for instance, there is a constitutional 

provision which prevents the domination of a 

particular group in the affairs of the state. This 

provision is known as Federal Character (Abati, 2016; 

Adibe, 2016; Asaju, 2015; Igbokwe-Ibeto, Agbodike 

& Anazodo, 2015; Adeosun, 2011). 

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

This paper examined the applicability of the Azar’s 

protracted social conflict to the analysis of the Niger 

Delta conflict. As the foregoing analysis has shown, 

the theory was applicable to the Niger Delta conflict in 

some areas. The theory covered some phases of the 

conflict especially the colonial and post-colonial 

phases of the conflict when the minorities ethnic 

groups in the East and Western region demanded for 

the establishment of their own regions. Identity politics 

characterised this phase of the struggle. The theory 

also addressed some of the root causes of the problem 

which are social and political in nature.  

There is no denying the fact that the theory has been 

useful in understanding the root causes of the minority 

ethnic groups agitations or grouse against the majority 

ethnic groups. Nevertheless, the theory has failed to 

explain the intense conflicts within the same ethnic 

group that was experienced among some communities 

that are of the same ethnic groups in the region.  More 

so, the theory underplayed the role of resources 

particularly oil that characterised the struggle from the 

1990s and which its controls have been a source of low 

intensive conflict within the same ethnic groups and 

between one ethnic group and another. Besides, the 

focus of the theory on the grievance of the minority 

vis-à-vis the majority failed to take into account the 

collaboration between the ruling elites of the minority 

and the majority ethnic groups. Put differently, it 

ignores the class character and nature of the elites.  

On the final note, the theory to a large extent has 

enriched the understanding of the Niger Delta conflict 

but for a holistic understanding of the conflict, this 

theory should be combined with others such as elite 

and resource curse theories to give a complete picture 

of the happenings in the Niger Delta region of Nigeria. 
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