NIGERIA’S SECESSIONIST HISTORY: POLITICAL TENSIONS AND THEIR EFFECTS ON
REGIONAL PROGRESS

Dr. Udoh, Ogbonnaya
Dept. of Political Science,
Abia State University, Uturu
Phone Number: +234 803 071 0546
Email: udohogbn@yahoo.com
&

Qjiridike, Ibe Steve
University of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences,
Umuagwo, Owerri, Imo-State
Email: stybobo4ever@gmail.com
Phone number: 08037968272

Abstract

Secessionist movements have significantly influenced the political and socio-economic dynamics of West Africa,
often rooted in historical injustices, ethnic exclusion, and the enduring impact of colonial boundaries. This study
investigates the political history and evolution of major secessionist forces in the region. The central problem
addressed is the persistent threat these movements pose to national unity, regional integration, and development.
The objective is to uncover the underlying causes, examine the patterns of secessionist agitation, and assess their
broader implications for governance and stability in West Africa. Employing a qualitative research methodology,
the study draws on secondary data, guided by the theoretical lenses of Post-Colonial Theory and Conflict Theory.
These frameworks help contextualize the socio-political and economic motivations behind secessionist claims and
highlight the tensions between state authority and identity politics. The study is significant as it contributes to the
growing discourse on peace building and national cohesion in Africa, offering a comparative understanding of
how states have responded to internal threats. Findings reveal that secessionist movements are often symptoms of
deeper systemic failures such as marginalization, poor governance, and lack of political inclusivity. The study
concludes that addressing these grievances through inclusive governance, equitable development, and regional
cooperation is crucial. It recommends a proactive approach centered on dialogue, political reforms, and
institutional strengthening to mitigate secessionist threats and foster long-term stability in West Africa.
Keywords: Secession, Self-determination, State sovereignty, Regional development

Introduction

Secessionist movements have featured prominently in the political trajectory of post-colonial West Africa,
revealing the region’s deep-seated historical, ethnic, and political complexities. Since the wave of independence
in the mid-20th century, the aspiration of distinct ethnic or regional groups to separate from larger national entities
has periodically erupted into crises that challenge the fabric of statehood and regional cohesion. Although many
of these movements have not succeeded in achieving sovereign status, their impacts have been far-reaching—
destabilizing political systems, impeding socio-economic development, and triggering protracted conflicts.

The colonial legacy plays a central role in understanding the emergence of secessionist agitations. Arbitrary
borders drawn by colonial powers grouped together diverse and often incompatible ethnic, linguistic, and cultural
communities under single administrative entities. Post-independence governments inherited these artificially
constructed states, and in many cases, failed to foster inclusive national identities or equitable development.
Instead, patterns of marginalization, exclusion, and uneven resource distribution became common, setting the
stage for dissent and the rise of secessionist ideologies.

Prominent examples abound across West Africa. The Biafran War (1967-1970) in Nigeria remains one of the
bloodiest civil conflicts in Africa’s history, rooted in ethnic tensions, political disenfranchisement, and economic
control. In Mali, the Tuareg-led quest for an independent Azawad in the north is driven by perceived neglect and
cultural repression by the central government. Similar undercurrents can be observed in Casamance (Senegal),
Cabinda (Angola, although geographically outside West Africa, often referenced due to its Lusophone
connection), and parts of Céte d’Ivoire.

These movements are not solely about territorial dismemberment—they reflect broader discontent with
governance, resource allocation, and identity recognition. They also expose the fragility of the post-colonial state
in West Africa and the failure of successive administrations to fully integrate all groups into the national project.
In many cases, the central governments have responded with military repression rather than political dialogue,
exacerbating the grievances that fuel secessionist sentiments.
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Moreover, the implications of these movements extend beyond national borders. They affect regional security
through the displacement of populations, proliferation of arms, and disruption of trade. Secessionist conflicts
undermine regional integration efforts spearheaded by bodies such as the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS), complicating initiatives geared towards economic cooperation and collective security.

This study, therefore, seeks to unpack the historical roots, political underpinnings, and consequences of
secessionist movements in West Africa. Through a critical analysis of key case studies and guided by post-colonial
and conflict theories, the research aims to offer a nuanced understanding of these dynamics. It also seeks to
contribute to policy discourse by identifying pathways toward sustainable conflict resolution and inclusive
governance in the region.

By exploring both the structural and immediate factors that give rise to secessionist movements, this paper
underscores the importance of nation-building efforts that are participatory, just, and responsive to the diverse
needs of West Africa’s multifaceted societies.

Conceptual Clarifications

Secession is the formal act by which a region or group separates from a larger sovereign political entity to establish
its own independent statel. This phenomenon often emerges in multi-ethnic or multinational states where certain
groups perceive themselves as politically marginalized, economically disadvantaged, or culturally suppressed.
Secessionist movements are frequently rooted in long-standing historical grievances, claims of distinct identity,
and dissatisfaction with the central government. A classical example is the attempted secession of Biafra from
Nigeria between 1967 and 1970, driven by ethnic and political tensions. In international law, secession is a
controversial issue as it conflicts with the principle of territorial integrity, yet it is also occasionally defended
under the principle of remedial self-determination. Secessionist movements often lead to civil conflict, economic
disruption, and regional instability, especially when they lack broad domestic support or international recognition.

Self-determination refers to the internationally recognized right of a people to freely determine their political
status and to pursue their economic, social, and cultural development2. Enshrined in key international instruments
such as the Charter of the United Nations and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, self-
determination underpins the legitimacy of governments and the autonomy of peoples within the framework of
international law. This right can be exercised in several forms: internal self-determination (autonomy within an
existing state) or external self-determination (formation of a new state, often through secession). While self-
determination has been a catalyst for decolonization and national independence movements throughout the 20th
century, its interpretation remains contested when applied to groups within established sovereign states. The
tension between a group’s right to self-determination and the state’s right to maintain territorial integrity remains
a key issue in global politics and comparative governance.

State sovereignty is a foundational principle of the modern international system. It denotes the absolute and
independent authority of a state over its internal affairs, territory, and population, free from external interferences.
Rooted in the Peace of Westphalia (1648), sovereignty implies both internal supremacy—where no other political
authority supersedes that of the state within its borders—and external independence—where the state is
recognized as an equal member of the international community. Sovereignty legitimizes a government’s authority
to make laws, enforce justice, regulate the economy, and engage in foreign relations. However, in an era of
globalization, transnational challenges such as climate change, terrorism, and international trade often require
states to cooperate and, at times, cede limited aspects of their sovereignty to regional or international bodies. Thus,
while sovereignty remains vital, it is increasingly viewed in dynamic rather than absolute terms.

Regional development refers to the coordinated efforts aimed at improving the economic performance,
infrastructure, governance, and overall human well-being of specific geographic regions, often spanning across
national borders®. It encompasses policies and initiatives designed to reduce disparities between and within regions
by enhancing access to opportunities, healthcare, education, employment, and technological innovation. In
developing regions like sub-Saharan Africa or Southeast Asia, regional development is often facilitated by
supranational bodies such as the African Union (AU) or the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
which promote integration, cross-border infrastructure projects, and harmonized trade policies. Successful
regional development requires political stability, inclusive governance, adequate investment, and cooperative
relationships between regional and national institutions. It is also a key factor in preventing secessionist
sentiments, as equitable development can reduce feelings of neglect or marginalization among regional groups.



Theoretical Framework

This study adopts two complementary theoretical lenses to analyze the phenomenon of secession and its
implications for governance, identity, and stability: Post-colonial theory and Conflict theory. These frameworks
provide critical insights into the historical, political, and socioeconomic forces that shape secessionist tendencies
in post-colonial states.

Post-colonial theory is rooted in the examination of the legacies of colonialism and imperialism on formerly
colonized societies®. It interrogates how colonial powers imposed artificial political boundaries that disregarded
pre-existing ethnic, linguistic, and cultural configurations. These arbitrary borders—established largely during the
Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 and other colonial engagements—amalgamated disparate groups into single
entities or divided cohesive ethnic nations across multiple states. In many African and Asian countries, this has
resulted in deep-seated internal divisions, ethnic rivalries, and governance challenges that persist in the post-
independence era.

Post-colonial theory critiques the enduring impact of these colonial structures, arguing that they planted the seeds
of future conflict by institutionalizing inequality and identity suppression. Within this framework, secessionist
movements are often interpreted as delayed responses to colonial injustices, wherein marginalized ethnic groups
or regions seek to assert their historical identity, autonomy, and political relevance. For example, in Nigeria, the
Biafran secessionist crisis can be linked to colonial-era administrative divisions and favoritism that continued into
the post-independence political order. Post-colonial theory also underscores the difficulties of nation-building in
such contexts, as newly independent states inherited governance systems designed for control, not for inclusivity
or unity. Thus, this theory provides a historical and structural basis for understanding why certain groups may
resort to separatist demands as a corrective to past marginalization.

Conflict theory, on the other hand, emerges from classical Marxist philosophy and emphasizes the role of power
dynamics, economic disparities, and social stratification in producing and perpetuating conflict’. It views society
not as a harmonious whole but as a battleground of competing interests, particularly between dominant and
subordinate groups. Applied to the context of secession, conflict theory suggests that secessionist movements are
not merely about identity but are rooted in structural inequalities—economic exclusion, political domination, and
unequal resource distribution.

Under conflict theory, secession is interpreted as a political response to sustained oppression, where disadvantaged
groups seek autonomy or independence as a way of escaping systemic marginalization. For instance, in multi-
ethnic societies, dominant ethnic groups may monopolize access to state power, wealth, and decision-making
processes, relegating minority groups to the periphery. Over time, this imbalance breeds discontent, mobilization,
and eventually demands for self-rule or secession. Conflict theory also helps explain the role of elite manipulation
in secessionist rhetoric, where political leaders may harness ethnic grievances to achieve personal or group-based
political goals.

Moreover, conflict theory emphasizes the material basis of secessionist demands. Regions rich in natural
resources, but deprived of proportional benefits from resource exploitation, may seek secession as a path to
economic self-determination. In this way, the theory links economic and political grievances to the structural
foundations of conflict, thereby offering a comprehensive understanding of why certain regions push for
autonomy or independence.

Together, post-colonial theory and conflict theory offer a multidimensional perspective. Post-colonial theory
brings to light the historical and identity-based grievances rooted in the colonial experience, while conflict theory
sharpens the focus on contemporary inequalities and power asymmetries. By employing both theories, this paper
analyzes secession as a product of both past and present structural injustices, thereby providing a robust framework
for understanding the interplay between governance, identity, and conflict in post-colonial states.

Major Secessionist Movements in West Africa:

West Africa has witnessed numerous secessionist movements, most of which are rooted in deep-seated historical
grievances, ethnic divisions, and uneven patterns of development. Applying post-colonial theory and conflict
theory, this section examines prominent secessionist efforts across the subregion, underscoring how colonial
legacies and structural inequalities continue to fuel separatist sentiments.



Here’s a table listing 40 separatist groups in West Africa, including their ideological bent, nature of agitation,
contentions of agitation, descriptions of incidents, and casualties where applicable.

Seria Name of Ideological Bent | Nature of | Contentions | Description | Killings/Casualti
I No Separatist Agitation | of Agitation | of Incidence es
Group
1 Movement Environmentalis | Armed Oil resource | Attacks on Hundreds since
for the m, Ethnic Resistanc | control oil facilities 2006
Emancipatio | Nationalism e in the Niger
n of the Delta.
Niger Delta
(MEND)
Nigeria
2 Niger Delta | Ethnic Armed Resource Series of 30+ in conflicts
Avengers Nationalism Resistanc | allocation, attacks on oil
(NDA) e Environment | pipelines and
Nigeria al issues facilities.
3 Indigenous Ethnic Nonviole | Demand for Protests met 50+ during
People of Nationalism nt Protest | Biafran with protests
Biafra independence | government
(IPOB) crackdowns.
Nigeria
4 Movement Ethnic Nonviole | Calls for Frequent 20+ reported
for the Nationalism nt Protest | Biafran protests and
Actualizatio sovereignty clashes with
n of the security
Sovereign forces.
State of
Biafra
(MASSOB)
Nigeria
5 Tuareg Ethnic Armed Autonomy Insurgency in | Thousands in
Movement Nationalism Resistanc | for Tuareg Northern conflicts
for National e regions Mali, fighting
Liberation government
(MNLA) forces.
Mali
6 Azawad Ethnic Armed Independenc | Control of 200+ in battles
National Nationalism Resistanc | e for Azawad | territory in
Liberation e northern
Movement Mali.
(MNLA)
Mali
7 Front for the | Ethnic Armed Independenc | Attacks on 100+ casualties
Liberation of | Nationalism Resistanc | e for Cabinda | Angolan
the Enclave e military
of Cabinda forces.
Angola
8 Balochistan | Ethnic Armed Independenc | Attacks on 50+ casualties
Liberation Nationalism Resistanc | e from security
Army (BLA) e Pakistan forces,
Pakistan including
bombings.
9 Front for the | Ethnic Armed Independenc | Ongoing 60+ casualties
Liberation of | Nationalism Resistanc | e for Cabinda | skirmishes
the State of e with Angolan
Cabinda military.
(FLEC)
Angola




Southern Ethnic Independenc | Protests 40+ during

10 Cameroons Nationalism Nonviole | e for against the protests
National nt Protest | Southern government
Council Cameroons met with
(SCNC) force.

Cameroon

11 Ambazonia Ethnic Armed Independenc | Armed 200+ deaths
Governing Nationalism Resistanc | e for clashes with
Council e Ambazonia Cameroonian
(AGC) forces.

Cameroon

12 Boko Haram | Religious Armed Establishmen | Numerous Over 30,000 since

Nigeria Extremism Insurgenc | tofan attacks on 2009
y Islamic state | civilians and
military.

13 Islamic State | Religious Armed Establishmen | Targeting Thousands killed
in West Extremism Insurgenc | t of Islamic military and
Africa y governance civilians in
Province Nigeria.

(ISWAP)
Nigeria/Lake
Chad Region

14 Fulani Ethnic Armed Land Attacks on 1,000+ in the last
Militias Nationalism Violence | disputes with | villages few years
(various farmers leading to
factions) mass killings.

Nigeria and
West Africa

15 Niger Delta Ethnic Armed Control of oil | Militant Hundreds since
People's Nationalism Resistanc | resources attacks in the | early 2000s
Volunteer e Niger Delta
Force region.

(NDPVF)
Nigeria

16 Yoruba Ethnic Nonviole | Demand for | Protests 10+ during
Nation Nationalism nt Protest | Yoruba advocating protests
Movement autonomy for Yoruba
Nigeria self-

determination

17 ljaw Youth Ethnic Nonviole | Resource Protests 5+ reported
Council Nationalism nt Protest | control, advocating
(1YC) Environment | ljaw rights in
Nigeria al issues Niger Delta.

18 Mali's Ethnic Armed Demand for Insurgencies | Thousands over
Tuareg Nationalism Resistanc | Tuareg in Northern decades
Rebellion e autonomy Mali against
Mali the central

government.

19 Movement Ethnic Armed Autonomy Control of 200+ casualties
for the Nationalism Resistanc | for Tuareg territories in
Liberation of e populations Mali, armed
the Azawad confrontation
(MNLA) s.

Mali

20 Niger Delta | Ethnic Armed Resource Attacks on 70+ casualties
Revolutionar | Nationalism Resistanc | control oil
y Force e installations.




(NDRF)
Nigeria
21 MEND's Ethnic Armed Resource Attacks and 50+ reported
New Delta Nationalism Resistanc | control kidnappings
Force e in the Niger
Nigeria Delta.
22 Southern Ethnic Armed Independenc | Clashes with | 100+ casualties
Cameroon Nationalism Resistanc | e for Cameroonian
Defense e Southern military
Forces Cameroons forces.
(SOCADEF)
Cameroon
23 Movement Environmentalis | Nonviole | Environment | Protests 20+ during
for the m nt Protest | al against oil protests
Survival of degradation spills and
the Ogoni environmenta
People | damage.
(MOSOP)
Nigeria
24 Niger Delta Ethnic Armed Control of oil | Attacks on 30+ reported
Freedom Nationalism Resistanc | resources oil pipelines
Fighters e and facilities.
(NDFF)
Nigeria
25 National Ethnic Armed Autonomy Clashes with | 100+ casualties
Liberation Nationalism Resistanc | for Azawad Malian forces
Front of e in the north.
Azawad
(FLNA)
Mali
26 Gbagbo Political Violent Political Clashes 80+ during
Youths — Nationalism Protest control during protests
Cote d’Ivoire protests
(Ivory Coast) against
government
policies.
27 Nigerian Ethnic Nonviole | Self- Organized 10+ reported
Indigenous Nationalism nt Protest | determinatio | protests
Nationalities n for ethnic across
Alliance for groups Nigeria.
Self-
Determinatio
n (NINAS)
Nigeria
28 Ibo National | Ethnic Nonviole | Biafran Advocacy for | 5+ reported
Council Nationalism nt Protest | independence | Biafran rights
(INC) through
Nigeria peaceful
means.
29 Jihadist Religious Armed Establishmen | Attacks on Thousands killed
groups in Extremism Insurgenc | t of Sharia military and
Northern y law civilians in
Mali — Mali the Sahel
region.
30 Islamic Religious Nonviole | Demand for Protests 30+ during
Movement Extremism nt Protest | Shia rights against protests
of Nigeria government
(IMN) repression.
Nigeria




31 Fulani Ethnic Armed Land and Attacks on 1,500+ in recent
Herdsmen Nationalism Violence | resource farming years
Militias disputes communities
Nigeria/West leading to
Africa mass
casualties.
32 Revolutionar | Political Armed Political Brutal civil 50,000+ during
y United Extremism Insurgenc | power war in Sierra | the conflict
Front (RUF) y Leone with
Sierra Leone mass
atrocities.
33 National Political Armed Political Civil war 200,000+ over the
Patriotic Extremism Insurgenc | control leading to conflict
Front of y widespread
Liberia violence.
(NPFL)
Liberia
34 United Ethnic Armed Independenc | Clashes with | Hundreds in
Liberation Nationalism Resistanc | e from Indonesian conflicts
Movement e Indonesian forces in
for West control West Papua.
Papua
(ULMWP)
Indonesia
35 Sierra Leone | Political Nonviole | Political Protests 10+ reported
People's Nationalism nt Protest | representatio | against
Party Youth n government
Wing — decisions.
Sierra Leon
36 Boko Haram | Religious Armed Establishmen | Continued Thousands killed
splinter Extremism Insurgenc | t of Islamic violence in
groups y state Nigeria and
Nigeria/Lake neighboring
Chad Region countries.
37 National Political Armed Resistance Armed 200+ casualties
Council of Extremism Insurgenc | against the confrontation
the y government | s with
Resistance military
(NCR) - forces.
Cote d’Ivoire
(Ivory Coast)
38 Tuareg Self- | Ethnic Armed Protection of | Conflicts 100+ casualties
Defense Nationalism Resistanc | Tuareg with Malian
Groups - e communities | military
Mali/ forces.
Nigeria
39 Ambazonian | Ethnic Armed Independenc | Skirmishes 500+ deaths
Defense Nationalism Resistanc | e for with
Forces e Ambazonia government
(ADF) forces in
Cameroon Anglophone
regions.

This table provides a brief overview of various separatist groups in West Africa, their motivations, and the
impact of their actions. Note that the figures for killings and casualties are approximate and subject to change as
situations evolve.

SOURCE:
International Crisis Group- West Africa
» List of active Separatist movements in Africa- Wikipedia
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Biafra (Nigeria)

The Biafran War (1967-1970) stands out as the most devastating and internationally recognized secessionist
conflict in West African history. The Eastern Region of Nigeria, predominantly inhabited by the Igho ethnic
group, declared independence under the banner of the Republic of Biafra. This move was a reaction to a complex
interplay of factors: ethnic tension following the 1966 coup, widespread pogroms against Igbos in northern
Nigeria, political exclusion, and perceived economic injustice related to control over oil resources in the Niger
Deltas.

Within the framework of post-colonial theory, the crisis was a direct consequence of the colonial amalgamation
of diverse ethnicities into one political entity without their consent. The British colonial administration constructed
Nigeria as an artificial unit, placing politically and culturally distinct regions under one federal structure. The
failure to address these imbalances after independence laid the groundwork for conflict. Post-colonial theory
interprets Biafra’s attempted secession as an assertion of suppressed identity and autonomy in response to colonial
boundaries that marginalized the Igbo.

Conflict theory, in contrast, emphasizes the economic and political domination of the Eastern Region by the
Northern and Western regions. The centralization of power, monopolization of federal resources, and
disproportionate distribution of political appointments contributed to the perception of exclusion. The conflict
illustrates how structural inequalities and class-based domination underlie ethnic mobilization. The resulting war
claimed over a million lives through combat and famine®, leaving a lasting legacy on Nigeria’s federal structure
and national cohesion.

Casamance (Senegal)

In Senegal, the Movement of Democratic Forces of Casamance (MFDC) has waged a low-intensity rebellion since
the 1980s, seeking independence for the southern Casamance region. This region is geographically and culturally
distinct from the rest of Senegal, being separated by The Gambia and largely inhabited by the Jola people. The
movement emerged due to longstanding grievances over land rights, lack of infrastructure development, and
political marginalization?®.

From a post-colonial perspective, Casamance’s alienation stems from the arbitrary borders imposed by French
colonialism, which integrated a geographically and culturally distinct population into the Senegalese state without
adequate mechanisms for autonomy or representation. Post-independence policies further entrenched this sense
of alienation by centralizing governance and economic resources in Dakar, the capital.

Conflict theory explains the MFDC rebellion as a response to structural inequalities and exclusion from state
benefits. The perception that Casamance’s resources, especially in agriculture and timber, were exploited without
corresponding development led to the rise of militant separatism. The conflict has periodically flared despite
multiple peace agreements, demonstrating the persistence of economic-based secessionist drives in post-colonial
contexts.

Azawad (Mali)

In Mali, the Tuareg-led rebellion in the north declared the independent state of Azawad in 2012. This declaration
came after decades of marginalization and failed integration efforts. The Tuareg, a nomadic Berber group, have
historically resisted central governance from Bamako, which they view as dominated by southern ethnic groups
and indifferent to the development of the northt,

Post-colonial theory contextualizes this rebellion within the artificial borders created by the French, which ignored
the nomadic and transnational nature of Tuareg society. Mali's centralized post-independence governance failed
to accommodate this ethno-cultural distinctiveness, leading to recurring uprisings.

Conlflict theory focuses on the economic deprivation and exclusion that underpin the Tuareg’s grievances.
Northern Mali remains underdeveloped, with limited infrastructure, schools, and public services. The Tuareg saw
armed resistance as the only avenue for securing autonomy and fair resource distribution. The 2012 movement
became complicated when Islamist extremist groups infiltrated the rebellion, transforming a nationalist struggle
into a security crisis that drew international attention and military intervention?2,

Togoland (Ghana/Togo)

Following World War II, British and French Togoland—former German colonies administered by the UK and
France—faced rising agitation from the Ewe people, who were split between the two territories. The Ewes
demanded unification and greater autonomy. However, a 1956 plebiscite merged British Togoland with the Gold



Coast, leading to its absorption into the newly independent Ghana in 1957. French Togoland became the Republic
of Togo®.

From a post-colonial standpoint, this is a textbook example of colonial cartography overriding indigenous national
identity. The colonial division of the Ewe homeland denied the people their right to self-determination and sowed
the seeds of long-term resentment. Though the resulting secessionist activities have not led to armed conflict,
movements advocating for Western Togoland's independence continue to surface, driven by cultural unity and
historical grievances.

Conflict theory highlights how the Ewe’s political marginalization in both Ghana and Togo and unequal resource
allocation have fueled persistent demands for secession. The power asymmetry between dominant ethnic groups
in both countries and the Ewes has prevented full national integration.

Cabinda (Angola)

Though not traditionally part of West Africa, the Cabinda enclave, located between the Republic of Congo and
the Democratic Republic of Congo but politically part of Angola, presents a parallel case. The Front for the
Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda (FLEC) has sought independence since the 1960s, citing historical treaties
with Portugal and a distinct cultural identity separate from Angolat“.

Post-colonial theory interprets Cabinda’s struggle as another colonial leftover, where European powers negotiated
sovereignty over territories without the consent of local populations. The 1885 Treaty of Simulambuco, signed
between Portugal and Cabindan chiefs, recognized Cabinda as a Portuguese protectorate, distinct from Angola—
a fact later ignored during decolonization.

Conflict theory explains that Angola’s centralized control over Cabinda’s vast oil wealth—without equitable
distribution or regional development—has fueled resentment. The Angolan government’s militarized response
and lack of regional autonomy have further entrenched the conflict, even if it remains low-scale compared to
Biafra.

Other Movements: Peripheral Secessionist and Autonomy Agitations in West Africa

While some West African secessionist movements have dominated the headlines due to their intensity and impact,
there also exist a number of lesser-known or less militarized efforts driven by similar dynamics of historical
marginalization, ethnic exclusion, and unequal development. These movements—though not always violent or
widely recognized—nonetheless reflect the lingering legacies of colonial statecraft and post-independence
governance failures. Through the lenses of post-colonial theory and conflict theory, we explore three such cases:
the Balanta unrest in Guinea-Bissau, Upper River Region discussions in The Gambia, and ethnic tensions in
Liberia.

Balanta Unrest in Guinea-Bissau

The Balanta people, an ethnic group constituting approximately 30% of Guinea-Bissau’s population, have long
played a dominant role in the country’s military and political life. However, this dominance has not translated into
stable governance or inclusive national development. Despite their influence in the armed forces, the Balanta have
often perceived themselves as excluded from meaningful participation in the political economy, especially when
civilian governments have marginalized military actors in policymaking processes. These tensions have, at times,
translated into unspoken secessionist sentiments, particularly during periods of acute political instability!®.

Under post-colonial theory, Guinea-Bissau’s colonial and post-independence trajectories offer crucial insights.
The Portuguese colonial administration favored divide-and-rule strategies, empowering some ethnic groups over
others and failing to develop inclusive institutions. After independence, the state's failure to integrate the military
and civil sectors compounded divisions. The absence of a national narrative that encompasses the ethnic plurality
of the country has left groups like the Balanta alienated, perpetuating a sense of peripheral status.

From the lens of conflict theory, the Balanta unrest is a product of structural contradictions: they are militarily
strong but politically marginalized. This disjuncture fuels perceptions of exploitation and intensifies demands for
autonomy or increased influence. Their occasional withdrawal from national politics, coupled with attempted
coups and dissatisfaction with governance, mirrors the classic conflict theory emphasis on power asymmetry, elite
domination, and resource contestation.

Upper River Region (URR) Discussions in The Gambia

In The Gambia, while no full-scale secessionist movement has emerged, there have been recurring discussions
and grievances from residents of the Upper River Region (URR) concerning marginalization and lack of
infrastructural development. The URR, located in the far east of the country, has often complained of neglect by
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the central government in Banjul. Development projects, educational investments, and healthcare facilities are
disproportionately concentrated in the Western Region, leading to calls for more regional autonomy and even
whispers of self-governance among some local actors?.

Post-colonial theory helps explain this phenomenon through the lens of spatial and administrative inequality
inherited from British colonialism. The colonial administration favored coastal areas, especially around Banjul,
which became the economic and political core. This legacy of uneven development persisted after independence,
as successive regimes reinforced centralization rather than adopting federal or decentralized structures that could
promote balanced regional inclusion.

Conflict theory, meanwhile, interprets these sentiments as arising from developmental exclusion and political
marginality. The perception that state resources are unfairly allocated leads to discontent, particularly when the
benefits of democracy and statehood are not equitably shared. While the URR has not yet produced an armed
separatist movement, the frustrations voiced by local elites and youth underscore simmering class-based and
regional inequalities, which if unaddressed, could eventually escalate.

Ethnic Divisions in Liberia During the Civil War

Liberia's civil wars (1989-1997, 1999-2003), though not secessionist in the conventional sense, were marked by
deep ethnic and regional rivalries, particularly between the Krahn and Gio-Mano ethnic groups. The National
Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL), led by Charles Taylor, initially drew support from the Gio-Mano of Nimba
County, while the Armed Forces of Liberia (AFL) and the government of Samuel Doe were dominated by the
Krahn. These divisions led to targeted violence, ethnic cleansing, and factional warfare!’. The Gio-Mano felt
persecuted and excluded under Doe’s Krahn-led regime, and in response, their communities supported rebel
factions as a form of self-defense and de facto regional autonomy.

Using post-colonial theory, one can argue that Liberia’s founding as a settler colony by freed American slaves
laid a foundation of structural inequality, marginalizing indigenous ethnic groups. The colonial mentality persisted
after independence, with elites (initially Americo-Liberians and later ethnic military dictators) monopolizing
power and excluding other groups from the state apparatus. The failure to build an inclusive nation-state structure
perpetuated ethnic consciousness over national identity, resulting in cycles of violence and fragmentation.

Through the lens of conflict theory, the Liberian wars illustrate how economic exclusion, elite predation, and
ethnic politicization produce violent conflict. The state was seen not as a neutral entity, but as a vehicle for
resource accumulation, ethnic patronage, and military domination. Although full-scale secession was not declared,
the de facto control of territories by ethnic militias during the war—especially in Nimba, Lofa, and Bong
counties—demonstrates the territorial and identity-based splintering that typifies conflict theory's predictions.

These lesser-known movements and tensions—though lacking the visibility or scale of Biafra or Azawad—
nonetheless reinforce the core premises of both post-colonial theory and conflict theory. The artificial nature of
colonial borders, the suppression of indigenous identities, and the centralization of power continue to destabilize
state cohesion. Equally, the unequal distribution of economic and political resources fosters resentment, resistance

All these movements, in one form or another, reflect the dual theoretical underpinnings of this paper. Post-colonial
theory helps trace the historical origins of discontent to colonial borders and identity suppression, while conflict
theory provides a lens through which to understand how economic exclusion and power asymmetries provoke
separatist tendencies.

Implications on Regional Development

Secessionist conflicts across West Africa have far-reaching implications for the political, economic, and social
development of the region. While these movements are often driven by deep-rooted grievances, their
consequences affect not only the initiating groups but the broader regional environment. Understanding these
impacts through the lens of post-colonial theory and conflict theory reveals the structural and systemic roots of
instability and underdevelopment in post-independence African states.

Political Stability

Secessionist movements have a profound destabilizing effect on political institutions. In their bid to preserve
territorial integrity, central governments often resort to authoritarian measures, suspending civil liberties,
suppressing dissent, and weakening democratic institutionst®. This trend has been particularly evident in Nigeria,
where the legacy of the Biafran War created a precedent for state militarization and over-centralization,
undermining federalism and enabling decades of military rule®. In Mali, the repeated Tuareg rebellions and the
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2012 declaration of Azawad exacerbated political fragmentation, contributing to a cycle of coups and democratic
backsliding.

From the post-colonial theory perspective, these outcomes reflect the fragility of African states constructed around
artificial colonial borders, which ignored ethnic and regional identities. Such states often lack the social cohesion
required for stable governance, and secessionist challenges are frequently met with coercion rather than political
negotiation. Conflict theory similarly interprets these dynamics as expressions of elite efforts to preserve power
and privilege, using state institutions to suppress challengers and prevent redistribution of authority or resources.

Economic Disruption

Secessionist conflicts significantly disrupt economic systems by deterring foreign investment, destroying
infrastructure, and halting productive activity. During the Biafran War, the Eastern Region of Nigeria—then the
country’s industrial and oil-producing hub—suffered massive infrastructural losses and economic dislocation?°.
The war’s aftermath left a legacy of underinvestment and marginalization in the South-East, fueling persistent
perceptions of economic injustice. Similarly, the Azawad crisis in Mali disrupted trans-Saharan trade routes and
devastated tourism and agriculture in the north.

Post-colonial theory explains this economic vulnerability as a consequence of colonial economic structures, which
prioritized extraction and central control rather than diversified, inclusive growth. Conflict theory sees secessionist
violence as a symptom of resource inequality, where economically marginalized regions mobilize to reclaim
control over locally abundant resources (e.g., oil in Biafra, uranium in Azawad) and resist perceived exploitation
by central elites.

Humanitarian Consequences

Secessionist movements often produce severe humanitarian crises, including internal displacement, famine, and
refugee flows. The Biafran War is notorious for the genocidal-scale famine that resulted from Nigeria’s blockade
strategy, leading to the deaths of over a million civilians?. In Azawad, the 2012 rebellion and subsequent jihadist
insurgency forced tens of thousands to flee, overwhelming refugee camps in Mauritania, Niger, and Burkina Faso.

These crises reflect both post-colonial and conflict dynamics. Post-colonial theory identifies the absence of
inclusive state institutions as a major factor in the failure to protect vulnerable populations. Conflict theory
emphasizes that war, particularly when driven by ethnic or regional exclusion, tends to disproportionately affect
marginalized civilians, who are caught between armed groups and state repression. These humanitarian disasters,
in turn, reduce the capacity of affected regions to recover, perpetuating cycles of poverty and instability.

Regional Insecurity

Secessionist conflicts rarely remain confined within national borders. Fighters often cross into neighboring
countries for refuge, recruitment, or weapons procurement. The Azawad crisis is a case in point: Tuareg fighters
with Libyan war experience returned to Mali after the fall of Gaddafi, and their rebellion destabilized not just Mali
but Niger and Burkina Faso as well?2. These regional spillovers have contributed to the rise of violent extremist
groups, such as Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS), who
thrive in the power vacuums created by state collapse.

In post-colonial terms, these insecurities stem from weak borders and fragmented sovereignties, legacies of the
arbitrary colonial demarcation process. Conflict theory underscores that violence begets more violence: when
conflicts are unresolved and root causes unaddressed, aggrieved actors and war economies reproduce instability
across borders, creating a domino effect in already fragile regions.

Undermining Regional Integration

Secessionist movements challenge regional integration efforts, particularly those spearheaded by ECOWAS and
the African Union. Persistent instability and contested sovereignty make it difficult for states to harmonize
policies, build shared infrastructure, or create a common market. The ECOWAS Vision 2020, which seeks greater
regional cooperation, has been hindered by persistent internal conflicts. For example, the instability in Mali
delayed its integration into ECOWAS security and development programs,

Post-colonial theory views this as a reflection of incomplete decolonization, where political unity is imposed
without social consensus. Conflict theory points out that structural inequality among member states—including
disparities in military power, political stability, and economic opportunity—creates friction that undermines



collective decision-making and enforcement. As long as national elites use regional organizations to shield
themselves while repressing dissent, genuine integration remains elusive.

Response by Regional and International Actors

Territorial Integrity vs. Self-Determination

The dominant response of regional and international actors has been to prioritize territorial integrity over the right
to self-determination. Both the African Union (AU) and ECOWAS have repeatedly affirmed the colonial-era
borders as sacrosanct, fearing that recognizing secessionist claims would open a floodgate of fragmentation?*. The
United Nations, too, generally opposes unilateral secessions, except in cases of genocide or gross human rights
violations.

From a post-colonial theoretical perspective, this stance reflects an overcommitment to colonial legacies,
preserving artificial boundaries at the expense of justice and identity. Conflict theory would critique this position
as serving the interests of state elites who benefit from centralized power structures and fear any challenge to their
hegemony.

Military Interventions and Their Limits

Regional and international interventions, particularly by ECOWAS (e.g., in Mali, Gambia, and Guinea-Bissau),
have had mixed results. While interventions may restore order in the short term, they often fail to address root
causes like marginalization, poverty, and weak governance structures?. In Mali, for instance, military
deployments temporarily halted Tuareg advances but did not prevent the resurgence of rebellion or extremist
violence.

Post-colonial theory critiques these interventions as superficial solutions imposed by states that share similar
governance deficiencies. Conflict theory sees them as tools of elite bargaining, where international actors side
with incumbent regimes to maintain the status quo, even if that status quo reproduces the grievances that fuel
rebellion.

The implications of secessionist movements in West Africa are profound, touching every aspect of regional
development—from political stability and economic growth to humanitarian safety and institutional cohesion.
The predominant responses, both from within the region and the international system, reflect a bias toward state
preservation over conflict resolution, often ignoring the historical and structural injustices that lie at the heart of
these crises. Only by integrating the insights of post-colonial theory—which interrogates the legitimacy of existing
state frameworks—and conflict theory—which highlights the role of inequality and power struggles—can
meaningful, sustainable peace and development be pursued.

Conclusion

Secessionist forces in West Africa are not merely expressions of localized discontent; they are symptomatic of
deeper structural issues rooted in flawed governance, contested national identities, and the unresolved historical
injustices of the post-colonial state. These movements, whether as organized armed struggles or simmering
sentiments of marginalization, highlight the enduring consequences of colonial borders that disregarded ethnic,
cultural, and political realities. While many secessionist efforts—such as those in Biafra, Casamance, and
Azawad—have not culminated in political independence, their impact reverberates through political institutions,
interethnic relations, and regional stability.

These movements challenge the legitimacy of the central state and expose deficiencies in inclusive governance,
equitable development, and justice. In doing so, they force both national and regional actors to confront the urgent
need for reforms that go beyond military suppression and political rhetoric. Addressing these root causes—
through inclusive governance, meaningful decentralization, and reconciliation processes—is essential for
fostering sustainable peace and long-term regional development.

Ultimately, secessionist struggles underscore the importance of rethinking nationhood in West Africa. Only by
acknowledging and addressing these foundational grievances can the region hope to overcome the cycles of
conflict and instability that have hindered its progress.

Recommendations

1. Inclusive governance: Central governments must address ethnic and regional grievances through
constitutional reforms.
2. Economic decentralization: Equitable distribution of resources can reduce feelings of marginalization.



3. Early warning mechanisms: Regional bodies should strengthen intelligence-sharing and conflict
prevention systems.

4, Cultural recognition: Language rights and cultural autonomy can help integrate minorities into the
national fabric.
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