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Introduction

This paper revisits the genocide the Igbo people of eastern Nigeria suffered in
northern Nigeria especially between May and October 1966, following the abortive coup
d’etat led by Major Chukwuma Nzeogwu and some radical military officers of the
Nigerian armed forces on January 15, 1966. This genocide was the proverbial straw that
broke the camel’s back, and resulted in the secession of eastern Nigeria from the Nigeria
federation as well as the formation of the shortlived Republic of Biafra (1967-1970) after
a brutal civil war in which an estimated over 3.1 million Igbo people—out of an
estimated population of over 12 million—lost their lives.! This paper deals, however,
with the pre-war genocide that particularly has not been seriously studied by historians,
until recently, at any rate.’

The soldiers struck, they said, to cleanse Nigeria of corrupt and ethnic-minded
politicians who had ruined and degraded the great Nigerian experiment in nationbuilding
in less than six years of independence. The hope was to change “our country and make it

a place we could be proud to call our home, not to wage war.”

Unfortunately, the coup
led to the death of 15 prominent Nigerians—including six northern Nigerian military
officers—only one of whom was an Igbo military officer, the ethnic group to which most

of the coup leaders belonged. The individual who aborted the coup, Major-General



Johnson Aguiyi-Ironsi, was also an Igbo as well as the most senior military officer in
Nigeria. He thus emerged as the country’s first military head of state.

Within six months Ironsi was brutally murdered by a group of northern Nigerian
military officers, and the coup that was widely popular in the country* had been nuanced
in such a way that northern Nigerian politicians and military officers no longer accepted
the majors’ explanation as to why they struck. The real motive, it was now claimed by
them, has all along been the grand plan of the bumptious Igbo to impose their rule on the
whole country, in pursuit of an arrogant assertion of their own exceptionalism.® Thus, in
four successive pogroms terrifying in their hatred, barbarity and periodicity — May 29",
July 29" September 29", and October 29™ — 1966, over 30,000 Igho people domiciled in
northern Nigeria as well as Igbo military officers were systematically ethnically
cleansed.® The Organization of African Unity, Britain (Nigeria’s former colonial ruler),
the Vatican (Igbos are mostly Catholic), the United Nations, Pan-Africanists, Socialists,
Communists, the African diaspora, and so forth were incredulously mute—and still are—
in the face of abundant evidence.” Neither the government of the Northern Region (where
the genocide occurred) and nor the government of the federation of Nigeria (the ultimate
authority in the land) was held accountable—and none has still been held accountable—
for what happened. Interestingly, the international community also displayed a similar
nonchallant attitude toward the Tutsi genocide in Rwanda until it was too late, and was
only reluctantly prodded to intervene modestly in the Sudan to stop the Darfur genocide.
It also needs to be pointed out also that the same international community under the
urging of Germany and the United States had no hesitation in dismantling the federation

of Yugoslavia, and in forcing Serbia to stop the killing of Muslims in Bosnia as well as in



intervening roboustly in Kosovo against Serbia. Recently, too, the bizarre and selective
bombing of Libya authorized by the UN ostensibly to save Libyans from being
massacred by Muamar Kadaffi—no evidence of any massacres was actually presented—
suggests that the UN seriously needs its head examined as events continue to unfold. So,
too, do students of genocide and holocaust studies—whose publications have been
coming out thick and fast in the last half-century—need their so-called objectivity
examined for ignoring the Igho experience. Nowhere in the anthologies of genocide is the
Igbo experience included, the overwhelming documentary sources and contemporary
publications notwithstanding.® The latest New World Encyclopedia is also silent about the
Igbo, mentioning only Congo and Rwanda as examples from Africa. The aim of this
paper is to explore the reasons for this rather strange historical amnesia and lack of moral

outrage by those who should have been outraged.

The Organization of African Unity (OAU), Pan-Africanism, and Islam

Our exploration must start with the OAU. Created some three years before the
beginning of the genocide, the organization was still fragile and it was feared that an
improper handling of what was happening to the Igbo would destabilize it. The survival
of the organization rests on two controversial foundations, namely, first, the provision
that the inherited colonial boundaries shall be left intact, even where they made no
geographic or ethno-cultural sense; and second, the provision that there shall be no
interference in the internal affairs of other states, even when such crimes as genocide is
committed by any state of the union because of fear of balkanization of the continent. The

implications for the Igbo genocide were therefore clear: The OAU would not support the



secession of the Eastern Region of Nigeria for any reason whatsoever, and condemnation
of Nigeria was out of the question because it would have destroyed the young
organization. In the Kampala and Addis Ababa peace talks that took place in August
1968, the leader of the Nigerian delegation, Anthony Enahoro, made these points
perfectly clear. He even went on to stress that what was happening was an example of the
virus of “tribalism” to which all African nations were afflicated®, points that were later
stressed ad nauseam by the Gowon administration during the civil war: “Ojukwu’s
rebellion [is a] tribal” affair that had no justification, and could not therefore be supported
by any African government because every African government “is plagued by tribalism
[and] any African country which supports Ojukwu’s tribally inspired and tribally
sustained rebellion invites similar dismemberment.”*® This argument that was silent on
the genocide resonated well with most members of the organization. President Taubman
of Liberia summarized their position succinctly: “I refuse to recognise Biafra because it is
founded on secession which is rebellion.”* He was also conveniently silent on the
genocide that led to the secession.

The Pan-Africanists, especially those in the African diaspora in the Americas and
in Europe—individuals who were outraged by killings of blacks by agents of white
governments in Kenya, Rhodesia, South Africa, Europe and the United States and so
forth—somehow saw nothing wrong with the massacre of the Igbos in northern Nigeria
by agents of a black government; or if they did so—I saw no evidence that they did—
remained uncharacteristically not outraged. Interestingly, the masses in Europe and the
Americas, unlike their governments, scholars and intellectuals were generally outraged.

The only position I could deduce from my discussions with some of the black academics



and political activists | have spoken with over the years on the issue may be summarized
thus: While we sympathize with the Igbo for lives lost during the massacres, we are
strongly opposed to the balkanization of black people for any reason whatsoever. In other
words, even if the Igbo experienced genocide during this transitional period in Africa’s
early postcolonial history, that would be the Igbos’ sacrifice for the oneness of Black
People! Ali Mazrui even went further to write a novel in which Christopher Okigbo, an
Igbo and Africa’s greatest poet who died fighting for Biafra during the civil war, is
subjected to trial in the afterworld for betraying his craft in the service of Igbo

ethnocentrism!*?

Mazrui apparently expected to be taken seriously and must, indeed,
have been taken seriously by his publisher and probably by those who bought the book.
Apparently, too, he did not reckon that Okigbo, like his Igbo kins, could have been
genuinely outraged by the coldblooded massacre of their people in northern Nigeria. In
any case, the Igbo were not amused by such curious reasoning that smacked of callous
indifference to what happened to them. Mazrui also has been accused of not being
outraged by what happened to the Igbo because he is a Muslim and has Islamic
sympathies.”® | have no evidence to support such an accusation. | have known and
interacted with him for over forty years both as a university colleague and family friend. |
believe that his unrepentant support for Nigeria despite the massacres was based on some
vague higher, incomprehensible and misguided idealism, and not because of his religion
or anti-lgho feelings; but | do believe, however, that that support was not seriously
thought through and was consequently wrongheaded. For example, his explanation that

the East seceeded because of oil—a belief stressed in his popular educational

documentary Africa: A Triple Heritage—was based on no solid research or on



documentary evidence. Innuendos and hypotheses do not constitute historical evidence.
In a sense if some Igho people accuse him of anti-lgho feelings, for whatever reason, he
has himself to blame because he left himself vulnerable to such an accusation because of
his obvious lack of compassion.

There was also the Islamic factor. Another reason why the OAU did not take the
initiative in condeming Nigeria for the targetted killing of Igbos was because all the six
Islamic states of North Africa—Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and Sudan—
important members of the organization, were unwilling to condemn a government ruled
by an oligarchy of fundamentalist northern Nigerian Muslims.** And nor would Saudi
Arabia and the Gulf Emirate States with whom the northern Nigerian religious and
political leadership had cordial relationships support any condemnation of Nigeria. For
them what was happening became nuanced as a contest between Islam and Christianity,

which it was not.®

The Geopolitical and Economic Factors: Cold War Politics

If the Igbo genocide had occurred toward the close of the 20" century, for
example, there is no doubt that a great deal would have been made of it. But it took place
during a period in world history when the Internet Revolution was not even dreamed of,
and when the Cold War impacted Africa significantly. The major players were Britain,
France, the Soviet Union, and the United States.

Anglo-Igbo relations throughout the colonial period were anything but cordial.*®
On the other hand Anglo-Hausa-Fulani*’ relations were most friendly.*® This friendship,

deliberately cultivated by Frederick Daltry Lugard and his fanatical disciples following



the capitulation of the Emirate governments in 1905, was continued throughout the
colonial period and on to the 1966 massacres. Igbos believe strongly that some British
officials still serving in northern Nigeria in 1966 helped to plan the genocide and that
Harold Wilson’s government in London knew what was going on but turned a blind eye
to it. They also believe that that government deliberately covered up incriminating
evidence.® | have no documentary evidence from my research to back up these
accusations. It is general knowledge, however, that British political officers in northern
Nigeria during the colonial period and in the early years of independence disliked the
Igbo intensely. Among the reasons for this negative attitude were the streotypical view of
the Igbo as an uppity lot, and the fear that after the end of colonialism the Igbo would be
pushing to take over their jobs. Their fear was real, indeed, because the northern Nigeria
government, also fearing Igho domination or what they believed would amount to a black
imperialism of the Igbo, had retained many of these officers in their positions until
northerners were trained to replace them. Those Igbo who wished to remain or join the
northern Nigeria Civil Service were given contract appointments. It is clear, therefore,
why these officers were absolutely loyal to that government and why they had no reason
to care for the Igbo. The official mind of the British government during the transfer of
power was that a federal government controlled by the north would best protect their
economic and other interests in Nigeria than one controlled by the East or the West. That
was why in spite of the inconclusive independence election in 1959 Britain’s last
Governor-General in Nigeria, Sir Hugh Robertson, unilaterally apponited Sir Abubakar
Tafawa Balewa, leader of the Northern Peoples Congress (NPC) party, Nigeria’s first

independent Prime Minister, igoring the protests of the National Council of Nigeria and



Cameroon’s {NCNC) party led by Dr Nnamdi Azikiwe, an Igbo and the Action Group
(AG) party led by Chief Obafemi Awolowo, a Yoruba.?® Britain, therefore, was
deternmined to preserve its preminent position in Nigeria during the Cold War for
geopolitical and economic reasons. It was not sure that it could do so if Azikiwe and his
NCNC, or if Awolowo and his AG controlled the federal government. There was also the
interesting case of Ireland. While the Irish people were outraged by what was
happening—most Igbos are Catholics—the Irish government was disinclined to offend
Nigeria because it feared for the safety of Irish priests and nuns in Nigeria and also
because it wanted to protect its economic interests in the country.

The French and the Soviet Union posed the greatest threats to British interests in
Nigeria. During the scramble and partition of West Africa France was Britain’s major
competitor. And although France acquired more territories than Britain, British territories
were not only vastly superior to France’s in terms of population but also in terms of
economic wealth. France’s acquisition of Togoland and the greater part of Cameroon
after Germany lost World War 1 did not change the position. France’s jealousy of Britain
was well known, but France did nothing officially to condemn Nigeria for the Igho
genocide despite the fact that most Igbos are Catholics. It did not do so also for
geoplitical and economic reasons, and probably, too, because the French government did
not wish to alienate its former West African colonies that were ruled by Muslims, with
the exception of Ivory Coast, who saw the crisis as a Christian-Muslin conflict. When
French public opinion probably forced their government during the civil war to offer
Biafra some help what was offered was too little too late. Nigeria deftly exploited the

French offer of assistance for diplomatic advantage. France was accused of prolonging



the conflict unnecessarily because of its interest in Biafran oil. The reason for the
secession and war was deliberately ignored. The Soviet Union had no major economic
interest in Nigeria. However, it needed Nigerian support and that of the OAU during the
Cold War. Thus, for geopolitical considerations Russia and its satelite states ignored the
Igbo genocide and actively supported Nigeria during the civil war.

The United States” support for Nigeria surprised many Igbo who had expected
that the Lyndon Johnson administration would have publicly held Nigeria accountable for
the targeted massacres of Igbos in northern Nigeria. They naively believed that what was
happening in Nigeria was against what the United States stood for. | have no evidence
that the United States—assuming that it was disinclined to intervene unilaterally—
summoned the Security Council and requested that Nigeria be called to account for the
massacres; and nor did it act through the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) or
the OAU to ask Nigeria to stop the massacres and bring those responsibly for them to
justice. The United States government was well aware of what was happening through
various sources. Far from doing anything, like the Soviet Union, it supported Nigeria
during the civil war. The conventional explanation for the United States’ policy is that in
African colonial and postcolonial matters it followed Britain’s lead. In the case of
Nigeria, Britain colonized the country and was supposed to know more about its
problems than the United States, a rather lame explanation since what was at stake was a
targeted massacre of defendless human beings in northern Nigeria. That had nothing to
do with how much Britain knew about Nigeria. If the United States doubted the validity
of the sources, it was in a position to undertake its own investigation without necessarily

going through diplomatic channels. | have no evidence that it did so. The more plausible



explanation is that the United States believed that if it alienated Nigeria, it would drive
the country right into the warm embrace of the Soviet Union during the Cold War. It also
feared that a radicalized and angry eastern Nigeria if it seceeded from the country might
also nationalize its economic investments in the region and, perhaps over time, reach a
rapproachment with the Soviet Union. Since the devil that one knows is better than the
devil that one does not know, sticking with a rather politically moderate Nigerian federal
government under the leadership the gentle Lt-Col. “Gentleman Jack Gowon” was a safer
bait to make than taking a leap in the dark with supporting the Eastern Region
government under the leadership of the brilliant and pompous Oxford educated Lt-Col
Emeka Odumegwu Ojukwu, who opponents deliberately portrayed incorrectly as a red-
eyed radical firebrand with a strong socialist and nationalistic temperament.

Finally, there was the United Nations Organization (UN). The Ojukwu
government believed that racism accounted for the UN’s decision to ignore the massacre
of the Igbos. They were convinced that if the Igho were of European stock, the United
Nations Security Council dominated by the West would have been up in arms and would
have acted promptly to stop the genocide.?* Perhaps a more plausible explanation may be
that because of political problems and economic cost of intervention, the UN tends to act
when it is sure of the backing of the Security Council. But such backing is not always
determind by racial considerations; often geopolitical, religious, and economic
considerations are more paramount than racial. For example, in 1966 Britain, the United
States, and the Soviet Union would have vetoed any condemnation of Nigeria for the
reasons already stated above. Consequently, the UN did not respond officially to the

complaints—with massive documentation—the Ojukwu administration officially
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addressed to it and its agencies.? It is, indeed, strange that an organization whose 1948
Convention on genocide was blatantly violated chose to do nothing to enforce its
stipulations, or at least to investigate the allegations. That was why Igbo people felt that
they were abandoned by the world and decided, therefore, to take their destiny into their

own hands.

Holocaust and Genocide Scholars

In my discussions with a wide range of scholars over the years regarding why
genocide scholars have ignored the Igbo experience, the response has generally been that
genocide is a complex subject that is difficult to define. And yet some of these scholars,
all of them non-Igbo, were quick to talk about the “so-called Igbo genocide.”?® And yet |
am not aware of any evidence from the historical literature that individuals of this
persuasion as well as genocide scholars generally have undertaken any study of the
subject by seriously examining critically the available sources®® to justify this cavalier,
unscholarly reaction. This attitude is the most frustrating aspect of writing about the Igho
genocide. One would have thought that the scholarly thing to do for those unhappy with
the available sources is to ferret out information from archives and other sources that
contradict them and use them to provide their own narrative. These sources when
available will also be subjected to scholarly scrutiny. For those who believe that genocide
is too complex to define, the response is that the UN Convention On Prevention and
Punishment of Genocide adopted by Resolution 260(iii) of the General Assembly on
December 9, 1948 is the international gold standard for determining what constitute

genocide both in time of peace and war. The onus would be on them to prove that the
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Igbo experience does not apply. Because they cannot logically do so, a conspiracy of
silence is a way of escape for them. But like dead bodies such crimes are difficult to hide
forever. That was why | called out students of genocide studies in my recent book and in
a forthcoming article? and that is also why | decided to come to this conference to hear
what they have to say. Of course, academics, like politicians, are subject to personal,
ideologcal, political, and ethnic/nationalistic pressures, claims to objectivity
notwithstanding.
Conclusion

The Igbo genocide (1966-1970) constituted the greatest tragedy the African
Continent experienced during the early postcolonial period. It occurred in two episodes:
May to October 1966 (the subject of this paper), and 1967-1970 (the civil war years) - the
civil that has been described as “the bloodiest civil war of the twentienth century.”? As it
has also been pointed out: “More people died in Biafra than the United States lost in all
the conflicts it has fought in the course of its entire history, including the American Civil
War (1861-1865).” %' The Igho genocide was the climacteric of the traumas that afflicted
postcolonial Africa, prefabricated traumas imbedded in the partition of Africa. It dwarfed
the Congolese killings of the early 1960s, the Tutsi genocide, and the Darfur genocide, in
its hatred, planning, intensity, ferocity, barbarity, and the number of people killed or
affected. And yet genocide scholars have totally ignored it despite the impressive
documentation of what happened. Historians of Nigeria also write as if the civil war was
not a significant episode in their country’s history.?® Hopefully, this paper may help to
cause historians and genocide scholars to revisit what happened to the Igbo between 1966

and 1970, and perhaps explain why the Igbo feel the way they do today.? A loss of over

12



3.1 million people out of a population of 12 million within four years is not something to

be treated with levity or benign neglect.
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