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Abstract 

 

The Niger Delta region comprises of nine states of Nigeria which nature have endowed with natural 

deposit of petroleum and natural gas. The discovery of petroleum in commercial quantity in Olobiri in 

1956 heralded a period of economy prosperity as the financial windfall from the trade in the “black 

gold” was unprecedented in the country. But the aftermath of this seeming economic prosperity have 

not transcended positively in the life of the citizens of Nigeria in general and those of the Niger Delta 

in particular. Drawing on data from the secondary sources and relying on the Relative Deprivation 

Theory as a template for analysis, this study assessed how structural inequalities in oil revenue 

distribution, environmental degradation, and political marginalisation have generated recurring cycles 

of resistance. It further interrogated governmental responses (ranging from military suppression and 

amnesty programmes to legislative reforms), and evaluated the impact and legacies of these struggles 

on Nigeria's political economy. The study revealed that resistances in the Niger Delta have adopted 

various forms, all tailored towards ensuring that the populaces are beneficiaries of the output of their 

environment. It found that government responses to resistance movement are not always tailored 

toward ameliorating the sufferings of the people, but to minimize tensions while it continues to 

maximize profit at the detriment of the locals. The study showed that non-violent resistance in the 

region is often met with stiff military responses, resulting in loss of lives and properties. It recommended 

that governmental policies for the Niger Delta should be people oriented and not used as a conduit to 
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siphon resources and gratify cronies. It concluded that for peace to be achieved in the Niger Delta, 

government must wake up to its responsibilities of taking care of the yearnings of the people. 
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1. Introduction 

The Niger Delta of Nigeria constitutes one of the largest wetland ecosystems in Africa, 

spanning approximately 70,000 square kilometers across nine states and encompassing a 

population of over thirty-five million people drawn from more than forty distinct ethnic 

nationalities [1]. Since the commercial discovery of crude oil at Oloibiri in present-day Bayelsa 

State in 1956, the region has become the principal engine of Nigeria's national economy, 

generating more than 90 percent of the country's foreign exchange earnings and funding 

successive federal budgets [2]. Yet, paradoxically, the communities that host this oil wealth 

remain among the most impoverished, environmentally devastated, and politically 

marginalized in Nigeria.  

This paradox of poverty amid plenty has been the wellspring from which resistance 

movements have drawn their energy and moral legitimacy. From Isaac Jasper Adaka Boro, 

who in February 1966 declared a short-lived Niger Delta Republic in an act of armed defiance, 

to Ken Saro-Wiwa, whose non-violent campaign on behalf of the Ogoni people cost him his 

life in 1995, and to the armed militancy of the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger 

Delta (MEND) in the 2000s, the region has witnessed a continuous, evolving tradition of 

organized resistance [3]. These movements share a common genealogy rooted in grievances 

over environmental destruction, inequitable resource distribution, and the perceived 

complicity of the Nigerian state with multinational oil corporations. This paper, thus, 

undertakes a systematic examination of these resistance movements, their forms, their 

internal dynamics, and the responses they have elicited from successive Nigerian 

governments. 

Statement of the Problem 

Despite contributing disproportionately to Nigeria's national wealth, the Niger Delta 

has remained a site of endemic underdevelopment, ecological catastrophe, and political 

neglect. The fiscal architecture of Nigerian federalism, which concentrates oil revenue at the 

federal level and allocates only a fraction to the producing states and communities, has been 

identified as a principal structural grievance. The derivation principle, enshrined in the 1999 

Constitution, granted thirteen per cent of oil revenues to the producing states, however, it is 

considered largely inadequate considering the magnitude of environmental and social costs 

that host communities incurred. Furthermore, oil spills, gas flaring and vandalization of 

pipelines have led to environmental degradation, making vast tracts of agricultural lands and 

fishing grounds unproductive, thereby, impacting on the livelihoods of the communities whose 

survival depends largely on farming and fishing. The 2011 UNEP assessment of Ogoni, 

revealed decades of contamination which would take at least thirty years and a billion United 

States dollars to correct. Against this backdrop, therefore, the continued existence of the 

resistance movements does not just present a challenge to security but an indication of a 

deep-seated failure of governance. The central issue involved in this paper, thus, is that 

structural deprivation, environmental injustice, and political marginalization have traditionally 

spawned resistance in the Niger Delta, while government actions have characterized the 

cycle of conflict and in many cases worsened it. 
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2. Research Method 

This work adopted a qualitative, historical research design. Primary sources included 

government documents, official reports, and published statements of resistance 

organisations like (MEND, MOSOP, IYC etc.). Secondary sources included peer-reviewed 

journal articles, books and policy documents based on Nigerian, African, and global 

scholarship.  

Theoretical Framework 

Relative Deprivation Theory 

This study was mainly analysed through the len of relative deprivation, which was 

systematically developed by Ted Robert Gurr in his seminal work Why Men Rebel (1970). 

Gurr had described relative deprivation as a perceived gap between the value expectations 

of a group (what its members think they deserve), and their capability to gratify these 

expectations (which are the conditions and opportunities they think they have). According to 

Gurr, when this gap exceeds a desirable level, the psychological conditions of political 

violence as well as organized protest are created [4]. 

When applied to the Niger Delta context, relative depravity takes various forms across 

different spheres. In economic terms, communities experience the exploration of their God 

given resources while citizens continue to languish in poverty, without basic infrastructure, 

healthcare, and educational institutions. On the environmental front, they witness the 

destruction of their ecosystem, while privileged elites make profits off them. Politically, they 

perceive themselves as structurally excluded from the decision-making processes that 

govern the use of revenues derived from their territory [5]. Relative deprivation theory, thus, 

accommodates the observed variability in the form, intensity, and timing of resistance. When 

state repression intensifies the value capability gap (as occurred following the execution of 

Ken Saro-Wiwa in 1995) it can radicalise moderate grievances into militant confrontation [6]. 

Conversely, when governments offer material concessions—as in the 2009 amnesty 

programme—they may temporarily attenuate the deprivation gap and induce a reduction in 

organised violence. The theory, thus, provides a dynamic framework for understanding the 

oscillation between protest, violence, and accommodation that characterizes the Niger 

Delta's conflict history. 

 

3. Results and Discussion 

Origin and Evolution of Resistance Struggle in the Niger Delta 

Resistance in the Niger Delta antedates the oil economy. The ancient kingdoms of 

Nembe, Bonny, Brass, Kalabari, and Itsekiri are pre-colonial empires that were elaborate 

business polities whose middleman trading relations provided the foundation of the Atlantic 

trade [7]. The imposition of British colonial rule disrupted these structures and generated early 

forms of organised resistance. One of the first recorded collective actions in the region was 

the Akassa Raid of 1895 when the Royal Niger Company was monopolizing the local trade 

by killing the native people, prompting the Nembe warriors to attack their headquarters at 

Akassa [8]. The subsequent pacification efforts, House Rule abolishing, and the 

establishment of warrant chiefs further undermined native authority, simmering discontents 

which would be expressed in subsequent decades. 

In the postcolonial period, the modern lineage of Niger Delta resistance began 

decisively with Isaac Jasper Adaka Boro. Born in 1938 in Oloibiri the site of Nigeria's first 

commercial oil discovery. Boro was acutely conscious of the contradiction between his 
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community's resource wealth and its material destitution. On 23 February 1966, Boro and 

approximately 150 fighters of his Niger Delta Volunteer Service (NDVS) launched what he 

called the Twelve-Day Revolution, declaring an independent Niger Delta Republic [9]. The 

Nigerian military government under the leadership of General Aguiyi-Ironsi swiftly quelled the 

insurrection and arrested Boro on charges of treasonable felony. Boro was sentenced to 

death and later pardoned upon joining the Federal forces during the Civil War [10]. Boro's 

relevance depends less in his military achievements than in his emblematic and ideological 

input. He expressed for the first time an articulate political claim to Niger Delta self-

determination entrenched in resource justice, and his name became an enduring reference 

point for subsequent resistant movements. As Watts observes, Boro 'invented the script of 

Delta militancy that every subsequent generation has reworked' [11]. 

 

 
Figure 1. An image of Adaka Boro after he was captured by Federal Forces in 1966 

Source: The Mail and Guardian Retrieved: 27/03/2026 

 

During the early 1990s, environmental rights activist Ken Saro-Wiwa played an active 

role in the founding of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) and 

represented the most internationally prominent episode of Niger Delta resistance in the 

twentieth century [12]. The Bill of Rights, the founding document of MOSOP (1990), sought 

political independence for the Ogoni in a re-organized federation of Nigeria, a fair share of 

the oil proceeds, and cessation of the destruction of the environment by Shell and other 

operators [13]. The movement organized an estimated 300,000 Ogoni people, almost half of 

the total Ogoni population, to engage in peaceful protests, and most notably, on 4 January 

1993, when the Ogoni Day demonstrations attracted international media attention [14]. 
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Figure 2. An Image of Ken Saro-Wiwa Addressing a Section of Ogoni People 

Source: Tim Lambon Retrieved: 27/02/2026 

 

The Nigerian military government of General Sani Abacha responded with brutal 

repression. Internal tensions within MOSOP were instrumentalized to accuse Ken Saro-Wiwa 

and eight other activists of murder in connection with the deaths of four Ogoni elders. The 

subsequent trial before a specially constituted tribunal was widely condemned by 

international human rights bodies as a travesty of justice. Saro-Wiwa and the 'Ogoni Nine' 

were hanged on 10 November 1995, provoking Nigeria's suspension from the 

Commonwealth and galvanizing global solidarity with Niger Delta communities [15]. 

Forms and Patterns of Resistance in the Region 

Over the decades, there have been several forms and patterns of resistance 

movements in the Niger Delta area. These various movements, at every point, were 

galvanized to call the attention of government to the socio-economic plight of the peoples of 

the region amidst glaring neglect. These forms of resistance range from non-violent advocacy 

to militarized actions. All of which are to be discussed below, albeit briefly.  

1. Non-violent Protest and Advocacy: Non-violent resistance has been a persistent 

modality in the Niger Delta, encompassing petitions, community protests, pipeline 

blockades, legal actions, and international advocacy. Women's protests have 

been particularly notable: the 2002–2003 Escravos women's demonstrations, in 

which Ijaw and Itsekiri women occupied ChevronTexaco's Escravos export 

terminal and threatened to disrobe, a powerful cultural act of shaming in Ijaw 

tradition successfully shut down a significant portion of Nigeria's oil exports for ten 

days and extracted commitments from the company to hire local workers and 

invest in community development [16]. 

2. Armed Militancy: Armed militancy escalated significantly in the early 2000s with 

the emergence of organisations such as the Niger Delta People's Volunteer Force 

(NDPVF) under Mujahid Dokubo-Asari, the Niger Delta Vigilantes under Ateke 

Tom and more consequentially, the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger 

Delta (MEND) from 2005 under the leadership of Henry Okah and Government 

https://doi.org/10.17605/cajssh.v7i2.1324


 
Central Asian Studies of Social Science and History 
e-ISSN 2660-6836 
Vol 7 No 2 (2026) Page 252-261 
 

 

257 | Eleazar, C. M, Alale, O & Israel, I. E. (2026). From Boro to Wiwa: An Inquisition into the Various Resistant Movements 

in Niger Delta and Governmental Responses. Central Asian Journal of Social Science and History, 7(2), 252-261. 
https://doi.org/10.17605/cajssh.v7i2.1324  

Ekpemupolo (Tompolo). These groups conducted sophisticated attacks on oil 

infrastructure, kidnapped foreign oil workers, and at its height were responsible 

for reducing Nigeria's oil production by an estimated 500,000 barrels per day [17]. 

Unlike Boro's openly secessionist project, MEND acted under the banners of 

resource management and environmental justice, yet with features of a criminal 

economy coupled with political resentment [18]. The blurring of political protest 

and oil robbery, commonly known as oil bunkering, made it difficult to determine 

the decency of a protest and for the government to decide which opposition to 

treat as legitimate and which to classify as criminal activity. 

3. Legal and Institutional Resistance: Alongside non-violent and violent protests, 

Niger Delta communities and activists have sought recourse toward resistance via 

legal means. Multinational oil companies have faced international and domestic 

litigation that has been largely successful but imbalanced. In 2021, the United 

Kingdom Supreme Court ruled in favor of an estimated 42,500 Nigerian farmers 

and fishermen in the Bille and Ogale communities to file a lawsuit against Shell in 

the UK courts because of the pollution by its subsidiary in Nigeria [19]. This case 

demonstrated the increasing justification of resource conflict and the potential for 

international legal norms to be leveraged in the service of environmental justice in 

the Niger Delta. 

Governmental Responses to Resistance in the Niger Delta 

The Nigerian state's primary response to Niger Delta resistance has historically been 

military force. The Odi massacre of 1999, in which federal troops destroyed the Ijaw town of 

Odi in Bayelsa State following the killing of twelve police officers, resulting in the deaths of 

hundreds of civilians, epitomized the counterproductive nature of military suppression [20]. 

Similar events unfolded in Odioma in 2005. These operations deepened grievances, 

delegitimized the state in the eyes of affected communities, and accelerated recruitment into 

militant organizations. 

More so, the Nigerian state has also attempted to address Niger Delta grievances 

through institutional development mechanisms. The Oil Mineral Producing Areas 

Development Commission (OMPADEC), established in 1992, and its successor, the Niger 

Delta Development Commission (NDDC), established in 2000, were mandated to channel 

resources into infrastructure, education, and human capital development in the region. 

However, both institutions have been marred by endemic corruption, mismanagement, and 

political capture, rendering them largely ineffective instruments of development and 

perversely, additional sites of elite rent-seeking [21]. The 2019–2021 forensic audit of the 

NDDC ordered by President Muhammadu Buhari revealed staggering irregularities running 

into hundreds of billions of naira, illustrating the structural barriers to effective developmental 

governance in the region. 

Furthermore, the most consequential governmental response to the militant phase of 

Niger Delta resistance was the Presidential Amnesty Programme announced by President 

Umaru Musa Yar'Adua in June 2009. The programme offered militants who surrendered their 

arms unconditional pardon, combined with monthly stipends, vocational training, and 

opportunities for higher education. Within months, key militant commanders, including Henry 

Okah, Government Ekpemupolo (Tompolo), Mujahid Dokubo-Asari, and Ateke Tom had either 

accepted the amnesty or been arrested, and oil production rapidly recovered [22]. By 2011, 
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the programme had disarmed and demobilized approximately 30,000 Niger Delta resistant 

combatants. 

The amnesty programme has attracted both praise and critique. Proponents credit it 

with ending a phase of violence that was costing the Nigerian economy billions of dollars 

annually. Critics argue that it rewarded violence, failed to address structural grievances, 

lacked a durable reintegration framework, and created a class of former militants dependent 

on federal patronage whose stipends, when suspended under President Muhammadu 

Buhari's administration, generated new tensions [23]. The programme's long-term 

sustainability has been questioned, given its failure to transform the political economy of oil 

governance that underlies Niger Delta discontent. However, the establishment of the South-

South Development Basin and the implementation of the report of the United Nations 

Environmental Assessment of Ogoniland in the ongoing Hydro-carbon Remediation Project 

(HYPREP) are efforts tailored towards providing basic amenities for the people and mitigating 

the environmental impact, which is a root cause of the various resistance 

On the legislative angle, however, the introduction of the Petroleum Industry Act (PIA) 

of 2021, which after decades of debate, restructured the legal framework governing Nigeria's 

oil sector. The PIA established the Midstream and Downstream Petroleum Regulatory 

Authority and the Nigerian Upstream Petroleum Regulatory Commission, and controversially 

replaced the NDDC funding model with a provision requiring oil companies to commit three 

percent of their annual budget in onshore and shallow water areas and the equivalent of thirty 

percent of area development expenditure in deep water areas to host community 

development trusts [24]. Niger Delta stakeholders broadly criticized the PIA's host community 

provisions as inadequate and as representing a reduction in the revenue previously directed 

to the region through the NDDC [25]. 

Impact and Legacies of Resistance in the Niger Delta 

The cumulative impact of Niger Delta resistance movements on Nigeria's political 

economy has been substantial, even if the fundamental structural conditions generating 

grievances remain largely unaddressed. At the policy level, resistance compelled successive 

governments to increase the derivation principle from one percent in the early 1970s to 

thirteen percent in 1999, a significant fiscal concession. The establishment of the NDDC, the 

Amnesty Programme, and the host community provisions of the PIA can all be traced, at least 

in part, to pressure generated by organized resistance [26]. 

On the international level, the campaign that MOSOP initiated radically changed the 

global debate on the relations between extractive industries and human rights, as well as 

environmental justice. The integration of the idea of corporate responsibility regarding the 

damages caused by oil, which today appears in the conventions of oil and gas like the United 

Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (2011), is greatly due to the 

attention given to the case of Ogoni by Saro-Wiwa and his movement. Other oil giants began 

to change their policies on community engagement as a direct way of reacting to the 

reputational harm caused by the Ogoni crisis [27]. 

Nonetheless, the tradition of resistance, too, is one of tragedy, of ambiguity, and of 

incompleteness. Militarization of Niger Delta politics in the MEND era led to the proliferation 

of arms and the consolidation of criminal networks of violence, which plague the region even 

today. Currently estimated to cost the Niger Delta billions of dollars annually, oil theft has 

become institutionalized in a pool of players, including former militants, insiders of the oil 

industry, and members of military structures [28]. The networks of patronage are a common 
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means of demobilizing resistance by implicating the leaders of militant groups without altering 

the nature of relations that perpetuate exploitation. The process of environmental degradation 

remains essentially unchanged: gas flaring remains at the level of violation of the laws of 

Nigeria itself, and the oil spills from the infrastructure of the 1970s pollute the population with 

minimal treatment. 

 

4. Conclusion  

From Isaac Adaka Boro's twelve-day revolution to Ken Saro-Wiwa's martyrdom and 

the armed insurgencies, the Niger Delta has produced a rich, complex, and tragic tradition of 

resistance rooted in the enduring paradox of resource wealth and human deprivation. 

Relative deprivation theory illuminates the structural drivers of this resistance, locating its 

sources in the gap between the legitimate expectations of oil-producing communities and the 

profound inequities of Nigeria's oil economy. Governmental responses have oscillated 

between military suppression, patronage politics, and incremental institutional reform, none 

of which has succeeded in closing this gap. The legacy of these movements is paradoxical: 

they have demonstrably shaped Nigeria's policy landscape and the global discourse on oil, 

human rights, and environmental justice, yet the fundamental conditions that generated 

resistance i.e. poverty, ecological destruction, political marginalization persist with grim 

tenacity. Durable peace in the Niger Delta requires not merely the management of symptoms 

but the structural transformation of oil governance: a transformation that distributes the 

benefits of resource extraction equitably, restores environmental integrity, and grants 

communities genuine involvement over decisions affecting their lives. In the long shadows 

cast by Boro and Wiwa, this remains the unfinished work of Nigerian democracy. 

Recommendations 

On the basis of the foregoing analysis, the researchers advance the following 

recommendations for achieving durable peace and equitable development in the Niger Delta: 

1. First, genuine fiscal federalism must be pursued. The derivation principle should 

be substantially increased to at least fifty per cent, as widely demanded by Niger 

Delta advocates to ensure that producing communities retain a fair share of oil 

revenues. This must be accompanied by robust mechanisms for transparency, 

community participation, and accountability in the deployment of derivation funds. 

2. Second, environmental justice must be operationalized. The UNEP 

recommendation for a comprehensive remediation programme in Ogoniland must 

be fully funded and extended to other affected communities. Gas flaring must be 

eliminated through credible regulatory enforcement and investment in gas 

utilisation infrastructure. Independent environmental monitoring bodies with 

genuine enforcement authority should be established. 

3. Third, the Amnesty Programme must be transformed from a stipend-dependency 

model into a genuinely transformative reintegration framework, linking ex-

combatants to sustainable economic opportunities, vocational enterprise, and 

civic engagement. Without structural economic transformation, periodic returns to 

militancy remain likely. 

4. Fourth, the Nigerian state must engage with Niger Delta communities through 

inclusive dialogue processes that draw on indigenous conflict resolution traditions 

alongside formal political mechanisms. The exclusion of communities from 

decisions affecting their territories has been a primary driver of grievance. 
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Institutionalized community consent mechanisms in the oil licensing process 

would represent a significant advance. 

5. Fifth, multinational oil companies must be held to binding human rights and 

environmental standards, not merely voluntary corporate social responsibility 

codes. The legal precedent set by Okpabi v Royal Dutch Shell (2021) should be 

built upon through domestic and international regulatory frameworks that make 

parent companies directly liable for the environmental and human rights impacts 

of their subsidiaries in the Niger Delta. 

6. Finally, beneficiaries of both government and MNC’s empowerment schemes, 

must put to good use the resources at their disposal, as this would encourage 

more investment in human capital development in the region. 
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