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Abstract  

Politics is a key to development. Studies such as this is important to our 

understanding of how nations grow and develop.  This study examines 

the nature of politics in Nigeria. The paper traces political development 

from the period of colonialism throughout the Nigerian First Republic. 

The study relied on documentary data. The documentary data were 

sourced from government annual departmental reports, newspapers and 

correspondence. The secondary sources used were subjected to internal 

and external criticism for authentication, and then to textual and 

contextual analyses. The research found out that the anti-Unity policy of 

the British correlates to the First Republic ethnic rivalry among the various 

tribes.       

 

Keyword: First Republic, Colonialism, Politics, Development 

Policy, Governance. 

 

Introduction 

Nigeria is inarguably the biggest country in West Africa and Africa as a 

whole. Indeed, it is recorded as one of the world largest nations, ranking 

32nd among the countries in the world with a total land mass of 923,78 

square kilometres. It is situated in the Western part of Africa on the Gulf of 
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Guinea, within latitudes 4o and 14N and longitudes 2o and 15o E. it shares 

boundaries with Niger republic on the North, Cameroon in the East, Chad 

on the South, which helped in defining the tropical land forest of the 

southern part of the country (Directorate Of General Studies, Ekiti State 

University, 2013). Nigeria is the product of the forceful merger of both the 

northern and southern protectorates otherwise referred to as the 

amalgamation of 1914 (Aremu & Adu, 2017). It must be noted that before 

the incursion of the Colonial masters, the different groups operated 

different system of administration. While the Yoruba operated a centralized 

system with the existence of primogeniture (son succeeding father), the 

Igbos practised the acephalous system and the Hausa/Fulani practice a 

centralized system of administration based on the Islamic faith as laid down 

by their Islamic leaders and jihadist (Usman Dan Fodio) after the 1804 jihad 

which grouped the Northern Emirate into 14 vassal’s states (Ediagbonya, 

2017). The minorities groups in the North and South of Nigeria, had their 

own styled administrations. With the industrial revolution, new markets 

were needed to market surplus goods and this warranted the scrambling 

and the partitioning of Africa. The British who were already exerting some 

kind of influence in some part of West Africa especially Nigeria quickly 

took the advantage of colonizing Nigeria. It was easier for the British to take 

over the northern states with the introduction of indirect rule. A treaty was 

also signed with a British Merchant Sir Tubman Goldie who ceded the 

Eastern part away to the British Government (Directorate Of General 

Studies, Ekiti State University, 2013). The Lagos protectorate was also ceded 

away ignorantly by the warring traditional leaders who desperately 

wanted the British to sit on the throne. The Benin massacre of 1897 also 

destroyed the influence and prosperity of the kingdom, i.e. Benin Kingdom. 

Very many other opponents, such as King Jaja of Opobo and Nana of 

Itshekiri, were subdued and thus bringing all opposition to a coward 

submission (Directorate Of General Studies, Ekiti State University, 2013). 
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It must be noted that the shortage of personnel to administer the vast area 

brought about the European decision to amalgamate the Northern and 

Southern protectorates and Lagos colony in 1914 with Lagos as the capital. 

However, with Western Education, the people became aware of their rights 

and started series of agitations which culminated into Nigerian 

independence in 1960. It must be noted that the circumstances surrounding 

the issue of regional self-rule and the final independence created an 

imbalance of a sort of the nation, and Nigeria became divided along ethno 

religious fault line since then.      

 

 A Historical study of the First Republic 

Today, unity is our greatest concern and it is the duty of every 

one of us to work to strengthen it. Bitterness due to political 

differences will carry Nigeria nowhere and I appeal to all 

political leaders throughout the country to try to control their 

extremists. Nigeria is large enough to accommodate us all in 

spite of our political differences (Uwechue, 2004). 

 

At independence, Nigeria existed as three regions, each dominated by a 

political party based on the support of the majority ethnic community in 

the region. Thus, there was a Hausa-Fulani-dominated Northern People’s 

Congress (NPC) government in the North, a Yoruba-dominated Action 

Group (AG) government in the West, and an Igbo-dominated National 

Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) government in the East. 

From 1954 to the first coup of 1966 there was rivalry among the two 

southern parties (AG and NCNC) to win a political alliance with the NPC 

and thus share political leadership at the centre (Anifowoshe, 1965). 

Obafemi Awolowo and Nnamdi Azikiwe, as leaders of their parties, stood 

for elections to the central House. The Sardauna of Sokoto, Ahmadu Bello, 

however, chose to remain in his northern power base and to leave his 

deputy to represent the NPC in Lagos. Awolowo was dissatisfied with the 

existing regional base of the AG, and wanted the existing parties to cut 
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across regional boundaries. Hence in the 1959 election, he attempted to 

break into the north and east. Awolowo had sought support for the AG 

from the ethnic minorities in the East and North by championing the course 

of creating more states. As Awolowo remarked,  

 

I feel confident that our wishes in this regard will be readily 

granted after our victory at the polls, and three new states will 

come into existence accordingly before October 1, 1960. If the 

Middle Belt State is to be created, the merging of Ilorin-Kabba 

Divisions with the Western Region is impso facto a forgone 

conclusion (Awolowo, 1959). 

 

Consequently, he incurred the bitter resentment of leaders of the NPC and 

NCNC. It was against this background of deep-rooted distrust and conflict 

among Nigerian politicians that Nigeria became independent on October 1, 

1960 (Anifowoshe, 1965). Nigeria was governed by an NPC-NCNC 

coalition with Dr Azikiwe (NCNC) as Governor-General and Abubakar 

Tafawa Balewa (NPC) as Prime Minister. 

 

The Action Group, although well-organised at the initial stages became 

enmeshed in a crisis of personalities. A conflict arose between Awolowo 

and Ladoke Akintola, the deputy leader of the party. Awolowo in 1959 

surrendered the premiership of the Western Region to Akintola in the hope 

of becoming the Prime Minister of Nigeria. It was the Action Group’s failure 

to secure some kind of alliance with the other political parties that revealed 

a portent for the future.  Azikiwe and Awolowo’s dislike for each other was 

profound that it would have been a mere illusion that these two would 

come together under one umbrella (Joseph, 1987). Azikiwe and Awolowo 

represented two strands of the nationalist movement: Azikiwe was 

unabashedly capitalist while Awolowo believed in a social welfare state, 

which is understandable for a man who claimed to have been influenced 

while as a student in London by Harold Laski (Joseph, 1987). With the NPC, 
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the cooperation with the AG might have been successful but for Awolowo, 

who then had contempt for the NPC leadership and particularly for its 

autocratic leader, Ahmadu Bello, the scion of the ruling Sokoto dynasty and 

the representative of the seemingly arrogant and uncompromising attitude 

of the Northern elite who tended to look at their southern colleagues with 

a lot of scepticism and watch every step made by the southerners with a lot 

of distrust (Oyatomi, 1999). Ahmadu Bello expressed his suspicions thus: 

 

When I went to Lagos in 1949, I met for the first time, and saw 

in action, Nigerian politicians of the calibre of Dr Azikiwe, I 

began to see that we in the North would have to take politics 

seriously before long (Bello, 1962). 

                 

The NPC hierarchy was also less inclined towards the Action Group leaders 

who for the first time in the political history of Nigeria really gave the NPC 

a political run for its money, particularly in the 1959 elections (Ige, 1985). 

The events before and shortly after independence clearly gave an indication 

that political enemies have been made from the east and north. Awolowo’s 

federalist ideas seemed to be singing beautiful songs to the minorities 

whose reawakening were not in accord with the interest of the other 

political parties. The political situation, however, was more complex for 

Awolowo than expressed. On the eve of the 1959 Federal election the NPC 

and NCNC agreed not to interfere in the internal affairs of the other regions, 

but the AG stance was to intensify its support for ethnic minority agitation 

for more states in the Northern and Eastern Regions (Anifowoshe, 1965). 

The NPC-led government responded in 1961 by proposing to create a Mid-

West state around Benin City out of the non-Yoruba minorities of the West 

(Adu, Ade-Ajayi, & Tidy, 1986). 

 

The crisis which split the Action Group into two first originated between 

Awolowo and Ladoke Akintola. Among those who supported Awolowo 

were Anthony Enahoro, Jonathan Odebiyi, Bola Ige and Lateef Jakande and 
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many others (Adefolarin, 1986). Akintola’s supporters included Sanya Dojo 

Onabamiro, Akin Osuntokun, Akinola Maja to mention a few (Adefolarin, 

1986). The Ooni of Ife, the Governor of Western region, held a meeting with 

the two factions in an attempt to reconcile the Awolowo and Akintola 

groups. Rotimi Williams, who was the Attorney-General and Minister of 

Justice in the Western Region, also set up a reconciliation committee for the 

two factions (Adefolarin, 1986). After the two reconciliation attempts, the 

committee decided to refer the matter to the National Executive Council of 

the Action Group. Akintola was alleged to have been found guilty of the 

charges of mal-administration, anti-party activities, disloyalty and gross 

indiscipline (Ajani, 2005). A new premier was appointed to replace 

Akintola. The new premier was D.S. Adegbenro, the parliamentary leader 

in the House. Akintola, however, filed a motion in the High Court at Ibadan 

challenging the legality of his removal from office (Adefolarin, 1986). 

 

The two factions of the Action Group were refused police protection in any 

meeting in the Western House of Assembly. Unfortunately, the second 

attempt to hold the meeting resulted in an uproar and the Prime Minister 

then intervened by declaring a state of emergency. In his broadcast, Balewa 

declared that, 

 

No responsible government of the federation could allow an 

explosive situation such as that which now exists in the 

Western Nigeria to continue without taking adequate 

measures to ensure that there is an early return to the Region 

of peace, order and good government (Oyatomi, Nigeria 

Political History, 1999). 

 

Awolowo did not think the intervention of the central government was 

justifiable: 
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It was a gross misuse of power for the federal government to 

declare a state of emergency; when the Western Region was 

peaceful and no circumstances warranted it (Ajani, 2005). 

 

He noted further that,  

 

The step that is now being taken in this resolution is a violent 

assault of democratic institutions in Nigeria. It assumes that 

Parliament can only meet at the sufferance of a group of 

people who are hostile to that particular parliament and who 

are friendly to the federal government (Oyatomi, Nigerian 

Political History, 1999).  

 

Awolowo, the Action Group leader and thirty of his supporters were 

charged later with plotting to over-throw the federal government. 

Awolowo and others were sentenced to various terms of imprisonment. In 

1962, Awolowo and many of his leading followers were imprisoned on 

charges of treasonable felony.        

 

The announcement of the results of the 1963 federal census in February 1964 

further heightened ethnic tension. The results showed that over half of 

Nigeria’s population of fifty-five million lived in the North, which dashed 

the NCNC’s hope that the south would ‘win the census’ and take over the 

federal government after the reorganisation of constituencies. According to 

the figures which were published by the federal government on February 

25, 1964, the Northern Region’s population was put as 29,777,986, while the 

Eastern Region had 12,388,646, the Western Region recorded 10,278 500 and 

that of Mid-West and Lagos were 2,533,337 and 675,353, respectively (The 

Daily Times, 1985). These figures were based on the 1963 national census, 

the only one taken between 1953 and 1973. The total was estimated to be 

55,558,163. The population figures given after the census exercise showed 

that the North had more than half of the nation’s population. The South 
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believed that the figures were rigged and manipulated. The figures are 

believed to be exaggerated due to the allocation of parliamentary seats 

accorded on the basis of population.  

 

The 1963 census precipitated a partial but major boycott of national 

elections and brought the country to the verge of crisis. However, after 

some changes were made, the figures were finally accepted by the Western 

Region, the North and the Federal government. (Adefolarin, 1986) On 18 

May 1964, the Eastern and Mid-Western governments brought actions in 

the Supreme Court against the federal government of Nigeria (Adefolarin, 

1986). The substance of the action was that the figures accepted by the other 

region would do incalculable injustice and injuries to the allocation of seats 

to the Eastern Region in the House of Representatives in Lagos. They lost 

the case on the grounds that they failed to convince the court on the number 

of seats they should have in the House of Representatives, so that the court 

can help the East and Mid-West enforce their wish. The census led to a new 

alliance between the NCNC, the AG and the small opposition parties of the 

North which together formed the United Progressive Grand Alliance 

(UPGA) (Adu, Ade-Ajayi, & Tidy, 1986). They opposed the Nigerian 

National Alliance (NNA), composed of the NPC and the NNDP, in the 

1964-65 election.  

 

Although there was widespread violence and vote-rigging, the elections 

were not cancelled, and the NNA claimed to have won in the Western 

Region. After a few days of crisis, Azikiwe and Balewa patched up a federal 

government of NNA and UPGA (but not AG) members (Adu, Ade-Ajayi, 

& Tidy, 1986). The 1965 election in the West became a political battle 

between the Akintola-led Nigeria National Democratic Party (NNDP) and 

Adegbenro led UPGA (AG). For the chief ally of the NNDP, the NPC, an 

AG victory in the Western Region was least desirable. As the UPGA had 

feared, the election result gave victory to Akintola’s NNDP. As a result, 

widespread discontent, frustration and disillusionment were felt over the 
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election in the Western Region. Protests and demonstrations broke out and 

were expressed in riots, looting and arson. The Prime Minister, Tafawa 

Balewa, supported Akintola and drafted Federal security forces of mostly 

Hausa soldiers and anti-riot police squad to sustain Akintola’s unpopular 

regime in power (Uwechue, 2004). It was in this turbulent situation, when 

the government of the Western Region seemed to have lost the power to 

govern and the Balewa administration seemed not to want to exercise its 

overall responsibility of maintaining law and order that the military struck 

in 1966.      

 

Many reasons can be adduced to why Nigeria collapsed under the first 

civilian regime. The problems that led to the fall of the First Republic can 

be thus summarised: The Action Group Crisis of 1962 was the first link in 

the chain of decadence that brought about the downfall of the First 

Republic. The tussle for power between the two rival political factions 

within the Action Group, in the former Western Region of Nigeria, which 

were led, respectively by Akintola and Adegbenro, was arrested by the 

intervention of the Balewa administration through the declaration of a state 

of emergency within that region. Following almost immediately was the 

controversial population census exercise in 1963. The population census in 

Nigeria was primarily intended to furnish the relevant statistics of the 

distribution of people in the country.  The regional premiers were vocal in 

criticizing the alleged rigging of census officers by rival political parties 

who were only interested in the bloating of the figures of their regional 

base. There also followed in quick succession the Nigeria Federal election 

during which hundreds of people were arrested for election offences. This 

unprecedented rigging led to confrontation between Nnamdi Azikiwe 

(President) and Tafawa Balewa (as Prime Minister) and after a protracted 

dialogue the election crisis was also resolved (Adefolarin, 1986). One must 

in addition comment that ethnic rivalries were deeply embedded in the 

various political parties in existence and the results of these rivalries were 

fatal to the nation. These political parties were deeply enmeshed in tribal 
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sectionalism. However lofty their policies were, it was clear that they were 

representing ethnic interests. 

 

Although there was tension in Nigeria nothing seemed to betray what 

transformation the nation was to undergo politically. The threat of 

insurrection remained within the military, and the unprecedented event of 

coup-plotting in 1966 gave rise to fear and suspicion among military 

personnel of the various ethnic groups who then saw coups as foreign 

import to the nation. However, on the night of January 14, Major 

Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogwu addressed Nigerians. 

 

Our enemies are the political profiteers, swindlers, the men in 

high and low places that seek bribes and demand ten per cent, 

those that seek to keep the country permanently divided so 

that they can remain in office as ministers and VIPS of waste, 

the tribalists, the nepotists, those that make the country look 

big for nothing before international circles (Uwechue, 2004).  

                

The coup would have been a success in the North but for the incident that 

happened in Kano.  Lt. Colonel Odumegwu Ojukwu, who was then in 

charge of the 5th battalion of the Nigerian army stationed in Kano, played a 

decisive role in ensuring the collapse of the coup in the North (Uwechue, 

2004).  Ojukwu refused to succumb to Nzeogwu’s pressure but instead gave 

his support to General J.T.U. Aguiyi Ironsi (Illoegbunam, 1996).     

 

Their southern counterparts might have been successful on the night of 

January 14-15 but for the narrow escape of General Ironsi. It was at a party 

in the Lagos home of Brigadier Zakariya Maimalari that Ironsi was slated 

to be arrested or killed that night. Ironsi was at the Maimalari party and 

later went to another party aboard the Elder Dempster mail boat Aureol at 

Apapa. When he finally got home, it was Lt. Colonel James Pam, who 

warned him that something was happening within the Nigerian Army.33 
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Pam was shot later by the dissident soldiers (Illoegbunam, 1996). At Ikeja, 

Ironsi, who had risen through the ranks, was able to manoeuvre and got to 

his aide, and loyal soldiers who in turn changed the course of the coup. The 

coup had been foiled and the leaders unable to make the change they 

desired for the country. Power now had to fall on the laps of a man who 

was not among the original coup planners. Major General Aguiyi Ironsi 

became the first Nigerian military leader (Directorate Of General Studies, 

Ekiti State University, 2013). Ironsi ruled Nigeria for just six months before 

his compatriots in the Army killed him.     

        

The Aftermath of the January Coup 

The Ironsi administration from its inception was marred with 

controversies. The people of Nigeria heralded the appearance of the 

military in government. In the West the people were happy that those 

whom they perceived or termed as their enemies were in one clean swoop 

killed or removed from power. The East woke up on January 18, and found 

out that their kinsman was the new head of state. The North remained aloof, 

sceptical of what had befallen the country; there were consultations here 

and there in the North so that Northerners would issue an appropriate 

response. Politically, the north had been most hit by the coup (Duyile, 2006).  

 

Military governors were appointed in the four regions. The situation Ironsi 

(who indeed was not part of the coup) found himself overnight was one 

that called for a deft and sincere leadership. To start with, he, following the 

coup, had not canvass for political power but only agreed with the 

consensus of the military hierarchy that in order to align with the citizens, 

the politicians should step out of power for the military (The Daily Times, 

1985). And out of that same consensus, power was bestowed on Ironsi 

through a decree. In the decree promulgated to effect these changes, the 

Federal Military Government was empowered to make laws for the peace, 

order and good government of Nigeria or any part thereof, with respect to 

any matter whatsoever (The Daily Times, 1985). The Nigerian Armed 
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Forces took over the government of the Federation, and a military 

government was established. Certain sections of the constitution were 

suspended, all political activities were banned, and the federal and regional 

legislatures suspended. The decision to take over from the civilians was 

arrived at in a senior officers meeting that included Major-General J.T.U. 

Aguiyi Ironsi, Lt. Col. Francis Fajuyi, Lt. Col. Victor Banjo, Lt. Col. Jack 

Gowon, Lt. Col. George Turbo, Major Patrick Anwunah, Commodore Wey 

and Lt. Col. Hilary Njoku (Illoegbunam, 1996). 

 

The response and involvement by western Region in these developments 

was minimal. The crises in the Western Region had left the region void of a 

true leader with genuine followership. The leaders of the Western Region 

such as Awolowo had been imprisoned and those who were free remained 

quiet watching the proceedings in the country. The stance of the West to 

remain aloof allowed the struggle for political power to be two-pronged the 

East versus the North.  

 

Ironsi was slow in crushing the counter coup since it was anticipated in 

military circles. However, the coup planners were not as sluggish as Ironsi.  

They had the following grudge against Ironsi: Decree 34, the feeble way 

Ironsi handled the January coup-planners; the killing of the Sarduana and 

Maimalari, and many of those killed during the first coup. Ironsi was 

captured and killed together with the governor of the Western Region, Lt. 

Col. Adekunle Fajuyi and many others both civilian and military 

(Illoegbunam, 1996).  

 

According to Raph Uwechue’s reconstruction,  

General Gowon, then lieutenant colonel, was General Ironsi’s 

chief of staff when the ‘rebels’ kidnapped the general along 

with Lt. Colonel Adekunle Fajuyi from the latter’s home. 

Brigadier Ogundipe, as General Ironsi’s next in command had 

assumed provisional leadership of the army. He believed 
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Gowon was on his side and sent him as a member of the 

Federal party appointed to negotiate with the ‘rebels’, then 

under the leadership of Lt. Colonel Murtala Mohammed. 

Gowon came back riding high on the back of the ‘rebels’ to 

assume command of the army and the leadership of the 

military government (Uwechue, 2004).   

 

The principal figure in the July coup was Lt. Col. Murtala Mohammed. 

Some other views suggested that the coup originated in the lower ranks of 

the army, and that Murtala Mohammed and some other Northern officers 

only joined in after matters were under way so as not to leave sergeant-

majors in control of the troops (Illoegbunam, 1996). The primary factor that 

determined the choice of Gowon as Supreme Commander seems to be his 

moderate and conciliatory character, which must have made him 

acceptable to most of the dissidents, coupled with the fact that he was from 

the North and spoke Hausa, although he was of Middle Belt origin (Ajani, 

2005). Gowon’s immediate and obvious appeal was that he was the most 

senior Northern officer. Even though he had Southern senior officers like 

Brigadier Babafemi Ogundipe, Commodore Adewale Wey of the Nigerian 

Navy, and Colonel Robert Adebayo. Three lieutenant-colonels, W. Bassey, 

Ime Imo, and Njoku had greater seniority than Gowon. In spite of all this, 

Gowon became the new leader of Nigeria on August 1, 1966 (Illoegbunam, 

1996). 

 

The two coups of 1966 had so many casualties. Some of these casualties 

were: Prime Minister, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa; premiers of the Northern 

and Western Regions; Ahmadu Bello and Samuel Akintola, respectively, 

and Festus Okotie Eboh, Federal Finance Minister. From the military were 

Brigadier Samuel Ademulegun, Nzeogwu’s Brigade Commander; 

Brigadier Zakariya Maimalari, Commander, Second Brigade; Colonel Kur 

Mohammed, Colonel Ralph Shodeinde, Commandant of the Military 

Training College; Lieutenant-Colonel Yakubu Pam, Adjutant-General of 
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the Army; Lieutenant-Colonel Abogo Largarma, Commanding Officer, 

Fourth Battalion; and Lieutenant Colonel Chinyelu Unegbe (Duyile, 2006). 

All these were casualties of the first coup. The counter coup casualties 

included Lieutenant-Colonel Gabriel Okonweze, Major John Obienu, 

Lieutenant E.B. Orok, Major-General Aguiyi Ironsi, Lieutenant-Colonel 

Adekunle Fajuyi and Major Donatus Okafor. Many others died during the 

riots which occurred after the coups.      

 

Conclusion  

Prior the First Republic, the British had sowed a seed of discord among the 

Nigerian People. The failure of Nigerian political leaders since 

independence resulting from ethnic chauvinism has brought about the 

intervention of the military in politics. The different geographical zones of 

Nigeria contain many ethnic groups known as Empires and Kingdoms. The 

British forced the existing political and cultural groups together and sewed 

a discord of divide and rule among the people. This anti unity policy of the 

British continued in the First Republic, when these ethnic groups 

antagonised each other.  Colonialism was not able to impact ethnic unity 

and throughout the First Republic, there is ethnic disunity and 

unacceptance. Nigerians continued in this disgruntled attitude even 

immediately after independence, leading inadvertently into a civil war in 

1967.  
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