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ABSTRACT 

Since the commencement of the 4
th

 Republic in Nigeria in May 1999, one relatively 

permanent characterisation of the country’s political landscape has been belligerent ethno-

nationalism or ethnic militancy. The activities of ethnic militias exacerbated insecurity; 

confronted the status of the state as the sole legitimate monopolist of the instruments of force 

and violence; exposed the weak loyalty and allegiance of the populace to the Nigerian nation-

state project; and threatened its continued existence as a corporate entity. Decades of 

marginalisation and injustice foisted on the Niger Delta people by the Nigerian state in 

tandem with major Multinational Oil Corporations (MNOCs), precipitated the nasty 

experience of frustration and deprivation, which triggered a section of the youth in the region 

to embark on the formation of militia groups as an extra-constitutional method for 

negotiation, and redressing the political cum socio-economic dehumanising conditions of the 

region.  Thus, there is a historically established case of grievance instigated by environmental 

degradation and despoliation, neglect, poverty, political exclusion and intensified military 

repression of the Delta people by the Nigerian state in collaboration with the MNOCs.   

 

However, though there are ethnic militias in other parts of the country, its rampant 

proliferation and seeming sustainability in the region -- in the face of organised state violence 

-- is unprecedented and deserves scholarly investigation. This study, therefore, investigates 

the extent to which the quest for opportunism and predation by the ethnic militias has led to 

the escalation of armed conflicts in the Niger Delta region during the timeline of this 

research.  It seeks to establish a linkage between economic gains (through hostage taking for 

huge sums of money and illegal trading in petroleum products) and the intensification of 

armed conflicts by ethnic militias in the region.  Further, the study systematically interrogates 

the extent to which international commercial collaborators boosted the violent activities of 

ethnic militias in the Delta geopolitical landscape.  

 

Using the qualitative research approach and data from both primary and secondary sources, 

the study establishes a correlation between economic opportunism, the proliferation of 

militias and the escalation of armed conflict in the region during the timeline of this research.   

Several young people also became highly attracted to belligerent ethno-nationalism in the 

region as a result of the greed to corner resources from illegal oil bunkering, kidnapping, 

outright patronage from the political elite and the MNOCs.  There was rampant multiplicity 

and mutation of militias and armed gangs whose main purpose appears to be their 

involvement in the highly lucrative criminal business of hostage-taking for ransom rather 

than a principled struggle for resource control and socio-economic justice.  Clearly, several 

people and groups have used such injustices as a rationale for justifying what otherwise 

would be criminal activities: oil theft, armed robbery and hostage taking for ransom. The 

quest for various forms of gains therefore motivated the ‘democratisation’ of ethnic militancy 

purportedly fighting for the Delta region; while in reality, criminality was being deployed as 

a veritable instrument for illegal resource exploitation, political patronage and primitive 

accumulation. The phenomenal attraction of people to militancy in the region reached 

alarming proportion in 2006 when kidnapping for ransom became a strategic weapon 

popularised by the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND).  Generally 

speaking, it has been estimated that militias may not have been more than 20,000 persons in 

the region during the pre-kidnapping years.  But by January 2009, field studies revealed that 

no fewer than 50,000 people were involved in militant activities -- a figure that represents 

more than 50 % of the Armed Forces of the Federal Republic of Nigeria.  
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Further, this research also establishes a linkage between the activities of ethnic militias, 

illegal oil bunkering, foreign opportunistic traders and the sustainability of conflict in the 

region during the study period. The purchase of stolen crude oil by opportunistic international 

commercial traders from various countries of the world was the major source of sustainability 

of militia movements until 2005.  It provided the much-needed arms and money for the cycle 

of violence and conflict and, thus, became a source of attraction to more militias. With the 

improved performances of security forces in the region and the consequent diversification of 

the militias into hostage taking, however, the level of conflict sustenance through oil theft and 

foreign networks reduced drastically between 2006 and 2009 in comparison with the pre-

kidnapping years of 1999 to 2005.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


