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Abstract 
Agitation for Biafra in South-Eastern Nigeria has 

undergone a significant transformation over the past 

two decades, evolving from expressions of 

historical grievance and perceived marginalization 

into more complex forms of political radicalization 

and, in some cases, violent confrontation. This 

study examines the changing nature of Biafran 

agitation, focusing on how narratives of victimhood 

rooted in the legacies of the Nigerian Civil War 

have been reconstructed and mobilized in 

contemporary movements. It argues that perceived 

political exclusion, economic neglect, state 

repression, and identity-based grievances have 

contributed to the transition from passive agitation 

to more assertive and radical forms of resistance. 

Drawing on secondary literature and conflict 

analysis frameworks, the paper highlights how early 

grievances such as underrepresentation, 

infrastructural deficits, unemployment, and distrust 

in state institutions create conditions of perceived 

injustice. When these concerns remain unresolved, 

they are increasingly exploited by secessionist 

movements such as the Indigenous People of Biafra 

(IPOB), which reframes victimhood narratives into 

ideological demands for self-determination. The 

study further explores how radicalization is 

reinforced through diaspora networks, social media 

mobilization, and state responses, including 

militarization and proscription. It emphasizes that 

Biafran agitation is not solely a separatist or ethnic 

issue but is deeply intertwined with broader 

questions of governance, equity, and national 

identity. The paper concludes that sustainable 

solutions must move beyond coercive measures to 

include political dialogue, inclusive governance, 

economic development, and trust-building 

initiatives. 

 

Keywords: Biafran agitation, victimhood, 

radicalization, IPOB, marginalization, South-East 
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I. Introduction 
Agitation for the restoration of Biafra has 

re-emerged as a major socio-political challenge in 

contemporary Nigeria, particularly in the South-

Eastern region. Over the years, what began as 

expressions of historical grievance and identity-

based demands has evolved into organized and, at 

times, radicalized movements advocating for 

secession. Central to this transformation is the 

enduring legacy of the Nigerian Civil War, which 

continues to shape collective memory, identity, and 

perceptions of injustice among many Igbo 

communities.Historically, the South-East has 

experienced persistent claims of political 

marginalization, economic neglect, and 

underrepresentation in national governance 

structures. These perceptions have fueled feelings 

of victimhood, particularly among younger 

generations who did not directly experience the 

civil war but have inherited its narratives (Onuoha, 

2014). In this context, movements such as the 

Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) have gained 

prominence by articulating these grievances and 

mobilizing support for self-determination. 

The evolution of Biafran agitation reflects 

a broader shift from passive expressions of 

discontent to more assertive and, in some cases, 

confrontational strategies. This shift has been 

influenced by factors such as state responses, 

including arrests, proscription, and military 

operations, which have sometimes intensified 

perceptions of injustice and exclusion. Additionally, 

the role of digital media and diaspora engagement 

has amplified the reach and intensity of agitation. 

The transition from victimhood to radicalization in 

the South-East is therefore not linear but shaped by 

a complex interplay of historical memory, socio-

economic conditions, political dynamics, and 

identity construction. Understanding this 

transformation is critical for addressing the root 

causes of agitation and developing sustainable 

strategies for peace, national integration, and 

stability. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The Biafran agitation from the South-

Eastern region of Nigeria has increasingly evolved 

from peaceful expressions of grievance into more 

radicalized and, at times, confrontational 

movements. Despite various state interventions, 

including military operations and the proscription of 

groups such as the Indigenous People of Biafra 

(IPOB), agitation persists and continues to attract 

support, particularly among disaffected youth. 

Existing responses have largely focused on security 

measures, with limited attention to underlying 

issues such as political exclusion, economic 

marginalization, perceived injustice, and 

governance deficits. This approach has contributed 

to a cycle in which state repression reinforces 

victimhood narratives, thereby deepening 

radicalization rather than resolving it. 

There is therefore a need for deeper 

scholarly inquiry into how historical grievances 

especially those linked to the Nigerian Civil War 

are reconstructed in contemporary discourse, and 

how they evolve into ideological and political 

radicalization. Understanding this process is 

essential for developing more effective and 

sustainable responses to agitation in the South-East. 

 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study is to examine the 

transformation of Biafran agitation in Nigeria, with 

particular focus on the shift from victimhood to 

political radicalization. The study seeks to explore 

the historical, socio-economic, and political factors 

driving Biafran agitation, analyze how narratives of 

victimhood are constructed, sustained, and 

mobilized and examine the role of movements such 

as the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) in 

shaping contemporary agitation 

 

II. Methodology 
This study adopts a qualitative research 

design, relying primarily on secondary sources to 

examine the changing nature of Biafran agitation in 

South-Eastern Nigeria. Data are drawn from peer-

reviewed journal articles, academic books, policy 

reports, and publications from reputable institutions. 

The study employs content analysis to 

systematically review existing literature on 

secessionist movements, political marginalization, 

and conflict dynamics in Nigeria. The analytical 

framework is grounded in grievance-based theories, 

particularly Relative Deprivation Theory, which 

emphasizes the role of perceived inequality and 

injustice in driving collective action and 

radicalization. 

By synthesizing diverse scholarly 

perspectives, the study identifies key patterns and 

causal relationships that explain how historical 

victimhood—especially narratives linked to the 

Nigerian Civil War is transformed into 

contemporary political agitation and, in some cases, 

radical resistance. This approach provides a 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon 

while avoiding the logistical and security challenges 

associated with primary data collection in politically 

sensitive environments. 

 

III. Literature Review: Biafran Agitation 
Agitation for Biafra has re-emerged as a 

significant socio-political issue in South-Eastern 

Nigeria, reflecting deep-seated grievances rooted in 

history, identity, and governance. Scholars argue 

that the resurgence of separatist sentiments cannot 

be understood solely as ethnic nationalism but must 

be situated within broader contexts of perceived 

marginalization, political exclusion, and socio-

economic inequality (Onuoha, 2014; Okoli, 2019). 

The legacy of the Nigerian Civil War remains 

central to contemporary agitation. Although the war 

ended over five decades ago, its memories continue 

to shape collective identity and perceptions of 

injustice among many Igbo communities. 

Movements such as the Indigenous People of Biafra 

(IPOB) have capitalized on these sentiments, 

reframing historical grievances into demands for 

self-determination.The literature increasingly 

highlights a shift from peaceful agitation to more 

radicalized forms of resistance, influenced by state 

responses, digital mobilization, and diaspora 

engagement (Eze, 2018; Okoli&Iortyer, 2014). 

 

Historical Foundations of Victimhood in Biafran 

Agitation  

The concept of victimhood in Biafran 

agitation is deeply intertwined with the historical 

experiences of the Igbo people, particularly during 

and after the Nigerian Civil War (1967–1970). This 

sense of victimhood is not merely a reflection of 

past suffering but has evolved into a powerful 

socio-political narrative that continues to shape 

identity, political behavior, and mobilization in 

South-Eastern Nigeria. Scholars argue that post-war 

reconstruction policies, including the “No Victor, 

No Vanquished” declaration, while symbolically 

conciliatory, did not fully address the structural and 

psychological consequences of the conflict 

(Achebe, 2012). As a result, many individuals in the 

region perceive the post-war period as one marked 

by unresolved grievances, ranging from economic 

dislocation to political exclusion. 
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One of the most frequently cited issues in 

this context is the economic hardship experienced 

by the Igbo people after the war. Policies such as 

the indigenization decree and the banking 

restrictions that limited returning Igbo citizens to a 

fixed amount of money regardless of their pre-war 

savings are often interpreted as punitive measures 

that hindered economic recovery (Achebe, 2012). 

These experiences contributed to a collective 

perception that the federal government failed to 

facilitate equitable reintegration. Consequently, 

economic marginalization became a key component 

of the broader victimhood narrative, reinforcing the 

belief that the region was deliberately 

disadvantaged in national development efforts. 

In addition to economic concerns, political 

exclusion has remained a central theme in 

discussions of victimhood. Scholars note that the 

South-East has often been underrepresented in key 

national leadership positions, particularly in the 

executive branch of government (Onuoha, 2014). 

This perceived imbalance is frequently cited as 

evidence of systemic bias within Nigeria’s political 

structure. For many in the region, the lack of 

proportional representation is not simply a matter of 

political competition but is interpreted as a 

continuation of post-war marginalization. This 

perception is further amplified by debates over 

federal appointments, electoral outcomes, and 

power-sharing arrangements, all of which contribute 

to a sense of political disenfranchisement. 

Infrastructure development and resource 

allocation also play a significant role in shaping 

victimhood narratives. Comparisons between the 

South-East and other regions often highlight 

disparities in federal investment, particularly in 

areas such as transportation, energy, and public 

services (Onuoha, 2014). While such disparities 

may be influenced by a range of factors, including 

population size and economic priorities, they are 

frequently interpreted within the South-East as 

evidence of deliberate neglect. These perceptions 

reinforce the idea that the region is systematically 

excluded from the benefits of national development, 

thereby deepening feelings of injustice and 

resentment. 

Collective memory is a crucial mechanism 

through which these experiences are preserved and 

transmitted across generations. According to 

Nwankwo (2016), narratives of wartime suffering, 

displacement, and loss are deeply embedded in the 

social fabric of the Igbo community. These 

memories are not confined to historical accounts but 

are actively reproduced through family stories, 

cultural expressions, literature, and commemorative 

events. As a result, younger generations who did not 

directly experience the war are nonetheless 

socialized into a shared sense of historical 

grievance. This process of intergenerational 

transmission ensures the استمرار of victimhood 

narratives and their relevance in contemporary 

political discourse. 

Pro-Biafra groups have effectively 

leveraged these collective memories to legitimize 

their demands and mobilize support. By invoking 

images of past suffering and framing current 

challenges as extensions of historical injustices, 

these groups construct a compelling narrative of 

continuity between past and present. This narrative 

serves both as a tool for political mobilization and 

as a means of reinforcing group identity. In this 

context, victimhood becomes not only a reflection 

of perceived injustice but also a strategic resource 

that can be used to galvanize collective action 

(Nwankwo, 2016). 

The emotional power of victimhood 

narratives should not be underestimated. Feelings of 

injustice, loss, and exclusion can create strong 

bonds within a community, fostering solidarity and 

a shared sense of purpose. However, these 

narratives can also contribute to polarization by 

emphasizing differences between groups and 

framing political issues in zero-sum terms. When 

victimhood is central to group identity, it may 

become more difficult to engage in compromise or 

dialogue, as concessions can be perceived as 

betrayals of collective memory and historical truth. 

At the same time, it is important to 

approach the concept of victimhood with nuance. 

While the grievances underlying these narratives are 

often grounded in real experiences, scholars caution 

against viewing them as entirely static or 

homogeneous. Different segments of the population 

may interpret historical events and contemporary 

realities in diverse ways, and political actors may 

selectively emphasize certain aspects of history to 

advance specific agendas. This highlights the need 

for critical engagement with victimhood narratives, 

recognizing both their legitimacy and their potential 

for instrumentalization. 

Addressing the enduring sense of 

victimhood in South-Eastern Nigeria requires more 

than symbolic gestures; it necessitates concrete 

efforts to promote inclusive governance, equitable 

development, and national reconciliation. Policies 

aimed at improving infrastructure, enhancing 

political representation, and fostering economic 

opportunities in the region can help mitigate 

feelings of marginalization. Equally important is the 

need for open dialogue that acknowledges historical 



 

  

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 6, Issue 3, May - June, 2026, pp: 286-304                        ISSN: 3048-6874  

www.ijhssm.org                                                      

 

 

 

DOI: 10.35629/6874-0603286304    | Impact Factor value 7.52 |   ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal      Page 289 

grievances while promoting a shared vision for the 

future. By addressing both the material and 

psychological dimensions of marginalization, it may 

be possible to reduce the appeal of separatist 

narratives and foster greater national cohesion. 

The concept of victimhood in Biafran 

agitation is deeply rooted in historical experiences 

and sustained through collective memory and 

contemporary socio-political dynamics. While it 

reflects genuine grievances related to economic, 

political, and social marginalization, it also 

functions as a powerful narrative that shapes 

identity and mobilization. Understanding this dual 

role is essential for developing effective responses 

that address the underlying causes of discontent 

while promoting unity and inclusive development in 

Nigeria. 

 

Political Marginalization and Governance 

Deficits 

The perception of political marginalization 

in South-Eastern Nigeria has become a central 

theme in scholarly discussions on identity politics, 

governance, and separatist movements in the 

country. This perception is rooted in historical, 

political, and socio-economic dynamics that have 

shaped the relationship between the region and the 

Nigerian state. Scholars consistently argue that the 

South-East, predominantly inhabited by the Igbo 

ethnic group, has experienced limited representation 

in national leadership and decision-making 

processes, thereby reinforcing feelings of exclusion 

and alienation (Okoli, 2019). These sentiments are 

not merely abstract; they are embedded in lived 

experiences of political underrepresentation, 

infrastructural neglect, and perceived inequities in 

federal resource allocation. 

Historically, the Nigerian Civil War (1967–

1970) and its aftermath significantly influenced the 

political trajectory of the South-East. Although the 

war officially ended with a policy of “no victor, no 

vanquished,” many in the region argue that post-war 

reintegration policies did not fully address structural 

inequalities. Over the decades, this has translated 

into a persistent belief that the region remains 

sidelined in key national decisions. For instance, the 

relative absence of South-Eastern leaders in top 

political offices, particularly the presidency, has 

been interpreted as evidence of systemic 

marginalization (Okoli, 2019). This perceived 

imbalance contributes to a broader narrative of 

exclusion that continues to shape political discourse 

in the region. 

In addition to political underrepresentation, 

governance deficits have further exacerbated 

feelings of marginalization. Issues such as 

corruption, weak institutional frameworks, and lack 

of accountability undermine citizens’ trust in 

government across Nigeria. However, in the South-

East, these challenges are often interpreted through 

the lens of ethnic and regional bias. When 

governance structures fail to deliver basic services, 

ensure security, or provide economic opportunities, 

citizens are more likely to question the legitimacy 

of the state. According to Afigbo (2020), the 

inability of government institutions to respond 

effectively to citizens’ needs creates a vacuum that 

alternative political actors can exploit. 

This erosion of trust is critical in 

understanding the rise of separatist movements such 

as the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB). IPOB 

has strategically positioned itself as a voice for the 

marginalized, tapping into widespread grievances 

about political exclusion and governance failures. 

By framing its agenda around justice, self-

determination, and regional empowerment, the 

group has been able to mobilize support, 

particularly among young people who feel 

disenfranchised within the existing political system 

(Afigbo, 2020). The movement’s rhetoric often 

emphasizes historical injustices and contemporary 

inequalities, thereby reinforcing a collective identity 

centered on resistance and self-assertion. 

Moreover, the appeal of IPOB is closely 

linked to broader socio-economic challenges facing 

the region. High unemployment rates, limited 

industrial growth, and inadequate infrastructure 

contribute to a sense of stagnation and frustration. 

In such an environment, separatist narratives can 

gain traction as they offer an alternative vision of 

governance and development. The perception that 

the Nigerian state is either unable or unwilling to 

address these challenges further legitimizes the 

claims of groups like IPOB in the eyes of their 

supporters.It is also important to consider the role of 

state response in shaping the dynamics of 

marginalization and resistance. Government actions, 

particularly those perceived as heavy-handed or 

repressive, can reinforce existing grievances and 

deepen mistrust. Crackdowns on protests, arrests of 

movement leaders, and restrictions on civil liberties 

may be interpreted as evidence of systemic 

injustice, thereby strengthening the narrative of 

exclusion. In this context, the relationship between 

the state and citizens becomes increasingly 

adversarial, making constructive dialogue and 

conflict resolution more difficult. 

However, while the perception of 

marginalization is widely acknowledged, some 

scholars caution against viewing it as a purely 
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objective reality. They argue that political elites and 

interest groups may sometimes amplify these 

narratives for strategic purposes, thereby 

complicating efforts to address underlying issues. 

Nonetheless, the persistence and intensity of these 

perceptions suggest that they are grounded in 

genuine concerns that require meaningful policy 

responses.Addressing political marginalization in 

South-Eastern Nigeria therefore requires a 

multifaceted approach. Enhancing political 

inclusion, strengthening institutions, and improving 

governance are critical steps toward rebuilding 

trust. Policies that promote equitable representation, 

transparent resource allocation, and regional 

development can help mitigate feelings of 

exclusion. Additionally, fostering dialogue between 

the government and aggrieved groups is essential 

for addressing grievances and preventing further 

escalation of tensions. 

The perception of political marginalization 

in South-Eastern Nigeria is a complex and deeply 

rooted issue that intersects with governance failures, 

historical experiences, and socio-economic 

challenges. The rise of IPOB reflects not only 

dissatisfaction with the current political system but 

also a broader crisis of trust in state institutions. 

While separatist movements may offer a sense of 

empowerment to marginalized groups, sustainable 

solutions lie in addressing the structural and 

institutional factors that give rise to these 

perceptions. By prioritizing inclusive governance 

and responsive leadership, the Nigerian state can 

begin to rebuild trust and foster a more cohesive 

national identity. 

 

Socio-Economic Inequality and Youth 

Discontent 

Unemployment, especially among 

educated youth, is particularly significant in 

understanding the appeal of separatist movements. 

Okoli&Iortyer (2014) argue that unemployed and 

underemployed youth often become a critical 

recruitment base for insurgent and separatist 

mobilization because they experience both 

economic deprivation and social frustration. When 

formal economic structures fail to provide pathways 

for upward mobility, young people may begin to 

seek alternative forms of identity, purpose, and 

belonging. In this context, movements such as the 

Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) offer not only a 

political ideology but also a sense of collective 

identity and community participation. The promise 

of inclusion in a broader historical struggle for 

liberation can be particularly attractive to 

individuals who feel alienated from mainstream 

political and economic systems. 

Beyond material deprivation, socio-

economic grievances in the South-East are also 

shaped by relative deprivation and perceived 

inequality. Relative deprivation theory suggests that 

individuals are more likely to experience discontent 

when they compare their socio-economic conditions 

to those of other groups and perceive themselves as 

unfairly disadvantaged (Gurr, 1970). In Nigeria, 

many young people in the South-East compare 

regional infrastructure development, political 

representation, and access to federal resources with 

other parts of the country. These comparisons often 

lead to interpretations that their region is being 

deliberately marginalized within the Nigerian 

federation. Eze (2018) notes that such perceptions 

are not always based solely on objective economic 

indicators but are also shaped by political 

narratives, historical memory, and communal 

discourse, which collectively reinforce the belief 

that inequality is systemic and intentional. 

This perception of structural inequality is 

further amplified by uneven development patterns 

across Nigeria. Infrastructure deficits, limited 

industrial investment, and inadequate public 

services in parts of the South-East contribute to the 

feeling that the region has been excluded from 

national development priorities. When these 

conditions persist over time, they become 

embedded in collective consciousness and are 

increasingly interpreted through ethnic and political 

lenses. As a result, economic grievances are not 

viewed in isolation but are instead integrated into 

broader narratives of marginalization and injustice. 

This integration strengthens the appeal of separatist 

ideologies, which frame economic 

underdevelopment as evidence of political 

exclusion and ethnic discrimination. 

Youth demographics are particularly 

important in understanding the dynamics of 

agitation. Nigeria has one of the youngest 

populations in the world, and this demographic 

structure creates both opportunities and risks. While 

a youthful population can contribute to innovation 

and economic growth, it can also lead to instability 

when economic systems are unable to absorb large 

numbers of job seekers. Okoli and Iortyer (2014) 

emphasize that idle youth populations are more 

vulnerable to political mobilization because they 

often experience identity crises and lack stable 

socio-economic anchors. In such contexts, separatist 

movements can provide structured forms of 

engagement, including activism, social networks, 
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and ideological participation, which substitute for 

the absence of formal employment opportunities. 

Digital media and communication 

technologies further intensify the relationship 

between socio-economic hardship and political 

radicalization. Social media platforms enable the 

rapid dissemination of narratives that link economic 

inequality to political oppression. Within pro-Biafra 

discourse, unemployment and poverty are 

frequently framed not as policy failures but as 

intentional outcomes of state neglect or 

discrimination. This framing transforms socio-

economic grievances into political grievances, 

thereby strengthening mobilization potential. As 

Eze (2018) observes, online platforms allow 

individuals to share personal experiences of 

hardship, which are then aggregated into broader 

collective narratives of exclusion. This process 

contributes to the emotional amplification of 

grievances and fosters a shared sense of injustice 

among dispersed populations. 

It is important, however, to recognize that 

poverty and unemployment alone are insufficient 

explanations for participation in separatist agitation. 

Empirical research on radicalization consistently 

demonstrates that socio-economic deprivation does 

not automatically translate into political extremism. 

Instead, it interacts with other factors such as 

identity, political ideology, leadership influence, 

and perceived legitimacy of the state. Many 

individuals living under similar economic 

conditions do not engage in political agitation, 

suggesting that interpretive frameworks play a 

critical role in shaping responses to deprivation. In 

the case of Biafran agitation, ideological narratives 

provide the interpretive lens through which socio-

economic hardship is understood and politicized. 

Leadership and organizational structures 

also mediate the relationship between socio-

economic conditions and mobilization. IPOB and 

similar groups actively frame economic grievances 

within a broader historical and political context, 

linking present-day hardship to long-standing 

narratives of exclusion dating back to the Nigerian 

Civil War. This historical framing gives 

contemporary socio-economic struggles deeper 

meaning and situates them within a larger struggle 

for justice and self-determination. According to 

Okoli and Iortyer (2014), such framing strategies 

are essential for sustaining engagement among 

youth populations who might otherwise disengage 

due to economic pressures or state repression. 

Therefore, socio-economic factors 

constitute a significant but not exclusive driver of 

Biafran agitation. High unemployment, poverty, and 

uneven development create fertile ground for 

frustration and disillusionment among youth in the 

South-East. However, these conditions gain 

political significance only when interpreted through 

narratives of inequality, marginalization, and 

historical injustice. As Eze (2018) and Okoli and 

Iortyer (2014) demonstrate, it is the interaction 

between material deprivation and perceived 

injustice that ultimately shapes the trajectory of 

political mobilization. Therefore, understanding 

Biafran agitation requires an integrated approach 

that considers both structural economic conditions 

and the ideological frameworks through which these 

conditions are interpreted. 

 

Ideological Framing and Identity Politics 

Ideology plays a central role in 

transforming experiences of victimhood into 

political radicalization, particularly within ethno-

nationalist movements. In the case of pro-Biafra 

activism in Nigeria, ideological framing has been 

instrumental in reshaping historical grievances into 

a coherent political narrative that justifies resistance 

and, in some instances, supports separatist 

mobilization. Movements such as the Indigenous 

People of Biafra (IPOB) strategically construct 

interpretations of history that portray the Nigerian 

state as structurally unjust, oppressive, and 

responsible for the continued marginalization of the 

Igbo population. In contrast, “Biafra” is reimagined 

as a symbolic project representing freedom, dignity, 

and collective self-determination (Nwankwo, 2016). 

This dualistic framing of oppression versus 

liberation is central to radicalization processes, as it 

simplifies complex socio-political realities into 

emotionally compelling binaries that facilitate 

group solidarity and political action. 

A key mechanism through which ideology 

contributes to radicalization is the politicization of 

collective memory. The Nigerian Civil War (1967–

1970), which resulted in severe humanitarian 

consequences for the southeastern region, continues 

to serve as a foundational reference point in pro-

Biafra discourse. IPOB and related movements 

frequently invoke memories of wartime suffering, 

starvation, and post-war exclusion to reinforce the 

perception that Igbo grievances remain unresolved. 

According to Duruji (2012), these historical 

narratives are not merely retrospective accounts but 

are actively reconstructed and deployed to sustain 

contemporary political claims. By continually 

referencing historical trauma, movement leaders are 

able to maintain emotional resonance and 

legitimacy among supporters, especially younger 

generations who did not directly experience the war 
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but inherit its memory through cultural transmission 

and political messaging. 

Media and communication technologies 

have significantly amplified the ideological reach of 

IPOB. Under the leadership of NnamdiKanu, the 

movement has effectively utilized radio broadcasts, 

online platforms, and diaspora networks to 

disseminate its message beyond Nigeria’s territorial 

boundaries. Platforms such as Radio Biafra have 

played a particularly important role in shaping 

public perception by framing current political 

developments through the lens of historical injustice 

and ethnic marginalization. Social media further 

enhances this process by enabling rapid circulation 

of emotionally charged content, including videos, 

testimonials, and symbolic imagery. As Meagher 

(2013) notes, digital media can intensify 

radicalization by creating echo chambers in which 

grievances are continuously reinforced and 

alternative narratives are excluded or delegitimized. 

This contributes to a sense of urgency and moral 

obligation among supporters, who may come to 

view political action as both necessary and 

inevitable. 

Diaspora engagement also plays a crucial 

role in sustaining ideological narratives. The Igbo 

diaspora, particularly in Europe and North America, 

provides financial, logistical, and advocacy support 

to pro-Biafra movements. Diaspora communities 

often occupy a unique positionality in which 

distance from immediate state repression allows for 

more open expression of political dissent. This 

transnational dimension enhances the resilience of 

ideological messaging by embedding it within 

global networks of activism and identity politics. 

According to Obi (2017), diaspora involvement not 

only provides material resources but also 

contributes to the internationalization of the Biafran 

cause, reframing it as a human rights issue rather 

than a purely domestic political conflict. This global 

framing can further legitimize radical narratives by 

aligning them with broader discourses of self-

determination and minority rights. 

Identity politics is another central factor in 

the ideological construction of radicalization. Pro-

Biafra movements frequently emphasize a shared 

Igbo identity rooted in cultural heritage, language, 

and collective historical experience. This identity is 

framed as having been systematically marginalized 

within the Nigerian federal structure, thereby 

reinforcing perceptions of exclusion. The 

construction of a collective “us” versus “them” 

dichotomy is particularly significant in this context. 

The “us” refers to the Igbo/Biafran collective 

identity characterized by resilience, victimhood, and 

unity, while the “them” represents the Nigerian state 

and, by extension, other ethnic or political actors 

perceived as complicit in marginalization. This 

binary framework simplifies complex intergroup 

relations and intensifies in-group cohesion, which is 

a well-documented precursor to radicalization 

processes (Tajfel& Turner, 1986). 

Furthermore, identity-based narratives 

often intersect with socio-economic grievances, 

including perceptions of unequal resource 

distribution, political underrepresentation, and 

limited access to state benefits. These structural 

inequalities reinforce ideological interpretations of 

marginalization and contribute to a sense of 

collective injustice. According to Nwankwo (2016), 

IPOB’s messaging effectively integrates these 

grievances into a broader ideological framework 

that frames self-determination as the only viable 

solution. In doing so, the movement transforms 

socio-economic dissatisfaction into political 

mobilization, increasing the likelihood of radical 

engagement among supporters. 

However, it is important to recognize that 

ideological radicalization is not a uniform or 

inevitable outcome of grievance. Many individuals 

who share similar socio-economic or historical 

experiences do not become radicalized. The process 

is mediated by leadership structures, 

communication strategies, and individual-level 

factors such as education, political socialization, 

and exposure to alternative narratives. As Obi 

(2017) emphasizes, the effectiveness of IPOB’s 

ideological framing lies not only in its content but 

also in its ability to resonate emotionally and 

symbolically with its audience. This highlights the 

importance of narrative construction in shaping 

political behavior. 

Therefore, ideology plays a pivotal role in 

transforming victimhood into political radicalization 

within pro-Biafra movements. Through historical 

reinterpretation, media dissemination, diaspora 

engagement, and identity construction, groups such 

as IPOB have developed a compelling narrative 

framework that frames the Nigerian state as 

oppressive and Biafra as a symbol of liberation. 

While these narratives are grounded in real 

experiences of marginalization, their ideological 

amplification contributes to polarization and 

reinforces “us versus them” dynamics that can 

intensify radical political engagement. 

 

State Response and the Radicalization Cycle 

The Nigerian state’s response to Biafran 

agitation has largely been framed within a 

securitized approach to conflict management, where 
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the issue is primarily treated as a threat to national 

unity, territorial integrity, and public order. This 

approach has involved a combination of legal, 

military, and administrative measures, including the 

proscription of separatist organizations, arrests and 

prolonged detention of key leaders, restrictions on 

public assemblies, and periodic military operations 

in the South-East region. While these strategies are 

intended to deter separatist mobilization and 

reinforce the authority of the state, a growing body 

of literature suggests that their long-term effects 

may be more complex and, in some cases, 

counterproductive (Amnesty International, 2021; 

Okoli, 2019). 

From a security perspective, the rationale 

behind these measures is rooted in the preservation 

of national sovereignty and the prevention of 

violent secessionist conflict. Governments typically 

resort to coercive instruments when they perceive 

political movements as posing existential risks to 

state stability. In the case of Biafran agitation, the 

Nigerian government has consistently emphasized 

the indivisibility of the state, viewing separatist 

demands as unconstitutional and destabilizing. 

Consequently, organizations associated with Biafra 

advocacy, most notably the Indigenous People of 

Biafra (IPOB), have been proscribed and officially 

designated as security threats. This designation is 

intended to delegitimize the movement and justify 

security operations aimed at curbing its influence. 

However, empirical and scholarly analyses 

indicate that securitized responses can generate 

unintended political and psychological 

consequences. Amnesty International (2021) 

documents allegations of excessive use of force, 

arbitrary arrests, and other human rights violations 

during security operations in the South-East. Such 

reports contribute to perceptions among segments of 

the population that state actions are not neutral law 

enforcement measures but rather targeted repression 

against a particular ethnic or political group. In line 

with Relative Deprivation Theory, these perceptions 

are critical, as it is the subjective interpretation of 

state behavior—rather than its objective intent—

that shapes political responses (Gurr, 1970). When 

individuals perceive that they are being unfairly 

targeted, their sense of grievance is intensified, 

regardless of the state’s stated objectives. 

The designation of IPOB as a terrorist 

organization represents a particularly significant 

turning point in the dynamics of agitation. While 

legally framed as a counterterrorism measure, this 

classification has had important symbolic and 

political implications. For supporters of the 

movement, such labeling is often interpreted as 

evidence of political stigmatization and systematic 

exclusion. Rather than delegitimizing the movement 

entirely, it can reinforce existing narratives of 

persecution and marginalization (Okoli, 2019). This 

reinforces the argument that state responses can 

inadvertently contribute to the very phenomenon 

they seek to suppress. By framing the movement in 

existential security terms, the state may elevate its 

perceived importance among sympathizers and 

increase its emotional resonance. 

Furthermore, the arrest and detention of 

prominent leaders associated with the movement 

have also contributed to the personalization of 

grievance narratives. Leadership figures in 

separatist movements often serve as symbolic 

embodiments of collective aspirations and 

frustrations. When such figures are arrested or 

prosecuted, their supporters may interpret these 

actions not merely as legal enforcement but as 

political suppression. This interpretation can 

strengthen group cohesion and deepen emotional 

attachment to the cause. In many cases, detained 

leaders are further idealized, becoming symbols of 

resistance and martyrdom within movement 

narratives. 

The interaction between state repression 

and movement response can be understood as a 

cyclical process of escalation. Initially, grievances 

rooted in historical, political, or socio-economic 

conditions give rise to agitation. In response, the 

state employs coercive measures aimed at 

containment and deterrence. However, these 

measures may be perceived as unjust or 

disproportionate, thereby intensifying grievances 

and reinforcing collective identity among 

supporters. This, in turn, strengthens commitment to 

the movement and may increase its capacity for 

mobilization. Over time, this dynamic can evolve 

into a self-reinforcing cycle of action and reaction, 

commonly described in conflict studies as a 

radicalization feedback loop (Gurr, 1970; Okoli, 

2019). 

This cycle is further complicated by the 

role of collective identity and historical memory. In 

the South-East, narratives of past suffering, 

particularly those associated with the Nigerian Civil 

War, continue to shape contemporary 

interpretations of state behavior. When modern 

security operations are perceived through the lens of 

historical experience, they may be interpreted as a 

continuation of past injustices rather than isolated 

incidents. This historical framing amplifies the 

emotional intensity of grievances and strengthens 

the legitimacy of resistance narratives. As a result, 
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state actions intended to restore order may instead 

reinforce the ideological foundations of agitation. 

Additionally, securitized approaches often 

prioritize short-term stabilization over long-term 

conflict resolution. While military presence and 

arrests may temporarily disrupt organizational 

activities, they do not necessarily address the 

underlying structural and perceptual drivers of 

agitation. These include perceived political 

exclusion, uneven development, lack of trust in 

institutions, and identity-based grievances. Without 

addressing these root causes, the conditions that 

generate agitation remain intact, allowing the cycle 

of mobilization and repression to persist over time. 

Another important dimension of this 

dynamic is the impact on youth populations. Young 

people are particularly susceptible to the effects of 

both grievance narratives and state responses. In 

contexts where unemployment, limited 

opportunities, and social exclusion are prevalent, 

securitized state actions may further alienate youth 

populations. This alienation can increase receptivity 

to alternative political narratives that offer a sense 

of identity, purpose, and agency. Okoli (2019) 

argues that in such contexts, radicalization is not 

simply a product of ideology but also of lived 

experience shaped by interaction with state 

institutions. 

The international dimension of state 

response also plays a role in shaping the dynamics 

of agitation. Reports by organizations such as 

Amnesty International (2021) contribute to global 

awareness of the situation in the South-East, 

influencing international perceptions of the 

Nigerian government’s human rights record. This 

external scrutiny can place additional pressure on 

the state but may also be perceived domestically as 

foreign interference, further complicating the 

political environment. In some cases, international 

attention can inadvertently strengthen the 

legitimacy of separatist claims by validating 

narratives of oppression on a global stage. 

Overall, the literature suggests that while 

securitized responses are often justified in terms of 

maintaining order and national unity, their 

effectiveness in resolving underlying grievances is 

limited. Instead, such approaches may contribute to 

a cycle of radicalization in which repression 

reinforces grievance, and grievance reinforces 

mobilization. This cycle underscores the importance 

of adopting more comprehensive and balanced 

strategies that combine security measures with 

political dialogue, institutional reform, and socio-

economic development. 

The Nigerian state’s response to Biafran 

agitation illustrates the complex relationship 

between state power, collective grievance, and 

political mobilization. While coercive measures 

may achieve short-term containment, they risk 

intensifying long-term instability if underlying 

issues remain unaddressed. A sustainable resolution 

requires moving beyond securitization toward 

approaches that prioritize inclusion, justice, and 

trust-building between the state and affected 

communities. 

 

Social Media, Diaspora Influence, and Modern 

Mobilization 

Modern Biafran agitation has increasingly 

been reshaped by the rise of digital technology and 

the expansion of transnational networks, marking a 

significant departure from earlier, more localized 

forms of political mobilization. Unlike the pre-

digital era, where communication and coordination 

were constrained by geography, state surveillance, 

and limited media access, contemporary movements 

now operate within a highly interconnected 

information environment. Social media platforms 

such as Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), WhatsApp, 

YouTube, and Telegram have become central 

instruments for communication, mobilization, and 

ideological reinforcement among pro-Biafra groups 

(Eze, 2018). These platforms enable real-time 

dissemination of information, allowing activists to 

bypass traditional media gatekeepers and directly 

reach both local and global audiences. 

One of the most significant implications of 

digitalization is the speed and scale at which 

narratives are produced and circulated. Information, 

whether verified or not, spreads rapidly across 

networks, often gaining emotional traction before 

factual verification can occur. In the context of 

Biafran agitation, this has facilitated the widespread 

circulation of victimhood narratives that emphasize 

historical injustice, contemporary marginalization, 

and alleged state repression. These narratives are 

frequently supported by images, videos, and 

eyewitness accounts that evoke strong emotional 

responses, particularly anger, sympathy, and 

solidarity (Eze, 2018). Such emotionally charged 

content plays a crucial role in shaping perceptions 

of injustice and reinforcing collective identity 

among supporters. 

From a theoretical perspective, this process 

aligns closely with Relative Deprivation Theory, 

which emphasizes the importance of perceived 

inequality and emotional responses in driving 

collective action (Gurr, 1970). Digital media 

intensifies these perceptions by making 
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comparisons more immediate and visible. For 

instance, images of infrastructural development in 

other regions of Nigeria or reports of political 

appointments perceived as exclusionary can 

heighten feelings of relative deprivation among 

audiences in the South-East. When individuals are 

repeatedly exposed to content that highlights 

disparities between expectations and realities, their 

sense of grievance becomes more pronounced, 

increasing the likelihood of political engagement or 

radicalization. 

In addition to information dissemination, 

digital platforms serve as powerful tools for identity 

construction and group cohesion. Online spaces 

enable individuals who share similar grievances to 

connect, interact, and reinforce shared narratives of 

belonging. Through hashtags, online forums, and 

group discussions, a sense of collective identity is 

cultivated and sustained. This digital community-

building process is particularly important in the 

context of diaspora engagement, where 

geographical distance might otherwise weaken 

emotional and political ties to homeland struggles. 

Instead, digital platforms bridge this gap by 

allowing diaspora members to remain actively 

involved in agitation discourse, thereby 

strengthening transnational solidarity (Eze, 2018). 

Diaspora communities play a critical role 

in sustaining and amplifying Biafran agitation. 

These communities contribute in multiple ways, 

including financial support, international advocacy, 

media production, and lobbying efforts in host 

countries. Financial remittances from diaspora 

supporters help fund organizational activities, 

communication infrastructure, and advocacy 

campaigns. Additionally, diaspora actors often 

engage in strategic communication aimed at 

influencing international public opinion and policy 

discourse regarding the Nigerian state and its 

handling of separatist movements. This external 

dimension of agitation introduces a global political 

layer to what might otherwise be considered a 

domestic issue. 

The involvement of diaspora networks also 

enhances the resilience of the movement. Even 

when domestic leadership structures face 

repression, arrest, or fragmentation, external actors 

can sustain momentum by continuing advocacy and 

information dissemination. This transnational 

continuity makes it more difficult for state 

authorities to fully suppress agitation, as the 

movement is not confined within national 

boundaries. According to Onuoha (2014), the 

globalization of separatist movements has 

fundamentally altered the dynamics of political 

resistance by expanding the spatial and 

communicative reach of non-state actors. 

Another important feature of digital 

mobilization is its role in recruitment and 

radicalization processes. Online platforms lower the 

barriers to participation by allowing individuals to 

engage with political content passively before 

gradually becoming more active participants. 

Exposure to repeated narratives of injustice and 

oppression can contribute to the normalization of 

radical viewpoints. Over time, individuals may 

transition from passive observers to active 

supporters, and in some cases, to direct participants 

in agitation activities. This process is often gradual 

and reinforced by algorithmic filtering mechanisms 

that prioritize emotionally engaging content, 

thereby creating feedback loops that intensify 

ideological exposure. 

However, the role of digital technology is 

not unidirectional or uniformly radicalizing. It also 

provides spaces for counter-narratives, debate, and 

moderation. Government agencies, civil society 

organizations, and independent commentators also 

use these platforms to promote alternative 

perspectives, advocate for national unity, or 

challenge misinformation. Nevertheless, the 

effectiveness of such counter-narratives is often 

limited by issues of credibility, trust, and audience 

segmentation. In many cases, audiences already 

embedded in pro-Biafra digital ecosystems may 

perceive state or mainstream messages as biased or 

illegitimate, further entrenching existing beliefs. 

The interaction between digital media and 

state response is also significant in shaping the 

trajectory of agitation. Government attempts to 

regulate online content, monitor digital 

communications, or restrict access to certain 

platforms can sometimes produce unintended 

consequences. Rather than reducing agitation, such 

measures may reinforce perceptions of censorship 

and oppression, thereby validating the narratives 

promoted by separatist movements. As Gurr (1970) 

suggests, perceived repression can intensify relative 

deprivation and strengthen resistance, particularly 

when individuals interpret state actions as unjust or 

discriminatory. 

Furthermore, the algorithmic nature of 

digital platforms contributes to the amplification of 

polarizing content. Social media algorithms are 

designed to maximize engagement, often 

prioritizing emotionally charged or controversial 

material. In the context of Biafran agitation, this 

means that content emphasizing conflict, injustice, 

or confrontation is more likely to be widely 

circulated. This structural feature of digital 
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platforms inadvertently contributes to the 

intensification of grievances and the reinforcement 

of group identity boundaries. 

The transformation of modern Biafran 

agitation is deeply intertwined with the rise of 

digital technology and transnational networks. 

Social media platforms have revolutionized the 

ways in which grievances are communicated, 

identities are constructed, and movements are 

sustained. Diaspora communities further extend the 

reach and resilience of agitation by providing 

financial, ideological, and political support from 

abroad. While these developments have enhanced 

mobilization capacity, they have also contributed to 

the intensification of victimhood narratives and, in 

some cases, the acceleration of radicalization 

processes. 

Ultimately, understanding the digital and 

transnational dimensions of Biafran agitation is 

essential for comprehending its contemporary form. 

Any effective response must take into account not 

only the local socio-political conditions that give 

rise to grievances but also the global 

communication networks that sustain and amplify 

them. Without addressing these interconnected 

dimensions, efforts at conflict resolution and 

national integration are likely to remain limited in 

effectiveness. 

 

From Victimhood to Radicalization: A 

Conceptual Synthesis 

The literature suggests that Biafran 

agitation in South-Eastern Nigeria follows a 

dynamic and multi-stage process that reflects the 

interaction between historical memory, socio-

political realities, and contemporary mobilization 

strategies. At its foundation are deeply rooted 

historical and contemporary grievances, particularly 

those associated with the Nigerian Civil War 

(1967–1970) and its aftermath. These grievances 

have contributed to the development of a collective 

sense of victimhood among many people in the 

region (Onuoha, 2014). While the war formally 

ended with the declaration of “No Victor, No 

Vanquished,” scholars argue that post-war 

reintegration policies did not sufficiently address 

the structural and psychological impacts of the 

conflict, including economic dislocation, political 

exclusion, and social marginalization (Achebe, 

2012). As a result, memories of suffering, 

displacement, and perceived injustice have persisted 

across generations, forming a critical foundation for 

contemporary agitation. 

This sense of victimhood is not static; 

rather, it is actively constructed and reproduced 

through social, political, and cultural processes. 

Collective memory plays a crucial role in this 

regard, as narratives of past injustices are 

transmitted through family, community discourse, 

and increasingly through digital media platforms 

(Nwankwo, 2016). These narratives often 

emphasize themes of betrayal, exclusion, and 

unfulfilled promises of national integration, thereby 

reinforcing a shared identity rooted in historical 

grievance. Importantly, the persistence of these 

narratives illustrates that victimhood is not merely a 

reflection of past events but a socially mediated 

perception that continues to shape present political 

attitudes and behaviors. 

Building on this foundation, ideological 

framing becomes a critical mechanism through 

which grievances are transformed into political 

action. Pro-Biafra movements, particularly the 

Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB), have played a 

significant role in reframing historical and 

contemporary grievances into a coherent ideological 

narrative centered on injustice, marginalization, and 

the right to self-determination (Nwankwo, 2016; 

Okoli, 2019). Through this process, individual 

experiences of dissatisfaction are linked to broader 

group-based claims, thereby fostering a sense of 

collective relative deprivation. According to 

Relative Deprivation Theory, such perceptions arise 

when individuals or groups believe that they are 

unfairly disadvantaged compared to others or 

relative to their expectations (Gurr, 1970). In the 

context of South-Eastern Nigeria, many individuals 

perceive a gap between their expectations of 

equitable treatment within the Nigerian state and 

their actual experiences of political and economic 

exclusion. 

This ideological reframing is further 

strengthened by identity politics, which emphasizes 

a shared Igbo identity based on common historical 

experiences and perceived marginalization. The 

construction of a clear distinction between “us” (the 

marginalized group) and “them” (the Nigerian state) 

enhances group cohesion and facilitates 

mobilization. As Walker and Smith (2002) note, 

collective perceptions of injustice are more likely to 

lead to political action when individuals strongly 

identify with a group and perceive that the group as 

a whole is being treated unfairly. In this sense, 

identity serves as both a lens through which 

grievances are interpreted and a resource for 

collective mobilization. 

The role of social networks and digital 

platforms represents a significant evolution in the 

dynamics of Biafran agitation. Unlike earlier 

periods of agitation, which relied primarily on 
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physical gatherings and traditional media, 

contemporary movements increasingly utilize 

digital technologies to disseminate information, 

mobilize supporters, and coordinate activities (Eze, 

2018). Platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

WhatsApp enable rapid and widespread 

communication, allowing pro-Biafra narratives to 

reach both local and global audiences. Diaspora 

communities, in particular, have become important 

actors in this process, providing financial support, 

advocacy, and international visibility for the 

movement. This transnational dimension amplifies 

the impact of agitation and contributes to its 

persistence. 

However, the use of digital media also has 

important implications for the nature of 

mobilization. Online platforms often facilitate the 

circulation of emotionally charged content, 

including images and narratives that emphasize 

suffering and injustice. Such content can intensify 

feelings of anger and resentment, thereby 

accelerating the process of radicalization. 

Moreover, digital environments can create echo 

chambers in which individuals are primarily 

exposed to information that reinforces their existing 

beliefs, reducing the likelihood of alternative 

perspectives and increasing ideological polarization 

(Eze, 2018). This dynamic further entrenches 

victimhood narratives and strengthens commitment 

to separatist goals. 

State responses to Biafran agitation 

constitute another critical factor shaping its 

evolution. The Nigerian government has largely 

adopted a securitized approach, involving measures 

such as the proscription of IPOB, arrests of its 

members, and military operations in the South-East. 

While these actions are intended to maintain 

national security and territorial integrity, the 

literature suggests that they may have unintended 

consequences (Okoli, 2019). From the perspective 

of Relative Deprivation Theory, perceptions of 

injustice are intensified when individuals believe 

that authorities are acting in a repressive or 

discriminatory manner (Gurr, 1970). Reports of 

human rights violations and heavy-handed security 

measures have reinforced narratives of persecution 

and marginalization, thereby legitimizing the claims 

of pro-Biafra movements (Amnesty International, 

2021). 

This interaction between state response 

and agitation creates a cycle of radicalization. Initial 

grievances lead to protest and mobilization, which 

are met with state repression. In turn, this repression 

reinforces perceptions of injustice, deepens 

victimhood, and increases support for more radical 

forms of resistance. Over time, this cycle can result 

in a shift from largely peaceful expressions of 

discontent to more confrontational and, in some 

cases, violent forms of agitation. As Okoli (2019) 

argues, the persistence of unresolved grievances, 

combined with repressive state responses, creates 

conditions conducive to the escalation of conflict. 

Socio-economic factors further contribute 

to this process by shaping the conditions under 

which individuals engage with agitation 

movements. High levels of youth unemployment, 

poverty, and limited economic opportunities in the 

South-East create a context of frustration and 

disillusionment (National Bureau of Statistics, 

2022). While economic hardship alone does not 

necessarily lead to radicalization, it interacts with 

perceptions of inequality and injustice to increase 

susceptibility to mobilization. Young people, in 

particular, may be drawn to separatist movements as 

a means of expressing dissatisfaction, seeking 

identity, and finding a sense of purpose 

(Okoli&Iortyer, 2014). In this way, socio-economic 

conditions serve as both a background factor and a 

catalyst for political engagement. 

Overall, the transformation of Biafran 

agitation from victimhood to radicalization 

highlights the complex interplay between structural 

conditions, perception, and agency. Structural 

factors such as political marginalization, economic 

inequality, and historical legacies provide the 

context within which grievances emerge. Perceptual 

factors, including collective memory and relative 

deprivation, shape how these grievances are 

interpreted and experienced. Agency is reflected in 

the actions of individuals and groups, particularly 

mobilizing actors such as IPOB, who actively 

construct narratives, organize activities, and 

influence the direction of the movement. 

The literature therefore demonstrates that 

Biafran agitation is not a static or uniform 

phenomenon but an evolving process shaped by 

multiple and interacting factors. The shift from 

passive grievance to active radicalization is driven 

by both internal dynamics—such as identity 

construction and ideological framing—and external 

influences, including state responses and digital 

mobilization. This complexity underscores the 

limitations of purely securitized approaches to 

managing agitation. Addressing the root causes of 

the phenomenon requires a more comprehensive 

strategy that incorporates inclusive governance, 

equitable economic development, and efforts to 

rebuild trust between the state and affected 

communities. 
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Understanding the transformation of 

Biafran agitation requires moving beyond simplistic 

explanations and recognizing the multifaceted 

nature of the phenomenon. By situating the process 

within broader theoretical frameworks such as 

Relative Deprivation Theory, it becomes possible to 

identify the underlying mechanisms through which 

grievances are translated into political action and, in 

some cases, radicalization. Such an understanding is 

essential for developing effective and sustainable 

responses that address not only the symptoms but 

also the root causes of agitation in South-Eastern 

Nigeria. 

 

Theoretical Framework:     Relative Deprivation 

Theory 

Relative Deprivation Theory is a central 

framework in the study of social conflict, collective 

behavior, and political violence. It explains how 

perceptions of inequality and injustice—rather than 

objective conditions alone—can generate 

dissatisfaction and motivate individuals or groups 

toward protest or rebellion. The theory is grounded 

in the idea that people evaluate their well-being not 

in isolation, but in comparison to others or to their 

own expectations. When individuals perceive a 

discrepancy between what they believe they deserve 

and what they actually receive, they experience a 

sense of deprivation that can lead to frustration, 

resentment, and potentially collective action. 

The concept of relative deprivation was 

systematically developed by Gurr (1970) in his 

influential work Why Men Rebel. According to Gurr 

(1970), the primary source of civil strife is the 

perceived gap between value expectations and value 

capabilities. Value expectations refer to the goods, 

conditions, and opportunities people believe they 

are entitled to, while value capabilities represent 

their perceived ability to attain these goods. When 

expectations exceed capabilities, individuals 

experience relative deprivation. This perceived 

imbalance generates frustration, which can escalate 

into aggression and, under certain circumstances, 

collective violence (Gurr, 1970). 

A key feature of Relative Deprivation 

Theory is its emphasis on subjective perception 

rather than objective reality. This means that 

individuals do not need to be materially poor or 

deprived to feel dissatisfied; rather, they need only 

perceive themselves as worse off compared to a 

relevant reference group. Social comparison plays a 

crucial role in this process. Individuals often 

compare themselves to peers, other social groups, or 

even broader societal standards, and these 

comparisons shape their sense of fairness and 

justice (Walker & Smith, 2002). For example, 

exposure to higher standards of living through 

media or increased interaction with other groups 

can raise expectations, making existing conditions 

seem inadequate even if they have not objectively 

worsened. 

Scholars have identified different forms of 

relative deprivation, each of which has distinct 

implications for behavior. Detrimental deprivation 

occurs when individuals perceive a decline in their 

conditions over time, leading to a sense of loss. 

Aspirational deprivation arises when expectations 

increase without a corresponding improvement in 

actual conditions. Progressive deprivation, which is 

often associated with instability, involves a period 

of rising expectations followed by a sharp decline, 

creating intense frustration (Gurr, 1970). These 

variations demonstrate that relative deprivation is 

not a static condition but a dynamic process shaped 

by changing social, economic, and political 

circumstances. 

The psychological dimension of Relative 

Deprivation Theory is also significant. Feelings of 

frustration, anger, and resentment are central to the 

theory, as they provide the emotional basis for 

action. However, these emotions alone do not 

automatically lead to collective violence or protest. 

Individuals must also identify a source of their 

deprivation and attribute blame to a specific actor, 

such as a government, institution, or social group 

(Smith, Pettigrew, Pippin, &Bialosiewicz, 2012). In 

addition, they must believe that collective action is 

both possible and effective. Without these cognitive 

elements perceived causation and efficacy 

grievances may remain latent rather than being 

translated into action. 

Relative Deprivation Theory operates at 

both individual and group levels. Individual relative 

deprivation refers to personal feelings of 

disadvantage, while collective relative deprivation 

involves a shared perception among members of a 

group that they are being treated unfairly compared 

to other groups. Collective deprivation is 

particularly important in understanding large-scale 

social movements and political conflicts. When 

individuals strongly identify with a group and 

perceive that the group as a whole is disadvantaged, 

they are more likely to participate in collective 

action to address these grievances (Walker & Smith, 

2002). This group-based dimension of deprivation 

has been especially relevant in studies of ethnic 

conflict, nationalism, and social movements. 

The theory has been widely applied to 

explain a variety of social and political phenomena, 

including revolutions, riots, protests, and civil wars. 
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For instance, it has been used to analyze historical 

events such as the French Revolution and more 

contemporary forms of social unrest. In many cases, 

it is not the poorest or most deprived groups that 

initiate conflict, but those who experience a 

growing gap between their expectations and their 

actual conditions (Cederman, Gleditsch, &Buhaug, 

2013). This insight helps explain why periods of 

economic development or modernization—when 

expectations tend to rise—can sometimes be 

accompanied by increased instability. 

Despite its broad applicability, Relative 

Deprivation Theory has several limitations. One 

major criticism is that it overemphasizes the role of 

grievances while neglecting the importance of 

structural and organizational factors. Not all 

individuals or groups who experience relative 

deprivation engage in protest or violence, 

suggesting that additional conditions—such as 

leadership, resource mobilization, and political 

opportunities—are necessary for collective action to 

occur (Cederman et al., 2013). This has led to the 

development of complementary theories, such as 

Resource Mobilization Theory, which focuses on 

the organizational and material resources required 

for successful mobilization. 

Another limitation is the difficulty of 

measuring relative deprivation due to its subjective 

nature. Perceptions of inequality and injustice can 

vary widely among individuals and groups, making 

it challenging to operationalize the concept in 

empirical research. Furthermore, the theory does not 

fully explain why some individuals respond to 

deprivation with apathy or withdrawal rather than 

activism or aggression. Factors such as cultural 

norms, personality differences, and socialization 

processes can influence how people interpret and 

respond to perceived injustice (Smith et al., 2012). 

Additionally, Relative Deprivation Theory 

does not always adequately explain the timing of 

conflict. While it identifies conditions that may lead 

to unrest, it does not specify when these conditions 

will result in actual mobilization. Societies may 

experience prolonged periods of relative deprivation 

without significant conflict, only for unrest to 

emerge suddenly due to triggering events or 

changes in political context. This suggests that 

relative deprivation is a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for collective violence. 

In response to these criticisms, scholars 

have refined and expanded the theory. For example, 

Runciman (1966) distinguished between egoistic 

(individual) and fraternalistic (group-based) 

deprivation, highlighting the importance of group 

identity in shaping responses to inequality. 

Similarly, research on horizontal inequalities has 

built on the concept of relative deprivation by 

emphasizing disparities between culturally defined 

groups as a key driver of conflict (Cederman et al., 

2013). These developments have enhanced the 

explanatory power of the theory by integrating it 

with broader social and political frameworks. 

Relative Deprivation Theory therefore 

provides a powerful and enduring framework for 

understanding the relationship between perceived 

inequality and social conflict. By focusing on the 

gap between expectations and capabilities, the 

theory highlights the importance of subjective 

perceptions in shaping human behavior. It 

underscores the roles of social comparison, 

emotional responses, and collective identity in 

driving dissatisfaction and mobilization. Although it 

has limitations particularly in explaining the 

mechanisms and timing of collective action—it 

remains a valuable tool for analyzing the origins of 

social unrest and the conditions under which 

grievances may escalate into conflict. 

 

Limitations of the Theory 

Relative Deprivation Theory provides a 

useful analytical framework for understanding the 

transformation of victimhood into radicalization in 

the context of Biafran agitation in Nigeria. The 

theory, as developed by Gurr (1970), emphasizes 

that conflict arises not necessarily from absolute 

deprivation but from perceived disparities between 

what individuals or groups believe they deserve and 

what they actually experience. When applied to the 

changing nature of Biafran agitation, this 

framework helps explain how historical grievances 

and contemporary perceptions of injustice interact 

to produce increasingly radical forms of 

mobilization. 

In South-Eastern Nigeria, many 

individuals do not necessarily rank among the most 

economically deprived in the country. However, 

Relative Deprivation Theory suggests that objective 

economic conditions are less important than 

subjective perceptions of inequality. In this case, the 

key driver of agitation is the belief that the region is 

politically and economically marginalized relative 

to other parts of the country. Historical experiences, 

particularly those linked to the Nigerian Civil War 

(1967–1970), continue to shape collective memory 

and identity. These experiences have fostered a 

lingering sense of victimhood, which is reinforced 

by contemporary issues such as perceived 

underrepresentation in federal appointments, limited 

infrastructural development, and a weak federal 

presence in the region (Onuoha, 2014). 
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This perceived marginalization creates a 

gap between expectations and capabilities, which is 

central to Relative Deprivation Theory. Many 

people in the South-East expect equitable treatment, 

political inclusion, and fair distribution of national 

resources. When these expectations are not met, 

frustration emerges. Over time, this frustration can 

evolve into resentment toward the state, especially 

when individuals attribute their condition to 

systemic bias or deliberate exclusion. As Gurr 

(1970) argues, such frustration provides fertile 

ground for aggression and collective action, 

particularly when it is shared among a large group 

with a strong sense of identity. 

The transition from victimhood to 

radicalization is further facilitated by mobilizing 

agents who frame these grievances in ways that 

encourage collective action. Groups such as the 

Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) play a 

significant role in this process by transforming 

diffuse feelings of dissatisfaction into structured 

political narratives. Through speeches, media 

broadcasts, and diaspora engagement, these 

movements emphasize historical injustices and 

contemporary inequalities, presenting them as 

evidence of deliberate oppression. This framing 

aligns closely with the concept of collective relative 

deprivation, where individuals come to see their 

personal frustrations as part of a broader group-

based injustice (Walker & Smith, 2002). As a result, 

private grievances are politicized, and individuals 

become more willing to support or participate in 

agitation. 

Relative Deprivation Theory also helps 

explain why Biafran agitation has evolved in 

intensity and character over time. Initially, 

expressions of dissatisfaction may take the form of 

peaceful protests or demands for political 

restructuring. However, when grievances persist 

without meaningful resolution, and when 

expectations continue to rise—often due to 

increased political awareness and global exposure—

there is a risk of progressive deprivation. This 

occurs when a period of rising expectations is 

followed by stagnation or perceived decline, leading 

to heightened frustration (Gurr, 1970). In the 

Biafran context, this dynamic contributes to the 

shift from moderate advocacy to more radical 

demands, including calls for secession. 

State responses play a critical role in either 

mitigating or exacerbating this process. According 

to Relative Deprivation Theory, perceptions of 

injustice are intensified when individuals believe 

that authorities are unresponsive or repressive. In 

the case of Biafran agitation, reports of arrests, 

detentions, and military crackdowns have 

contributed to a widening gap between expectations 

of justice and actual experiences (Amnesty 

International, 2021). Rather than deterring agitation, 

such actions can reinforce the narrative of 

marginalization and oppression promoted by 

separatist movements. This creates a feedback loop 

in which state repression validates the grievances of 

agitators, thereby increasing support for more 

radical positions. 

Furthermore, the theory highlights the 

importance of attribution and legitimacy in shaping 

responses to deprivation. When individuals perceive 

state actions as illegitimate or discriminatory, they 

are more likely to justify resistance. In this context, 

heavy-handed security measures can undermine the 

legitimacy of the state and strengthen the moral 

justification for agitation. This is particularly 

significant in regions where historical mistrust 

already exists, as new incidents of perceived 

injustice are interpreted through the lens of past 

experiences. 

It is also important to note that not all 

individuals who experience relative deprivation 

become radicalized. The transformation from 

victimhood to radicalization depends on additional 

factors, including leadership, organizational 

capacity, and access to mobilizing structures. 

However, Relative Deprivation Theory provides a 

critical foundation for understanding why 

grievances emerge and why they resonate so 

strongly with certain populations. It explains the 

emotional and cognitive processes that make 

individuals receptive to radical ideologies, even in 

the absence of extreme material deprivation. 

Relative Deprivation Theory therefore 

offers a robust framework for analyzing the 

changing nature of Biafran agitation in Nigeria. By 

focusing on perceived inequalities and the gap 

between expectations and realities, the theory 

explains how historical victimhood can evolve into 

contemporary radicalization. The sense of 

marginalization experienced by many in South-

Eastern Nigeria, combined with reinforcing 

narratives from agitation movements and state 

responses that may exacerbate grievances, creates 

conditions conducive to escalating conflict. 

Addressing these dynamics requires not only 

economic development but also inclusive 

governance, equitable political representation, and 

efforts to rebuild trust between the state and 

affected communities. 

While Relative Deprivation Theory 

provides valuable insights, it does not fully explain 

why some individuals become radicalized while 
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others do not. Factors such as leadership, ideology, 

social networks, and personal experiences also play 

important roles (Botha, 2014).Therefore, the theory 

is most effective when combined with other 

perspectives, such as Social Identity Theory, which 

explains group-based mobilization, and political 

process theories that emphasize opportunity 

structures. Relative Deprivation Theory remains 

highly relevant in explaining the changing nature of 

Biafran agitation. It highlights how perceived 

inequality and unmet expectations can transform 

victimhood into political radicalization. In the 

Nigerian context, addressing these perceptions 

through inclusive governance, equitable 

development, and trust-building is essential for 

reducing agitation and promoting stability. 

 

Implications of Biafran Agitation: From 

Victimhood to Radicalization 

The transformation of victimhood into 

political radicalization in South-Eastern Nigeria 

carries far-reaching implications for national 

security, governance, socio-economic development, 

and national cohesion. As Biafran agitation evolves 

from largely peaceful expressions of grievance into 

more organized and, at times, confrontational 

resistance, its consequences extend beyond the 

immediate region and pose complex challenges to 

the Nigerian state. Understanding these implications 

requires situating the phenomenon within broader 

theoretical and empirical discussions on conflict, 

state legitimacy, and group-based grievances. 

One of the most immediate and visible 

implications is the threat to national security and 

territorial integrity. The rise of separatist 

movements such as the Indigenous People of Biafra 

(IPOB) has intensified tensions between state 

authorities and segments of the population in the 

South-East. What began as a largely ideological and 

protest-driven movement has, over time, developed 

more structured forms of resistance, including the 

emergence of armed elements and localized 

enforcement mechanisms. This shift increases the 

likelihood of violent confrontations with security 

forces, contributing to instability in the region 

(International Crisis Group, 2022). Sit-at-home 

orders, protests, and intermittent clashes disrupt 

public order, weaken state authority, and create an 

atmosphere of uncertainty that can be exploited by 

criminal groups operating under the cover of 

political agitation. 

Closely tied to security concerns is the 

erosion of public trust in government institutions. 

Many individuals in the South-East perceive the 

state’s response—particularly arrests, proscription 

of groups, and military deployments—as excessive 

or disproportionate. According to Amnesty 

International (2021), allegations of human rights 

violations during security operations have 

reinforced perceptions of injustice and 

marginalization. From a theoretical standpoint, this 

aligns with Relative Deprivation Theory, which 

suggests that perceived unfair treatment by 

authorities can deepen grievances and intensify 

resistance (Gurr, 1970). When citizens begin to 

view the state as an instrument of oppression rather 

than protection, trust in governance structures 

declines. This erosion of legitimacy creates a 

vacuum in which alternative authorities, including 

separatist movements, gain support by presenting 

themselves as defenders of group interests. 

Another significant implication is the 

weakening of national unity and social cohesion. 

Nigeria’s stability depends heavily on managing its 

ethnic and regional diversity through inclusive 

governance and a shared sense of belonging. 

However, the persistence of Biafran agitation has 

heightened ethnic consciousness and reinforced 

identity-based politics. The narrative of 

marginalization in the South-East has, in turn, 

provoked defensive reactions in other regions, 

deepening divisions and fostering mutual suspicion. 

As Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug (2013) argue, 

horizontal inequalities—disparities between 

culturally defined groups—are particularly potent 

drivers of conflict because they politicize identity 

and create collective grievances. In this context, the 

continued salience of Biafran identity challenges 

efforts at national integration and undermines the 

broader project of nation-building. 

The economic implications of agitation in 

the South-East are equally profound. Frequent sit-

at-home orders, coupled with insecurity, have 

significantly disrupted commercial activities in one 

of Nigeria’s most entrepreneurial regions. Markets, 

transportation systems, and small-scale enterprises 

are often forced to shut down, leading to substantial 

financial losses. Local traders and informal sector 

participants are especially vulnerable, as they rely 

on daily income for survival. Over time, these 

disruptions discourage both domestic and foreign 

investment, contributing to economic stagnation 

(International Crisis Group, 2022). Ironically, this 

economic decline can reinforce the conditions that 

fuel agitation in the first place, creating a self-

perpetuating cycle of grievance and instability. 

The education sector has also been 

adversely affected by the ongoing agitation. School 

closures resulting from insecurity and compliance 

with sit-at-home directives have disrupted academic 
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calendars and hindered learning outcomes. In some 

areas, students face prolonged interruptions to their 

education, which can have lasting consequences for 

human capital development. Reduced access to 

quality education limits future employment 

opportunities and undermines the region’s 

competitiveness in an increasingly knowledge-

driven global economy. Furthermore, educational 

disruptions can exacerbate social inequalities, as 

students from less privileged backgrounds are less 

able to compensate for lost instructional time. 

Beyond economic and educational effects, 

the phenomenon has significant psychological and 

social implications. Prolonged exposure to political 

tension, uncertainty, and fear can lead to stress, 

anxiety, and trauma, particularly among young 

people. The normalization of protest, confrontation, 

and resistance as everyday experiences may shape 

the attitudes and worldviews of a generation. Over 

time, this can contribute to the entrenchment of 

adversarial relationships between citizens and the 

state. Social cohesion within communities may also 

be strained, as individuals navigate competing 

pressures to comply with agitation directives or 

maintain economic livelihoods. 

An additional dimension of the changing 

nature of Biafran agitation is the increasing role of 

diaspora networks and digital mobilization. The 

activities of IPOB are significantly amplified 

through social media platforms and transnational 

support systems. These channels facilitate rapid 

dissemination of information, enabling the 

movement to reach a global audience and sustain 

engagement among supporters. However, they also 

contribute to the spread of emotionally charged 

narratives, misinformation, and unverified claims, 

which can escalate tensions on the ground (Onuoha, 

2014). Digital platforms often amplify grievances 

by reinforcing echo chambers, where individuals 

are exposed primarily to perspectives that validate 

their existing beliefs. This dynamic intensifies 

perceptions of victimhood and can accelerate the 

process of radicalization. 

Finally, the persistence of agitation 

highlights the limitations of securitized approaches 

to conflict management. The heavy reliance on 

force, without adequately addressing underlying 

grievances, has contributed to a cycle in which state 

actions inadvertently reinforce the very conditions 

they seek to suppress. As Gurr (1970) suggests, 

repression can increase frustration and strengthen 

the resolve of aggrieved groups, particularly when it 

is perceived as unjust. This underscores the need for 

a more comprehensive strategy that combines 

security measures with political dialogue, economic 

inclusion, and institutional reform. Addressing the 

root causes of agitation—such as perceived 

marginalization, lack of representation, and uneven 

development—is essential for achieving sustainable 

peace. 

The transformation of victimhood into 

radicalization in South-Eastern Nigeria has 

multifaceted implications that extend across 

security, governance, economic, social, and 

psychological domains. The rise of Biafran 

agitation reflects deeper structural and perceptual 

challenges within the Nigerian state, including 

issues of legitimacy, inclusion, and equity. While 

securitized responses may provide short-term 

stability, they are insufficient to address the 

underlying drivers of conflict. A holistic approach 

that prioritizes inclusive governance, trust-building, 

and equitable development is necessary to mitigate 

the risks associated with ongoing agitation and to 

strengthen national cohesion in the long term. 

 

IV. Conclusion 
This study has examined the changing 

nature of Biafran agitation in South-Eastern 

Nigeria, focusing on the transformation from 

victimhood to political radicalization. It 

demonstrates that contemporary agitation is deeply 

rooted in historical experiences, particularly the 

legacy of the Nigerian Civil War, as well as 

ongoing perceptions of political marginalization, 

socio-economic inequality, and governance 

deficits.The findings reveal that victimhood is not 

merely a passive condition but an active and 

socially constructed process. Narratives of 

exclusion and injustice are continuously reproduced 

and mobilized by movements such as the 

Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB), transforming 

grievances into organized agitation. This process is 

further reinforced by state responses, digital media, 

and diaspora engagement. 

 

The application of Relative Deprivation 

Theory underscores the importance of perceived 

inequality and unmet expectations in driving 

agitation. It shows that radicalization is not simply a 

product of economic hardship but is closely linked 

to how individuals interpret their socio-political 

environment.Overall, the study highlights that 

Biafran agitation is not solely a separatist issue but 

a reflection of broader structural and governance 

challenges in Nigeria. Addressing it therefore 

requires a comprehensive approach that goes 

beyond security measures to tackle underlying 

causes. 
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V. Recommendations 
Addressing the evolving nature of Biafran 

agitation requires a comprehensive and balanced 

strategy that tackles both immediate security 

concerns and deeper structural challenges. A key 

starting point is promoting inclusive governance 

and ensuring fair political representation for the 

South-East in national decision-making. When 

communities feel adequately represented, 

perceptions of marginalization can be reduced, 

helping to rebuild trust in state institutions. 

Alongside this, strengthening civic education and 

fostering national integration can reinforce a shared 

sense of identity while respecting Nigeria’s 

diversity. 

Equally important is addressing socio-

economic inequality in the region. Targeted 

development initiatives—focused on infrastructure, 

job creation, and economic growth—can 

significantly reduce the grievances that fuel 

agitation. Youth unemployment, in particular, must 

be prioritized, as it often drives frustration and 

vulnerability to mobilization. Development policies 

should also be conflict-sensitive, meaning they are 

designed with an understanding of local histories 

and involve community participation to ensure 

relevance and sustainability. 

Constructive dialogue remains essential in 

de-escalating tensions. The government should 

create open channels of communication with 

aggrieved groups, especially non-violent pro-Biafra 

actors, to provide peaceful avenues for expressing 

concerns. Engaging the diaspora in a positive and 

collaborative manner can also help redirect 

influence toward development and stability, rather 

than conflict. Treating diaspora communities as 

partners rather than adversaries may unlock 

valuable resources and perspectives. 

Finally, reforms in security and 

information management are crucial. Security 

responses must adhere to human rights standards 

and the rule of law to avoid reinforcing narratives of 

victimization. Community-oriented policing can 

help build trust and improve cooperation between 

citizens and authorities. At the same time, efforts to 

regulate misinformation and digital propaganda 

should focus on promoting responsible 

communication without undermining freedom of 

expression, ensuring a balanced and rights-

respecting approach to information governance. 
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