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Abstract 

Ethnic harmony is a major challenge in a multi-ethnic country like Nigeria. In postcolonial 

Nigeria, ethnic distrust dominated the country's body politics. The January 15, 1966 coup 

remained one invent that had serious impact on inter-group relations in Nigeria. Although 

scholars have interrogated the coup, the need to re-examine the coup arises from the fact that 

the coup deepened the antagonism and mutual suspicious among groups in the country after 

independence. It is against this backdrop that this paper examines the January15, coup and 

its impact on inter-group relations in Nigeria. The paper argues that the ethnic distrust 

occasioned by January coup emanated from the fact that some groups misunderstood the 

coup. The paper further argues that if the accusation that Aguiyi Ironsi's policies were pro 

Igbo was seen as failure of statesmanship by the Northerners, the counter coup which is 

revenge on the January coup would have been averted. The paper finds out that the image of 

ethnic distrust and hostility which have bedevilled the country till date is an offshoot of the 

coup. Relying on primary and secondary sources, the paper recommends that true federalism 

can make the centre unattractive and promotes harmonious relationship among the groups 

that make up the country. 



294 

 

https://rijhis.com  

The Nigerian First Military Coup And Its Implications On Inter-Group          ISSN: 2672-4871 

Relations 

 

Introduction 

The Richard Constitution of 1945 created three regions and adopted the federal system of 

government which was argued best for the country due to the multi ethnic nature. In each of 

the region, the three major ethnic groups- Hausa/Fulani, Igbo and Yoruba dominated it. 

Hausa/ Fulani dominated the North, the Igbo in the East and the Yoruba in the Westi. 

According to Obaro Ikime, this means that the interest of the major ethnic group became the 

interest of the region. Other minority groups in the region had no or little chances of pursuing 

their interest. For example, in the West where Yoruba dominated, the Esan, Urhobo, Etsako, 

Itshekiri, Ika, Edo and Ijaw had little or no opportunity for pursuing their interest as the 

Yoruba interest became their interest.11 In the North and East similar situation happened. The 

situation prevented loyalty to the nation as politicians interest was to ensure that fat national 

cake from the centre accrue to their region. The arrangement resulted to a situation where the 

regional leaders representing their regions at the federal level struggled to control the centre. 

When Nigeria gained independence in 1960, there were high expectations considering the 

euphoria which ushered in the independence. The challenge before the country was how to 

devise strategy that will protect the interest of all groups in the state. Less than three years 

after the attainment of independence, the country experience successive crises.iii The first crisis 

that created tension in the country was the Action Group crisis which led to the suspension of 

government and parliament of Western Region by the federal government under Tafawa 

Balewa. The end result was that the West was brought under federal control. The NPC-NCNC 

coalition government manoeuvre the crisis and returned Akintola who had formed a new 

political party, United Peoples Party as Premier of the region. Ikime notes that "The AG found 

itself in opposition in its own home base and stronghold."" 

The increasing agitation for self-determination in certain areas led to the creation of Midwest 

out of the Western Region in 1963. According to Obaro Ikime the creating of Midwest" was in 

fact a calculated action designed to weaken the Action Group and reduce its sphere of 
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influence" / This cannot be disputed because the region was created out of the smallest of the 

three regions and the coalition government of NPC/NCNC paid deaf ear to the agitation by 

other minority groups in the Northern and Eastern regions. For example, there was 

"imprisonment of a large number of people agitating for a State of their own in a part of the 

North".viAlthough the creation of the region assuages the desire of the minority groups in the 

Western region, it nevertheless created tension between the two major ethnic groups and the 

Yoruba.vii Another event that created tension in the country was the 1962 Census. The North 

had before the Census dominated the federal parliament as a result of its huge population.The 

south saw the Census as the only hope to change the Northern dominance. The Census did not 

only create distrust within the coalition government of NPC and NCNC,Viii it also created 

distrust between the North and South. The 1964 federal election further heightened the tension 

in the country. Meredith notes that the election "became a battle ground between two rival 

camps"K While the Northern People's Congress and its allies were bent on maintaining 

Northern hegemony, the NCNC and its allies were determined to break the Northern 

hegemony.x In the same vein, Ogunanwo note that the 1964 federal election was a major 

factor in the collapse of First Republic” Meredith throws light on the conduct of the election 

thus: 

No proper election was held. In scores of constituencies in the North, 

opposition candidates were prevented from filing nomination papers, 

enabling NPC candidates to be returned unopposed. In retaliation, the 

NCNC government in the Eastern region cancelled the election there 

altogether. The outcome was a clear majority for the NPC alliance. But 

when Balewa called on President Nnamdi Azikiwe, a former NCNC leader, 

to reappoint him prime minister, Azikiwe refused to do so, precipitating a 

constitutional crisis. Both men vied for the support of the military. In the 

end a compromise was reached under which Balewa agreed to form another 

coalition government and the NCNC, preferring to remain close to power 

and the sources of patronage rather than join the Action Group in 

opposition, resume its role as junior partner™ 
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The end result of the election was thus formation of a coalition government in which the 

Southerners became a junior partner. Undiyaundeye affirms that "the Northern region had 

reaffirmed its domination to the utter dismay and anger of southerners".xiii Although the end 

result left southerners in frustrated mood, it also added a new factor in Nigeria's  politics. 

Balewa and Azikiwe appealing to the military reminded them they have a role to play in the 

Nation's politics™ The southern politicians were in the frustrated mood occasioned by 1964 

federal election when western region election of 1965 came. The election was a bitter and 

bloody contest between the Nigerian National Alliance, NNA and United Progressive Grand 

Alliance, UPGA. Although both parties claimed victory in the election, the federal 

government reorganized NNA victory. In response, there was widespread rioting, arson and 

lawlessness in the region.™ At the end, Akintola was restated as the Premier of the region. 

This time around the federal government refused to declare state of emergency despite the 

high rate of lawlessness as it had earlier done. Five years after independence, all these factors 

had combined to produce tension in the country which affected intergroup relations. 

However, the existing tension among the ethnic groups was deepened by the January 15, 1966 

coup. This paper therefore examines the January 15, 1966 coup and it implications on inter-

group relations in Nigeria. The paper is divided into four sections and it starts with the 

introduction which is followed by the January 1966 coup. The third section examines the 

implication of the coup on intergroup relations. The final section is the conclusion and 

recommendation. 

Historical Reflections on the January 15, 1966 Military coup 

The 15th January 1966 coup was one of the most momentous events in Nigerian history. It led 

to series of events which impacted on inter-group relations in Nigeria. The coup was led by 

five majors and the five majors were led by Major Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogu. Others were 

Adewale Ademoyega, Donatus Okafor, Chris Anuforo and Emmanuel Ifeajuna. The coup 

which was meant to eradicate corruption, tribalism and nepotism ended up in the death of 
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prominent Northern and Western politicians and officers.xvi Those killed were: Alhaji Ahmadi 

Bello, Premier of Northern Region, Brigadier S.A. Ademulegun, Col. R.A. Shodeinde and Kur 

Mohammed, The Prime Minister, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, Finance Minister, Chief Festus 

Okotie-Eboh, Brigadier Z. Maimalari, Lt. Cols J.Y. Pam, Col. A.C. Unegbe and A. Largema. 

Another prominent person killed was Chief S.L. Akintola, Premier of Western Region.3™ 

Major General Oluleye notes that the Yorubas in the group had acted faithfully by killing 

Akintola but the Ibo among the groups betrayed the cause by sparing the life of Dr Michael 

Okpara. He affirms further that Nzeogu planned to clean the entire nation but some few Igbo 

officers in the groups thought otherwise™” 

The news of the coup was initially received with nationwide celebration. People were happy 

with the hope that the coup would end the high rate of corruption and ethnic tension in the 

country™ But when the pattern of killing was revealed, the coup deepened the ethnic tension 

in the country. Nzeogu was disappointed with the general development of the coup, especially 

the development in the south. Madiebo notes: 

Nzeogwu was utterly disappointed with this development and 

began to plan a deliberate act on the south to crush Ironsi's men. 

He blames the failure on certain officers who had failed to 

implement their parts of the coup even though they had given their 

full support during the planning stage.33 

This showed that Nzeogwu was not happy with the one sided killing of the coup. Ugunsanwo 

notes that Nzeogwu "was forced to surrender power to his boss, Ironsi, in Lagos after his 

colleagues made a mess of the Southern coup operations."™ The Northerners began to see the 

coup as an attempt by the Igbo to dominate the politics and the army of Nigeria. The reasons 

was that apart from the fact that the coup brought Aguiyi Ironsi, an Igbo to power as head of 

state, the plotters did not kill the Premier of the Eastern Region. Ademoyega notes:
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By 1965, Nigeria had only one Major General, that is J.T Aguiyi 

Ironsi, the GOC of the Army, there were three Brigadiers 

(Ademulegun, Maimalari and Ogundipe), three Colonels 

(Adebayo, Kur Mohammed and Shodeinde), and a few Lieutenant-

Colonels and many Majors. The senior officers that is, Colonels 

and above, were totally committed to the Balewa Government and 

were pre-occupied with sustaining Balewa in power and preserving 

themselves in the upper hierarchy of the Army.xxii 

The Northerners had maintained that since the coup plotters had planned to eliminate senior 

officers why was Ironsi not killed. The accusation of the Northerners sounded contradictory 

due to the fact that the coup was foiled by Ojukwu in Kano and Ironsi in Lagos, both of Igbo 

extraction. Nzeogwu had announced on January 16, 1966 that Ojukwu would be disposed as 

soon as possible for being enemy of the coup.xxiii Moreover, an Igbo officer, Col. Arthur 

Unegbe was killed because he refused to hand over the keys of the armoury. Undiyaundeye 

argued that "The gloomy mood in the Northern region would have been cleared if Aguiyi 

Ironsi, who became the head of the state, had acted swiftly to punish the mutineers that were 

held in different prison across the country".xxiv Elechi Amadi notes that "from this point I had 

a strong feeling that there would be serious inter-tribal conflict."™ 

The council of Minister handed over the government to Major General Aguiyi Ironsi on the 

16th January, 1966 and on the 17th January 1966, Ironsi approved Governors for the regions: 

Lt. Col. Adekunle Fajuyi for the West, Col. David Ejoor for the Midwest, Lt. Col. Odumegwu 

Ojukwu for the East and Lt. Col. Hassan Katsina for the North. It must be emphasised that 

Nzeogwu had surrendered to Aguiyi Ironsi on the condition that they would be granted 

amnesty.™ Before January Coup, Nigerian National Alliance, NNA were secretly planning 

what look like coup against the Easterners. Opia affirms this thus:
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On January13, 1966, the Sarduana who had been on pilgrimage to 

Mecca, returned to the capital of the North, Kaduna. The following 

day there was a secret meeting between the Saduana, Chief 

Akintola and the commanding officer of the first Brigade, 

Brigadier S. O. Ademolegun. The later was in fact in command of 

the entire Nigerian Army. Previously the Federal Minister in 

charge of Defence, Alhaji Muhammed Ribadu had cleared the way 

for NNA action by ordering the army commander, Major General 

Johnson Aguiyi Ironsi, to take his accumulated leave. The 

Inspector General of Police, Mr. Louis Edet, had been ordered on 

leave and the Deputy Inspector General of Police had been sent 

into premature retirement in order that he might be replaced by a 

Hausa, Alhaji Kam Salem.xxvii 

If this assertion is correct, it appears the Igbo race in Nigeria perhaps must have pre-empted 

the Northerners. The Igbo would not have sit down and watch their group relegated. It 

therefore means that ethnic tension occasioned by the January coup would have still be 

inevitable without the Nzeogu coup. 

Indeed the Igbo would have resisted all attempts to subject them to the background. Aja- 

Akpuru-Aja affirmed that "Conflict index includes; actions and responses that seek to put the 

interest(s) of the other party in a disadvantage position".30™" In the same vein John Locke 

notes: "and hence it is that he who attempt to get another man into his absolute power does 

thereby put himself into a state of war with him.. .',xxix The South would have resisted the 

entire attempt to subject them to political slavery. We are not justifying coup as means of 

changing a failed government, but "when the young army officers struck on January 15, the 

entire element to justify a sudden and violent change of leadership were present"™ 

Consequences of the January 15, 1966 Coup on Inter-group Relations in Nigeria 

In the January 15, 1966 coup, the fact cannot be denied that the Northerners followed by the 

West dominated the casualty. No Ibo politician was killed. The Premier of Eastern and 

Midwestern regions were not killed. Nzeogwu blame this "on certain officer who had failed to 

implement their part of the coup even though they had given their full support during the 
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planning stages."xxXiIsreal and Okpalaeke maintains that "Azikiwe was tipped off by his 

cousin, Major Emmanuel Ifeajuna, one of the masterminds of the coup that a revolutionary 

coup was brewing, so Azikiwe left the shores of Nigerian under the guise of medical trip."xxxii 

Israel notes further that "rather than approve the appointment of Zana Bukar Dipcharima, a 

politician of Northern origin, as acting Prime Minister, the acting President, Nwafor Orizu, 

himself of Eastern origin, handed over to Major J.T.U. Aguiyi Ironsi.',xxxm The question why 

Ironsi took over power rather than assist the civil authority to put civil government in place is 

important. Terhemba Wuam notes that "with a succession structure in place in case of the 

death of the Prime Minister or Regional Premiers, the political process should have been 

followed instead of the military option.',xxxiv The only Ibo officer killed was Col. Unegbe who 

refused to hand over the keys of the armoury.xxxv Therefore, to most Nigerians, especially 

Northerners, the coup of January 15 was attempt by Ibo to secure the political domination of 

the country. The Northerners believed that ethnic sentiment guided the execution of the coup. 

This is why Obaro Ikime notes that the coup led to the reinforcement of factors in Nigeria 

politics that have prevented the emergence of a true Nigerian spirit.300™ 

The impression Northerners had about the coup was reinforced by actions of the new 

government under Ironsi, even the appointment of Governor at the regional level triggered 

sentiment among the ethnic groups. Azikiwe affirmed this thus: 

When General Aguiyi Ironsi assumed power, he appointed a 

Military Governor for each region. In Eastern Nigeria, he 

appointed Lieutenant C. Odumegwn Ojukwu who, at that time, 

was junior to six senior military officers of Eastern origin, among 

whom were Colonel W. U. Bassey, Lt. Col. U. O. Imo, Lt. Col. G. 

U. Kurubo and Lt. Col. H. M. Njoku. This was a capital blunder 

because it smacked of tribalism and favouritism.*™ 

This notwithstanding, Raph Uwechue argued that Ojukwu was rewarded for the decisive role 

he played in ensuring that the coup did not succeed.xxxviiiAgain, there were other Ironsi 

decisions that deepened ethnic hatred between the North and South. These include his refusal 
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to trial the January 15, 1966 coup plotters. Ironsi did not handle the reaction of the 

Northerners with caution or was insensitive to the way they see the coup and went ahead to 

promulgate Decree No. 34 on May 24th, 1966.xxxix "He placed Igbo officers in strategic 

commands. Of twenty-one officers promoted to the rank of Colonel, eighteen were Igbo. 

Equally baffling was the way he surrounded himself with Ibo bureaucrats and advisers".xl 

Scholars are unanimous that Ironsi's greatest mistake was Decree 34 which abolished 

regionalism and federal structure replacing it with unitary government. The scrapping of 

regional civil service meant that an Igbo man could become a civil servant anywhere in the 

country and likewise Hausa and Yoruba. The rationale behind the thinking was to "remove the 

last vestige of intense regionalism"xli which had bedevilled the country. The matters handled 

by the Decree were issues which Ironsi had set up a committee to look into but did not wait for 

the report of the committee before promulgating the Decree. Azikiwe affirmed this thus: 

On assuming office, General Aguiyi-Ironsi promised that he would 

not amend the Nigerian Constitution without formally consulting 

the people of Nigeria. As an earnest of his good faith, he appointed 

a Constitutional Study Group to make recommendations. Without 

formally consulting the Nigerians and without waiting for the 

submission of report of the Study Group, General Ironsi, acting 

contrary to the advice of majority members of the Supreme 

Military Council, together with that of the Sultan of Sokoto, and 

influence by the advice of four Ibo experts, who are now the 

closest associates of General Ojukwu, promulgated Decree No. 34, 

in April 1966, abolishing the federal system of government and 

introducing the unitary system. This was a unilateral act which 

arbitrarily jettisoned the fundamental basis of the Nigeria political 

union.xlii 

The manner in which it was done made the Northerners to suspect the intention of the Decree. 

However, if one wants to be objective, it is proper to see the way Ironsi handle the situation as 

failure of statesmanship rather than Igbo plan to dominate the politics of the country. Raph 

Uwechue argues that Ironsi did not put the coup plotters on  trial because doing so would 

provoke anti-govemment reaction from the people especially the South and other people that 
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welcomed the coup.xliii
 

The promulgation of the Decree 34 led to serious political upheaval in the North on 29th May 

1966 in which Easterners were killed and their property destroyed.xliv The "Decree was seen 

by the Northerners as part of a master plan by the Igbo to have a total control of both the 

military and politics of the country" .xlv Despite the fact that all other regions made no 

reference to the Ibo bias of the coup, the Ibo went out of their way to impress on Nigerian that 

they are now in charge of the nation by taunting Northern leaders. Azikiwe affirms: 

In the meantime, some Ibo elements who were domicile in 

Northern Nigeria taunted Northerners by defaming their leaders 

through the means of records or songs or pictures. They also 

published pamphlets and postcards which displayed a peculiar 

representation of certain Northerners, living or dead, in a manner 

likely to provoke disaffection.xlvi 

The conduct actually provoked discontent on the part of the Northerners which culminated in 

the over thrown of the government of General Aguiyi Ironsi by the Northern element in the 

army. The widespread killings of Igbo in the North following the promulgation of Decree 34 

resurfaced as a result of the counter coup of July 29th, 1966. The coup brought Lt Col. 

Yakubu Gowon, a northerner to power as the Head of State.xlvii In the coup, Major 

AguiyiIronsi and his host, Lt. Col. Adekunle Fajuyi and many officers were killed.xlviii 

According to Obasanjo, the motive of the coup was to "revenge upon the East by the 

North."xlix This time around, it was obvious that the coup was meant to enthrone Northern 

leadership. After the death of Aguiyi Ironsi, Brigadier Ogundipe became the most senior 

officer in the Nigerian Army and since he was not a Northerner, the coup plotters refused to 

hand over to him. Lt. Col. Gowon, being the most senior officer from the North was made 

Head of State by the plotters/ Those who led the July coup had demanded that the North 

should secede but Gowon and other few elements in the North opposed the dissolution of the 

country.li In Gowon address to the nation, his emphasis was on Nigeria unity but the 

widespread killing of the Igbo and other Southerners contradicted Gowon’s sentiments of the 

nation's unity. Forsyth notes that "Eight officers ranging from Major to second Lieutenant and 

fifty-two other ranks from warrant officers downwards"lii from the East were killed on July 30, 
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1966. The killing of the Igbo still continued even when Gowon promised that he would restore 

law and order in all parts of the country. By 1966, about 50,000 Igbo including men, women 

and children were massacred in Nigerialiii In the massacre, other Nigerian from the South were 

also killed by the Northerners in the country. Other minority groups in the East like Ijaw, 

Ibibio and Efik were also killed as a result of the vengeance directed at the Igbo.liv As the 

killing became unbearable, the Igbo started reprisal attack on Northerners living in the Eastern 

Region.lv John Locke posited long ago: "It being reasonable and just I should have right to 

destroy that which threatens me with destruction".lvi As the killing was going on over the 

country, the question of acceptance of the supreme commander to all was hanging. Lieutenant 

Colonel Ojukwu had refused to accept Gowon as the supreme Commander on the ground that 

he was not the most senior in the Army but Brigadier Ogundipe.lvii In October, Ojukwu 

ordered that all the Non-Easterners in the East should leave the region.lviii It must be 

emphasised that when this order was given, some other ethnic groups in the region like Edo, 

Esan, Urhobo, Iyaw, Tiv and Yoruba also moved out of the East. Although the Non-Easterners 

could have returned to their places of origin, the fact that they were move out of the Eastern 

Region by a State Edict strayed the relationship between these groups and the Igbo. Gowon's 

first actions when he came to power were meant to please the North and the West. It is 

inevitable that he would have to please the North because his rise to power challenged the 

Hausa/Fulani. Obaro Ikeme notes:
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They reacted quickly by setting up a group known as leaders of 

thought led by Aliyu Makaman Bida who succeeded Amadu Bello 

as the leader of NPC; Aminu Kano, leader of NEPU, a party 

opposed to NPC and an ally of NCNC during the first Republic; 

and Joseph Tarka, a Tiv and a leader of UMBC, another opposition 

party which allied with AG in the first Republic.lix 

These men became the symbol of Northern solidarity. The movement was to make sure 

Gowon served the interest of the North. Decree 34 suspended by Gowon were meant to serve 

the interest of the North. The North had rebelled against the Decree 34 on the ground that it 

was meant to serve the interest of the south. In the same vein, Gowon had to release 

Awolowo, Enahoro and other prisoners to placate the West,lx so that the North would be saved 

from having multiple enemies. 

Scholars are unanimous that the January 15, 1966 coup is a major factor in the cause of the 

Nigerian civil war which threatened the foundation of the national unity of Nigeria. The war 

initially started as war between Hausa/Fulani and Igbo groups. However, the Biafran invasion 

of Midwest and Biafran pushed toward the West made other ethnic groups like the Yoruba and 

the non-Igbo groups in the Midwest to join forces with the federal government against the 

Biafra. The end result was that the Yoruba and the Hausa/Fulani acted in alliance with other 

minority ethnic groups to undermine the Igbo in the war. Even in the Eastern region, there are 

some groups that rejected the Igbo domination. Iruonagbe argued that “the Igbo of Nigeria lost 

their war of secession partly because most of the ethnic groups in the oil regions of the East 

that were to form part of the Biafra did not see themselves as part of the Eastern coalition”lxi. 

In the Midwest, the Biafra incursion into the region resulted to conflict between the 

Midwestern Igbo and the non-Igbo groups. The non-Igbo group perceived the Biafran invasion 

as the enthronement of the Igbo regime to the detriment of non-Igbo groups.1™ This is why 

the non-Igbo groups were the groups that resisted Biafran in the Midwest.
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Conclusion 

The forgoing demonstrates that the January 15, 1966 coup negatively impacted on the 

peaceful co-existence of the various ethnic groups in Nigeria. The fact cannot be denied that 

the major factor in the ethnic conflict in Nigeria is attempted to control the central 

government. The attempt to control the central government became a goal. It is the struggle 

over this goal that is the cause of conflict and distrust on the part of the ethnic groups. The 

human need theory can be applied to this situation in the sense that the goal of controlling the 

centre became the needs of the ethnic groups. In summary, the needs which the group seek to 

fulfil when denied by other groups can lead to conflict.km  

Recommendations 

Nigeria has had history of intergroup relationship shape by ethnic antagonistic relations. If the 

burning desire to control the centre is a factor in the cause of the ethnic conflict in the country, 

the need to restructure the political system can make the centre unattractive. This calls for true 

federalism where there is constitutional division of power between the component states and 

the federal authority. The current federal system being practice in the country is an aberration 

to the doctrine of federalism. Both units exercise the power allotted to it by the constitution. 

This will ensure harmonious relations between and among the ethnic groups in the country.
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