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Abstract 

This paper interrogates the citizenship rights and ethnic contestation in central Nigeria region 
taking the case of TIV struggle for indigeneship and settler question I independent Nigeria. It 
posit that the idea of a united plural ethnic Nigeria with common citizenship free from the 
viruses of sectarian bigotry and other forms of primordial sentiments go against certain pursuits 
of may patriots and nationalist especially the travails of the TIVS as discussed in this paper. The 
paper further posit that the TIV through long agitation for minority self determination the United 
Middle Belt Congress I the 1960s which to some extent incurred the wrath of the northern 
People’s Congress and not mar their struggle for citizenship right and ethnic contestation in 
central Nigeria by making use of library research and content analysis methodologies common 
to most historians. In the final submission, the paper recommends among others that strict 
adherence to the constitutional provision on citizenship rights with respect to settler-indigene 
issues. 
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Introduction 

The contestations and debates on the ‘Citizenship Question’ in Nigeria today is the distinction 

between formal citizenship rights ascribed to the individual in the liberal discourse on the one 

hand, and concern for group in multi-ethnic and multi-cultural setting. In the specific Nigerian 

discourse, it revolves around the distinction between formal “national” citizenship and “local 

citizenship” and the associated patterns of exclusion. Stemming from this is the discrimination 

and ethnic contestation meted by Nigerians on the basis of ethnic, regional, religious and gender 

identities. Those who see themselves as “natives”/indigenes” exclude those considered as 
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“strangers” or “migrants” from enjoyment of certain rights and benefits which they ought to 

enjoy as Nigerians upon the fulfillment of certain civic duties such as payment of tax. Although 

the more dominant pattern of contestation take ethnic form, sub-ethnic identity can also form the 

basis of exclusion as found in the internecine conflicts in Ife/Modakeke in Aguleri/Umukri in 

Zagon Kaff and the Tiv/Jukun.  

It is thus a paradox that political discourses and practices have contracted the political 

and social spaces that define access to citizenship rights as a result of local, ethnic, regional and 

religious pressures in the era in which thousands of Nigerians and other Africans are conferred 

with full citizenships of the United States and many other European countries. The fact that 

present patterns of ethnic contestation are taking place in the era of “global citizenship” brings 

forth the challenge of developing and building a nation of citizenship that is inclusive and 

uncontested, that seeks to simultaneously advance individual and group rights and promote unity 

and diversity in Nigeria’s multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-linguistic polity. Such a notion 

of citizenship should be one which enables Nigerians of all social and ethnic backgrounds to 

have access to basic rights and freedoms provided for, and guaranteed by the constitution. 

In a very important sense, the debates and contestation change by the crisis of citizenship 

raise to the fore the nature and character of the Nigerian State and the difficulty of constructing 

the state and political order on the basis of Westphalian model in a post-colony characterized by 

a multiplicity of identities that are politicized, economic un-development and severe economics 

decline, profound state failure and the ascendance of a neo-liberal ideology that is not only 

decidedly anti-development, but emptied of an emancipatory project and a ruling elite that lacks 

a social project. Indeed, at the root of the crisis of citizenship in Nigeria is the complete absence 

of the notion of social citizenship which in more ways than one has direct implication for the 

character of the state. It does not only raise the “irrelevance” of the state in terms of the 

management of diversity but even more fundamentally for the problem of state capacity and 

legitimacy, both of which can be measured in terms of ability to design and implement policies 

that deal with every day problems of survival faced by the people, to deliver social services and 

win the confidence of the different social groups and the socio-cultural aggregates. 

Political practices of the ruling class apart, the dilemma of citizenship in contemporary 

Nigeria has a constitutional dimensional. The point of departure is the 1979 constitution that 

introduced a differential notion of citizenship by introducing the notion of “indigeneity” in the 
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context of the implementation of the federal character” principle. Although the 1999 constitution 

removes the definitional clause in respect of “indigeneity” it is retained in relation of the 

appointment of some key cabinet members. The framers of the 1999 constitution, like all the 

previous post-independence constitutions, had the intension of using the provisions on 

citizenship and fundamental rights to achieve two objectives: (i) promote the national political 

objectives of building a united and free society for all Nigerians, and (ii) promote reciprocal 

obligations between state and citizens. This intention which is in keeping with the vision of the 

founding fathers and mothers of modern Nigeria as espoused in the anti-colonial struggle which 

led to the attainment of independence on October 1, 19960 is restated in “section 15(3) of 

chapter 2 on Fundamental Directives and objective principles of state that commits the state to 

(a) provide adequate facilities for and encourage free mobility of people, goods and services 

throughout the Federation (b) secure full residence rights for every citizens in all parts of the 

Federation”.  

While chapter 3 basically spells out conditions under which one becomes a Nigerian 

Citizen: by birth, registration and naturalization, chapter 4 provides a detailed checklist of the 

Fundamental Rights which are the entitlements of Nigerian Citizens. Thus, while the constitution 

has sought in one breadth to develop a “national” of citizenship the notion of “indigeneity” 

introduced some biological or ethnic criteria into the definition of citizenship, thus making 

exclusion of some groups easy to justify in the context of jostling for power, privileges and 

opportunities among the elite. The way in which this notion is manipulated and used by ethnic 

entrepreneurs remains one of the major issues to confront in the reform of the constitutional 

provision on citizenship. 

The intention of this paper, therefore, is to examine the specific ways in which citizenship 

rights and ethnic contestation in central Nigeria as its concern the Tiv people whose age-long 

struggle for indigeneship and settler question constitutes obstacles to the realization of 

citizenship in Nigeria. Thus in the examination, attention would be paid to the central theoretical 

issues use here, the historical roots of the Nigerian citizens, tome contending issues in central 

Nigeria the Tiv and the Jukun and Wukari relations. This is followed by the examination of the 

challenges to citizenship in Nigeria drawing the lesson/experience of the Tiv people with her 

neighbours. The paper then concludes with the major point that at the moment these ethnic 

contestation and citizenship rights affecting the Tiv people are largely determined by 
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particularistic rather than universalistic considerations. Until, there is a change, citizenship rights 

in Nigeria remain more about exclusion than inclusion. (Alubo 2003: 24) 

Tivland occupies an area of about 29.300 square kilometers. Tivland fall within 6039N 

and from 80N to 100E. Tiv people occupy most of the middle belt valley and constitute one of the 

major ethnic groups in Nasarawa and Taraba states. They are also found on the Obudu plateau in 

Cross river State in the southern part of Taraba and Cameroon to the east. Their greatest 

concentration is in the present Benue State of Nigeria. To the north, they co-exist with Alago of 

Doma, the Awe of Nassarawa State as well as Goemai of Shendam in Plateau state. Their border 

to the west is shared with Idoma (Varvar, 1991). Historically, all Tiv trace their descent from a 

common ancestor, Tiv (Varvar, 1991). 

Tivland as described earlier on is a vast area. The people have a common ancestor, Tiv. 

Their political structure is described by Horton as stateless and segmented (Horton, 1976). They 

are culturally homogenous, their pattern and nature of political arrangement is that each segment 

is self governing, relatively independent and autonomous. There are however, levels of common 

contact and relationships between individuals and groups that cut across the whole society. As 

their relationship grows in such a disparate political unit of the society, there is propensity for 

competition to arise, leading to unnecessary conflict in the system. It is the diverse nature of the 

political system that explains the relationships and crises that are found within.  

A Note on Central Theoretical Issues: 

It has been stressed that citizenship in Nigeria is basically based on ethnic identities and the 

ethnic origin. Complex processes of change and development are at the core of the problematic 

connected with citizenship contestation and rights. The question of groups perceiving themselves 

as neglected or excluded from the terrain of political power, and in the sharing of the benefits of 

the resources and wealth of a country, is central. The problementatic permeates central issues of 

class relations, ethnicity, religious, gender, justice, social equality/inequality, governance, and 

political power. Part of the challenges of the times is to analyze relations between divers 

segments of society. Understanding all these will not only contribute to knowledge but also 

provide a guide to those who might be serious in tackling the problem of citizenship, which has 

been breeding many conflicts. 

One fundamental question pertains to what the processes are that establish social, 

economic, and political exclusion and domination over a historical period. An approach that can 
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be adopted is to study the nature of the socio-economic and political structures and their 

operations in relation to different identifies, as well as people’s perceptions of these at various 

stages of the historical and political developments. The centrality of the state in terms of the 

question of democracy, equality of the citizenry and justice has to be part of the focus. 

Oppression, authoritarianism, and undemocratic forms of governance reinforce ethnicity, which 

generates reactions that further entrench ethnicity that is a real danger to inclusive citizenship. 

Relevant is the apt position, of Mahmood Mamdani, that in many countries in Africa the 

“ethnicity of the president is the surest clue to the ethnic tinge of the government of the day” 

(Mamdani 1996: 289). 

However, this by no means is to suggest that each of the key issues is criss-crossing at all 

times and places. Much focus has to be an sectarianism hinging on ethnicity and religious 

identities, authoritarianism in government, group marginalization, inclusion exclusion and 

contestation of some groups, the manipulation of ethnicity and religion by ruling elite and the 

monopoly of political power by a dominant ruling elite from particular ethnic or religions groups 

while others are kept away from sharing power. Linked to these are other issues including 

control and distribution of resources, economic privileges not being extended to all sections of 

the citizenry, lack of care of the environment of communities that produce wealth, intolerance 

which involves not respecting the beliefs and cultures of other peoples, entrenched sectarian and 

chauvinistic arrogance by ruling elite which permeates society, the role of externally factors in 

influencing negative state policies. T.D. Sisk makes a valid point by positing that when the 

boundaries overlap between those who control political power, dominate the economy and other 

factors of the state, and a particular ethnic group, the contradictions between different sections of 

the citizens become more serious at the ethnic level. (Sisk 1996 : vii). 

Historical Roots of the Nigerian Citizens 

Barbara Crosseter argues that in plural societies in Africa, ethnic identities are stronger than 

national citizenship due to the fact that the colonialists created artificial countries “without 

reference to the people in them” – (as quoted in Herbst 1999: 28). This point holds to a limited 

extent, but the reality is that most states in the world have been artificially created and the 

dynamism has kept on changing. Largely states including those that are called nation states have 

been products of historical and political processes going along with much fluidity of changes in 

their identity composition, which are constructed and reconstructed depending on time and 
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context. In the contemporary world, most nation states are plural. Plural societies, such as 

Nigeria, are those with multiplicity and diversity in identities whether in terms of ethnic, 

religion, ideology, culture and race. There has not been, to the best of existing knowledge, any 

cosmopolitan state without these diversities. Even at the minutiae level on individual has more 

than one identity. A person, for example, is a Nigerian citizen has a gender identity, as a man or 

woman. In the same vein some one who is a Nigerian can be at the same time a Yoruba, femal 

and a poor worker in contrast with a Yoruba big landowner who is also a man and a leading 

politician. There is the need to critically examine the limitation of those that claim total harmony 

of group identity (Kazah Toure T. 2003 : 4). 

Marina Ottawa makes the point that primordial perception of ethnic identities as fixed 

and given, has limitations because national and ethnic contestations/identities undergo mutations 

and thus are in constant change overtime, with much fluid (Ottawa 1999: 12). In Nigeria before 

the colonial period (in the late 19th century and early 20th century) one of the present major ethnic 

groups in the country, the Igbo did not exist in the form that it does today. The composition was 

made up of groups referring to themselves as the same or similar and even as different ethnic 

groups some speaking related dialects and other not quite related ones colonial authorities and 

missionaries developed a common written standard language, anti-colonial nationalism 

galvanized pan-Igbo identity, the civil war of 1967 – 1970 reinforced it and today the pan-Igbo 

identity is a huge reality in Nigerian politics (Kazah-Toure et al 2001). The case of the Igbo is 

just one example. 

Many identities in Nigeria have undergone similar changes in time and space. Even 

identities that are part of current Nigerian parley such as the North, South, South-West, North-

Central, south-South, south-east and North-West are colonial and post colonial constructs or 

outright inventions that came about in the various phases of political development in Nigeria. 

These only remain relevant because Nigeria exists as a country, with the contest by the various 

factions of the ruling classes and peoples over power relations, control and distribution of 

resources. 

Jibrin Ibrahim argues that historian generally agree that it is difficult to talk about the 

origin of the Hausa in precise terms. The ancestors of the Hausa were, however, mainly 

autochthonous to the territories that came to be known as Hausaland (Ibrahim 1997). As a people 

and unlike many other groups, the Hausa do not have a “tradition of common origin” (Usman 
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and Abba 2000: 82). Different Hausa communities and families have their traditions. Hausa, in 

terms of linguistics classification, is accepted to “belong to the Chadic group of languages” of 

the Afro-Asiatic family (Smith 1987: 61). 

By about 11th century A.D., the Hausa were already organized in different state 

formations, varied dialects and territories. The people of the different states were for a long time 

not identifying themselves as Hausa. They were associated with names of their territories such as 

Katsinawa and Kanawa (Jega 1999: 204). Migration into Hausa land was a common establishing 

new identities. This was much so between the 12th and 19th centuries (Ibrahim 1997). In this 

process people of diverse backgrounds continuously moved into the areas and increasingly lost 

their previous identities by becoming Hausa, as well as the cultural identities of their new 

environments. At the same time others were also migrating from Hausa land in different 

directions. What this means is that some people that were erstwhile Hausa were at the same time 

taking on new identities elsewhere Islam spread into Hausa land over a long period. By the 15th 

century they religion had penetrated the area, and most conversion had taken place “at least at 

the formal level” (Ibrahim 1997). In urban areas such as Kano the cosmopolitan culture and 

process has been relatively advanced over a long period, to the extent that the historical 

ethnicities so much differed but people within a short period of stay become absorbed into a 

Hausa identity. Precisely, it is this kind of positive integration that the Nigerian State has largely 

failed to built on in the direction of inclusive citizenship. What is perceived today within 

contestations in Nigeria as the pan-Hausa identity is more recent than often assumed. 

The experience of the Igbo and the Hausa is not unique and exceptional, for many other 

ethnic groups in Nigeria went through similar identity transformations. Before the 19th century 

the Yoruba, as known today, were not existing as a single ethnic group. People were known with 

different identities related to their territories and area, and there was no common Yoruba 

language. Also there were continuous series and chains of migration in and out of the areas, by 

diverse people. The rise of the Oyo Empire and the subsequent development of a written 

language by African Christian Missionaries, a number of them freed slaves that traced their 

origin to Yoruba land, changed all that. By the 20th century the Yoruba, as an ethnic group, had 

become one of the three majority groups in Nigeria.  

Taking another, but different, example the concept of the Middle-Belt is an ethno-

religious, cultural and political construct, mainly having historical roots in the tussles of the 
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decolonization process, from the late 1940s, by a converted Christian elite (from predominantly 

non-Muslim minority ethnic groups in central Nigeria) in their political and social contestations 

with the emirate aristocracies. 

An issue that has been treated in a much distorted and a historical manner is the argument 

that Nigeria is a geographical expression and a country artificially created by the British, thereby 

making among other things inclusive citizenship difficult. A major proponent of this thesis, who 

most analysts still borrow from, is Obafemi Awolowo, a leading Nigerian nationalist of the 20th 

century. Central to the position advanced is that there are no Nigerians as there are Germans, 

English and French that can be called a nation. This, goes argument, is because the country is 

made up of a combination of diverse people of different origins, languages, worldviews, 

histories, religious, cultures and different sources of inspiration which the British brought 

together and mode a country, through colonization (Awolowo 1947). 

A critical look into the history of the emergency and development of nations does not go 

in line with this assertion. Most nations, even nation state, emerged from diversity, and there has 

been no nation without changing historical and political processes. Presently, those who are 

English within Britain-apart from the Scots, Welsh, Irish and the numerous minorities are all of 

the same origin and do not draw from a single history. The borders and composition of states in 

Europe have never been fixed for all times but created at various epochs of complex historical, 

political and socio-cultural processes (Kazah-Toure 2003: 6). 

A major discourse in Nigeria, relate to the historical roots and contemporary discuss on 

the citizenship question, is the amalgamation of 1914, the process in which the British brought 

together the protectorate of Northern Nigeria ad the protectorate of Southern Nigeria as one 

colony. Most often the argument is made that one way of solving the contestation of citizenship 

problematic is for the country to be broken into autonomous federating units based on the 

boundaries of 1914, or that there should be renegotiations of the federation on that basis. In the 

past three decades neo-ethnicist and sectarian forces have been in the forefront of pushing such a 

line an interpretation, and shouting such a historical claims in the media and thinking that by the 

every one will be beaten up to accept their distortion as the truth. 

To the contrary, the historical reality is that both Northern Nigeria and Southern Nigeria 

of pre-1914 were British creations. Lugards declaration at Lokoja on January 1, 1900, before the 

conquest of most polities in the north, was the creation of the caliphate was conquered over three 



9 
 

years after this, on March 15, 1903 some groups in the north were still offering armed opposition 

to the colonialists after the 1914 amalgamation (Kazah-Toure 2003: 117). Similarly Southern 

Nigeria was a British colonial creation, as hitherto different hundreds of independent and diverse 

polities, languages and culture were in existence, and nothing existed as that before the British 

occupation. The developments since 1914 is part of the historical and other processes, which 

most Nigerians living today are products of (Usman and Abba 2000: 43-48). In fact Nigerian 

citizenship, as enshrined in the constitution is fundamentally based on the colonial experience. A 

Nigeria identity and citizenship is still a concrete reality just as the English, French and others 

identities are in the world of nations, spite of its problems. No doubt racist and ethnicist 

ideological perceptions informed British administrative policies towards the different ethnic 

groups. 

The application of this racist perception, in concrete administration terms, contributed to 

the ethnic identity problems between various groups of colonial subjects, which manifested in 

Nigeria. One of the arrangements was one in which the British appointed feudal aristocrats, that 

were either Fulbe or Hausa, to lord over the Fulbe or Hausa ethnic groups using the native 

authority system. In this case the aristocrats shared the same ethnic and religious identities with 

majority of the people. In such contexts the contradictions were mainly of class and less 

complex. In the second arrangements were instances in which Fulbe or Hausa rulers, that were 

muslims, occupied the leading positions in areas that were predominantly non-Fulbe, non-Hausa 

and non-Muslims. These type of settings led to contradictions that reflected a close link between 

the class and ethnic question – with the latter becoming more apparent (Administrative Policy 

1935). 

Differentiation in the development of classes – in the process of class formation between 

the northern aristocracies on the one hand and other peoples on the other has contributed tot e 

advancement of the thesis of internal colonialism, by scholars such as Matthew Hassan Kukah, 

which demonstrates the inequality of citizenship (Kukah 1993). Contributory to this is the 

people’s concrete experience in relation to phenomena of ethnic inequality, discrimination, 

contestation of ethnic identity, inclusion and exclusion. In this analysis using the experiences of 

the Tiv ethnic group in the central Nigeria region (Middle-Belt), the argument is that the thesis of 

internal colonialism is found not to be on tenable grounds.  
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Social scientists such as Shelley Drayton and Okwudibia Nnoli stress the fact that in 

several colonies in Africa, the occupiers entrenched segregation amongst the colonized along 

ethno-religious and other identity lines (Drayton 1955: 10; and Nnoli 1955; 3-4). In Nigeria this 

kind of colonial imposed “tribalism” was more glaring and prominent in urban areas. In terms of 

settlement or residency indigenes lived separately from the non-indigenes even within the same 

ethnic group. The “native Africans” in a given town were compelled to physically live apart from 

“non-native Africans”. Africans lived separately from European, and in some instances 

settlements were mapped out along the divisive lines. In other words, when one talks about the 

Sabon Gari, and the city, whether in the north or south it is partly the question of a historically 

imposed segregation. This pattern was extended to ethno-religious segregation, and physical 

separation, in the settlements and in both the native authority and missionary schools. An 

outcome of these policy and practice was a rise of among the colonized of divisions along ethno-

religious identities, rather than a cosmopolitan or civic consciousness, not ignoring fact that 

some nationalists struggled for the later. Negative and divisive policies, located in the past, here 

impacted on the citizenship rights and ethnic identity question. 

In the case of the Middle Belt/central Nigeria, the situation has persisted since the 

founding of one Nigeria. The politics of the region is further complicated by the myriads of 

ethnic groups each struggling for an identity and hence: 

Since independence the Middle Belt has been a scene of frequent flare-ups. The 
Nigerian and international media describe the frequent clashes as religious, but 
in fact they stem from minority ethnic groups attempts to wrench themselves free 
from what they see as the domination by the Hausa – Fulani establishment. 
Other eruptions involve disputes between neighbouring ethnic groups over land 
and access to political office. The people of a given area often claim they are the 
“indigenes” and their enemies are the “strangers” or the “settles” seeking to 
upset the mythical natural order of things (Maier 2000: 194). 

 
The more obvious illustrations are the Emirs of northern Nigeria whose emirates include “pagan” 

tribes. After independence, many of these tribes, hitherto subsumed under others, began to 

agitate for their own identify. These agitations also included issues of political representation 

(Mustapha 1997: P 205-219) as well as access to and control of resources (Maier 2000, IDEA 

2000). 

More recent experiences in the central Nigeria region reveal a gradual breakdown, or at 

the very least, a suspension of the pan regional agenda. The same region, which sought collective 

emancipation from Hausa-Fulani domination (see Adeyi 1997: 9-31) has recently experienced 
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the most violent forms of ethnic cleansing in Nigeria. Rather than the smaller ethnic groups 

uniting against the perceived Hausa-Fulani enemies, these smaller groups have engaged each 

other in wars, such as the Tiv and Alago (and other tribes such as the Eggon, Mada, and Fulani), 

or the Tiv-Jukun, (Alubo 2002, Human Rights Watch 2002, Egwu 2002, Ubuwa 2002). In this 

sense, it is important to investigate when ethnic differences are subdued for the pan-regional 

agenda of emancipation and under what circumstances that later came to the fore. It appears that 

in the contest of keener competition for resources, spurred by the outbreak of a major economic 

crisis and the subsequent introduction of orthodox market reforms in the form of IMF and the 

World Bank supported structural adjustment program” (Egwu 2002: 2), various nationalities are 

turning to ethnicity as a means of attaining vantage position. More recently were the aphoristic 

on the return of democracy in the country on the 29th May 1999. There was the strong belief that 

the emergent democratic dispensation will fix the problems and troubles that were associated 

with military rule. In response to the desires of the people, the democratic rule under the 

leadership of Olusegun Obasanjo and in keeping with his campaign promises to alleviate poverty 

announced a Poverty Alleviation Programme (PAP) the scheme was to cost the Federal 

Government more than N10 billion and was designed to offer micro-credit to semi-skilled and 

unskilled Nigerians as part of government plan to turn around the prostrate economy. PAP later 

on transformed into the National Economic Empowerment and Development Strategy (NEEDS) 

(Egbefo, O.D. 2009: 13-14), privatization and the encouragement of foreign investments in the 

country which impact has been greatly felt in the area of communication. Hence, while there is a 

long-standing struggle against Hausa-Fulani domination, it is immediately more crucial to have 

unfettered access to land, political appointments and a voice, even if these ambitions set groups 

against each other. These issues are the key factors in the 2001 Tiv-Alago as well as the Tiv-

Jukun crisis, discussed below. In the latter, there is competition for access to resources between 

those that consider themselves ‘indigenes’ (The Jukun) and those that are, considered as more 

recent ‘settlers’ (the Tiv) (World Organization Against Torture 2002: 133). 

Contending issues in Central Nigeria 

With a count of over 150 groups, the central Nigeria region is the most ethnically diverse region 

in Nigeria (Egwu 2001, Maier 2001). Because of this diversity and the historical experiences of 

domination by the Hausa-Fulani North and resistance, central Nigeria has been appropriately 

described as “…An area of permanent crisis and a window on Nigerian politics… issues that 
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trouble the area today include lack of identity and lack of autonomy… it is urgent that the 

problems of ethnicity, religion and disadvantaged groups be addressed (International IDEA 

2000: 281). 

The ethnic groups in the region are predominantly agriculturists, and unlike the core 

north that resisted Christianity, the region had a long and cordial relationship with Christian 

missionaries. Because of this relation, central Nigeria has an earlier advantage to western 

education than other part of the North (Ogoh Alubo 2003: 15). 

Another distinguishing mark of the region is that of long migration from the less to the 

more fertile as the predominantly agrarian population struggle to sustain material life (Usman 

2002, Ubawa 2002). 

This is especially true of the Benue trough, which was exerted a gravitational pull on 

farmers in search of farmlands. In this process some ethnic group migrate from their homelands 

to others’ as revealed by the experience of the Tiv. 

With a population of 4 million in 1962, the Tiv are a national minority but the largest 

ethnic group in Nigeria’s central region. Harry Hagher claims that the Tiv are noe “the fifth 

largest ethnic group” in Nigeria (Hagher 2002: 25). According to anthropological sources (Moti 

and Wegh 2001, Makar 1994), the Tiv a Bantu stock, migrated from central Africa into Nigeria 

through the Cameroon’s (Makar 1994: 1-33 Denga 1995: 11), were they have been since their 

arrival. While exact dates are controversial, some accounts indicate that the Tiv had settled South 

of the Benue river in large numbers by 1830 Moti and Wegh 2001: 14). From this strong hold, 

the Tiv have made further push to neighbouring territories in all directions (Hagher 2001). The 

Tiv whose agricultural prowess and, until recently, stateless (non central) administration have 

earned them a unique identity as a people. They are among the very few ethnic groups in Nigeria 

that have never been conquered by any force. The Tiv share several neighbours on all sides of 

their geographical location. Among the numerous neighbours of Tiv are the Jukuns with whom 

they have co-existed for several centuries. The Tiv as agriculturalists and noted for hard work 

have therefore led to a huge pressure on land, a factor that evokes envy and migration to other 

part of the country where land lies fallow (Denga 1995, Hagher 2001). Furthermore, land in Tiv 

cosmology is freighted with loads of symbolism and meaning such that “The Tiv do not conceive 

their land simply as a tract of the earth on which they live. For them land is sacred. It is the land 

of their ancestors. When one considers what it took them to acquire the land the treks, the wars – 
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them it is understandable that they are usually serious about their land. They are always on the 

guard against encroachment on their land, and they take every measure to protect the land” (Moti 

and Wegh 2001: 15). 

According to Professor Ogoh Alubo, like other parts of the central region, the Tiv had 

early contacts with contacts with Christian missionaries and through this, western education. The 

Tiv today have a range of professionals in all fields and highly placed people in works of life. 

The overwhelming majority are however farmers, a means of livelihood whose increasing search 

for arable land brings them into contacts and conflicts with neighbours. 

As part of the search for fertile land, itself necessitated by the growing practice of shifting 

cultivation, the large number of the Tiv are Taraba, Adamawa, Nassarawa, Plateau State, Niger 

State the Federal Capital Territory and parts of Northern Cross River State. The bulk of them are 

however in Benue State, which many regard as their ethnic homeland. In many of these other 

locations such as around Wukari in Taraba State and in the Lafia area of Nasarawa State, the Tiv 

are in such huge numbers as to be considered a threat by the autochonous people. This migratory 

process is conceived by these others as expansionism and brings important dynamics to ethnic 

relations (Adamu2002). The more indigenous population regard themselves as the “son of the 

soil”, the indigenes” and the immigrants as regarded and treated as settlers. In many instances, 

such as around the Wukari area; the Tiv now have the absolute majority, fact is vigorously 

disputed by the Jukun but  no less makes ethnic relations in the area violatile. The situation in 

Nasarawa State is similar: migrations by Tiv people and perceived threats by others. The two 

cases are examined in some details as illustrations of the problems in realizing inclusive 

citizenship and the role of ethnic affiliations in the contestation. 

The Tiv – Jukun Relations in Wukari Area: 

It is a historically controversial issue about who first settled in the Wukari area. The Jukun claim 

they have lived there and in fact, overran most of Northern Nigeria in the expansion of the 

Kwararafa empire (Danjuma 2002, Meek 1969) one account indicated that: “We may thus 

perhaps date the Jukun advent to the regions associated with their name as about AD 900-1000” 

(Meek 1969” xxxi). The Jukun are said to have migrated from North Africa into Nigeria, where 

there are now many Jukunoid people in Benue, Plateau, Gombe, Borno, Bauchi, Yobe State and 

as far south as Ondo, Abia and Enugu States (The Heritage, 2000: No 20). According to this 

version, the Tiv people came long after the Jukun and the later offered the former sanctuary. 
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There is talk that Bishi, as the Jukun call the Tiv (later called Mishi or Munchi) is Jukun for “sit 

down, a reminder of the accord and the refuge granted by the Jukun. 

Many Tiv writers (Hagher 2002: 11, Avavand Myegba 1992) dispute this version, 

insisting that they have lived side with the Jukun and other tribes of the Benue valley. This 

account regard Kwararafa Empire as a farce and that if it existed at all, the empire was built by 

several ethnic groups and not by the Jukun. Irrespective of who was first, the Tiv now have a 

numerical superiority in most of Wukari LGA. (Alubo 2003: 18). Much more than that: 

As the Hawa and the Fulani did in northern Nigeria, the Tiv successfully 
changed the names of places where they settled in Wukari, even where such 
places had been known to have Jukun names in the past. This is because they 
tended to outnumber any other ethnic group in the rural areas (Best, Idyorough 
and Shehu 2001: 107). 

 
Historically, the colonial powers aligned with the Jukun who had a more formal structure and 

brought Tiv and other ethic under Jukun paramount ruler (Maier 2000, Hagher 2001). In this way 

the relationship between the two ethnic groups was tilted to the advantages of one group. The 

Tiv fought back continuously to asset their identity and independence from the traditional 

powers. 

Disputes about who got there first are only part of the wider problem of citizenship and 

ethnic contestation in the region. As part of the broader struggle the Tiv, under the leadership of 

Joseph Tarka (Shango 1982) pitched their tent with the UMBC, while the Jukun cast their lot 

with the NPC. Expectedly, polical affiliation set both on a collision course especially during 

elections. Thus the agitation which became known as Tiv riots began as clashes between UMBC 

and NPC with the Jukun taking some of the hit. Initially called nande–iro, the protested 

graduated to atetm-tyo (Best, Idyrough and Shehu 2001: 94, Hagher 2003, Jibo 1993). These 

differences during the first republic were later resolved and by second, the Tiv and Jukun were in 

the same party. 

But political affiliation at the national level was only part of the contestations. More 

crucial were issues nearer home such political appointments and the lingering problem of land. 

The relations between Tiv and Jukun have been dominated by the following, all of which speak 

to the citizenship: 

1. The Tiv demand a place in the Wukari. Traditional Council, a demand that the Jukun reject. 

For the latter it is unacceptable because the traditional council is a form to propagate the 

language and cultural heritage, both of which differed from the Tiv (Danjuma 2007). The 
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Jukun also content that it is unreasonable for the Ibos in Gboko to demand membership in the 

Tiv traditional council, or the Ibos in Kano. 

2. Access to land-the Jukun allege that the Tiv grab land without following due process of 

permission from traditional institutions. 

3. Recognition of the Tiv as indigenes and not settlers. 

4. The question of domination and how the Tiv use their numerical power to overwhelm the 

Jukun such as the 1956 federal election a UMBC (Tiv) which marked the graduation of the 

Tiv “from mere rural settler farmers into a significant political factor that threatened the 

Jukun area they claim to be their sphere of jurisdiction (Best Idyrough and Shehu 2001: 93-

94). There are several other cases such as the commissioner from Wukari LGA in the second 

republic was Tiv, there was a case when the alliance between the Tiv and the Hausa tipped 

the balance against the Jukun in 1987. 

These issues have played out in several violent confrontations, the most recent being the 

1990-2 and the 2001. 

The Tiv and their Neighbours in Nasarawa: 

Nasarawa was carved out of the Plateau State in 1996 as part of the frequent state creation 

exercise to bring together people of the same linguistic roots. The state comprises Eggon, Koro, 

Mada, Alago and some Jukun and Tiv people. There are up to ten other minority groups, 

including the Hausa-Fulani. As in Taraba State, the Tiv people here claim the territories they 

inhabit as the “ancestral home”. 

Both the Tiv people and the other groups agree that the relationship has been largely 

cordial. The sources of friction were questions about representation, the large numbers of Tiv 

and the possibility of overwhelming the other groups. Although the Tiv asset their indigeneity 

and therefore full rights, the other take the opposite view clear that the contestion was the 

number and hence they cannot occupy position meant for the “son of the soil”. 

In addition to the issues of representative, there were the issues of creation of more 

traditional power bases called chiefdom and districts and allocation of resources to these 

positions. One of such contestation was experienced by the Tiv in 2001 into 2002 (Alubo 2003: 

20). 

The Challenges to Citizenship 
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As the foregoing experiences in central Nigeria show the challenges to citizenship are many. In 

both instances, claims to indigene are played up as the more important factors. These claims as 

we have seen related to who was there first and in many case” who owns the land”. This is truly 

complex issue because Nigerians attached a lot of importance to land and insist on “my father’s 

land or the ancestral home. In effect, many Nigerians have double home, the ancestral and the 

place of abode. They return to the ancestral for some celebrations and certainly when they die. 

This practice of double homes remains a sore point and “evidence” that settlers are different 

from indigenes. As Danjuma Adams has argued: 

The Tiv certainly met the indigenous population wherever they sought to 
“colonise” hence till today they are regarded as settlers or at best citizens but 
certainly not indigenes, since they came from elsewhere to colonize a foreign 
place like the British did. If the Tiv are really indigenes to Benue once there are 
crises in these states? This is opposed to the Jukun, who because they have no 
where to run to stay in Taraba (Danjuma Adams 2007: 61, 64). 

 
The challenge is linked to the fear of domination which, as we have seen, has dogged Nigeria’s 

quest for nationhood. The particular experiences in Wukari raise issues about the nature of 

citizenship for both sides. For the Tiv it is about the right to vote and be voted for as well as 

representations in the Jukun traditional council. For the Jukun the issue is about self-

determination, even when overwhelmed by numbers. The Jukun further allege that the Tiv do not 

really consider Wukari area homes as they (Tiv) go home to Benue for major festivities. In 

addition, the Tiv were said to bury their dead at home in Benue. As further point is made that in 

the 2001, the Tiv took their case to the Benue governor even as Wukari is a town in Taraba State. 

There are related issues here, while the Jukun and the Nasarawa people fear being 

swallowed in their own homes by the growth of Tiv population. The Tiv have used this as an 

important bait especially in the democratic polity. There is also the second issue of being socially 

swallowed up and the identities might be lost as the Tiv, through renaming of communities, seek 

to make any regions part of greater Tiv. 

Conclusion and a way forward 

This work examines the challenges of differential citizenship and rights in Nigeria and the forms 

of political, economic and social exclusion which exposes the Nigerian citizens to a lot of 

conflicts. The fact is that, the Nigerian state is unable to meet some of its crucial functions, 

including the primary one of maintaining law and order, funding the educational, agricultural and 

other sectors thus the kin is relied upon thereby strengthening all kinds of primordial sentiments. 
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While this paper has concentrated on the Tiv struggle for indigeneship, the parallels to other 

regions are similar. The issues revolve around the same ones of identify, self-determination, fears 

of domination and inadequate youth empowerment programmes. 

 

 

 

To this end, the following recommendations are made: 

1- Strict adherence to the constitutional provision on citizenship rights with respect to 

settler/indigene issues.  

2- The policy of the Nigerian government should be geared towards addressing the 

problems of good governance, corruption, poverty in the urban and rural areas, 

unemployment and security. 

3- Government should develop and devise a formula that centers on the politics of land 

acquisition in the rural areas. 

4- Historical animosity between people of different regions of the country must be 

overcome. The gospel of national unity must be encouraged. There is every increasing 

need to imbibe the spirit of national consciousness as against ethnic consciousness. 

5- The government should adequately fund the agricultural sector to enable farmers 

mechanized the sector. This would reduce the problem of shifting cultivation. 

6- All stakeholders should adequately make provision for rural infrastructure which is sure 

strategy of making life worthwhile for rural dwellers. 

7- The fight against corruption and other economic crimes should be intensified at all levels 

of government especially at the local government. 

8- Ethnic politics should be discouraged and candidates given the chance to partake in 

elections I any place of their choice. 

9- The governments at all levels and other stakeholders interested in nation building should 

pursue youth economic empowerment schemes, stimulation of small and medium scale 

industries and broader educational opportunities for the youth in the rural areas to create 

job opportunities, skills acquisition and discourage rural-urban migrations. 

10- Sensitization campaigns to promote ethnic and religious tolerance and harmonious 

relationship. 



18 
 

11- In order to address the insincerity on the part of our leaders, any leader (president, 

governor or chairman of a council) that fails to fulfill his/her electoral promises should be 

viewed as having committed a crime against the nation. This should be entrenched in the 

Nigerian law with the punishment. With this potential leaders will be careful in making 

promises.  
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