CHAPTER 14

YAKUBU GOWON: THE CHALLENGE OF
NATION BUILDING

SAHEED ADERINTO

akubu Gowon attended the famous Government College, Zaria (now

Barewa College) between 1950 and 1953. He enlisted in the Nigerfan Ar-
my in 1954, Between 1954 and 1966, he 'was trained militarily in Ghana and
the United Kingdom. He was a member of the United Nations peace-keeping
force in the Congo (1961), and rose from the rank of Second Lieutenant to
Lieutenant Colonel! Arriving from London two days before the January 15,
1966 coup, which terminated Nigeria's First Republic (1960-1966), Gowon, in
conjunction with other “loyal” officers, helped quell the rebellion and was
subsequently appointed Army Chief of Staff under Major-General Johnson
Aguiyi Ironsi’s administration? Gowon became Nigeria’s second military
leader to take the role of head of state when another coup abruptly ended
- Fronst’s tenure on July 29, 19665

Ieading Nigeria during one of the most turbulent periods in its history,
Gowon not only inherited a fragile political structure following two successive
coups in January and July 1966, but he led Nigeria in the Civil War {July1967-
January 1970). The war was between the Federal Government of Nigeria and
the Republic of Biafra, the former Fastern Region, which declared that it was a
sovereign nation on May 30, 1967. Unlike most Nigerian military rulers,
whose regimes were for the most part unpopular at home and abroad, Gow-
on's place in Nigerian history seems uncertain. While the “federalists” (sec-
tions of the country under the Federal Government) regard him as a nation-
builder, the secessionists {those under the newly declared Republic of Biafra)
consider him as a vindictive anarchist who committed genocide against the
easterners, especially the Igbo.4 ]. Tsawa Elaigwu, in his academic biography of
Gowon, asserted that Gowon was dubbed “the Abraham Lincoln of Nigeria”
during the civil war By 1975, he had been accused of ineptitude in managing
the resources and unity of the nation.$ The coup of July 29, 1975, which termi-
nated his nine-year rule, appeared inevitable in the light of the high level of
corruption that permeated virtually all spheres of Nigerian society.” A year
after his removal from office, Gowor's dwindling fame deteriorated further
when he was implicated in another coup that ended the regime and life of
Brigadier General Murtala Mohammed, his successor.®
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This chapter is organized chronologically fo reflect the changing character
of Gowon's leadership as Nigeria’s longest serving military head of state, The
proceeding section will examine how he came into power, situating it within
the context of enormous political instability that engulfed not only Nigeria,
but also the entire continent of Africa during the 19605 and 1970s. This section
is followed by a eritical analysis of Gowon's regime between 1966 and 1970, It
is not accidental that this section focuses more on crises and Gowon's prosecu- .
tion of the civil war.? The civil war remains one of the most significant themes
in Nigerian history, not only because it threatened the unity of the nation-

- state, which Obafemi Awolowo described as “a mere geographical expres-

sion,”™ but also because its outcome realigned inter-group relations among
Nigeria’s over 200 ethno-cultural cleavages. The penultimate section examines
Gowon's leadership in the postwar era, 1970-1975.

Aside from rebuilding a country devastated by a “war of unification” or
“police action” as Gowon tagged the civil war,!! the postwar era saw the Initi-
ation and implementation of a number of programs aimed at re-establishing
democratic governance, If Nigeria needed military rule in order to prevent it
from disintegrating —as Gowon reiterated on the eve of the civil war— in the
postwar era, the nation, he stated “must not rush matters, and should proceed
very carefully” in returning power to the civilians.?2 This section is guided by
the following questions: How effective was Gowon's postwar reconstruction
and rehabilitation in “healing the wounds” of hostility? Did Nigeria need an-
other five years of military governance to return power to civilians? Why did
Gowon rescind the promise made in 1970 to relinquish power to the civilians
in 19747 Was the coup that removed him from office justified against the
backdrop of allegations of gross misappropriation of public fund and his ina-
bility to take Nigeria to the “promised land”? The last section examines his life
after leaving office and his current status as an elder statesman. Unlike several
military leaders who attempted to return to power as democratically elected

. civilians, Gowon has distanced himself from public politics and has remained

“politically neutral” in acdressing issues that threaten the oneness of the coun-
fy.

PRELUDE TO GOWON'S ASCENDANCY: ETHNICITY
ANDPOLITICAL FRACTURE

The 1960s and 1970s in Africa were decades of reclamation of African dignity,
exemplified by political self-determination and independence from Buropean
colonial hegernony. No sooner did the civilian authorities begin to consolidate
on the gains of self-rule, than military coups and civil wars swept across the
entire continent.®® From Libya to Congo, Togo to Uganda, sub-nationalism
and violence, accentuated by military involvement in politics, exposed the
fragility of peace (that the Buropean colonialists had managed-to confain with
force) and the enormous challenges of nation building. Political instability
dimmed the bright lights of self-rule and proved wrong Kwame Nhrumah's
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conviction that independence would solve all Africa’s problems.®> Greed, cor-
ruption, and mismanagement of national wealth by the civilian governments
of immediate post-independent Africa explained the intervention of the mili-
tary in politics, 16 fhe artificiality of nation states, divisive character of ethnic
plurality, and the draconian policies of the colonial masters which Jaid the
foundation of the continent’s quagmire. The military coups also exposed the
weak civilian political leadership and the political ambition of the military
leadters.

With particular reference to Nigeria, it is impossible to dissociate the po-
Jitical convulsion of the 1960s from events dating back io 1914 when the Brit-
ish colonialists created the political entity now known as Nigeria. Lord Lu-
gard’s amalgarnation of the Southern and Northern Protectorates (chiefly for
economic and administrative convenience} in 1914 ended over five decades of
evolution of the Nigerian state that started with the annexation of Lagos, the
first part of modern Nigeria to be brought under colonial rule in 1861."” Nige-
ria was created without any sensitivity to ethnic plurality. Admittedly, the
Nigerian geographical area had established political and economic relations
with one another centuries before the advent of colonialism; however, Euro-
pean imperialism drastically transformed the established patterns of relations.
Obaro Tkime's conclusion on the impact of colonialism on Nigerian societies is
incontestable: “In terms of inter-group relations, colonial rule was something
of a paradox: on the one hand, -it brought Nigerian peoples together in new
groupings and for new purposes; on the other, it emphasized already existing
differences and introduced new ones.” The policy of divide and rule that the
British introduced basically ensured that Nigerian ethnic groups did not form
strong political and cultural identities and alliances that could militate against
colonial hegemony. Hence, the northern and southern regions did not begin
to dialogue politicatly until 1947, after the Richards constitution introduced

regionalism.t® In addition, the segregation of non-natives in urban centers and

countless other divisive cultural and religious policies laid the foundation of a
disunited Nigeria that post-independence political elites inherited 20

If the colonialists Iaid a shaky foundation for independent Nigeria, the
politicians of the First Republic failed to strengthen it. The main political par-
fies of the era — National Council of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), Northern
People’s Congress (NPC), and Action Group AG—all emerged along ethnic
lines, thereby reinforcing the preexisting inter- and intra-ethnic and regional
division.2! High level of suspicion and mutual distrust featured prominently
in daily political life as each region and ethnicity vied for political positions
and power. This, in addition to unabated corruption and violence following
the 1965 election in the Western Region, enabled Major Chukwuma Kaduna
Nzeogwu to lead a group of Majors—mainly of Igbo ethnic group but also
including a Yoruba, Major Adewale Ademoyega—in organizing a bloody
coup that brought an end to the First Republic on January 15, 1966.2 Nzeog-
wu blamed the ethnic imbalance of the killings on “misguided consideration”
by officers entrusted with the task of eliminating prominent Eastern and
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Midwestern leaders,? but northerners felt the coup was aimed at removing
their political influence by imposing Igbo rule over the government of the
country, Their suspicion gained momentum and the situation degenerated
when Major-General Johnson Thomas Ironsi, an Igbo who became head of
state after the coup, formed a predominantly Igbo cabinet, did not punish the
coup plotters, and passed the infamous Decree 34 which transformed Nigeria
into a unitary state.?

“A POLICE-MILITARY ACTION”: GOWON AND
THE NIGERIAN CIVIL WAR

Gowon emerged as the head of state on August 1, 1966 after the counter-coup
of July 29, 1966.25 Brigadier General Babafemi Ogundipe, the most sendor of-
ficer after the demise of Ironsi, should have become the new head of state.
Having narrowly escaped death during the coup—"he fled pistol in hand
from his northern body guards and sought sanctuary aboard the navy’s frig-
ate.”? Scared of heading a constantly rebellious army, Ogundipe later became
Nigeria’s High Commissioner to the United Kingdom. Worse still, the north-
ern “rebels” would not take orders from any other officers but Gowon, the
most senior officer from the North. There were widespread specidations that
Gowon knew about the coup. This was because of the manner in which he
was able to bring the mutinous army under control, and the fact that he did
not reprimand Murtala Mohammad and other northern officers who partici-
pated in the counter-coup.

In his reflections on the crisis, Ambassador Raph Uwechue raised four
pertinent questions about why Gowon could not claim innocence of involve-
ment in the coup: “Why did he not punish the murderers of his supreme
commander? Why did he avoid the use of the word ‘rebels’ for the perpetra-
tors of the July coup? Did he find it politicatly impossible to act against them?
Was he in the same dilemma as General Ironsi found himself on assumption
of office?”? Be that as it may, Gowon's ascendancy paid off—the “mutineers”
abandoned their arms, discipline was restored into a seriously divided army,
and another chapter in Nigeria’s history began under the command of a 32-
year old northern Christian military leader. In his first address to the nation,
Gowon reviewed the eyents of the preceding months and declared:

I have come to strongly believe that we cannot honestly and sincerely continue in
this wise, as the basis for trust and confidence in our unitary system of government
has been unable to stand the test of time. .. Sulfice to say that putting all considera-
tion to test, political, economic as well as social, the basis of unity is not there, or is
badly rocked not only once but several times. [ therefore feel that we should re-
view the issues of our national standing to see if we can help the countty from
drifting away into utter destruction®

-

If lronsi’s regime appeared to be insensitive to the caltural diversity of the
Nigerian state and took highly important decisions unilateraily or in consulta-
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tion only with his Igho advisers, Gowon's administration from the onset
demonstrated the need to carry all constituencies along in the drive towards
peace and stability.?® In condemning Ironsi’s unitary system, Gowon re-
marked: “Personally, | was not a unitary system of government man. I had
always believed in federation of Nigeria, bearing in mind the set-up of the
country —the old regional set-up, the various ethnic groups in the country.
Our variety was such that you could not get the best out of the people under
[a] unitary system of government.”* He went on to convene an ad hoc Consti-
tutional Conference in September 1966 where civilian representatives from the
four regions deliberated on the best means of forging a united Nigeria. With
the exception of a unitary system, a number of conflicting political arrange-
ments, ranging from federalism to confederalism were proposed by repre-
sentatives of the regions, While the Northern, Western, and Eastern Regions
favored confederalism, the Midwestern wanted federalism. Gowon was said
to have allowed all the consistencies to freely voice their opinions while keep-
ing the debate within the scope of upholding national unity and respecting the
country’s diverse cultural landscape However, he wanted federalism,
which allowed each constituency a degree of internal autonomy, with a strong
center.

The isste of state creation also featured prominently at the Conference.
While the Northern, Western, and Midwestern Regions demanded for the
creation of more states, the Hastern Region delegates thought it woudd weaken
their base and power to collectively mobilize for the common good of the re-
- gion, It is important to note that agitation for creation of more states or a
smaller political entity to cater for minorities’ representation dated back to the
colonial period? As Henry Alapiki, among others scholars have noted, the
coalition government of NPC and NCNC created the Midwestern Region in
1963, not primarily to make government closer to the citizens, but to tim the
influence of AG, their main opponent® The Constitutional Conference ex-
posed a number of trajectories about nation-building and the divisive charac-
ter of the Nigerian state. Although elements of sectionalism predated the
1960s and had featured prominently in the numerous constitutional confer-
ences held dwring the decolonization era, Gowon, like most Nigerians, real-
ized that the January and July coups further worsened the precariously held
national unity. -

New developments characterized by viclence against the Igbo in the
North created a major set-back for the Constitutional Conference, which
Gowon thought would allow him to return power to the civilians.3 Fearing
their safety, the Eastern Region’s delegates, led by its Governor, Lieutenant-
Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu-Ojukwuy, declined to attend further
meetings unless riorthern troops were evacuated from Lagos where the con-
ference was being held. The Western Region delegates also declared that the
presence of northern soldiers in their jurisdiction was unacceptable. Gowon
was forced to postpone the conference indefinitely and announced that feder-
alism, not confederalism was best for Nigeria® According to Elaigwu, this
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break down of negotiation impacted Gowon's decision to stay in power long-
er than he wanted. Blaigwu argues that Gowon saw the civilians as grossly
incapable of managing the affairs of a country at the brink of collapse.® It is
hard to disagree with Elaigwt's explanation for Gowon's decision not to re-
linquish power to the civilians given the high level of insecurity, north-south
dichotomy, and militarization of the entire country. If junior officers were not

taking orders from their superiors, the highly unpopular politicians definitely .

lacked the credentials to command the respect of a constantly rebellious ar-
my ¥

Gowon's failure to stop the pogrom in the North against the Igbo com-
pelled the Igbo elite comprised of scholars, politicians, and civil servants to
demand that Ojukwu declare the Eastern Region, named the Republic of Bia-
fra, independent of the Nigerian State, Qjukwu’s relations with Gewon quick-
ly deteriorated as the former was said o have turned down all diplomatic
arrangements to resolve the crisis. Respite, however, came in January 1967
when the Ghanaian head of state, General Joseph Ankrah, invited top Nigeri-
an military officers fo a meeting to resolve the national problem. Popularly
known as the Aburi Accord, the agreement reached at the meeting touched on

crucial aspects of legislative and executive powers. The regions were empow- -

ered to make legislation on certain issues, while the Supreme Military Council
(SMC) comprising the governors of each region and top military- officers
would run the government at the center, Gowon and Qjukwu read the Aburi
Agreement differently. While Gowon felt it provided a sort of federalism that
recognized the power of the government at the center, Ojukwu believed it
gave the Bastern Region the right to secede from the Nigerian state, if neces-
sary.3

Bvenis took a new dimension on May 27, 1975 when Gowon announced
the creation of twelve states out of the Federal Republic of Nigeria in an ad-
dress to the nation. He gave a short history of minority demand for creation of
states dating back to the colonial period?® The Northern and Eastern Regions
were demarcated Into six and three states respectively. Lagos the capital, the
Western Region and the Midwestern Region received new nomenclatures as
states.t® Although Gowon presented the creation of staies as a response to

minority agitation for grassroot development and agency, a carveful appraisal -

of the new political geography of the country reveals that it was meant to tn-
dermine the secessionist agenda of the Biafrans by creating division among
them. By making Port Harcourt the capital of Rivers State, Gowon sought to
deprive the seceding Biafrans access to oil and made the entire Igboland land-
locked. Other structural imbalances in the state creation rendered its professed
purpose of bringing governiment closer to the people questionable. For in-
stance, the Western Region that became the new Western State with an esti-
mated population of 9.5 million was more populous than about five states
combined.# In all, it is hard to accept Gowon's constant denial that the crea-
Hon of states was not targeted at the Biafrans, because a substantial portion of
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his address to the nation about the new status quo focused on Ojukwu’s al-
leged criminal activities. According to Gowon:

The whole world is witness to the continued defiance of federal authority by the
Govemment of the Eastern Region, the disruption of the Railway, the Coal Corpo-
ration, the normal operations of the Nigerian Ports Authority, the interference with
the flight schedules of the Nigeria Airways and other illegal acts by the Fastern
Region Government culminating in the edicts promulgated last month by that
Government purperting to seize all Federal Statutory Corporations and Federal
revenues collected in the East. The consequence of these illegal sels has been the
increasing deterioration of the Nigerian economy. It has also produced uncertainty
and insecurity generally and pushed the country with increasing terpo fowards
total disintegration and possible civil war and bloodshed on massive scale. In the
face of all these, T have shown great restraint, hoping that through peaceful negoti-
ations a solution acceptable to all sections of the country can be found. Unfortu-
nately, the hopes of myself and my other colleagues on the Supreme Military
coungil have been disappointed by the ever increasing campaign of hate by the
Govemor of the Eastern Region. Lt. Col Ojuksvu has continuously increased his
demands as soon as some are met in order to perpetuate the crisis and lead the
Eastern Region out of Nigeria... That refinery is owned jointly by the Federal Gov-
ernment and Regional governiments, Hlegally, since last year, the Authorities at
Enugu have interfered with the flight routes of the Nigeria Airways. Only recently
they comumitted the barbaric crime of hijacking a plane bound for Lages from Be-
nin#2

If Gowon conceived the creation of states as a strategy to contain Biafran sub-
nationalism, Nigerians {especially northern minorities) felt it was a step in the
right direction. More minority groups enlisted in the federal army as citizens of
the neiv states celebrated a tuming point in their long history of political repre-
sentation and fairness. Instead of demoralizing the Biafrans, Gowon's scheme
simply intensified their solidarity and pitched them increasingly against the fed-
eral government. Ojukwu’s popularity among the Igbo soared as he made the
Fast a safe haven for returnees who felt insecure living in other parts of the coun-
try, especially the North. Three days after Gowon’s announcement of the creation
of states, Ojukwu officially proclaimed the sovereignty of the Republic of Biafra.
He said in his address:

Fellow countrymen and women, you, the people of Eastern Nigeria:

...you can no longer be protected in your fives and in your property by any
Government based outside eastern Nigeria; Believing that you are bom free and
‘have certain inalienable rights which can best be preserved by yourselves; Unwill-
ing to be unfree partners in any association of a political or economic nature; Re-
jecting the authority of any person or persons other than the Military Government
of eastern Nigeria to make any imposition of whatever kind or nature upon you;
Determined to dissolve all political and other tes between you and the former
Federal Republic of Nigeria; Prepared to enter into such association, treaty or alli-
ance with any sovereign state within the former Federal Republic of Nigeria and
elsewhere on such terms and conditions as best to subserve your common good;
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Affirming your trust and confidence in me; Having mandated me to prociaim on
your behalf, and in your name the Hastem Nigeria be a sovereign independent
Republic. Now Therefore §, Lieutenant-Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu-
Ojukwu, Military Govemnor of Bastern Nigeria, by virtue of the authority, and pur-
suant to the principles recited above, do hereby solernnly proclaim that the territo-
1y and region known as and called Eastern Nigeria together with her continental
shelf and territorial waters shall henceforth be an independent sovercign state of
the name and title of The Republic of Biafra.. +* . ,

Biafra’s declaration of sovereignty became the Jast straw that broke the camel’s
back. On July 5, 1967 Gowon ordered a “police action” against Ojukwu —thereby
signaling the beginning of a thirty-month civil war. A lot of work has been done on
the Nigerian Civil War; therefore, it is not necessary to retell the story here# As-
pects that need to be revisited and reemphasized include the contradictions be-
tween how Gowon conceived the war and its prosecution on the one hand, and the
actual events on the war front on the other. In several of his communications with
Nigerians and the international community, Gowon tagged the war a “police ac-
tion” to give the impression that he was not fighting a section of the country ina
civil war, but merely attempting to correct Ojukwu’s “insubordination.” He contin-
ued to defend the legitimacy of the conflict and delineate between a “police action”
and a “civil” war even decades after leaving office:

Whilst it was commonplace for the media reporis o refer the crisis as a “Civil
War”, we preferred to call it a rebellion, and to therefore term the action taken to
deal with it as “Police Action/ Military Action,” not war. These terms were delib-
erately used because I believed that the terms “war” promoted the image of a bat-
tle between two hostile enemies. I did not consider the Eastern Region and the Ig-
bos an enemy, but rather a misled area. Furthermore, war would enfail the exces-
sive use of force and justify unethical behavior and action that, in my opinion, was
unacceptablet’

He went on to indicate that the federal troops were trained and directed to treat
the civilian population and war prisoners with respect.* However, in several of his
addresses to the ration between 1967 and 1970, he repeatedly used the term
“war.”7 To give the impression that his soldiers were friendly with civilians, imag-
es of federal soldiers carrying Igbo babies and smiling with their mothers, flooded
government controlled media* However, the reality of war and the oral testimo-
nies of the military, civilians, and members of the international community revealed
the enormous atrocities committed by the federal troops.#® Biafran-sponsored im-
ages of suffering women and children were published in global media and helped
to sensitize the international community to the “genocide” committed against the
Igbo5® The Biafrans also gave the international community the impression that the
war was a religious one: between the northern Muslim majority (represented by the
Federal government) and Biafran mincrities (Christian).5* Although Ojukwu admit-
ted deliberately to using the images of dying women and children to elicit interna-
tional support against the federal government— post-war assessment even further
revealed that he overstated the impact of Gowon's blockade™—the indisputable
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fact is that a war, not a “police action,” urleashed a lot of havoc on the civilian pop-

wlation and claimed an estimate of about two million lives.

Despite the inherent contradictions between how Gowon conceived the
war and its prosecution, and the actual events on the war fronf, he does
deserve praise for not openly spreading anti-Igbo hatred. Unlike most African
civil war leaders such as Yoweri Museveni of Uganda and Omar al-Bashir of
Sudan among others—who orchestrated hate-crimes, hate-speech, and
annihilation of sections of their countries, Gowon tilored the war towards
maintaining the unity of the nation, not punishing the Igbo people3 It is
difficult to refute his genuine sense of respect for Nigerians and the unity of
the Nigerian sfate in his numerous addresses to the nation both during and
after the war. Indeed, he regretted the loss of lives of innocent citizens and did
not legitimize the use of violence against the civilians® As he recounted in
several of his interviews, although the federal armies were trained not to
molest the civilian population, the war commanders and soldiers were given
free hands to prosecute each episode of the war in accordance with prevailing
circumstances. This meant that his commanders carried out most if not all the
atrocities against the Igbo people. Whether these atrocities could be
considered “genocide” is an issue that will continue to receive critical
reflections. For the UN, OAU, Britain, Canada, Poland, and Sweden that
observed the war, “genocide could not describe what was going on in the war
affected areas of the country.”5¢ Even if the war was genocidal in nature, one
does not expect a country like Britain o report it since it was the largest
supplier of ammumition to the federal government.¥

“TRANSITION WITHOUT END": GOWON'S POST-WAR NIGERIA

When it became apparent that the federal government would eventually win
the war, Ojukwu handed power to his deputy, Major Phillip Effiong on Janu-
ary 9, 1970 and fled to Cote d'Ivoire to seek asylum. The civil war ended on
January 15, 1970 when Effiong officially swrrendered to Gowon and pledged
the easterners’ loyalty to the unity of the Nigerian state.% In his address to the
nation announcing the end of hostility, Gowon stated: “The so-called “Rising
Sun of Biafra” is set for ever. It will be a great disservice for anyone to continue
to use the word Biafra to refer to any part of the East Central State of Nigeria.
The tragic chapter of violence is just ended. We are the dawn of national rec-
orwiliation. Once again, we have an opportunity fo build a new nation.”*® He
declared that there was no victor and no vanquished and assured the Igbo
people that it was not the Nigerian state who was their enemy, but instead
Ojukwu, who had turned them against the government. Gowon probably
understood thesimpact of the war on women and children when he remarked
that: “Special attention will be given to the rehabilitation of women and chil-
dren in particular, so long denied the comfort of homes, the blessing of educa-
tion and the assurance of a future by Ojukwu's wicked tyranny and false-
hood.”®
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In order to effectively pursue post-war reconstruction, Gowon inaugurat-
ed his famous three R's (reconciliation, rehabilitation, and reconstruction).ft
This program was targeted fowards reintegrating the Igbo into the Nigerian
workforce and national life and “healing the wounds” of hostility.5 He in-
structed the federal army to give the surrendering. Biafran troops a “human
treaiment,”83 and formed a War Damages Assessment Committee “to collect
and analyze reports of war damages from individuals, organizations, and
institutions in both the public and private sectors and their claims for relief.”6
Other programs included the National Youth Service Corps (NYSC) that
compelled Nigerian youth to live among non-natives or outside their states of
origins. The one-year compulsory national service as Gowon conceived it,
would allow Nigerian youth under the age of 30 to learn about other cultures
and appredate the ethnic, religious, and geographic diversity of the country.

Gowori's 3Rs were only partially successful. Of the total estimate of
N4{0m needed to revamp damages to physical infrastructures in Fast Central
State alone, only N30m was made available for the 1970/71 fiscal year.® A flat
and one-time payment of N40 given to each of the 200,000 depositors of ofd
Biafran and Nigerian currencies was grossly inadequate in cushioning the
effect of the war.% The fact that Igbo soldiers and policemen who fought on
the side of Biafra did not receive amnesty uniil 2000 diseredits Gowon's rec-
onciliation and rehabilitation program.#In addition, a recent book, which
Apollos Nwauwa and Chima Korieh edited, reveals that the Igbo “nation”
and people are stll grappling with the consequences of the civil war over forty
year after it eided.s8 There are also widespread claiins that Gowon's three Rs
were prejudicially implemented along ethnic lines. For instarwe, Effiong in
2001 claimed that while high-ranked Biafran Igbo officers have been rehabili-
tated by the federal government, he has yet to receive any benefit, because he
was an Ibibio minority. Effiong believed that Gowon's “No Victor, No Van-
quished” pronouncement was a “mere paper promise.”%* Other national inte-
gration schemes such as the NYSC have also not achieved their desired goals.
A doctoral research study on the scheme completed in 1982 reveals that it was
not making any meaningful impact in reducing negative ethnic stereotypes
and perceptions.?? Recurring violence against corps member —most recently
during the April/May 2011 elections where about ten were killed in Bauchi
and other northern states —attest {o the failure of the scheme expected to unite
Nigerians” Ironically, the corpszmembers who symbolize Nigerfas “unity”
are now targets and vicims of politically and religiously motivated violence
in northern Nigeria.”?

Tt would appear that no one doubled the need for military leadership fol-
lowing the two coups in the 1960s and the outbreak of the civil war in May
1967. However, Gowon did not allow Nigerians to start demanding return of
power to civilians once the storm of violence subsided. He announced in 1970
that he would be returning power to the civilians in 1974 after implementing
the following nine programs:
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(1) the re-organisation of the Armed Forces;

{2) The implementation of the National Development Plan and the repair of the
damage and neglect of the Waz;

(3) theeradication of corruption in our national life;

(&) the settlement of the creation of more states;

(5) the preparation and adoption of a new Constitution;

(6) the introduction of a new Revenue Allocation Formula;

(7) conductinga national population census;

{8) the organization of genuinely national parties;

(9 the organization of elections and installation of populady elected
governuments in the States and in the centre,”

Gowon's failure to properly implement these programs (espedially the
census of 1973) in addition fo corruption accounted for the downfall of his
regime, The 1973 census figures were grossly inflated to make the North more
populous than the South. The provisional figure gave an increase of 72% and
11% from the 1963 census to the old Northern and Eastern Regions
respectively. The old Western Region decreased by 06%. Southern leaders led
by Awolowo believed the figures were inflated to make the North more
populous than the South and asked for its cancellation. Since census figures
were the criteria for federal allocation and representation, southerners felt
Gowon wanted to cripple development in the region. The political
atmosphere of the country became tense when Gowon refused to cancel the
" figure and went on to ratify it. Sensing an impending security threat to the
oneness of the country, he declared in 1974 that he was postponing the return
of power to civilians, which was already slated for 1975, indefinitely.

From 1973 to 1975, cortuplion, according to S.0. Osoba, a frontline neo-
Marxist “was the single most significant issue on which the Gowon regime
became seriously embattled with the Nigerian public.”7 A short list of corrupt
practices during the period included: The misappropriation of salaries of
soldiers killed in action during the war and; inflation of contracts; the looting
of public and -private property in occupied territories by Biafran and Nigerian
soldiers; and the looting of millions of pounds of sterling from the Central
Bank, Benin in 1968, among others” Gowon ignored allegations of
mismanagement leveled against his officers and refused to book them —even
as affidavits were sworn against them 76 Rather, he consistently argued that he
could not disgrace his officers before the public or announce their misconduct
over the radio?” Tt would appear that he deliberately overlooked the mistule
of his governors in order to avoid being overthrown. Gowon gave his reason
for compensating these corrupt officers by atguing that: “they all stood by him
during the difficult days of the Civil War..."78

Gowon cotld not fully satisfy all his cronies with the resources of the
entire nation. Colonel Joe Garba, the Commandler of Brigade of Guards —who
led the July 29, 1975 bloodless coup that removed him (Gowon) while
attending the OAU summit in Kampala Uganda—was dissatisfied that he
was not appointed a federal commissioner.” Garba was the only officer that
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was not posted out of Dodan Barrack, the seat of government throughout
Gowon's nine year rule. He was Gowon's most trusted confidant, and
certainly not considered a usurper. Murtala Mohammed, one of the 1975 coup
plotters, was subsequently appointed by the Supreme Military Council (SMC)
as Murtala Mohammed, in his first address to the nation, gave a long and
coherent justification for the coup, scoring Gowon low in virtually ali cardinal
components of nation-building, He said:

Felfow Nigerians, events of the past few years have indicated that despite our
great human and material resources, the Government has not been able fo fulfill
the legitimate expectations of our people...This situation, if not arrested, would
inevitably have resultedt in chaos and even bloodshed. In the endeavour to build a
strong, united and virile nation, Nigerians have shed much blood. The thought of
further bloodshed, for whatever reasons must, I am sure, be revolting to owr
people. . .. This trend was clealy incompatible with the philosophy and image of
a corrective regime, Unknown to the general public, the feeling of disillusionment
was also evident among members of the armed forces whose administration was
neglected but who, out of sheer loyalty to the Nation, and in the hope that there
would be a change, continued to suffer in silence. .. Responsible opinion, indluding
advice by eminent Nigerians, traclitional rulers, intellectuals, et cetera, was
similarly discarded. The leadership, either by design or default, had become too
insensitive to fhe true feelings and yeamings of the people. The nation was thus
phinged inexorably into chaos.5 )

Murtala began immediately to his political visions into action. His pro-
gram to make Nigeiia a disciplined and strong country initially appeared rad-
ical, but Nigerians later liked it. Murtala became one of the most popular and
respected military leaders Nigeria ever had.

CIVILIAN LIFE: EXILE AN FLDER STATESMANSHIP

Gowon was reported to have taken the news of the coup in good faith —as if
he knew it would happenst The new administration tactfully exiled him by
declaring that he was “free to return to the country as soon as conditions per-
mit.”82 Definitely, the political atmosphere of the country was not conducive
for him to return: he might be kitled or jailed under the pretext that he wanted
to force his way back to power."Although the governments of Uganda and
Cameroon offered him asylum in their countries, he finally settled in Lon-
don—after living in Lome for a few months. It did not take long for Gowon's
quiet civilian and exiled life to be disturbed when a February 13, 1976 bloody,
but unsuccessful coup led by Lieutenant Colonel Dimka claimed Mu-
hammed’s life, Gowon was implicated in the coup in a way he probably did
not anticipate: the coup leaders testified to have met him on several occasions
and that the coup was carried out to reinstall him as the head of state. Gow-
on's image both at home and abroad further deteriorated. The new admin-
istration of General Olusegun Obasanjo subsequently stripped him of his mili-
tary title, stopped his retirement benefit, and declared him a fugitive. He re-
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mained a wanted person until 1981 when the government of President Shehu
Shagari granted him amnesty and permission to return to the country. Gowon
spent his retirement life improving himself intellectually by enrolling in an
undergraduate progtam at the University of Warwick in October 1975, How-
ever, the student body associated with the International Socialist Groups criti-
cized university authorities for granting him admission on the ground of
abuse of power®

Today, Gowon plays an elder statesmanship role within Africa and the
international community at large. He is considered a resourceful person on
jssues of national integration and nation-building 8 In 1992, he established
“The Yakubu Gowon Centre for National Unity and International Coopera-
tion,” as a private, non-profit, non-partisan, non-government organization
(NGO). The mission and vision of the organization include: “To promote a
peaceful and united Nigeria, free of disease and poverty, where every citizen
has an opportunity for self-expression and the realization of their full poten-
tials” and “To achieve peaceful co-existerce, national unity and socio econom-
ic development fhrough good governance, diseases impact mitigation and
poverty reduction.”3 In 2008, he led a team of 200 ECOWAS observers to
monitor elections in Ghana

CONCLUSION

The military involvement in African politics will always remain an aberration.
Soldiers are trained to protect their countries from internal and external con-
vulsion, not to ruled” They come to power ina messianic manner with count-
less promises of corrective measures, yet leave disgracefully. They donot have
any constitutional power to rule and ate not voted into power by the people.
They rule with iron and blood, destroying societies beyond the condition in
which they received them. Gross abuse of power, corruption, and violation of
basic human rights are some of the countless vices of military rale in Africa as
elsewhere in the world. The popular saying that the worst democracy is better
than the best military appears cogent in the light of well-established trends of
military misrule.

Nigeria, during the 1960s and 1970s, was ruled largely by soldiers who
removed their colleagues from power on allegations, ranging from political
ineptitude to corruption. Hence within a decade (from 1966-1976), four coups
and countercoups took place. “Nigeria’s military coup culture,” according to
Max Siollum, not only kept Nigerians’ civic loyalty hanging in the balance,
but created an atmosphere of fear and mutual distrust, inimical to the growth
and development of the nation The leaders were busy prosecuting violence
during the périod when they were supposed to consolidate on the gains of
self-rule by piloting the country through programs of sustainable develop-
ment.

As illegitimate as the military leadership of the 1960s and 19705 were, the
nation probably did not begin to see the true image of soldiers’ rule until the
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1980s and 1990s when Generals Mohammed Buhari, Ibrahim Babangida and
Sani Abacha came into power.$? It is through the compatison of the regimes of
Gowon with those of Babangida and Abacha that one can fully come to terms
with the place of Gowon in Nigerian history. Firsf, unlike Babangicda and
Abacha, who practically emptied Nigeria's treasury c\im'ing their thirteen-year
reign, Gowon had a virtually “clean” record of not stealing national wealth.
His biographies after leaving office Jend credence to his “clean” financial rec-
ords® Untike his contemporaries who retired to manage their ill-gotten
wealth, Gowon went back to school and spent over nine yeats receiving aca-
demic degrees. Flow an incorruptible leader led such a highly corrupt regime
is fascinating and needs further exploration. Second, Gowon did not really
earn the appellation of a “dictator” — unlike the military leaders of the 1980s
and 1990s. Although he also committed documented abuse of human rights—
he jailed those who swore affidavits against his governors and Nobel Laurent
Wole Soyinka without trial—the regimes of Babangida and Abacha are con-
sidered the most brutal in the nation’s history of military rule. It was also un-
der Babangida and Abacha that politicization of religion, which is rooted in
the Nigerian colonial past, took a more vialent dimension as seen in the nu-
merous religiously-motivated crises that swept across the nation

If Gowon is still being credited for preserving Nigeria’s unity, he would
also be remembered for failing to put the country on the path of sustainable
economic development during the 1970s, when proceeds from ofl reached an
all-time high. He would have earned a better place in Nigerian history had he
subscribed to the ancient saying: A good actor leaves the stage wheri the ova-
tion is loudest.” His popularity reached its peak following the defeat of Bia-
frain January 1970; but he overstayed and allowed his cronies to mismanage
the resounces of the country, leading eventually to his disgraceful removal
from power.
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CHAPTER1S

CHUKWUEMEKA ODUMEGWU-OJURWU:
AN ENIGMA AND THE DRIED MEAT
THAT FILLS THE MOUTH

KENNETH NWCKO

cholars, critics and commentators have writtent copiously on the man,

Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Qjukwu, the former Military Governor of the
Eastern Region and Head of State for the defunct Republic of Biafra. Such
writings include his biography by Fredrick Forsyth, and commentaries by
General Olusegun Obasanjo, Ukpabi Asika, and others. While these writings
do reflect the perception of Cjukwu from the viewpoints of friends, foes, poli-
ticians, and others in the aftermath of the Nigerian Civil war, only a few
works represent the contemporary image of Ojukwu, A vast amount of in-
formation regarding Ojukwu remains unexplored. This chapter critically ex-
amines Ojukwu’s personality, leadership skills, and unique leadership style
during the Civil War and through a contemporary perspective. The chapter
also analyzes his political career during the Second Republic after his return
from exile in the Ivory Coast, his presidential aspirations in the Fourth Repub-
lic, his political contributions to the growth of Nigeria as a nation, and allega-
tions of his political godfatherism in the contemporary times.

Ojukwu, as one of Nigerias most controversial leaders after the Nigerian
Civil War (1967-1970), holds different meaning to different people, depending
on which side of the prism he is viewed. In a way, this may not be unconnect-
ed with the root and meaning of his surname, Ojukwu, which he inherited
from his father and by which he would be identified. Helen Chukwuma has
extensively researched the roots and meanings of Igbo names, and for her, the
name Qjukwu is believed to represent a minor deity in Igboland. It also refers
to a variety of palm tree with yellowish pale fronds used for sacrifictal rites?
It some places in Igboland, this category of palm tree is perceived as the king
of palm trees. Perhaps, this was an insight on how Ojukwu was to be per-
ceived; for he was revered like a deity or god, treated as a king, and viewed as
a sacrificial Jamb baring the cross of the Igbo and the blame for the faflure of
the Biafran enterprise. He later assumed the traditional title of ezeigho gburug-
bury, depicting his elevated position and perception as “the king of all Igbo.”
He was also portrayed as such in Igbo dirges during the war? The linking of



