| INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL https://doi.org/10.5281/zenod0.21769504

Rz S

NASARAWA STATE UNIVERSITY, KEFFI, NIGERIA

ISSN: 2971-7760 VOL 6, ISS 2 03 AUGUST 2026 e
{% CENIUS MUL TIDISCIPLINARY | | NASARAWA STATE UNIVERSITY KEFFI | &1 504
lJ g

The Evolution and Socio-Political Impacts of Political Riots in Nigeria: A
Historical Analysis from the Colonial Era to Contemporary Times

Williams Clement James
Department of Public Administration
Federal Polytechnic Mubi, Adamawa State, Nigeria

08067083928, 07083886974
willbahuli@yahoo.com

Abstract

Political riots have remained one of the most persistent manifestations of
political instability in Nigeria, shaping the country's governance,
democratic development, social cohesion, and security landscape from the
colonial era to the present day. Despite numerous scholarly studies on
political violence and civil unrest, limited research has provided a
comprehensive historical analysis that traces the evolution of political riots
across successive political epochs while critically examining their long-
term socio-political implications. This study analyses the evolution and
socio-political impacts of political riots in Nigeria from the colonial period
to contemporary times. The study adopts a qualitative historical research
design based on documentary analysis of secondary sources, including
academic literature, government publications, judicial commission
reports, archival materials, newspapers, and reports from national and
international organizations. Data were analysed using qualitative content
analysis and historical interpretation to identify recurring patterns,
underlying causes, and the changing nature of political riots across
different political administrations. The findings reveal that political riots in
Nigeria have evolved from anti-colonial resistance movements during the
colonial period to post-independence electoral violence, ethno-religious
conflicts, military-era civil protests, resource-control agitations, and
contemporary youth-led demonstrations. While political riots have
contributed to democratic reforms, increased political awareness, and
institutional accountability in certain instances, they have also generated
significant socio-political consequences, including political instability, loss
of lives and property, weakened public confidence in government
institutions, disruption of economic activities, and threats to national
unity. The study concludes that addressing the structural drivers of
political riots requires inclusive governance, credible electoral processes,
equitable socio-economic policies, strengthened democratic institutions,
and effective conflict prevention mechanisms. The study contributes to
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historical and political science scholarship by providing an integrated
analytical perspective on the continuity, transformation, and socio-political
significance of political riots in Nigeria over more than a century.

Keywords: Political Riots, Political Violence, Nigeria, Colonial Era,
Democratic Governance, Socio-Political Development, Historical Analysis.

1. Introduction

Political riots have remained a recurring feature of Nigeria's political
development, reflecting persistent tensions between citizens and the state
over governance, political participation, electoral processes, and socio-
economic conditions. From anti-colonial resistance to contemporary
democratic protests, political riots have influenced state formation,
institutional development, and government accountability (Ake, 1996;
Falola & Heaton, 2008). Although often triggered by immediate political
events, these disturbances are typically rooted in deeper structural
challenges, including political exclusion, economic inequality, weak
institutions, corruption, unemployment, and ethnic or religious divisions
(Collier & Hoeffler, 2004; Gurr, 1970; Mustapha, 2006).

The historical trajectory of political riots in Nigeria demonstrates that
collective political action has evolved alongside changes in governance
and political institutions. During the colonial era, protests such as the Aba
Women's Protest of 1929 and the Enugu Coal Miners' Strike of 1949
challenged colonial authority and strengthened nationalist movements
leading to independence (Afigho, 1981; Van Allen, 1972). Following
independence, political competition, electoral manipulation, military
intervention, and economic reforms generated successive waves of
political unrest, including student demonstrations, labour protests, pro-
democracy movements, and resistance to structural adjustment policies
(Dudley, 1973; Thonvbere, 1994; Olukoshi, 1993).

Nigeria's return to democratic governance in 1999 created new
opportunities for political participation but did not eliminate political
instability. FElectoral violence, ethno-religious conflicts, separatist
movements, and youth-led protests have continued to challenge
democratic governance and institutional legitimacy (Diamond, 2008;
Omotola, 2010). More recently, digital communication technologies have
transformed political mobilization by enabling rapid organization,
information dissemination, and civic engagement through social media
platforms. The #EndSARS protests demonstrated how digital activism can
transform localized grievances into nationwide political movements while
simultaneously creating new challenges relating to misinformation,
polarization, and public security (Castells, 2012; Amnesty International,
2020).

The consequences of political riots extend beyond episodes of violence.
They affect democratic governance, electoral credibility, national security,
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economic development, social cohesion, and public confidence in
government institutions (Fearon & Laitin, 2003; World Bank, 2011). At the
same time, political protests have contributed to important reforms by
expanding civic participation, strengthening public accountability, and
influencing policy change. Political riots therefore represent both a
manifestation of governance failures and a mechanism through which
citizens seek political and institutional reforms (Tilly, 2003; Tarrow, 2011).

Despite extensive scholarship on political violence, electoral conflict,
governance, and civil resistance in Nigeria, existing studies have largely
examined these issues within specific historical periods, protest
movements, or regional contexts. Comparatively limited attention has
been devoted to analysing the historical evolution of political riots across
successive political eras while examining their long-term implications for
governance and democratic development. This fragmented perspective
limits understanding of the continuity and transformation of political riots
within Nigeria's changing political environment.

This study addresses this gap by examining the evolution and socio-
political impacts of political riots in Nigeria from the colonial period to the
contemporary democratic era. Through a qualitative historical analysis of
documentary evidence, the study traces the changing nature, drivers, and
consequences of political riots while evaluating their implications for
governance, democratic consolidation, national integration, and socio-
economic development. By synthesizing evidence across different political
epochs, the study provides a comprehensive perspective on the
relationship between political riots and Nigeria's political transformation
and offers insights that may inform governance reforms, conflict
prevention, and democratic stability.

2. Literature Review

Political riots represent a form of collective political action through which
citizens express dissatisfaction with governance, electoral processes,
public policies, or perceived political injustice. Unlike ordinary civil
disturbances, political riots are motivated by political objectives and seek
to influence government decisions, institutional reforms, or broader socio-
political change (Gurr, 1970; Tilly, 2003; Tarrow, 2011). Contemporary
scholarship increasingly views political riots not as irrational crowd
behaviour but as organized or semi-organized responses to structural
grievances such as political exclusion, economic inequality, corruption,
weak institutions, identity politics, and governance failures (McAdam,
1982; Goldstone, 2014). In Nigeria, political riots have evolved from anti-
colonial resistance to electoral protests, pro-democracy movements,
resource-control agitations, and digitally coordinated civic campaigns,
reflecting the country's changing political landscape.

Historically, political riots have accompanied every major phase of
Nigeria's political development. During the colonial era, resistance against
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taxation, forced labour, and political marginalization produced notable
uprisings such as the Aba Women's Protest of 1929 and the Enugu Coal
Miners' Strike of 1949, both of which strengthened nationalist movements.
Following independence, political unrest became closely associated with
electoral malpractice, regional rivalry, military authoritarianism, and
economic hardship. The Fourth Republic has witnessed continued political
mobilization through electoral protests, identity-based movements, and
youth-led campaigns such as the #EndSARS protests, illustrating how
digital communication technologies have transformed political
participation and collective action (Castells, 2012; Amnesty International,
2020). Despite these changes, governance deficits, political exclusion, and
socio-economic inequality remain consistent drivers of political unrest.

Political riots have produced both positive and negative consequences for
Nigeria's political development. On one hand, they have contributed to
democratic reforms, electoral accountability, civic participation, and
increased public awareness of governance issues. On the other hand, they
have resulted in violence, destruction of property, economic disruption,
displacement of communities, and weakened public confidence in
government institutions (Fearon & Laitin, 2003; World Bank, 2011). This
dual character demonstrates that political riots should be understood not
only as security challenges but also as significant instruments of political
transformation and state-society interaction.

The study is informed by an integrated theoretical perspective that
combines Relative Deprivation Theory, Frustration-Aggression Theory,
Resource Mobilization Theory, Political Process Theory, and Political
Opportunity Structure Theory. Collectively, these perspectives explain
that political riots emerge when perceived grievances are reinforced by
accumulated frustrations, supported by organizational resources, and
facilitated by favourable political opportunities. Rather than relying on a
single theoretical explanation, the integrated perspective provides a more
comprehensive understanding of how structural conditions, political
institutions, and collective mobilization interact to shape the occurrence
and outcomes of political riots in Nigeria.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of Political Riots

Source: Developed by the Author (2026), adapted from Gurr (1970), Tilly
(2003), and Tarrow (2011).

Empirical studies consistently identify governance failures, electoral
malpractice, socio-economic inequality, identity politics, and institutional
weakness as the principal drivers of political riots in Nigeria. Historical
studies show that anti-colonial protests strengthened nationalist
consciousness, while research on the First Republic links electoral
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competition with political instability. Studies of the military era highlight
the influence of authoritarian governance and economic austerity on civic
resistance, whereas recent investigations demonstrate that digital
technologies have transformed political mobilization by enabling
decentralized leadership, rapid communication, and wider public
participation. Although these studies have significantly improved
understanding of individual protest movements, most remain confined to
specific historical periods, regions, or events.

GENIUS MULTIDISCIPLINARY INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL 188



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL https://doi.org/10.5281/zenod0.21769504

ISSN: 2971-7760 VOL 6, ISS 2 03 AUGUST 2026 T —
GENIUS MULTIDISCIPLINARY ! ! NASARAWA STATE UNIVERSITY KEFFI | &4/
lJ <§
9
= NASARAWA STATE UNIVERSITY, KEFFI, NIGERIA

“’"‘u., w""“

Table 1. Selected Empirical Studies on Political Riots in Nigeria

Authors Focus Key Finding
Van Allen Aba Women's Anti-colonial resistance strengthened
Protest political consciousness.
Dudley First Republic Electoral rivalry intensified political
politics violence.
Thonvbere Military Authoritarian rule stimulated civic
protests resistance.
Olukoshi SAP protests Economic hardship increased
political mobilization.
Diamond Democratic Civic movements contributed to
transition democratization.
Omotola Electoral Electoral malpractice undermines
violence democratic governance.
Watts Niger Delta Resource grievances drive political
agitation.
Amnesty #EndSARS Digital activism transformed political
International mobilization.

Despite extensive scholarship, important gaps remain. Existing studies
largely examine political riots within isolated historical periods, protest
movements, or regional contexts, with limited attention to their long-term
evolution across successive political regimes. Consequently, insufficient
understanding exists regarding how the causes, actors, methods of
mobilization, and socio-political impacts of political riots have changed
from the colonial era to contemporary Nigeria. This fragmented
perspective limits comprehensive analysis of the relationship between
political unrest, governance, and democratic development.

This study addresses these gaps by adopting a historical-analytical
approach that synthesizes political riots across the colonial period, the
First Republic, the military era, and the Fourth Republic within a single
analytical framework. By integrating evidence across more than a century
of political development, the study provides a comprehensive
understanding of the evolution and socio-political impacts of political riots
while offering insights relevant to governance reforms, conflict prevention,
democratic consolidation, and national cohesion.

3. Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative historical research design to analyse
the evolution and socio-political impacts of political riots in Nigeria from
the colonial era to contemporary times. Historical research is appropriate
for examining political phenomena across extended time periods because
it facilitates systematic reconstruction, interpretation, and critical analysis
of historical events within their political, social, and institutional contexts
(Tosh, 2015). Rather than investigating a single episode of political unrest,
the study examined the continuity, transformation, and consequences of
political riots across successive political administrations in Nigeria.
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The study relied exclusively on documentary sources. Data were
obtained from peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, government
publications, judicial commission reports, electoral reports, official policy
documents, archival materials, newspaper archives, publications of
international organizations, and reports from civil society organizations.
These sources were selected because they provide credible historical
evidence concerning the causes, evolution, and socio-political
consequences of political riots in Nigeria.

To ensure the credibility of the evidence, documents were included only if
they satisfied at least one of the following criteria: (i) they examined major
political riots or protest movements in Nigeria; (ii) they addressed
governance, democratization, electoral violence, political participation, or
civil resistance; (iii) they provided historical evidence covering one or
more political periods between the colonial era and the contemporary
democratic period; or (iv) they were produced by recognized academic
institutions, government agencies, or reputable international
organizations. Documents lacking clear authorship, methodological
transparency, or verifiable publication sources were excluded from the
analysis.

Data analysis was conducted using qualitative content analysis
complemented by historical interpretation. Documentary evidence was
systematically reviewed, coded, and organized into recurrent thematic
categories, including political grievances, governance failures, electoral
conflicts, socio-economic inequalities, identity politics, state responses,
democratic reforms, and institutional development. These themes were
subsequently compared across the colonial period, the First Republic, the
military era, and the Fourth Republic to identify patterns of continuity and
change in the evolution of political riots.

To enhance analytical rigour, evidence from multiple documentary sources
was compared through source triangulation. Historical events and
interpretations were cross-checked across academic publications, archival
records, official reports, and contemporary documentary evidence to
improve consistency and reduce dependence on any single source. This
process strengthened the credibility of the findings while minimizing the
influence of institutional, political, or author-specific biases commonly
associated with historical documentation.

The study also adopted an interpretive analytical approach that
emphasized explanation rather than chronological description.
Accordingly, political riots were analysed within the broader contexts of
governance, democratization, political = opportunity  structures,
institutional development, and state-society relations. This approach
enabled the study to explain not only when political riots occurred but also
why they emerged, how they evolved across successive political regimes,
and the mechanisms through which they influenced Nigeria's socio-
political development.
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Because the study was based entirely on publicly available documentary
materials, no human participants were involved and no primary data were
collected. Consequently, issues relating to informed consent and
respondent confidentiality did not arise. Nevertheless, the study adhered
to accepted principles of academic integrity through accurate citation,
objective interpretation of evidence, and balanced representation of
differing scholarly perspectives.
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Figure 3.1: Research Methodological Framework
Source: Developed by the Author (2026).
4. Historical Analysis and Findings

The historical evidence demonstrates that political riots in Nigeria have
evolved from localized anti-colonial resistance into increasingly complex
forms of political mobilization shaped by democratic governance,
technological change, socio-economic pressures, and identity politics.
Across successive political periods, the immediate causes of political riots
have changed; however, underlying structural factors—including political
exclusion, governance deficits, economic inequalities, and institutional
weaknesses—have remained remarkably consistent. The analysis further
indicates that political riots have simultaneously functioned as catalysts
for political reform and sources of socio-political instability.

Colonial Era: Political Resistance and National Consciousness (1900-1960)

During the colonial period, political riots primarily emerged as collective
resistance against exploitative administrative policies and the exclusion of
indigenous populations from political decision-making. Events such as the
Aba Women's Protest of 1929 and the Enugu Coal Miners' Strike of 1949
illustrate how economic exploitation and political marginalization
generated organized resistance against colonial authority. Rather than
representing isolated disturbances, these movements strengthened
nationalist consciousness, expanded political participation, and
accelerated constitutional reforms leading to independence. Viewed
through Relative Deprivation Theory, these riots reflected growing
perceptions of injustice, while Resource Mobilization Theory explains the
effectiveness of community leadership and organized collective action in
sustaining anti-colonial resistance.

First Republic: Electoral Competition and Democratic Fragility (1960-
1966)

Following independence, the focus of political riots shifted from colonial
resistance to domestic struggles for political power. Electoral
manipulation, regional rivalry, ethnic polarization, and constitutional
disagreements transformed political competition into violent
confrontation. The Western Region crisis demonstrated how weak
democratic institutions and elite political competition undermined political
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stability and contributed to military intervention. Political Process Theory
provides a useful explanation for this period by illustrating how
institutional weaknesses and declining governmental legitimacy created
favourable conditions for political unrest. The findings suggest that
democratic transition without corresponding institutional consolidation
increases the likelihood of political violence.

Military Era: Authoritarian Governance and Civic Resistance (1966-1999)

Military rule significantly altered the nature of political riots by restricting
formal political participation while simultaneously encouraging alternative
forms of civic resistance. Labour unions, student organizations,
professional associations, and pro-democracy movements increasingly
became the principal vehicles for political mobilization. The Structural
Adjustment Programme protests and the June 12 pro-democracy
movement illustrate how prolonged economic hardship, political
repression, and declining state legitimacy intensified public resistance.
Frustration-Aggression Theory is particularly relevant during this period
because accumulated economic and political grievances were transformed
into sustained collective action demanding democratic governance and
institutional accountability.

Fourth Republic: Democratic Expansion and Digital Mobilization (1999-
Present)

Nigeria's return to democratic governance created broader opportunities
for political participation but did not eliminate structural drivers of
political unrest. Instead, political riots became increasingly diverse,
encompassing electoral violence, resource-control agitations, identity-
based movements, anti-corruption campaigns, and youth-led civic
protests. The #EndSARS movement represents a significant
transformation in political mobilization, demonstrating how digital
communication technologies expanded citizen participation, decentralized
leadership, and attracted international attention. Political Opportunity
Structure Theory explains this transition by showing how increased
democratic space and technological innovation created favourable
conditions for large-scale collective action despite persistent governance
challenges.

Cross-Period Comparative Analysis

Comparison across the four political periods reveals several recurring
patterns. First, political exclusion remained a dominant driver of political
riots regardless of changes in governmental structure. Second, economic
hardship consistently intensified political grievances, particularly when
combined with perceived governance failures. Third, political mobilization
evolved from localized community resistance during the colonial era to
nationally coordinated civic movements supported by digital
communication technologies. Finally, although political riots frequently
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Figure 4.1: Evolutionary Pattern of Political Riots in Nigeria

Source: Developed by the Author (2026).
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Table 4.1 Comparative Historical Analysis of Political Riots

Political Dominant Drivers Main Actors Principal
Period Outcomes
Colonial Colonial Traditional Nationalist
Era oppression, leaders, women, consciousness and
taxation, labour labour groups constitutional
exploitation reforms
First Electoral Political parties, Political instability
Republi malpractice, regional and military
C regional rivalry supporters intervention
Military Authoritarian rule, Labour wunions, Democratic
Era economic austerity students, civil transition and
society constitutional
reforms
Fourth Governance Civil society, Civic participation,
Republi deficits, electoral youth institutional reforms,
C disputes, youth movements, police accountability
grievances digital activists

The findings demonstrate that political riots should not be interpreted
solely as manifestations of political disorder. Rather, they represent
recurring expressions of state-society interaction through which citizens
challenge governance practices, demand institutional accountability, and
influence political development. Although the immediate consequences of
riots often include violence, economic disruption, and security challenges,
their long-term historical significance lies in their contribution to
democratic reforms, civic engagement, and institutional transformation.
Consequently, the evolution of political riots in Nigeria reflects not only
changing patterns of political conflict but also the continuous negotiation
of power, legitimacy, and citizenship within the Nigerian state.

5 Conclusion

This study concludes that political riots in Nigeria have evolved
significantly from the colonial period to the contemporary democratic era,
reflecting changing political, economic, and social realities rather than
disappearing entirely. While colonial riots were largely motivated by
resistance to foreign domination, post-independence political unrest has
increasingly been driven by electoral irregularities, poor governance,
political exclusion, corruption, youth unemployment, economic hardship,
and demands for democratic accountability. The findings further reveal
that although political riots have resulted in substantial socio-economic
losses, including destruction of lives and property, disruption of economic
activities, and threats to national security, they have also served as
important catalysts for political reforms, institutional restructuring,
expanded civic participation, and greater public demand for transparency
and accountability. The study also establishes that sustainable democratic
stability cannot be achieved through coercive security measures alone but
requires stronger democratic institutions, credible electoral processes,
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adherence to the rule of law, inclusive governance, and effective
mechanisms for peaceful conflict resolution. Finally, the study concludes
that Nigeria's long-term political stability depends on addressing the
structural causes of political unrest through responsive governance, youth
empowerment, civic education, responsible political leadership,
constructive digital civic engagement, and strengthened institutional
accountability, thereby transforming political participation from violent
confrontation into peaceful democratic expression and sustainable
national development.

Recommendations

1.

Strengthen Electoral Integrity and Democratic Institutions
The government should enhance the independence and capacity of
electoral management bodies, ensure transparent and credible
elections, and enforce electoral laws impartially. Free and fair
elections will reduce political grievances that often trigger riots
and increase public confidence in democratic processes.

. Promote Inclusive and Responsive Governance

Policymakers should adopt governance practices that promote
political inclusion, accountability, and equitable distribution of
resources. Addressing issues such as corruption, marginalization,
and poor service delivery will reduce public dissatisfaction and
minimize the likelihood of political unrest.

Expand Youth Empowerment and Employment Opportunities
Federal and state governments should invest in job creation,
entrepreneurship, vocational training, and skills development
programs for young people. Reducing youth unemployment and
economic hardship will decrease the vulnerability of youths to
political manipulation and violent mobilization during periods of
political tension.

Strengthen Civic Education and Peaceful Political
Participation

Government agencies, educational institutions, civil society
organizations, and the media should intensify civic education
campaigns that promote democratic values, tolerance, nonviolent
conflict resolution, and responsible digital engagement. This will
encourage citizens to pursue political change through lawful and
peaceful means rather than violence.

Enhance Institutional Accountability and Conflict Resolution
Mechanisms

Nigeria should strengthen the rule of law by ensuring judicial
independence, enforcing accountability for political violence, and
establishing effective dialogue and mediation mechanisms for
resolving political disputes. Early warning systems, community-
based peacebuilding initiatives, and timely government responses
to public grievances can help prevent political tensions from
escalating into riots.
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