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Introduction 
One major phenomenon that has been shaping the international stage 
is ethnic conflict. Ethnic conflict is a visible feature of multi-ethnic 
states whether in developed or developing nations. Indeed, the world is 
now awash with ethnic conflicts. Confirming the ubiquity of ethnic 
conflict in multi-ethnic states, McGarry & O’Leary (1993:1) noted that 
“ethnic conflicts are persistent features of modernity but the last few 
years have brought seismic changes in the relations between several 
ethnic communities around the world.” The magnitude of the threat 
posed by ethnic conflicts to human, national, regional and global 
security is appalling. Consequently, Rotberg (1996:1) opined that 
“nearly 40 million persons have lost their lives in the maelstrom of 
inter-group bitterness since the end of World War II, at least 5 million 
since 1990…Europeans continue to kill Europeans, Asians kill Asians, 
and Africans kill Africans.”    
 This is also the case with the Tiv and the Jukun ethnic groups in 
Wukari, Taraba State, Nigeria, where the two groups that reside side by 
side, and coexisted peacefully during the pre-colonial period, have 
suddenly become “strange bed mates” and ardent enemies. The 
conflict has been described by Best, Idyorogh and Shehu (1999: 86) as 
follow:  
 The Tiv-Jukun conflicts were characterized by barbarity and 
atrocities of unimaginable proportions. The methods by which the two 
sides killed each other were at best heartless. Roadblocks were 
mounted by each side, and “the enemy” was identified and slaughtered 
or shot in the nearby bush. Often, victims were set ablaze. Beheading 
was a common method of killing. There were also reports of pregnant 
women who had their wombs cut open with knives, and the babies 
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were removed and put on their dead others’ breasts. Residential 
houses, business premises, schools and other public places were set 
ablaze and pulled down by the warriors. Looting of property and 
foodstuff by opportunists were a mark of the conflict.  
               The question of indigeneity versus citizenship and the 
accompanying rights and privileges can be said to be the raison d’eter 
of the conflict (Momodu, 2011). Danjibo (2006:97) has noted that any 
conflict resulting from this competition revolves around the questions: 
Who is an indigene and who is a citizen? He, therefore, raised two 
fundamental questions: Can a citizen become an indigene? What is the 
limit of citizenship vis a vis indigeneity? In reality, indigenous citizenship 
is superior to constitutional citizenship in some multi-ethnic societies in 
third world countries. This is evident in the unilateral adoption of the 
politics of indigeneship by indigenous communities in repudiation of 
the national constitution of some countries in Africa including Nigeria. 
Therefore, the recourse to the politics of indigene-settler becomes 
inevitable, when there is pervasive injustice in a society; politics 
becomes one way of expressing differences between people and 
groups. With regards to the issue of ethnic conflict for example, it has 
been argued that:  

the problem of citizenship in Nigeria today largely stem from 
the discriminations and exclusion meted out to people on the 
basis of ethnic, regional, religious and gender identities. This 
is because those who see themselves as “natives” or 
“indigenes” exclude those considered as “strangers” from the 
enjoyment of certain rights and benefits that they ought to 
enjoy as Nigerians upon the fulfillment of certain civic duties, 
such as the payment of tax (Bamidele & Ikubaje, 2004:65). 

 
Such is the case between the Jukun and the Tiv. While the former 
regard themselves as indigenes of Wukari Local Government Area of 
Taraba State having been established at that location since the 1840s 
when they established Wukari as their new capital - hence, the Jukun 
refer to the Tiv as non-indigenes - the latter see themselves as co-
indigenes of Wukari. These claims and counter-claims have been 
responsible for the perennial violent conflicts between the two groups. 
As it has been observed, “whereas other groups in the region 
considered the Tiv as non- indigenes, the Tiv who constitute a strong 
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numerical force in the areas considered themselves indigenes of the 
areas particularly on account of their long residence” (Ali & Egwu, 2003: 
113-115). The question to ask at this point, is that why is the issue of 
indigeneship so problematic in Nigeria? However, Meek (1931) believes 
that numerous accounts exist as to the origin and movements of these 
two tribes. For example, some historians believe that the Tivs came into 
the Benue Valley after the Jukuns who arrived earlier (Erim, 1981).  
 The Tiv and the Jukun both claim the status of indigeneship in 
the Wukari Local Government Area of Taraba State and these claims 
and counter claims have led the two sides to form their perspectives on 
the conflict. For example, the Jukuns believe that the present Wukari 
area is their aboriginal land and that the ‘Tiv arrived the Benue valley in 
the late 18th century and met the Jukun at their present locations which 
they dominated for centuries in the ancient Kwararafa Empire’ (Best et-
al, 1999). The Jukuns therefore see the Tiv as in-comers, settlers, 
strangers who should submit to the overlord of Aku-Uka the traditional 
ruler of the Jukuns. On the contrary, the Tiv categorically reject the 
claim of the Jukun that they the Tiv are settlers and strangers, or 
squatters but co-land lords because they the Tiv were there before the 
Jukun and that the Federal Constitution of Nigeria allows people who 
settled in a place to have full rights, to live in any part of the country 
(Best et-al, 1999). 
 On several occasions, the Tiv and the Jukun ethnic groups have 
resorted to violent confrontations over “who owns the land –Wukari 
and the accompanying rights and privileges?” This situation has often 
brought about differentiated and discriminatory citizenship which has 
encouraged the marginalization and alienation of Tiv people, from 
enjoying certain rights and privileges and from participating in the 
affairs of Wukari. As a result, the conflict between these groups 
assumed a very violent dimension from 1990-1993 and climaxed into a 
full scale war in 2001. On these occasions, peace was elusive in Wukari 
and its environs. The human and material losses suffered in the 
perennial conflicts between the Tiv and the Jukun are unfathomable. 
Yusuf (2003:10) estimated the death to be about five thousand to ten 
thousand lives and about fifty villages were completely destroyed in the 
Tiv-Jukun conflict regarded as the most bloody, prolonged and 
widespread communal war in Nigeria. Yecho (2006:124) also noted that 
“it is estimated that property worth over billions of Naira was lost in the 
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Tiv-Jukun crises of 1977, 1990-93 and 2001-2002.  
 Based on the above, this paper examine the immediate and 
remote causes of Tiv-Jukun conflict in Wukari, Taraba State, Nigeria, 
with a view to finding lasting solution to resolving the age long conflict. 
 
Historical Perspective of Tiv-Jukun Conflict 
Geographically, the Tiv and the Jukun ethnic groups are located in the 
Benue valley which has been said to be the region with the highest 
ethnic groups and the most volatile theatre of ethnic conflicts in 
Nigeria. According to scholars such as Erim 1981; Best et. al. 1999; Avav 
2002 and Ayua, 2006; they believe that the Benue valley traverses all 
that geographical section of Nigeria referred to as the Middle-Belt 
which comprises Benue, Taraba, Kogi, Adamawa, Plateau and 
Nassarawa States of the country. The Tiv and the Jukun ethnic groups 
are found in neighbouring states of Nassarawa, Plateau, Benue and the 
Republic of Cameroun. But it is certain that the Tiv are predominantly 
found in Benue State while the Jukuns are also mainly found in Taraba 
state which they often refer to as their aboriginal home. Today, the Tiv 
are not only found in Benue, Taraba, Nassarawa and Plateau States, 
some of them are also domiciled in Cross River State while others are 
even in the Republic of Cameroon (Babawale, 2003:73).  
 The Tiv are said to migrate from the Cameroon into Benue 
valley in about 1850 but probably earlier (Isichei; 1983:227). They are 
also described as “not only good migrants but also as good farmers and 
hunters” (Newswatch, 2001:1-4). The absence of a central political 
authority in Tivland made the ‘British colonialists to encourage the 
formation of traditional rulers (Tivland) and the highest is the Tor-Tiv’ 
(Bohannan and Bohannan, 1953). This led to the coronation of the first 
Tor-Tiv in 1946 in Tivland. However, Anifowose (2003) refers to the 
creation of the post of Tor-Tiv as “artificial creation” and in Akiga’s 
words “the conception of executive chieftaincy is foreign to the Tiv”. 
Nonetheless, it is very obvious that the colonialists created the post of 
the Tor-Tiv as a central authority in order to facilitate the indirect rule 
policy that will enable them to control the Tiv through their central 
ruler.  
 On the other hand, the Jukun are also a group of sedentary 
farmers and fishermen but unlike their Tiv counterparts, they are under 
the centralized rulership of Aku-Uka, the spiritual and political leader of 
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the Jukun (Mustapha, 2000). The Jukun-speaking people are located 
mainly in the middle Benue region, between Djen in the north and 
Abinsi in the south; and from the lowlands of Plateau State in the west 
to the piedmont of the Mambilla Plateau in the east.  The Jukuns were 
said to have founded the two states of Kona and Kwararafa, between 
the 16th and 19th centuries, when they were sacked by the Fulani 
Jihadists (Babawale, 2003). The history of the Kwararafa kingdom or 
empire is the history of the (Wapan) Jukun people, the conglomeration 
of many ethnic groups called the Kwararafa people by the Hausa 
speaking people of Northern Nigeria who established suzerainty over 
many parts of the present Northern Nigeria and part of the south (The 
Heritage News Magazine, 2003). The government of Jukun has been 
described by Meek (1931) as a theocracy (i.e. a state governed directly 
by god or through a sacerdotal class, where the Aku (King) served as 
head of the priestly class).   
               However, Meek (1931) believes that numerous accounts exist 
as to the origin and movements of these two tribes. For example, some 
historians believe that the Tiv came into the Benue Valley after the 
Jukun who arrived earlier (Erim, 1981). The Tiv and the Jukun both 
claim the status of indigeneship in the Wukari Local Government Area 
of Taraba State and these claims and counter claims have led the two 
sides to form their perspectives on the conflict. For example, the Jukuns 
believe that the present Wukari area is their aboriginal land and that 
the ‘Tivs arrived the Benue valley in the late 18th century and met the 
Jukun at their present locations which they dominated for centuries in 
the ancient Kwararafa Empire’ (Best et-al, 1999). The Tiv and the Jukun 
appear to have coexisted peacefully in pre-colonial times for several 
reasons; the Aku Uka (the Jukun king) was only paramount ruler, whom 
everyone respected; there was plenty of land; the Tiv were mainly rural 
farmers who did not interfere with Jukun administration; and there 
were no party politics” (Asuni, 1999). During that period, there was also 
no colonial or foreign occupation remarkable for Balkanizing indigenous 
population.  
            However, the harmonious inter-group relations that existed 
between the Tiv and the Jukun during the pre-colonial period changed 
drastically with the advent of the colonialists into the area in the 
beginning of 1900s. This view is supported by Avav (2002), who noted 
that the course of history between the two ethnic groups was 
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circumvented by the colonial arrangement in the area which altered 
the good relationship that existed between the two communities. In 
the same vein, Mustapha (2000) believes that “the seed of conflict 
between the Tivs and the Jukuns was said to have been planted by 
colonialists in 1910 when they (the colonialists) encouraged the mass 
migration of Tivs into areas considered as Jukun territory.” This policy 
was orchestrated by the colonialists to surreptitiously bring the Tivs 
under the authority of the Aku-Uka for administrative convenience.  
 The “colonialists envisaged that the Tiv farming resourcefulness 
and high population would increase taxation accruable to the colonial 
authorities” (Mustapha, 2000). By the 1940s, the population of the Tiv 
had doubled that of the Jukun in the area to the extent that the colonial 
census conducted in 1946 revealed that the Tiv’s population in Wukari 
Federation was the highest. Beginning from that period, the Tiv became 
aware of their political relevance in Wukari, ostensibly because of their 
dominant population in the area, which they felt could be translated 
into political power and the emergence of party politics in the country 
at that time. These two factors served as catalysts to their political 
quest. Buttressing this argument, Asuni (1999) posited that the 
agitation for inclusion by the Tiv started in the 1940s and remains a 
source of conflict between the Jukun and the Tiv to this day. However, 
Best et al (1999) noted that: 
 By 1954, the relationship between the Tiv and the Jukun had 
taken a more hostile turn. The Jukun and the Tiv belonged to different 
political parties. The Tiv in Wukari Division like their brothers in Benue 
province were strong supporters of the Joseph Tarka led UMBC, they 
were mobilized into the UMBC partly on the account that they should 
not even in Wukari sacrifice their Tiv identity for land, the Jukun  on the 
other hand were largely supporters of the ruling Northern Peoples 
Congress (NPC). The mere fact  that Charles Tangur Gaza won the 
elections on the platform of the UMBC, a party perceived to be Tiv, and 
that he defeated the NPC candidate raised so  much dust in Wukari” 
Consequently, the defeat of the NPC in Wukari by the  Tiv-led UMBC 
awakened the Jukun to the reality that they have a political rival to 
contend with in the politics of Wukari. 

The backlash of this development was captured by Asuni, who 
noted that: 
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  In various elections since 1954, the Jukun and the Tiv have 
been in different political parties. violent clashes, such as the Tiv riots 
of 1959-60, the 1964 head ‘breaking’ during the first Republic and the 
second, such as the Tiv Second  Republic fights of 1979-83, ceased 
during the military periods of 1966-1979 and 1983. The conflict 
resurfaced in 1966-1979 and 1983 with the local government elections 
of 1987 when the Tiv gained powerful positions at the state levels” 
(1999:5)  

The political successes recorded by the Tiv in Wukari politics 
were perceived by the Jukun as not only abominable but as a threat to 
their control of Wukari, which they consider as their home town by 
foreigners. Consequently, Best et al. (1999) have noted that “the 
political reversals suffered by the Jukun at different times consciously 
woke them up from the slumber, their access, relevance, entitlements, 
political participation and power on the ground that they were 
settlers…Therefore, the Jukun believe that their land should be 
liberated through “Operation Patswen” (operation claim your land 
back). In order to achieve this, “the Jukun adopt a strategy to stir up 
trouble during election in order to drive the Tiv voters out of Wukari. 
The Jukun would then hold elections without the numerical terror of 
the Tiv, and a Jukun Chairman would emerge” (Best, et. al. 1999).              
 The above historical and political developments between the 
Tiv and the Jukun ethnic groups in the Benue Valley and specifically in 
Wukari area laid the grounds for the current violent relationships 
between the two groups. However, there are many issues involved in 
the conflict. These include: contest over the ownership of Wukari Land; 
the issue of  political control of Wukari Local Government; Tiv 
representation in Wukari traditional council; political appointments in 
Taraba State; the sitting of government projects; the rapidly growing 
Tiv population, naming settlements in Tiv and elite farmers and the 
conflict.  
 The conflict assumed a very violent dimension from 1990-1993 
and it climaxed into a full scale war in 2001; on these occasions, peace 
was elusive in Wukari and its environs. This is because the conflict 
between the two communities has claimed many lives and 
unimaginable properties belonging to the two communities.  
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Statement of the Problem 
The incessant conflicts between the Tiv and the Jukun ethnic groups 
can be described as one of the most violent conflicts that have occurred 
in Nigeria. There have been periodic clashes between the two groups 
from the 1860s to 1899, 1904, late 1950’s, 1964, 1976, 1987; and from 
1990-1993 and 2001-2002 it climaxed into violent warfare. The human, 
economic, political, social and psychological costs associated with these 
perennial conflicts are colossal and some of these costs are still very 
visible in Wukari. Specifically, several people were killed, properties 
worth several millions of naira were destroyed and many people were 
also displaced from their homes, farmlands and sources of livelihood.  
 The issues of constitutional and indigenous citizenship and the 
accompanying rights and privileges are the fundamental causes of the 
Tiv-Jukun conflict. Although there seems to be a relative peace 
between these groups at the moment, this does not mean that the 
underlying issues which initially gave rise to the conflicts have been 
resolved. As a matter of fact, the root causes of the conflict are yet to 
be resolved and this portends a serious danger, as the conflict may 
relapse at any time as long as the root causes are not removed.  
 
Research Questions 
1. What is the nature of Tiv Jukun conflict? 
2. What are the immediate causes of Tiv-Jukun conflict? 
3. What are the remote causes of the conflict? 
 
Research Methodology 
This study adopted descriptive research design. The population of the 
study included members of Tiv and Jukun ethnic groups and some 
other selected minority ethnic groups resident in Wukari such as 
Kanuri, Kuteb, Fulani and Hausa. A survey questionnaire titled: 
“Immediate and Remote Causes of Tiv-Jukun Conflict Questionnaire” 
(IRTJCQ) was designed and administered on 800 respondents in Wukari, 
who were drawn from the population of the study through a simple 
random sampling technique. However, only 600 out of the 800 
questionnaires were retrieved. The remaining 200 questionnaires were 
badly completed as well, some not returned by the respondents. Focus 
Group Discussions and Key Informant Interviews were conducted. Ten 
Focus Group Discussions (FGD) consisting of 5 participants per session 
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were conducted. The participants were selected from adult male, adult 
female, male youths and female youths from the ethnic groups in 
consideration from the areas affected by the conflict. Twenty Key 
Informants were also randomly selected and interviewed among 
women, youth, elders, peace practitioners and government officials at 
Wukari and Jalingo, the capital of Taraba State. Data obtained were 
interpreted and analysed using quantitative and qualitative techniques 
involving frequency distribution tables of responses in percentages and 
standard deviation. 
 
Data Analysis 
This chapter deals strictly with the analysis of data as well as the 
presentation of findings. The analysis was carried out using the 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Frequency distribution 
as well as percentage distribution was derived from the output of the 
statistical analysis. These results were interpreted and used for the 
presentation of findings. The result is presented below. 

 
Table: 1 -What are the immediate causes of Tiv-Jukun conflict? 

S/no Item SD D A SA Mean S.D 

1 Farmland has 
overtime generated 
conflicts between Tiv 
and Jukun in Wukari 
LGA. 

  159 
26.5% 

441 
73.5% 

3.74 0.44 

2 The issue of political 
control of Wukari 
Local Government 
Council usually 
generates conflict 
between the Tiv and 
Jukun. 

 3 
0.5% 

345 
54.5% 

252 
42.0% 

3.42 0.50 

3 Refusal of the Jukun 
to include the Tiv in 
Wukari Traditional 
Council  

63 
10.5% 

69 
11.5% 

288 
48.0% 

180 
30.0% 

2.97 0.91 

 
Below are the immediate causes of the Tiv-Jukun conflicts. 
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Farmland has overtime generated conflicts between the Tiv and 
the Jukun in Wukari LGA (Mean=3.74) was ranked highest by the mean 
score rating and was followed in succession by the issues of political 
control of Wukari Local Government Council, which usually generate 
conflict between the Tiv and the Jukun (Mean=3.42). 
 
Table: 2 -What are the remote causes of Tiv-Jukun conflict? 

S/no Item SD D A SA Mean S.D 

1 The ownership 
of Wukari land 
is a major 
cause of 
disagreement 
between the 
Tiv and the 
Jukun. 

18 
3.0% 

30 
5.0% 

382 
47.0% 

270 
45.0% 

3.34 0.71 

2 The fear of 
domination of 
the Jukun  
people by the 
Tiv’s massive 
population has 
been a source 
of conflict 
between the 
two groups. 

53 
8.8% 

42 
7.0% 

277 
46.2% 

228 
38.0% 

3.13 0.89 

3 The contest 
for political 
control of 
Wukari 
between the 
Tiv and the 
Jukun ethnic 
groups 

59 
9.8% 

63 
10.5% 

292 
48.7% 

186 
31.0% 

3.01 0.90 

4 Age long 
hatred and 
jealousy 
between the 

63 
10.5% 

70 
11% 

290 
46.5% 

180 
28.0 

2.96 0.89 
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Jukun and the 
Tiv is 
responsible for 
their conflict. 

 
Below are the remote causes of the Tiv-Jukun conflicts. 
 
The ownership of Wukari land is a major cause of disagreement 
between the Tiv and the  Jukun (3.34) was ranked highest by the mean 
score rating and was followed in succession by the fear of domination 
of the Jukun people by the Tiv’s massive population has been a source 
of conflict between the two groups (Mean=3.13) and lastly by 
competition for the political control of Wukari between Tiv and Jukun 
ethnic groups (3.01). 
  
Findings and Discussion  
 
Immediate Causes of Tiv-Jukun Conflict 

 That disagreement over farmland was the immediate cause of 
the 1990 and 2001 conflict between the Tiv and the Jukun 
ethnic groups in Wukari. 

 Political control of Wukari 
 

Remote Causes of Tiv-Jukun Conflict 

 Competition for the ownership of Wukari land 

 Party Politics 

 Fear of domination 
 

Immediate Causes 
The study discovered the immediate cause of 1990 and 2001 episodes 
of the Tiv-Jukun conflict to be disagreement over farmland. This finding 
is in agreement with the position of Danjuma (2002), who noted that 
1990-1993 episode of the conflict started  in October 1991 “as a mere 
argument over a piece of land”. This is also corroborated by the work of 
Best et al (1999), which found out that the 1990 conflict started as a 
result of disagreement over farmland between the Tiv and the Jukun at 
Uban Igyaba compound at Wukari.  With regards to the 2001 conflict, 
Danjuma observed that the crisis was not initially between the Tivs and 
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the Jukuns, rather it was between the Tiv and the Fulani in the Tsokundi 
area of Wukari local government area. The report of Opene 
Commission also supports this as they found out in their inquiry that 
the 2001 crisis in Wukari Area of Taraba State between the Tiv and the 
Jukun/Fulani was sparked off by the action of Fulani herdsmen who led 
their cattle into the Beni-seed farm of a Tiv farmer, Airtime Umande on 
the 13th May, 2001 and subsequently killed him, following his protest 
of the invasion… Subsequently, the Tiv chased the Fulani cattle harders 
to Wukari and they expected that the Jukun should chase them out of 
Wukari; in annoyance, the Tiv attacked Chonku, a Jukun village and 
killed three Jukun men. Out of provocation, the Jukun retaliated and 
the conflict became a serious warfare between the Tiv and the Jukun”.    
 With regards to the immediate causes of the 1990-1993 and 
2001 conflicts between the Tiv and the Jukun, the FGDs and KII 
interviews conducted revealed the cause of both conflicts to be 
disagreement over farmland in a location at Wukari. For example, a 
Jukun respondent noted that of 1990-1993 conflict as follow: 

the immediate cause of the 1991conflict  was the killing of 
three Tiv farmers on their farm land by the Jukun, which 
occurred at Uban Igyaba  compound. This led to a full-scale 
war between the Jukun and Tiv” (Research interview, 2011). 

 
A prominent Tiv scholar identifies the immediate cause of 2001 conflict 
as follow: 

The 2001 conflict actually started between a Tiv farmer and 
Fulani cattle herder at Tsokundi area, when the Fulani cattle 
pastoralists killed a Tiv farmer on his farm. The conflict 
immediately spread between the Tivs and Fulanis to the extent 
that the Fulanis ran to Wukari for safety. The Tiv then 
expected and even insisted that the Jukun should eject the 
Fulani’s from Wukari but the Jukuns refused, in annoyance, 
the Tiv killed two Jukuns and also burnt down Chonku, a Jukun 
settlement at the border of Benue and Taraba State. This 
provoked the Jukun to retaliate the wicked attacks of Tivs 
against the Jukun, this was how the 2001 conflict started” 
(Research interview, 2011).  
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 A careful analysis of the responses of the interviewees on the 
immediate causes of both the 1990-1993 and 2001 conflicts between 
the Tiv and the Jukun reveals that disagreement over farmland is the 
immediate cause of the conflict. This finding is consistent with the 
position of Obioha, who has presented an insightful argument on why 
the issue of land is very paramount in the perennial conflicts between 
the Tiv and the Jukun. According to him: 

The case of Tiv-Jukun crises is deep rooted in the issue of 
traditional homelands, which is deep in Nigerian culture and it 
is a typical case of [conflict] between two sedentary cultivator 
groups from different ethnic groups. There was once a Jukun 
kingdom over much of the area of the conflict, and there is 
much sentiment among the Jukun that this is their land. The 
Tiv diet staple is the yam, a nutritious root. The yam removes 
almost all nutrition from the soil, and yam fields must lie 
fallow for several years before reusing them. So each year, Tiv 
farmers must move to new plots of land, and after 
generations  they began to feel this was their right. Jukun 
felt the Tiv were no longer respecting the rights of the 
traditional people of the area, but  were taking new land 
without permission (2005). 

 
Arguably, both the Tiv and the Jukun are farmers. It “is even more the 
case for the Tiv as 80% of its population engages in farming as an 
occupation” (Anifowose, 1982). The issue of farmland as the immediate 
cause of the conflict is usually contested by the Tiv who believe that the 
problem is not about scarcity of as they believe that there is enough 
land but the real according to is politics. This is the reason why Asuni 
has argued that even though land is frequently mentioned (probably as 
the main cause of the conflict), it is in reality only a vent for political 
and other forms of conflict (1999). But, the fact in this matter is that all 
the other causative factors of the conflict (be it politics, indigene-settler 
issue, manipulation of history, etc) are all connected to land. This is 
because those who are able to establish firm control over the 
ownership of land either by hook or crook controls the political, social 
and economic resources available in that area to their benefits.  
 In order for such group to continue to maintain its dominance 
and superiority over other groups, they invoke or conjure up the 
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politics of “us” and them” or we are the indigenes and they are the 
settlers or strangers. Consequently, as Eldelstain (1972) and Dubb 
(1974) have noted that “the so called indigenes or insiders evaluate 
their own collective qualities more highly than those of outsiders 
(settlers).” They also evaluate their own products as superior, even 
when detached third-party judgments are otherwise (Ferguson and 
Kelly 1974), they apportion rewards so as to favour themselves and to 
disfavour outsiders, even when it costs them some portion of the 
reward to create the inter-group difference in apportionment (Tajfel, 
1974).  
 The issue of land is central to the conflict between the Tiv and 
the Jukun in Wukari, Taraba State. As Isah (2001) has noted that most 
ethnic conflicts are associated with or rooted in land disputes. This is 
because land is the symbol of the culture of a people, especially in 
Nigeria and in Africa generally. With regards to the Tiv-Jukun conflicts, 
Best et al (1999) has noted that “Land is a symbol of prestige for the 
Jukun…It is used as an instrument of political control and prestige, 
usually by the indigenes against the settlers.” Therefore, there is a 
consensus among scholars on Tiv-Jukun conflict that as much as there 
other factors responsible for triggering off the conflict between the Tiv 
and the Jukun, land factor remains the most dominant factor 
responsible for the stand-off between the two groups. Among such 
scholars who hold this belief are (Nnoli, 1995; Best, et al, 1999; Ava, 
2002; Hagher, 2002; Alubo, 2006; and Shut, 2007). 
 
Remote Causes  
The study discovered land as remote cause of Tiv-Jukun conflict. This 
finding is in line with the position of Best et al (1999), who believes that 
“the biggest bone of contention in the Tiv-Jukun conflict is land…the 
right of Tivs to permanent ownership of land in Wukari in contrast to 
the Jukun who believe that they are farmers and squatters is at the 
core of the conflict.” The issue is that land is not just a vent for political 
and other forms of conflict, but it is a factor for defining or determining 
who is an indigene and a settler and as such who should enjoy some 
certain rights and benefits and who should not? Therefore, the role 
that land plays in the conflict between the Tiv and the Jukun cannot be 
over-emphasized.  
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 In fact, Best (2006) has identified land as the main cause of 
conflict in the Benue valley. According to him “the pressure on land 
from all directions heightens the proliferation of ethnic and communal 
conflicts in the region, including the political ones, most of them arising 
from the land question. Land is central to the conflicts in the Benue 
valley because farming is the main stay of the people in the affected 
states by the region” which include Taraba State. Similarly, other 
scholars such as Alubo (2006) and Genyi (2007) have noted that the 
main cause of the conflict revolved around the issue of the land. 
Similarly, Mitchell (2000) has noted that conflicts involving settlers and 
natives usually revolve around the question of land, and in most cases 
around the quest by settlers to dispossess the natives of their land 
through what he called “migratory overcrowding”.  
 For example, most of those interviewed believed that land is a 
remote cause of the conflict. According to a respondent, he noted as 
follow: 

The Tiv came to Wukari many decades ago as strangers and 
our people gave them land to farm. After some time, the Tiv 
started to express their insatiable appetite for land and they 
started to claim our land as their own land. You know, the only 
way we can save our land is to fight for our land. This has 
been the cause of the conflict between us and them” 
(Research interview, 2011).   

 
To this extent, the issue of land as the main causative factor of the Tiv-
Jukun conflict is borne out of the fact that in most African culture, land 
is seen as a rallying-point or the fulcrum of the identity of a people and 
it is believed that it is given by God. Hence, Tor-Tiv, the paramount 
ruler of the Tiv, has argued that land matters are closely tied with the 
custom of the people, hence it could be very volatile’ (2002). Indeed, 
land as a factor in the Tiv-Jukun conflict and many other conflicts in 
Nigeria throws-up or gives birth to the vexed issue of who is an 
indigene and who is a settler? Best (2006) throws more light into the 
above argument. Also, Best, et al have argued that:                       
  Land should not be seen as a narrow resources needed 
by farming by farmer, grazing those who want to erect structures. 
Indeed, these are important uses to which land is utilized. Beyond this, 
land ownership is also a statement about  which group was the first to 
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arrive and permanently settle in a place, and therefore,  and “indigene’’ 
or a “native’’ and who arrived later and is as such a “settler.  
 Considering the above, it is very evident that the role that land 
play as a causative factor in Tiv-Jukun conflict is very crucial and 
fundamental; as a matter of fact, any attempt aimed at understanding 
the conflict without focusing on the issue of land will be doomed to 
failure. This is the reason why the stakes on land in the conflict is really 
very high to both the Jukun and Tiv.  
 The study also found out that party politics and the resulting 
fear of dominion are also remote causes of the conflict. The issues of 
party politics and fear of domination as remote causes of the Tiv-Jukun 
conflict are inter-twined as both factors result from politics. These 
findings are in line with the arguments of scholars such as Best, et al 
1999; Nnoli, 1995; and Shut, 2007 who have argued that the issue of 
the resolve to dominate the political scene of Wukari has been an issue 
in the conflict since a Tiv man first won election into the Federal House 
of Representatives in 1959 in Wukari District up till date. These political 
appointments have made the periods from 1979 to 1983 to be seen as 
the golden age (Avav, 2002) due to the Tivs active and massive 
participation in the politics of Wukari at that period. Consequently, 
Nnoli has opined that “the dispute over land (have only) acted as a 
catalyst releasing the pent-up angles of the Jukun over Tiv domination” 
(1995).  
 Asuni has also expressed this similar concern, when she noted 
that although land is frequently mentioned, it is in reality only a vent 
for political and other forms of conflicts (1999). In addition to the 
above, Best et al. (1999) have argued that evidence from historical 
review was the fact that political issues and the fight for political 
control of Wukari, as well as participation and representation of Wukari 
at the state level always caused tension and conflict between the Tiv 
and the Jukun. There were deep fears of political marginalization. It was 
these fears, in the main, that translated into conflicts that bedeviled 
the area.  Ayua (2006) also supports this view in his argument that “the 
fear of ethnic dominance is real as the other ethnic minorities are 
scared of losing out in a democratic process given the inevitability of 
demographic change and its implications with the possibility of the Tiv 
becoming an absolute majority in these states”. This is also the case in 
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Wukari where the Tiv are trying to dominate the Jukun and the latter 
refuse to be dominated.  
 On one hand, the Tiv want to utilize their massive population as 
a political tool to control the political current of Wukari; and on the 
other hand, the Jukun feel threatened by the resolve of the Tiv to 
displace them from the control of Wukari which they consider to be 
their only remaining vestige of their ancient Kwararafawa Empire, 
which once dominated the whole of Benue Valley for centuries before 
its collapse in the 17th Century. In view of the above, Best et al. (1999) 
believes that their land should be liberated through “Operation 
Patswen” (operation claim your land back). Consequently, “the Jukun 
adopt a strategy to stir up trouble during election in order to drive the 
Tiv voters out of Wukari. The Jukun would then hold elections without 
the numerical terror of the Tiv, and a Jukun Chairman would emerge 
(Best, et. al. 1999). This is a testament to the fact that “the control of 
the local government council was only an instrument which both 
groups sought to use to achieve other broader goals. To this extent 
therefore, the politics and its consequent fear of domination are two 
factors that fuel the perennial conflicts between the two groups in 
Wukari. 
 However, the issue of the “fear of domination” of the Tiv over 
the Jukun in the politics of Wukari can be inferred indirectly from the 
responses of the Jukun interviewed. For example, a Jukun respondent 
noted that: 

They the Tiv have been saying to the world that they are more 
than us in population but the victory of Jukun sons of the soil 
in the local government elections since 1991 and in the 
Federal House Representatives till date have indeed proved 
that we are more than them (Research interview, 2011). 

  
On the contrary, the Tiv respondents interviewed unanimously stated 
that the issue of party politics and its consequent fear of domination of 
the Tiv over the Jukun in the politics of Wukari, due to the numerical 
strength of the Tiv, is the main cause of the perennial conflicts between 
the Tiv and the Jukun in Wukari Local Government Area. For example, a 
prominent Tiv academic noted that:  
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Since the colonial period in the country, census figures taken have 
always revealed the preponderance of Tiv population in Wukari when 
compared to the Jukun population. The Tiv have proved their numerical 
strength in times of elections in 1959 Federal House of Representative 
with the emergence of a Tiv son, in 1979, and in 1988 200 party system. 
This is  what the Jukun is afraid of and they have determine to displace 
all the Tiv sons and daughters from Wukari (Research interview, 2011). 
 Indeed, the fear of domination resulting from political control 
of Wukari has made the Jukun to result to ethnic cleansing of the Tiv in 
Wukari with a bid to reduce Tiv numerical strength. Avav has observed 
that “the Jukun feared the Tiv, that they consider as immigrants and 
aliens, would dominate them politically in the future” (2002). This fear 
of domination produces what Lake and Rothchild (1999) refer to as 
“collective fears of the future”. Hence, Best et al. (1999) justifies this 
argument, when he noted that “the political reversals suffered by the 
Jukun at different times consciously woke them up from the slumber, 
their access, relevance, entitlements, political participation and power 
on the ground that they were settlers. The above responses of the Tiv 
mainly revealed that they see party polities as the major cause of the 
conflict. The issue of party politics deals with representation of group 
interests into elective and appointive offices. This development has 
often conjured up the politics of indigene vis-à-vis citizenship. 
 The finding which stated that competition for the ownership of 
Wukari land has been generating tension between the Tiv and the 
Jukun is in agreement with the argument of Babawale (2003) who 
noted that the contending groups: 

(Tiv and Jukun) have usually manipulated local history to 
achieve their objectives in the new dispensation. Generally, 
the idea has been to prove that one group is indigenous. The 
indigenous group their land from the settlers. These matters 
are however not easily resolved, but have always usually come 
to the fore whenever periods of tension, such as elections, 
come up and are exploited. 
 

Similarly, Peterson (2002) has argued that the “manipulation of 
historical memories by political entrepreneurs to evoke emotions such 
as fear, resentment, and hate toward the “other”; usually result in 
violent competition and conflict between rival ethnic groups as in the 
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case of the Tiv and the Jukun ethnic groups. This is the reason why 
Horowitz has argued that ethnicity “embodies an element of emotional 
intensity that can be readily aroused when the group’s interests are 
thought to be at stake.”  Hence, the manipulation of history by ethnic 
entrepreneurs creates division and otherness between ethnic groups. 
As Gur puts it, ethnicity makes it possible to draw an easy distinction 
between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (1993).   
 The indigeneship issue in Nigeria and other African countries 
has become very controversial and explosive. Hence, Best (2005) has 
observed that the problem is further compounded by the difficulty of 
defining who is an ‘indigene’ and who is a ‘settler’.” This is because it 
often provides a platform for making differentiation between ethnic 
groups, raising the issue of who is an indigene and who is a settler? This 
politics of otherness “us versus them”, more often than not, has been 
employed by ethnic entrepreneurs to foment violent conflict between 
rival ethnic groups on the either sides of the ethnic divide. A case in 
point is the Tiv-Jukun conflict in Wukari, Taraba State. Whereas other 
groups in the region considered the Tiv as non-indigenes, the Tiv who 
constitute a strong numerical force in the areas considered themselves 
indigenes of the areas particularly on account of their long residence 
(Ali & Egwu, 2003). Consequently, Aluigba has noted that:  

 these centrifugal identities built around religion, ethnic 
groupings, indigeneity’, ‘settlership’, ‘nativity’, ‘migrants’, 
‘non-indigenes’ ‘southerner’, ‘northerner’ etc have collectively 
sharpened the dividing line between Nigerians thus making 
cohesive nationhood a more convoluted task (2008: 12).          

  
As such, in the Nigeria context, indigeneship is often defined 
figuratively as “a status conferred on those considered as the son of the 
soil in a community”. The conceptualization of indigeneship in this 
manner is due to the exclusive benefits and rights to be enjoyed by the 
so called “son of the soil”. This is the case between the Tiv and the 
Jukun.  
 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
The recurring violent conflicts between the Tiv and the Jukun ethnic 
groups in Wukari Local Government Area of Taraba State, Nigeria is a 
classical example of the several violent ethnic conflicts in country that 
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have threatened the social, political and economic fabrics of the 
Nigerian society. The many violent conflicts between Tiv-Jukun ethnic 
groups in Wukari have defied all attempts by government and other 
stakeholders to resolve it. Arguably, any attempt that is made to 
resolve any conflict which does not tactically focus on understanding 
the immediate and remote causes of the conflict is doomed to fail, as it 
has been in the case of Tiv-Jukun conflict. This study has therefore 
unearthed the immediate and remote causes of the perennial conflicts 
between the Tiv and the Jukun ethnic groups in Wukari Taraba State. 
The major issues that fuel the imbroglio between the Tiv and the Jukun 
in Wukari are basically land and party politics as it has been enunciated 
by this study. To this extent therefore, any attempt to resolve the 
conflict must clearly focus on addressing these two critical issues. 
 
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are 
made: 
 

1. That both Wukari Local Government Council and Wukari 
Traditional Council should as matter of utmost importance 
review the policy of land usage and acquisition in Wukari, 
which will not discriminate against Tiv legitimate usage and 
ownership of land in Wukari. 

2. That both Tiv and Jukun political elites should adopt a power 
sharing policy in Wukari Local Government Council, which will 
ensure that the Jukun produce the Local Government Chairman 
and the Tiv produce the Vice Chairman. 

3. Both Jukun and Tiv ethnic groups in Wukari should tolerate 
each other by emphasizing on those things that bind them 
together and not separate them in their relations. These 
include:  inter-marriages between the two groups should be 
encouraged; areas of similarities in their cultures should be 
shared; and areas of dissimilarities should be learnt. This will 
assist in promotion of harmonious ethnic relations between the 
two groups. 

4. Both Tiv and Jukun ethnic groups in Wukari should eschew 
politics of bitterness and encourage politics of togetherness 
aimed at promoting the interests of all and not sectional 
interest. 



Momodu, A. Jude                     183 

 

5. Wukari Local Government Council must, as a matter of urgency, 
embark on massive political education in the area to promote a 
healthy and mutual political culture between the two groups. 
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