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Abstract: Secret cults existed in traditional African societies as socio-cultural and political 

organisations. They provided socio-economic support to their members who were mainly 

adults and elders. Secret cults were also involved in indigenous peacemaking and healing in 

local communities. Traditional cult groups therefore occupied a pivotal place in community 

development and social transformations. The youth-based cult groups that emerged in 

Nigerian Universities in the 1950s were more or less an adaptation of traditional cult 

practices in key respects. For example, while the Pyrate Confraternity group, a pioneer cult 

formed in 1953 at the University of Ibadan, rejected spirituality, the group was concerned 

with fighting colonialism, bad university policies and sexual exploitation of female students 

by university teachers. This was the dominant character of youth-based campus cults until 

the 1980s when they became dysfunctional and violent, posing a threat to campus security 

and academic activities. Yet, cultism operated mainly on the campuses. Today, however, 

youth-based cult groups have emerged in local villages in Nigeria with serious implications 

for social order and stability. With a specific focus on the activities of the Deebam and 

Deewell, the two main cults that operate in Ogoni villages in Nigeria’s Niger Delta, this study 

advances our understanding of cultism in Nigeria by highlighting the social determinants and 

contexts of cult violence in local communities. This article argues that grassroots-based cult 

violence in Ogoniland is a manifestation of two key elements: the struggle for social identity 

and the expression of economic discontent by disaffected village youths. 

 

Until recently in Nigerian universities, youth-based cult groups played a key role in 

promoting political and social change. The Pyrate confraternity, a pioneer campus 

cult formed in 1953 at the University of Ibadan by Wole Soyinka, now a Nobel 

Laureate, was concerned with fighting colonialism, ethnicity, bad university policies, 

and sexual exploitation of female students by lecturers.1  Given this mission, 

members of the Pyrate confraternity consisted mainly of the brightest, most politically 
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aware students who adopted non-violent strategies to mobilise and reawaken African 

and black consciousness against the social injustice imposed by imperialism.2 

Subsequent cult groups that emerged before the late 1970s, such as the Panama 

and the pan African Black Axe confraternities, followed the legacy and traditions set 

by the Pyrate confraternity. Therefore cult activism spread to almost all the 

universities in Nigeria and became a positive force in the struggles toward social and 

political modernisation. 

  

In the 1980s, however, such civil society-oriented social movements degenerated 

into criminal and violent organisations. This change was due to a number of factors 

including internal leadership and power tussles among the cult groups. For example, 

some members of the Pyrate group broke away to form the Eiye and Bucaneer 

confraternities, from which other splinter groups such as Black Eye, Vikings and 

Mafia emerged in turn because they were no longer able to meet the high academic 

standards originally set by the Pyrates.3  Furthermore, broader changes in society 

permeated and infiltrated not only the activities of cult groups in the nation’s 

campuses but also university administration. Cult groups and the entire university 

system had become infected with the virus of a state of lawlessness, violence and 

corruption that had become characteristic of the larger Nigerian society since the first 

military coup of 1966.4 Thus, cult violence, notably the killing of students and staff 

during intra and inter-cult armed conflicts, but also including the destruction of 

university property and the frequent closure of universities, became a feature of 

Nigerian university campuses and other higher education institutions during the 

1980s and persists to the current day. University cults not only pose serious threats 

to campus security, but also detract from academic activities, on-campus social life, 
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and the overall development of education in Nigeria.5  Initially, their impact was 

urban and university-based and the rural population were not generally affected; now 

however, this has changed. Rural villages, particularly those in Nigeria’s Niger Delta 

region, have become engulfed by youth-based cult activities.6 Parallel organisations 

such as the Oudua People’s Congress and Area Boys in the Southwest Yoruba 

communities; the Arewa Youth and Boko Haram in the Hausa-Fulani dominated 

Northern region; and the Vigilantes in the Igbos communities of the South-eastern 

region, have also emerged. These groups espouse diverse goals, motivations and 

agendas, such as the promotion of ethnic nationalism, the provision of security to 

communities, demands for an expansion of democratic space, and the mobilisation 

of communities against economic and cultural globalisation. For the most part, their 

proliferation across Nigeria has been explained largely from the ‘state failure’ 

perspective. Peter Ekeh posits that the fundamental structure of Nigerian 

government is so utterly corrupt and unaccountable to its citizenry that it cannot fulfil 

its basic security functions including the control of the tools of violence. Thus, Eke 

continues, the emergence of vigilantism is a direct consequence of governance 

failure.7 A similar argument has been advanced by William Reno who notes that the 

failure of ‘the state’ in West Africa is evident in the proliferation of ethnic militia, which 

has become the case from Guinea to Nigeria’s Niger Delta.8 In the case of the Niger 

Delta, Michael Watts argues that the rise of youth militia and cult groups, together 

with ethnic struggles for autonomy and the control of resource movements in the 

region, can be located in the context of the logic and contradictions of the alliance 

between the ‘evil twins’ of authoritarian governance and petro-capitalism.9 Watts 

contends that multinational oil companies operating in the region such as Shell 

Chevron, Mobil, Agip, and Elf collude with the state in exploiting and repressing the 
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Delta people, thus denying them the benefits of oil generated wealth.  Elaborating 

upon this, Watt points out that the Niger Delta has accounted for approximately 90% 

of Nigeria’s foreign exchange earnings since Independence in 1960, yet the region is 

characterised by widespread poverty, unemployment, disease and poor 

infrastructural development, and also suffers from the social and economic costs of 

oil exploration and production activities, with serious implications for environmental 

degradation and sustainable local livelihoods.10 Such appalling socio-economic 

conditions have generated struggles for the control of political and economic space. 

 

Watts, Okonta and Kemedi capture the character of rebellion in the Niger Delta when 

they note insurgency in the region is ‘multi-faceted and complex’ due to some of the 

groups being ‘at once environmental, youth, human rights, ethnic militia and 

democratization movements.’11 While youth agitation in the region is a complex 

construct, Cyril Obi argues that:  

 

[i]t is essentially hinged upon the youths’ interrogation of the inequities in 

the control of the resources of the Niger Delta and how, they negotiate 

generational spaces in contesting their alienation, exploitation and 

impoverishment by the petro-partnership of the Nigerian state and global 

oil capital.12 

 
More broadly, David Pratten has observed that: 

 
[i]n many instances, including street gangs, secret cults, masquerade 

clubs and vigilante groups, the collective mobilization of youth concerns 

the way that the marginalized deploy their very marginality to their own 

advantage.13 
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 As Peters and Richards have also shown in Sierra Leone, young men who 

participated in Sierra Leonean conflicts preferred not to attribute the cause to either 

ethnic and religious tensions, or to the irrational outbursts associated with the 

developmental years. Rather, they explained their behaviour as primarily residing 

within the wider context of youth and identity politics. It is perceived by the youth 

themselves as an intergenerational struggle for a fairer society.14 Youth violence has 

also been attributed to demographic factors. Scholars such as Samuel Huntington 

have argued that societies with a higher proportion of youths between the ages of 14 

and 25 are more vulnerable to violent conflict.15 

 

Implicit in the foregoing is the idea that explanations for youth conflict and violence 

can be conceived and formulated from different analytical and theoretical 

perspectives ranging from state failure, rising youth population, youth crisis, politics 

of youth identity, exclusion and inclusion, ethnicity and struggles for autonomy. 

Consequently, and as Cyril Obi has instructed, it is important for effective critical 

discourse that ‘youth struggles… must be investigated based on the historical 

specificity of each case in order to explain the socio-economic roots of their 

involvement in violent conflicts.’16 

 

This is an important point when examining youth-based cults in Nigeria.  Many 

aspects of university-based cults are very different from those that are the subject of 

this article – that is, village-based youth cults. Members of university cult gangs were 

predominantly drawn from a higher social stratum of Nigerian society; a stratum with 

greater economic mobility, and different motivations for cult membership than their 

village counterparts. For instance, O. S Elegbeleye has found that students of retired 
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or serving judges, professors, and famous, professionally established business 

tycoons were favourite targets for cult recruitment on campuses.17 E.O. Egbochuku 

concurs, noting that the economic and social status of the students’ parents was of 

critical importance to recruiters both as a source of funding and for the parents’ 

ability to assist with the police or school authority in times of trouble.18 In contrast, 

however, those involved in cult activities in village communities in Nigeria have been 

mainly rural youths whose parents have no economic or political power. I argue that 

while urban and university cult violence is similar in character to that of the rural 

communities, the contexts and social determinants of cult membership differ 

markedly in these different settings. Thus, this study examines the social 

determinants and rural dimensions of grassroots-based cultism in Nigeria, focusing 

on Deebam and Deewell, the two main cults that operate in the Ogoni communities 

of the Niger Delta region.  

 

The Deebam and Deewell cults are the fastest growing and most enduring 

grassroots cult groups in the Niger Delta, and Ogoni has been the worst hit by their 

activities. Unlike other ethnic communities in the Delta region, the Deebam and 

Deewell exist and operate as rival cults in almost all the 179 villages in Ogoniland. 

Despite the recent renunciation of militia and cult activities by those youths who 

accepted the Nigerian Government’s Amnesty Proclamation for members of militia 

organisations to return weapons without fear of prosecution, the Deebam and 

Deewell still persist in Ogoniland, constituting a threat to the social fabric and to any 

opportunities for community development.19  For example, members of the Deebam 

and Deewell have been involved in kidnappings that target local politicians, 

prominent citizens, and wealthy individuals in local communities.20 This raises 
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questions of what factors influence and sustain the growth and survival of these cults 

in Ogoniland, and how cult violence can be addressed in Ogoni communities. In 

order to provide a context for any attempt to answer these questions, I begin with a 

conceptual and historical analysis of cultism in Nigeria that leads into a more 

localised examination of the problems posed by cultism in Ogoniland itself. This is 

followed by a synthesis of interviews with leaders and others from all levels of Ogoni 

society, conducted during May and June of 2008, together with a summary of the 

conclusions that can then be drawn. 

 

Secret Cults in Nigeria: A Conceptual and Historical Analysis 

Secret cult groups are not a new phenomenon in African social formations. As socio-

cultural organisations that developed locally, cults traditionally provided mechanisms 

and structures that defined the role and relationships of each cult’s members. Cults 

not only served the spiritual and social needs of their members but importantly, also 

acted as institutions for social control through the execution of traditional customs, 

settlement of disputes, and the dispensation of justice.21 Further, membership of a 

cult group represented elevated status in traditional African society and this largely 

accounted for the restriction of membership to elders and adults. Rooted in 

spirituality and African traditional religious practices, cult activities were also covert, 

reflecting shared norms of secrecy that still permeate social life in Africa today. As 

Peter B. Hammond has noted: 

 
the concealment of the activities of cult groups not only increases the 

supernatural power of the members and the psychological importance of 

the groups but most importantly, the uninitiated members are motivated 
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enough to learn about them, to be frightened, impressed and thus 

enticed to join.22 

 

Historically, different secret cult groups have been found in pre-colonial, colonial and 

post colonial African societies. In the 1880s, for example, secret cults such as Poro 

and Sande, and Human leopards and Human crocodiles, which operated in Sierra 

Leone, Liberia, and in Central Africa respectively, have been recorded, as have 

many others.23  In Nigeria, cult groups were ethnically-based. Accordingly, the 

Reformed Ogboni Fraternity, Ekpo, Okija Shrine, Amanikpo and the Igbe secret cult 

groups, among others, have been found among the Yoruba, the Efiks, the Ogoni and 

the Isoko peoples of the South-western and South-eastern parts of Nigeria.24  At the 

same time, new forms of cult groups, including the University cults mentioned above 

– the Pyrate confraternity, Panama, and Black Eye – have also emerged as a 

response to changing social, political and economic realities in Nigeria. These cults 

initially functioned as civil-society organisations, but were later factionalised and 

transformed into violent groups. For example, a Rivers State Government Law of 

2004 identified 103 armed cult groups operating in the state. These cults include 

both University and village-based groups, with two significant groups being the 

Deebam and Deewell cults. This preponderance of cult groups in Rivers State arose 

due to two local contexts. First, local political elites began to use cult groups for 

election rigging and political assassinations in efforts to subvert the transition to 

democratic governance in Nigeria.25 Secondly, and moving to the broader national 

context of oil politics in the Niger Delta, Rivers State is one of Nigeria’s three core 

crude oil-producing states in the Niger Delta. 
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The Social Origins of Deebam and Deewell in Nigeria 

Nigeria is a multiethnic society of about 374 ethnic groups.26 Of this number, the 

Hausa-Fulani of the north, the Yoruba in the southwest, and the southeast’s Igbo 

constitute the majority while the rest are minorities. The Delta minorities are 

endowed with oil and gas resources yet, due to the socio-political power structure of 

Nigeria, the majority ethnic groups have had a strangle hold on power and the state’s 

resources to the exclusion of the minority ethnic groups since Independence. 

Consequently, the Niger Delta remains the poorest and least developed area in 

postcolonial Nigeria despite the massive US$400 billion flow of oil revenue from the 

region since exploration and production began in the area some fifty years ago.27 

The ‘paradox of penury in the midst of plenty’28 in the region has underpinned and 

exacerbated grievances, prompting local resistance and rebellion in which militia and 

cult groups have been critical actors, especially since the 1990s. Nevertheless, while 

militia and cult groups had been involved in political militancy and freedom fighting in 

an effort to liberate the Niger Delta people from state-based oppression, they had 

also exploited the legitimate aspirations and grievances of the Delta people for 

opportunistic material gains, such gains now euphemistically referred to as the 

‘economies of war’. Deebam, for example, was formed in 1991 in Buguma 

community in Rivers State by Onengiye Ofori Terika, an undergraduate student of 

the University of Port Harcourt. The cult was formed to provide a platform for those 

agitating for compensation by Shell and other oil companies for oil spillages in the 

area.29 Deewell on the other hand started as a street gang in Port Harcourt city in the 

late 1990s. It was created by the Supreme Viking Confraternity (SVC), a campus-

based cult group formed at the University of Port Harcourt in 1984.30 
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It is important to stress that while the Deebam and Deewell cults profess different 

identities, they are intimately related. Both groups reflect a grassroots response to 

the struggle for social identity, survival and local power that directly feed into a 

society that is increasingly irrelevant to young men’s lives. As illustrated below, 

cultism has filled the gap, providing meaning and purpose for youth in local 

communities.  

 

Ogoniland and the Challenges of the Deebam and Deewell cults 

Ogoni is an indigenous minority ethnic community located in the oil-rich Eastern 

Niger Delta region of Nigeria. At the time of Nigeria’s 2006 population census, Ogoni 

had a population of 831,726 people. It comprises four local government areas: 

Khana, Gokhana, Tai and Eleme. A major oil-producing community, the Ogoni 

economy is nevertheless driven primarily by peasant agriculture, while some of its 

people also engage in fishing and trading. Like many traditional African societies, 

secret cult groups had existed in Ogoniland since the pre-colonial times. As with all 

such traditional secret societies, membership was restricted to elders and male 

adults. While one traditional cult which was an important political force and law 

enforcement organisation in Ogoniland, Kpaakpan, has become extinct, the 

Amanikpo group still exists, although with substantial modifications to its activities 

including the methods and strategies of member recruitment. While in some 

communities today, if a member of Amanikpo dies, the first son is automatically 

chosen to replace his father, the emergence of ‘born again’ Christian churches has 

resulted in the tradition of filial succession beginning to face stiff resistance and 

opposition from those Ogoni community members who, due to their Christian faith, 
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do not want to be conscripted into the Amanikpo society and the result is a 

movement away from filial succession in favour of voluntary membership. 

 

The surviving Amanikpo cult exists alongside the new grassroots-based youth 

groups such as Deebam and Deewell but also such groups as the Gbenesaakoo 

Boys, the Germans, and others. Groups are dynamic, fluid entities with some 

emerging while others die off; however, the Deebam and Deewell have become the 

two dominant groups rooted in the social, political and economic life of the Ogoni 

people. Both groups are armed, and membership comprises mainly illiterate and 

unemployed youths whose ages range from 12-25. Both are loosely structured with 

no central leadership. Both initiate new members through a series of physical 

beatings and torture. A major prerequisite for membership of these cults, therefore, 

is that one must demonstrate the ability to inflict and withstand torture, and thus have 

the propensity to commit acts of terror and violence. A successful initiation exercise 

is followed by training in the use of weapons.31  One of the symbols of these cults is 

the choice of hot drinks. The Deewell drink Squadron while the Deebam drink 

Chelsea. In both cases the drinks cause hyperactivity and induce excessive violence 

especially when these drinks are mixed with traditional concoctions or ‘medicine,’ 

which is believed to have protective power. Thus non-members, especially youths, 

who are seen taking either of these drinks are often attacked by members who claim 

that non-members do not have the right to drink their drink. 

 

The terms Deebam and Deewell are different Pidgin English expressions but both 

the full expressions, I dee bam and I dee well literally mean ‘I am spiritually and 

physically strong.’32  Thus, like many modern cult-based armed youth groups in 
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Nigeria, Deebam and Deewell strongly believe that when a member is fortified 

spiritually, metal objects such as knives, machetes and bullets will not have any 

effect on him. Spiritual fortification and protection involve the wearing of charms, 

amulets and consumption of the traditional concoctions mentioned above. This 

practice is also common among vigilante groups in Nigeria.  David Pratten posits that 

among the Annang communities in Akwa Ibom State, a vigilante cannot patrol the 

community and perform his security functions on ‘empty body’; that is without taking 

his bullet proof medicine.33 But, many contend that this belief is a false perception 

because when cultists are confronted with modern and sophisticated weapons, they 

have always been vulnerable.34  Nevertheless, the belief in the supernatural power of 

the cult group continues to influence and shape the behaviour, actions and activities 

of their members, posing a serious security threat to social stability and community 

development in Ogoniland since the 1990s.  

 

These activities include the breaking of oil pipelines and siphoning crude oil from 

them, rape, armed robbery and, more recently, kidnapping in the communities. 

Furthermore, these cult groups do not restrict their actions to intra and inter cult 

conflict but also both instigate and infiltrate intra and inter communal conflicts. 

Consequently, communities in Ogoni had often been dragged into violent inter-

communal conflicts they had no wish to become embroiled in.  

 

As shown in Figure 1 and discussed further below, in 2007 inter and intra cult 

violence escalated rapidly to the point where the cults were virtually controlling the 

communities of Ogoniland. With the majority of cult members being juveniles, 
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children between the ages of 12-13 have often been the combatants in these 

conflicts. 

 

 

Figure 1 Escalation of inter/intra cult conflict in Ogoniland 2003-2007 
Source: Field work May – June 2008. Refer to Table 1 below. 
 

 

Research has shown that the use of children in armed conflict not only has 

immediate social implications for the children, but also has long term consequences 

for the society as a whole. This is because the exposure of children to high levels of 

violence – armed or otherwise – may cause children to develop distorted values, in 

which violence is accepted as an appropriate means to resolve social and political 

problems.35 This is particularly disturbing because, in earlier times, even adults who 

had not undergone the yaage traditional training, which prepared youths for 

community leadership and adulthood, were barred from participating in inter 
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community wars. This was because in the community, the Yaa men were considered 

physically and psychologically stronger than those who had not performed the yaage 

traditional rite. As Sonpie Kpone explains:  

 
The advantage was that persons who did not undergo the yaage 

traditional training and experience were said to be physically and 

spiritually deficient, inactive and unwise…For the same reason, they 

were not listed among fighting men for the community or as soldiers in 

time of war, because it was believed that in time of emergency, a 

warrior’s spiritual soundness was vital.36 

 

This observation by Sonpie Kpone is supplemented by the thoughts of V.A. 

Isomunah who notes ‘[t]he Yaa rite of passage from youth into responsible 

adulthood, served as an instrument of both social stratification and political 

recruitment of the virgin male youth’ for important community functions in 

Ogoniland.37  

 

The Yaage tradition is rarely performed in Ogoniland today. Thus the rise of cult 

groups, and the concomitant increase in levels of cult power, has resulted in youth 

who are unschooled in traditional values assuming leadership roles. Thus, they 

sideline established authorities and institutions such as chiefs and councils of elders, 

who had previously exercised control over the youth and played crucial roles in 

preventing, mitigating and resolving community conflicts. Elijah Anderson has found 

that in a gang dominated community, elders or what he calls ‘old heads’ or ‘older 

residents’, who normally uphold and disseminate traditional values, are most likely to 

be replaced by new ‘old heads’ who ‘may be the product of a street gang’ and who 
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promote values of ‘hustling’, drugs, and sexual promiscuity.38  In his recent study of 

gang activities in a Milwaukee community, John M. Hagedorn also highlights the fact 

that where old gang members co-exist and mix with youth there is a disturbing 

intergenerational impact on the community. This is because ‘older gang members 

with a street reputation employed in the fast life of drug dealing are modeling 

dangerous career paths for neighborhood youth.’39  Beyond the immediate physical 

impact of cult violence on the community and the young men’s life, the threat that 

youth-based cult activities pose to the potency of indigenous governance institutions 

and the stability of local community in Ogoniland, raise serious cultural issues.  

 

In order to change this situation, an understanding of the local underpinnings of 

youth-based cultism is important. In the case of Ogoniland, the crucial questions are: 

Why has cult-based youth violence become a rural-based phenomenon?  What are 

the social, economic and political factors that underpin cult-based youth violence in 

Ogoniland? How do the local people perceive and respond to cultism in Ogoniland?  

 

Methods of data collection 

To address the above questions, my research methodology entailed both 

documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews. A total of seventeen people, 

including members of both the Deebam and Deewell cults, were formally interviewed 

during field work conducted between May and June 2008.40 In order to obtain a 

broader perspective on the issue, victims of cult violence, chiefs, elders, youth 

leaders and local politicians were also included in the sample pool. In addition, I 

attended the public hearings of the Rivers State Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission that began sitting in June 2008.41  During these hearings the oral 
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testimonies of witnesses, most of whom were victims and actors in the armed 

violence in Rivers State in particular, and the Niger Delta as a whole, provided 

another rich source of data. Through thematic analysis of the data collected, the 

factors identified as critical to the emergence of the Deebam and Deewell cult groups 

and their associated violence in Ogoniland were: migration, contact and social 

insecurity, poverty, and low socio-economic status, traditional oath taking strategy, 

negative influence of party politics and arms availability. These themes are 

discussed below. 

 

Migration and Contacts: The Social Roots of Deebam and Deewell in 
Ogoniland 
 
As made apparent above, the origins of the Deebam and Deewell cults do not lie in 

Ogoniland, but rather in Port Harcourt; however, it was to this city that many of the 

rural youth migrated in the 1990s. The drive to escape the grinding poverty of village 

life saw many Ogoni youth who could not continue with their secondary school 

education, travelling west to Port Harcourt in search of opportunities to make a 

living.42 However, with limited technical ability or skills, the youth who migrated to 

Port Harcourt obtained low-paying jobs such as bus conductors, truck pushers, and 

hotel attendants. Given the high living costs in Port Harcourt, they migrated to the 

waterfront slum areas where cult activities, notably those of Deebam and Deewell, 

were already flourishing.43  In fact, by 2001 these two cult groups had carved out 

their spheres of influence in Port Harcourt, and had adopted extortion, exploitation 

and beatings not only as a means of generating funds to finance their groups but 

also as a recruitment strategy. While Deewell controlled the popular ‘Mile 3’ area of 

the city of Port Harcourt, Deebam controlled the ‘Town axis.’ Even so, constant 

conflict characterised the inter-cult struggle over territorial influence and recruitment. 
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Since the youth were the main target for the recruitment drive, it became impossible 

for any Port Harcourt youth, including the migrant Ogoni, to go about their legitimate 

business freely. Thus, in order to continue to live unhindered, many of the Ogoni 

youth joined the cult groups. In the face of the declining ability – or will – of the State 

to bring the cultists to justice, Ogoni youth felt they had only two choices: to join a 

cult or to return to their village. For those who joined the cults, the ability to live 

‘freely’ was the reward. As one member of the Deebam pointed out: 

 

Joining Deebam for me was a necessary evil. I was frustrated. I was 

not willing to go home to face hardship at the same time; cultism was 

not appealing to me. I was deeply confused. I mean confusion.44 

 

It was through this process that most of the Ogoni youth who migrated to Port 

Harcourt became exposed to cult activities. Their participation in either the Deebam 

or Deewell cults was an adaptation and survival strategy. However, they soon learnt 

that their involvement in cult activities also provided significant economic rewards: 

quick money could be made working for Ateke’s Tom Niger Delta Vigilante Group 

(NDVG) or Asari Dokubo’s Niger Delta Peoples Volunteer Force (NDPVF) as 

‘packers, peddlers and distributors of drugs in the street[s] of Port Harcourt.’45 The 

NDVG, with whom the Deewell were affiliated, and the NDPVF, with whom the 

Deebam were affiliated, were two of the major armed militia groups that operated in  

the Niger Delta region.  

 

Violent recruitment and the intermittent fights, rivalry and struggles over control of 

crime, came to a climax in 2003. Both cult groups clashed in open armed 
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confrontations, resulting in a near collapse of public order and security in Port 

Harcourt. Assisted by vigilante groups of the communities within the Port Harcourt 

environs, the security agencies were able to drive the secret cult members out of the 

city of Port Harcourt, albeit temporarily. Consequently, the majority of the members 

of both cult groups were forced to return to the communities from which they had 

originally migrated. Upon their return, however, the Ogoni youth brought with them 

the habits of violence they had learnt in Port Harcourt. As time passed, they 

regrouped and gradually consolidated a hold on the rural communities. Thus, youth-

based cult activities in Ogoniland began, its spread into many other communities in 

the area exacerbated by the reactionary nature of community response strategies. 

 

Community Response: Oath taking and the ‘Politics of Alliance’ with the 
Deebam and Deewell  
 
Oath taking is an enduring practice which predates colonialism in Ogoniland, as in 

many of the communities in Nigeria and Africa generally. Oath taking can be and is 

employed in a variety of contexts. For example, secret society members swear oath 

or juju to promote trust and solidarity among themselves. It can also be sworn to 

ascertain the ‘truth’, to make confessions and to provide spiritual protection.46 

Furthermore, oath taking remains an integral part of the arbitration process and 

conflict resolution systems throughout Africa and thus complements the formal 

justice system. In Ogoniland for instance, to prove the veracity of evidence whenever 

there are contestations between parties over the ownership of a parcel of land, 

claimants may be required to swear oath, which normally is administered by a local 

arbitration tribunal headed by a chief or elder. Customarily, it is believed that a 

person who swears oath or juju but subsequently violates the terms of the oath, will 

die. Therefore, it is normally adopted as a last resort. The significance of the cultural 
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practice of oath taking is that it helps to regulate social life, promoting peace and 

acting as a deterrent to crime.  

 

It is in the context of the foregoing that oath taking was adopted as one of the major 

strategies for stemming youth participation in cultism and cult-related violence in 

Ogoni communities. With the rise of the cults in the villages, cult members were 

routinely required to be involved in oath taking. More than this, the practice was 

extended to non-members because the communities strongly believed the practice 

would check further membership recruitment and thereby stall the growth of cult 

groups in their community. However, the oath-taking strategy failed for two main 

reasons. First, cultists tended to believe that the mystical power of their own cults 

was superior to that of the community and so cult members who took the oath 

continued with their gang activities regardless. Second, most Christian members of 

the community refused to participate in oath taking in order not to compromise their 

Christian faith. Thus, absence of broad-based support for oath taking undermined 

both its relevance and its effectiveness. 

 

The second community approach to contain cultism was the adoption of what can be 

described as a ‘policy of alliance.’ By this policy, chiefs and some other community 

leaders including local politicians and ‘big men’ drew the Deebam and Deewell cults 

within their spheres of influence as a strategy to check and control the cults’ activities 

in the villages. Many argue that the adoption of the politics of affiliation by the chiefs 

was an attempt to shore up their waning authority in communities.47  Regardless of 

the motivation, the actual result was the polarisation of the village into factions along 

the Deebam and Deewell lines and the intensification of chieftaincy tussles in 
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villages. In two such cases – the Ogoni communities of Zaakpon and Kaani – the 

rival Deebam and Deewell cults supported opposing factional chiefs, escalating and 

prolonging chieftaincy conflicts that engulfed their entire communities. Furthermore, 

the policy of affiliation contributed to the installation of cult members as chiefs in 

some communities, including their appointment as youth leaders and Community 

Development Committee members. The appointment of cult members to such 

elevated positions with their associated benefits, not only made cultism more 

attractive, and so even more difficult to fight, but also resulted in a degradation of 

traditional governing institutions and a further undermining of the continuing 

relevance of local customs. As a result of these dynamics, cult groups find 

themselves enmeshed in the contestations of the legitimate exercise of local 

authority, community administration and village politics.  Thus, the contradictory logic 

demonstrated by these community responses further engendered grassroots-based 

cultism and cult violence in Ogoniland.  

 

Unemployment, Poverty and low Socio-economic Status of Youths 

Members of both the Deebam and Deewell cults in Ogoni are generally illiterate, 

single men aged between 12 and 25 years of age with elementary school education 

as their highest qualification. Many are unemployed, neither working in formal 

employer-employee arrangements, nor occupied in independent income generating 

activities. They do not have skills in the production of local craft, and the prospect of 

acquiring such skills through training is bleak because most parents cannot afford 

the costs. For example, in a 2002 survey of twenty heads of Ogoni peasant families 

‘eleven reported that average earnings per annum were only 23,000 Naira or 

approximately US$170.00, seven had 35, 000 Naira or US$269 and the two 
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considered rich men, had 150, 000 Naira or US$1,154.’48  Consequently, most 

families find it extremely difficult to survive, let alone send their children to schools. 

Between 2001 and 2002, for instance, only ‘30.9% of the estimated 623,904 Ogoni 

population were enrolled in post primary institutions and only 2% in higher education 

institutions.’49 

 

These dismal statistics give credence to the belief that the underlying cause of non 

attendance at secondary and tertiary institutions is poverty. Yet, education remains a 

major means of social mobility in Nigeria and the lack of affordable opportunities to 

participate in formal education or any other form of skills acquisition training, 

provides a potential source of discontent amongst youth, contributing to a sense of 

frustration and hopelessness, and undermining their sense of social identity and 

recognition. Following John Burton’s conceptualisation of basic human needs to 

include security, identity and recognition, it is proposed that these needs are central 

to human dignity and pride.50 Indeed, ‘recognition and social identity are seen as 

important contributors to an individual’s self esteem, a quality that it is assumed 

people are generally motivated to increase or maintain.’51 For this reason, these 

needs are not negotiable and where the State fails to provide them, violence is 

inevitable because, when frustrated, there is an inexorable push for redress and 

satisfaction.52 Accordingly, the need to satisfy or improve their social identity, socio-

economic relevance and self image, or their unfulfilled aspirations may be seen to 

underlie youth participation in cult activities in Ogoniland. Confirming this, recent 

research by A. Oyesufu found that factors such as low educational attainment and 

low income earning potential predispose youths in the Niger Delta to join and 

participate in militia and cult group activities, because of the social and economic 
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incentives associated with them.53  Similarly in the United States, John M. Hagedorn 

has shown that ‘lack of access to good job opportunities has had a direct effect of 

making illegal drug sales, no matter how risky, more attractive to Milwaukee's gang 

members.’54 Given this, Hagedorn concludes that the drug economy flourishes in 

poor Milwaukee communities in large part because of the absence of good jobs and 

structural economic conditions resulting in declining employment opportunities.55  

 

What emerges from the above discussion is that village-based youth in Ogoniland 

tend to perceive cult groups as providing a sense of socio-economic support and 

belonging that scarcely exists in the community or the family. A member of the 

Deewell group underscores this point when he asserts that as soon as his father 

pays the fees for him to begin training in furniture making, he will leave Deewell no 

matter the consequences.56  

 

Return to Democratic Rule: The Changing Role and Influence of Party Politics 
on Cultism 
 
Attempts since 1999 to politically modernise and democratise Nigeria have not 

significantly altered the neo-colonial and corrupt nature of the Nigerian state 

inherited at Independence in 1960. The State continues to have a predominant role 

in the process of production, distribution, exchange, and consumption of material 

goods by the society. Yet, as Claude Ake has noted, the State is institutionally 

constituted in such a way that it enjoys limited independence from the social classes, 

particularly the hegemonic ruling elites who fully, effectively and openly dominate in 

both political and economic activities.57 As A. Mabogunje once argued, it is the 

contradiction of this disjuncture in the neo-colonial economic structure that 

constitutes the predicament in African societies. This is because the state not only 
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serves as a modality for oppression but also as an instrument of expropriation, 

corruption and personal aggrandizement.58  Accordingly, the state gives ruling elites, 

at any level of government in Nigeria, ample opportunities to make wealth more 

quickly than in the pursuit of any other economic venture. Political power thus means 

everything, and must be acquired at all cost.  More recently, the use of cult groups 

has become a key strategy in the acquisition of political power among political elites 

and parties. Thus, with the return to multiparty democracy in 1999, the Deebam and 

Deewell cults have gained increasing visibility in Ogoni communities because they 

constituted an integral part of the structure of the political violence and patronage 

networks of local politicians and political parties. During election periods, these rival 

cult groups are hired by political elites and parties to intimidate voters and rig 

elections. As the ruling party, the People’s Democratic Party (PDP) has more 

leverage than other parties in the use and funding of cult groups to achieve party 

objectives. For example, between 2003 and 2007, the PDP controlled all the 

legislative and executive seats in Rivers State from the Ward level to State levels. 

This strategically placed the PDP in a position of comparative advantage to other 

political parties, enabling them to tap into and mobilise state resources to fund 

political violence and electoral malpractices.59 

 

For instance, in the Governorship and National Assembly elections of 14 April 2007, 

PDP politicians in Ogoni publicly gave N50,000 or approximately US$385, to each of 

the leaders of Deebam and Deewell groups at a popular hotel in Bori. For Nubaridoo 

Burabe, such openly made public payments to the cults for participating in electoral 

malpractice suggest the ‘legitimisation of cultism in Ogoniland.’60 Given this, state-

based support for cult groups creates and reinforces a generalised feeling of 
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impunity among cult members, causing them to act as if they were above the law. 

This has inevitably resulted in the intensification of cult violence in Ogoniland. 

Moreover, since membership of a cult group serves as means of political recruitment 

into political offices in Nigeria, it has also significantly influenced the participation in 

cult groups by those at the grassroots level, both as a means of improving their 

social standing and as a way of facilitating contact with highly placed personalities. 

For example, community leader, Ogara Naafo estimates that, of those councillors 

elected to Ogoni Local Government councils between 2003 and 2008, about 70% 

were believed to belong to either Deebam or Deewell, and may also have had 

affiliations with other cult groups outside Ogoni.61 

 

The growing public condemnation and resentment against the involvement of 

politicians in cult violence in Nigeria has, however, begun to attract some punitive 

actions from the government. Recently, the security adviser to the Cross Rivers 

State Government announced that about 18 of the 21 councillors of Calabar South 

and Ogoja local government areas had been prosecuted for their involvement in 

cultism and cult-related killings.62  

 

The actions of the Cross Rivers State government are an important step in curbing 

cultism among ruling political elites in Nigeria. However, the previous analysis clearly 

suggests that the character of politics in Nigeria not only creates conditions that act 

as disincentives to working harder, but also reinforce the belief of the youth that 

survival and social mobility depend on violence. As Oruwari and Owei note, this is 

understandable because:  
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Since the early 1970s, after the end of the Nigerian civil war, violence 

compounded by military involvement in political governance became 

legitimised, and the youths’ social mobility and struggle for survival now 

require violence. Society gradually stopped recognising merit and force 

became a plausible avenue to the top of the social and economic strata 

with drug trafficking, smuggling and other perceived negative 

moneymaking ventures like armed robbery and pen-robbery, becoming 

attractive ways of getting rich quickly.63  

 

The implication of the above is that youths are increasingly unable to adapt 

themselves to productive activities that do not provide the instant gratification of cash 

in the pocket, but rather, take a long time to bring returns. This trend had been 

further compounded by the deteriorating economic and social conditions of Ogoni 

youth, which undermine their notions of citizenship. In this context, involvement in 

cult gangs by the downtrodden and frustrated Ogoni youth, tend to be underpinned 

by economic and social desperation.  The members at the lowest levels of the 

Deebam and Deewell cult hierarchies may therefore be best described as victims of 

cultism. 

 

Arms Availability   

Closely related to these factors is the issue of arms availability and accessibility. The 

 recent surrender of over 10,000 sophisticated guns and ammunition between June 

and October, 2010 in the Niger Delta by militants who embraced Nigeria’s Amnesty 

Programme, a home-grown disarmament initiative, highlights the level of arms 

proliferation in the region since the 1990s. While it is true that the presence of arms 
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alone does not cause conflict, the ease of access and subsequent use of small arms 

by the Deebam and Deewell cults in Ogoniland had been critical to the emergence of 

organised violent crime in the region. For example, prior to the evolution of the 

Deebam and Deewell cults in Ogoniland, armed robbery was virtually non-existent in 

Ogoni villages and many attribute the rising incidence of this crime to the cult 

groups.64  This correlates with Lizotte and Bjerregaard’s findings in 1995 that youth 

commit more criminal acts during their membership in gangs than prior to being 

involved, or after exiting the gang, and these crimes are facilitated by their access to 

arms.65  By the turn of the 21st century, youth-based cult violence and crimes 

involving arms had become commonplace in Ogoni communities, confirming that 

arms availability, cultism and intra/inter communal conflicts had been mutually 

reinforcing each other. 

 

Certainly, violent inter community conflicts had occurred between Ogoni 

communities before as in the cases of Kporgor versus Gio in the 1960s, Sii versus 

Gwarra in the 1980s and Nornwa versus Bunu Tai in the 1980s, amongst others. Yet 

in these conflicts the casualties were minimal, and more importantly perhaps, the 

causes of these conflicts were mainly due to contestations over ownership of 

farmlands, fishing ports and territorial boundaries, rather than power struggles. 

Further, until the emergence of grassroots-based youth cult groups, violent internal 

conflict that threatened a single community had been rare in Ogoniland.  Intra 

community conflict involves factional struggles, agitations or disagreements among 

members of the same community and may take different forms and expressions in 

the Niger Delta such as youth against community, youth against chiefs, chiefs 

against youth, youth against youth, urban elites against local elites.66  
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Table 1: Cultism and community conflict escalation in Ogoniland 2003-2007 
Source: Field work, May – June, 2008 
 

 

Table 1 provides information regarding a number of inter- and intra-community 

contestations over the period from 2003 to 2007, revealing that they often erupted 

into violence involving loss of life. As the case of the Zaakpon community illustrates, 

with a total of 31 deaths, the infiltration of the rival, armed Deebam and Deewell cults 

into the chieftaincy tussles in the community not only affected the duration and 

S/N 

 
Inter/intra 
Community 
conflicts 

Cult groups 
involved 

Date of 
conflict Duration Cause 

Casualties 
(deaths) 

1 

Kaani 1 vs 
Kaani 2 (two 
communities) 

Deebam, 
Deewell, 
Biilofe and 
Black Axe 2003–2007 5 years 

Originally started as 
claims over Chieftancy 
stool and Councilor-
ship seat 32 

2 
Zaakpon 
community 

Deebam and 
Deewell 2003–2007 5 years 

Originally started as 
Claims over 
Chieftancy stool 31 

3 
Kapnoo 
community 

Black 
Scorpion, 
Deebam and 
Deewell 

March 2006 
– Dec. 2007

21 
months 

Clashes among Black 
Scorpion, Deebam and 
Deewell - 

4 
Bodo 
community 

Deebam and  
Deewell 

July19-30, 
2006 14 days 

Clash between 
Deebam and Deewell 9 

5 
Kpong 
community 

Deebam and 
Deewell 

April--Sept., 
2007 6 months 

Claims over 
Chieftancy stool 2 

6 

Kono Boue 
vs Uwegwere 
communities 

Deebam and 
Deewell 

May–Aug., 
2007 4 months 

Fight between a 
member of  Deebam 
and a member of 
Deewell 6 

7 
Kor 
community 

Deebam and 
Deewell 

June–Aug., 
2007 3 months 

Claims and counter 
claims over 
Chieftaincy stool 4 

8 
Betem 
community 

Deebam and 
Deewell 

1 July – 14 
Aug. 2007 6 weeks 

Clash between  
Deebam and Deewell 1 
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intensity of the conflict, but also the magnitude of its impact. In 2005, the entire 

Zaakpon community was sacked and the villagers displaced for about six months, 

leaving only the cult groups and their members in the community. It was not until 

November 2006 when the conflict was resolved, that villagers returned fully to the 

Zaakpon community. Yet even after the resolution, still the conflict between the two 

rival cults continued.  

 

Indeed, this is the prevailing nature of conflict in Ogoni today. The case of the inter-

communal Kaani 1 versus Kaani 2 conflict took on similar dimensions. Over the 

same four year period, the conflict resulted in property destruction, internal 

displacement, the razing of houses and the deaths of 32 people. Furthermore, and 

as Table 1 also shows, whereas the earlier conflicts started as claims over the 

chieftaincy  stool, from  2006  onwards, conflicts  began to  be  initiated  by  the  cults 

themselves. Of the five armed conflicts involving the loss of life that occurred 

between July 2006 and August 2007, three were directly cult-induced while two 

originated in chieftaincy disputes but were intensified by the involvement of cult 

groups. Thus, community conflict dynamics have fundamentally changed today, and 

cultism has increasingly played a significant role in the causation and escalation of 

community violence in Ogoniland. 

 

Government Intervention 

Overall, the government approach to addressing cultism in the entire Niger Delta 

region has been counterproductive. Until the adoption of the Amnesty Programme 

mentioned above, the State had simply confronted cult groups with superior fire-

power. This strategy resulted in what could be described as ‘an internal arms race’ 
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throughout the Niger Delta region, including Ogoniland, between the State and cult 

groups on the one hand, and between the rival cult groups themselves, on the other. 

This ultimately contributed to the escalation of cult violence in the communities. For 

example, on September 1, 2007, the Joint Military Security Task Force, (JTF) 

invaded Bodo community and bombed the residences of suspected Deebam 

members.67 In the process, not less than thirteen innocent residents of the 

community were arbitrarily detained by the JTF soldiers.67 The cultists, however, 

escaped unharmed, regrouped, rearmed and returned to the community becoming 

an even more serious security threat to the people.  

 

Bodo is one of the communities in the Gokhana local government area in Ogoniland 

that had been seriously plagued by bloody contests for supremacy between Deebam 

and Deewell cults that had, in fact, been underpinned by the manipulations of 

prominent politicians of the community. Indigenes of the community have occupied 

key political positions in the Rivers State government since 1999. Given the nature of 

political competition in Nigeria today, such positions had been exploited by the Bodo 

political elites to advance their political ambitions through the institutions of cult 

groups. For example, human rights defender, Patrick Naagbanton,has shown that 

Gabriel Pidomson, an Honourable member of the Rivers State House of Assembly in 

2003, and Kenneth Kobani, Commissioner for Commerce in 2003 and later Finance 

in 2005, were rival members of the PDP, and indigenes of Bodo community. 

Pidomson recruited the Deewell and Kobani recruited the Deebam as their private 

armies, with the aim of rigging elections in their favour. It also demonstrated their 

strangle hold on the party’s leadership, political superiority in the community and, 

more widely, the entire Gokana local Government Area.68  Accordingly, both cults 
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were armed, financed and used by Kobani and Pidomson during the lead-up to the 

2003 national elections. When eventually the PDP won the Councillorship, State, 

and National Assembly seats in the local government, the party in 2005 bought 

motor bicycles, popularly called Okada in Nigeria, and distributed them to members 

of both Deebam and Deewell cults. However, Pidomson’s Deewell were short 

changed in the sharing of the Okadas and this led to a fight between both cults in 

which a member of Deewell was killed. In retaliation, the Deewell declared a total 

war on Deebam, an event that was to lead to counter attacks and a spiral of 

violence, ultimately causing the death of nine persons in July 2006. Patrick 

Naagbanton dubbed the Bodo conflict a ‘War of Attrition’.69 

 

Conclusion  

The activities of youth-based armed cult groups remain a significant social problem 

in Nigeria. The emergence of these cult groups from urban higher education 

institutions has complicated existing tensions in local communities in Nigeria. Using 

Ogoniland and the Deebam and Deewell cults as a point of departure for analysis, I 

have examined the social determinants, and the evolving dynamics of cultism in local 

villages in the Niger Delta in order to argue that the incidence of cult violence in 

Ogoni villages is not merely an act of criminality or deviance as popularly conceived, 

but rather a reflection of a deeper crisis of the State and governance.70 The violence 

which manifests in various forms including armed robbery, rape and the taking of 

hostages is a direct result of endemic poverty, unemployment and the high illiteracy 

rate in the area. This is astonishing in a potentially wealthy, major oil-bearing 

community. The poor, who form the majority of the Ogoniland population, are not 

only unemployed and illiterate but more importantly, the prospects of improvement 
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are bleak, especially for the youth. Thus, with diminishing economic opportunities 

leading to rising desperation and social discontent, there is a high perception among 

young men that membership and participation in the activities of cult groups remain a 

viable means of improving their social and economic conditions. A core argument of 

this paper, therefore, is that grassroots-based cult violence in Ogoni is both a 

consequence of the struggle for social identity and an expression of economic 

discontent by disaffected village youth. Their involvement in village-based cult 

activities reflects their interpretation of a society that offers no viable alternative to 

violence.  

 

This is illustrated by the current nature and character of politics in Nigeria, in which 

cult groups have emerged as major facilitators of political violence, engaging in 

electoral malpractices in order to acquire political power either for themselves or the 

politicians who employ them. Thus, in Ogoniland the Deebam and Deewell cults 

have not only gained increasing visibility and significance, but have also operated 

with a sense of impunity brought about by the backing of local politicians who armed 

and used them as political thugs. Accordingly, the policy of utilising the military to 

control the Deebam and Deewell cults has not only been counterproductive but 

belies the reality of the situation. As J.M Hagedorn has noted, ‘repression is a poor 

response to joblessness and racism.’71  Therefore, by overlooking the core issues 

involved in cult violence in Ogoniland, the government’s repressive approach 

provides no long-term solutions. Yet, the absence of robust and functional 

community institutions will undermine the social fabric and thus provide safe havens 

for cults to germinate and thrive.72 The violence endemic to cultism therefore must 

be treated as a social problem, with policies developed that address issues of 
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structural inequality, unemployment, poverty and illiteracy in Ogoniland. Policy 

should also focus on strengthening community controlled social institutions 

especially in the light of collapsing traditional institutions and traditional values such 

as the yaage that have until recently played a critical role in regulating social and 

community life in Ogoniland.  
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