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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Ethno-Religious Issues and National Integration in Nigeria

Qdeh Lemuel E.

Introduction

Nigeria, a forty eight years old multi-religious society, has made several constitutional efforss in irs chequered march
nationhood. One of the inspired and calculated efforts at deception was the constitutional conferznce uf 1995 where
about four hundred Nigerians gathered to formulate a constitution that could reselve, once and for all, the many
problems of ethno-religious and national questions.

Although, the military leadership in Nigeria then did not carry out or effect the constitution, yer the drafr of the
constitutional conference looked more like a mechanical contraption for ethnic groups rather than a constitution of 2
nation state with a common destiny and will.! The decisions of the conference were not motivared by any philosophy of
common identity rather, they were mooted by selfish interest and ethno-religious ambition at the expense of national
interest.

In the words of late premier of defunct Northern Region, Sir Ahmadu Bello, "we canno ghoss over fGacts and
expect problems to state themselves.” This remark was in response to that perennial Natonal Question. The cnucal
point he made was that there was the need to respect the peculiar sensibilities of the federaring units at the threshold of
independence even while conceding the notion of integration. The nation’s inability to come tu terms with thar sagel;
counsel, partly explained the outcome of January 15, 1966, when coups and counter coups became the order of the day
because of ethnic jostling for political relevance.

National interest, according to Rasheed, is an embodiment of objectives to which a nation state commits iuseif in
the context of a competitive global forces and these objectives are further linked to the quest for the foltowing: unity
and progress, prosperity and development, justice and equity, creation of aland full of spportunity for, all her citzery*
Believing that all these encapsulate national interest, a highly stratified society would be able ¢ artain full integration
and solve the national questions if these objectives are judiciously applied to the quest fur nari.aal irwgration.

The danger of ethnicity coloured with religious sentiments and its effects on national integranon s pungent Nigeria
today. This has drawn attention to the disintegration and deterioration of brotherly unicy among the major religions

various ensions bave

practised in the Nigerian state. The significance of national integration and quest for dousing
become more urgent than before.

As a matter of fact, where onc comes from and the religion one professes s
cuarion has encouraged mediocrity

in N goric donosmines ones life

chances and position in the social relati ins and placement in many instanzes.

to the detriment of meritocracy all in tiie name of federal characte

Thus, various measures taken bi successive governments mi ~ curtail these problems viz.: federal

iz Todal recognition of particular religion. It

¢
character system; quota system; state and ocal government
~ta different m o del ot messire to counter these problems in order to achieve

then becomes necessary for Nigeria t ad

s
|-
/

13 =2 -3 soems of cohesiveness and brotherly unity. Therefore,

full integration of the ethno-religious 1

the thrust of this chapter is to examine 7 ethnicity, religion, and other national questions.

The chapter will conclude by recommen : zerian State.
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Conceptual clarification

Ethnic groups and ethnicity

Various scholars have attempted to define the concepr. echniz zrzups. According to Cohen, an ethnic group is an
informal interest coalition of people whose members are i
owing to the fact that they share compulsory institution xe <:n
capacity to fully communicate among themselves.> Cohen -
ethnic group is the existence of a distinct consciousness =7 s
common religion and culture.

Similarly, Daniel G. Foster et. al. have jointly defined
a set of traditions that distinguish them from others wizn «
sense of historical continuity or a common ancestry, piacz

Ethnicity refers to the nature, content and focus -7

22t members of other groups within the same society
2.2, religion, economic system and also have the
z'ntained that a common denominator of an
is normally predicated on some language,

: 27222 as a group of people who hold in commeon
~ contact.” Such traditions typically include a
s beliefs and practices, and language.

ionship existing between different ethnic
z the competing ethnic groups as informed

groups in a multi-ethnic society. It exposes the nature :
by ethnic prejudices and identity.® In Nigeria, the Yoru>z -
ethnic groups. Relationship among the various ethnic :
where members of an ethnic group display group pride anz -
and scorn of other groups. It is this display of ethnic sentimers =

. =2 Idoma ethnic groups are a few examples of
s zredaminantly marked by ethnocentrism,

rancour among the ethnic groups in Nigeria.
The genesis of cthnicity in Nigeria
Ethnicity in Nigeria is traceable to the colonial era with British conquest 7 22227+ independent ethnic groups. This

has altered dramatically the nature of inter-group relations among the e:hni: 5. Defzre the arrival of the British,
these ethnic groups traded amongst themselves in sustenance of their agrcu 2 :ther commercial commodities.

The conquest meant that the ethnic groups at least from 1914, followizz === on were brought under cne
q group g g
political umbrella with capitalist mode of production as its foundatizn Our i zrion into global capitalism

and its consequent destruction of indigenous production method. wri:x tne o.zzens were hitherto involved in their
own definition of development made the system further dangerous - - :
the subordination of all economic activities to the colonial authe=zes “r272r wioriened the development of ethnic
solidarity. The development of colonial cities as centres of trade. c:m = :Zminisrration; the monetization of the
economy and the introduction of taxation compelled rural dwelless
a living and be able to pay the white man’s tax. To the chagri- - Tan

“z7z -2 zhe cities in large numbers to cke out
_ migrant, rural woes were even better

than urban miseries.

By its very organic nature British inspired segregation res cclonial cities easily emerged as flower
beds of hostility and ethnicity. In order to foster its policy =7
on segregated residential centres culminating in what is =2+ = 37 -2-Gari (Le strangers quarters) in the North,
Ogbe Hausa in the East.’

Odeh, not only saw this segregation on ethnicity al ~
whose activities were branded as primitive, inferior and -2
natives.!® All the aforementioned constrained the nas e 2-.

British colonial administrators insisted

ST - -~ socio-economic suppressions of the natives

cromulgated a cultural imperialism on the

¢ together in a communal struggle against

exploitative rule of the British. The new city dwellors s~ <z mpetitors in the mad rush to acquire scarce

resources (employment. money, power} essential Tor LT

Religion

Religion is such 2 ¢ o -:-2 scceptable detinition is quite difficule Tavios

T BRI B the propitation or concitiation of pow

defines relighn as

CoriOr ) man. wi cm o - - i froature and human iife. Mary saw cligion as
o cfdhe meses T Nooc s ase s o Shelefs, rnuals and practices o acode of meval
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conduct involving the recognition by man of a superhuman power which has control over his destiny and whicl: is
entitled to obedience, reverence and worship.” The Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary defines religion as “the belief
in the existence of a god or gods and the activities that are connected with the worship of them.”#

It is therefore undeniable that human existence is premised on religion. It wields so much power that it offers total
explanation for existence and provides guideline for human pursuits and endeavours. Its effect is toral and most people
think often of religion than they think about sex and more daily than any other thing.

It is no gainsaying the fact that religion controls man, his value and environment. It is no longer news that some
people will die for it while the acceprance of suffering for i is legendry. There are many religions in the world but for
this paper it shall restrain jtscif to the two popular ones in Nigeria. Islam and Christianity.

Religion, so sensitive. powerful, co-extensive with life and as controlling influence in human existence, has heen
used to mar rather than make our nation; Nigeria. Thus, religious faithfuls commir heinous violent erimes and acts
in the name of their “ged” by slaughtering inrocent souls and destroying properry™ Religion in this conrext becomes
a product of desperation and is also turther sharpened by the living conditions of environments. From the faregoing
thercfore religion as a synibel of destruction should not be undermined by the very fact that it is being wed as an

instrument of political mobilization. fulfilment of parochial and selfish interest and ethno-sectional aspirations.’

Undeniably therefore. it is glaring that religious violence in Nigeria is a volarile mix of high politics, and argualily

LTSS IO Qrn

ar

14
o

therefore, political anarclu s use it to inflame passions. fiasce, aspersion and maiming. These neg
well captured by Alamu when he stoutiv said: "making religion an arms race and 4 lavnch p el ol
grievances.”®
Christianity and Islam have, over the years, laid » ¢ mm n claim @ theisriz origf
has over the years begged for an answer is whether the same riigion represents the same
beliefs. If, the answer is “YES” why, do we have these numerous senseless and vinlent elasd
All these senseless killings, social dislocation, arson. bloodletting among other vneouth
are viewed as antithetical to religious reachings. So, once agzain, one may be tem :
destruction of innocent lives,” ! the vicl=nce that today bustrides the Nigerian i

emerge from the blues. Tt was courted albeir unconscinusly or inadvertently; by way of defiberate chotees maae by

individual Migerians and govemmerts over a period of rime. Today's violence has its precedence i history, Toc s
vicious crimes, callous murders, sensciess killings and the new wave of terrorism had their foundadens faid in o
natural landscape by way of loyer: «f fraud, lics, decsit and mischief that for a while have constinured the characee, of
Nigerian governance.” Dopamu posies that “the questicn of personal gain, politics’. selfisb cnds, ezncentrismi. quest (n

I3 it
and reasapghbie PR Ay enner

power to dominate, ethnicity and the question of the perversion of an entirely hum

into the erthusiasm ene throws in one’s propaganda activity. This is fatal for reliion sinee oveple will be suspicious of

its value and intention.™!

From rlifs premise it becomes clear thar usually ethne-political violence has siways wora religinus pub o mo

peace. To vivis end Nigerias fermer president Obasanjo somarked “that there are pormanent interest gronps rhat have

decided to undermine the stare, ignore the rule of law and duc process and use relision m w cover o perperuate nacouth

and clearly antireligious action...in fact, people now appuar to have absolutely no respet fnr the sancney - horian

life.”* In the same vein. Akinseye opined “generally people in high position in the conerr sor moseof the = hgicas

IT181S...-

erimes. ltis evident that the eiite in the countey are mos: rimes the brain behind

Theoretical framework
In order to conceptualise the dialecrical relanonship borween ethnicity, religion and national integration, it would be
exp: dient to recall the different theories of wthnicity viz. the structural-functional theories which underline assumptions
thar zroups in socicty behave according te shared beliers, system, ideologies and communal norms and vajues.”™

he structaral-funcrional theory cxplains ethniciry by looking at how these shared values and traditiors by some
grovns which e inherent in shers. operate the =ouial features, which inform their differential rankin: witsin a
given social forrmation. Theorics of cihnic segregaeio e and stratificaton are good examples of the struetural funcional

ooy
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Also, the conflict theory uses the existence of socio-economic, political and psychological resources of persistence

. of ethnic conflict and strife in multi-religious societies. It is a scarcity of cherished values and differential opportunities

or rather, access to acquisition of these resources amongst the competing group in a plural society that intensify the
ethnic question.

In societies like Nigeria and other developmg countries, there is tendency for ethnic struggles and acrimony to
become more acute and pronounced because of the peculiar nature of the state or of the federation where component
units with different religious backgrounds depending almost exclusively on subventions or grants from the central
government for survival. 7

The conflict theory, therefore, contends that it is the aforementioned reasons more than anything else that explain
the persistence of ethnic struggle.? On the other hand, the socio-psychological theories under which such middle
ranged theories like identity theories, role theories, traits theories, need theories or achievement motivation theories all
attempt to explain ethnicity from the preponderance of some personality features and the disposition of individuals.?”

Although, in theoretical analysis or exposition, a way of viewing or looking at social reality is a way of not looking

; at it. Howbeit, some of these theories claim some merits or utility in the analysis of ethnicity. There seems to be a strong

correlation between the character of a society’s mode of production, the level of group animosity and consequently
integration or lack of it. It is a known fact that ethnic rivalries and conflicts arise from desire of one group to dominate
another with the dominated seeking independence and self determination of which the dominant is surely disposed not
to grant, thereby making conflicts inevitable.

Arguably, the desire of major ethno-religious groups in Nigeria to subordinate the so-called mincrity groups is
what Alabi termed “internal imperialism.”® Nworah ? and Alabi® argue that the minorities should be given more
access to the political space in Nigeria since peripheral powers of the state are limited because of the immense over-
concentration of power at the centre stage.

Besides, issues of creation of more states and local governments by successive governments have greatly empowered
the minorities. This step is not without its attendant problems. The idea of rotational presidency with strong emphasis
on religious affiliation as advocated by critics may seem palliative measures which could create a sort of psychological
satisfaction and assurance for the oppressed groups. This interestingly can hardly solve the problem of ethnicity or even
the national question if the prudent management of resources for the benefit of every Nigerian, no matter the tribe or
creed, is not relentlessly pursued.

Rasheed further posited that to attain national interest in a heterogeneous society like Nigeria, much effort is
needed on government’s part so as to ensure equal opportunity and access. This is seen in the scheme of things,
politically, economically, educationally and socially. * The citizens; on their own, are obligated to pledge total loyalty
to the state supremacy over and above any ethnic and cultural sentiments. In the face of all these, ethnicity or ethnic
pride should be sacrificed not on the altar of prejudice or self interest but for the general good and well-being of all and
sundry in Nigeria.

In furtherance to this argument, Rasheed posited that a nation desirous of national integration in the face of
ethnic differences, should apply herself to the vigorc us quest for justice and equity, prosperity, development, unity and
greatness. In addition, equal access to resources for all citizens will enhance the commitment of the people towards the
state’s programmes and foster a greater sense of belonging and acceptance among the people.?®

The contention here is that, since coming together as a nation is not our making or individual choice, and despite

, our differences and diversities, we have been drawn together to share the same fate; a common destiny, Nigerians.
should begin to see themselves as siblings and take a new national identity rather than sectional identity which has often
times divided us rather than unite us. This is relevant because religiously humanity has the same God as father.

Rasheed summarises that the media in Nigeria has a major role to play in this, because many conflicts and hostilities
were allowed to fester through the process of socialisation. The media should ensure the avoidance of ethnic or religious
sentimentality in carrying out their duties so that they can achieve their true potentials of fostering unity among the
41‘/(_‘] s SII‘HUP‘» in th C()Untf\. ’* I}‘T:ﬂ’lfﬂ 11\\) ]]fl‘w C{\ agaie J t]‘k Uﬂnsh)rn'l'itl()n ()Fﬂ()Llal 1‘1(1 I‘I()rfi] \ﬂ] ues of N]f’C é]l“l"y,“:

i

¢opredicated o the Jocsv i Nigeras leasondno which in tum was precipitated by several facrors.

S k‘ sebigion bigor o on o d miliay dicoonhyy and massive deprivations suffored by the masses.
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Colonial rule as a system was fundamentally immoral and based on ruthless military conquest and deceit. 't was
undemocratic, unaccountable and anti-people. What mattered most was the interest of the British im perialist whose
fulfilment meant a colossal deprivation for the indigenous people. Therefore, the British imperialism and its exploitative
annexation methods were largely devoid of any positive moral values bequeathed to the succeeding local ruling class
and the masses in general.

Ethnicity, religion, and the quest for national integration

According to Elaigwu, national integration is determined by “the degree to which members and groups in a plural
society adapt to the demands of national existence while co-existing harmoniously. On the pracucal note, national
integration is a process, not an end in itself and it is usually affected by contending social forces.™ In the quest for
national integration, citizens are expected to respect the overriding supremacy of the nativnal government. This enrails
subordination of institutions and cultural values to the demands of the central authority. Often, intra- and inter-ethaic
crisis result in tasking the state’s security apparatus. The ability of the state to resoive or regulate the recurring crises sad
firvitely

to create an enabling environment where the people’s respect and love for their nation is enhanced would
affect the tempo of the nation’s integration positively.

Religious and ethnic questions
The national question becomes a crucial issue in the Nigerian polity mainly as a resuls of the role of the siate in shaping

the human historical processes. Hitherto, the human species had existed in different races, tribes, cultures and language

groups and had settled in different territorial area of the earth.?” Basically, the national queston arises dure to the desire

of one cthnic group to pcrmanently dominate the other in one way or the cther. This may be religious, sconanieal,
political, socio-cultural or otherwise. The issue of the national question in the Nigerian contex: has 1o do with the
ongoing debate on how to order the relations among the different ethnic and cultural groups in Migeria s char they
can have the same rights and privileges, access to power and equitable share of the national resouraes,

In fact, the features of the country’s national question are prcmised upon sene of the following reasons.
a) Ethno-religious conflicts and hostilities exist partly as a result of previous ¢r:funiai and ethni- manisation.

b) The Nigerian federation was not formed voluntarily as a result of which the component siates Graay of them arultie

ethnic) were created by federal government fat.

¢} The country is dominated by mainly three ethnic groups (Yoruba, Igbo and Fansy/ Fulani).

!

d) As a result of manipulation, the relationship between these three main groups and the smallor erhnie groups hos
been held with suspicions and mistrust.

Thus, the issue of national question is one thar requires a lasting solution. NMoaawhile there cannot be s
solution to it and conscqucntly the clamour for resource control, issue of power sharing ot pt:?i(icai sucCas
religious violence, national insecurity. national economic crises, census crises and many others, are soimy ot

and challenges thrown up by the persistent issuc of the “national question.”

The way forward

Ethno-religious issues have plunged Nigeriaintoa bedlam of problems and challenges whivh have had dire consequences
for the country. These measures include the principles of federal character, state creation, Nigerias federalism and quota
systen.

Federal character is the term used to indicate the composition of the federal government or any of its agencics. 1t
ought to shall reflect fair and equitable distribution of privileges and benefits among all ethnic groups in Nigeria so as
to foster national unity and stability. In the words of Okwudiba federal character is,

The desire of people of Nigeria to promote national unity. foster national loyalty and give every Nigerian a sensc of
belonging to the nation, notwithstanding the diversity of cthnic origin, culture, language or religion which may exist

and which is their desire to nourish and harness to the environment of the federal republic of Nigeria.™
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The principle of federal character was introduced to ensure unity, national integration and loyalty in the
Nigerian state. But rather than fostering national unity; it has heightened mutual suspicions and acrimonies among
Nigerians.*

Apart from this, the federal character principle was designed in such a manner to curtail the fears of ethno-religious
marginalisation or domination.

Conclusion
The various measures designed over the years to maintain A\u\ rias fragile “unity in diversity” and to also foster national

integration, have failed to achieve the desired objectives 7 unity and national integration, but rather promoted rivalry

and divisiveness duc to age-long stereotyped orientaziz =
In a pluralistic society like Nigeria, conflicts an2 rivalries are bound to arise and they point out the society’s
fault lines that require redress. Against this backdr 2. we have witnessed incessant inter-cthno-religious or communal

conflicts, and wrangling by marginalised minorities ¢ expression of grievances by different ethnic groups because of
the denial of certain rights accruing to them.

We need to bear in mind that national interest is the attainment of justice, equity, even distribution of scarce resources
and equal opportunities among citizens or ethnic groups. National interest can further be viewed as concerned aims of
the effective mobilisation and utilisation of resources in a way that gives room for balanced growth and development.
The greater the sense of justice, fairness and equity in a society, the more that society will enjoy stability, harmonious
co-existence, sustained growth, loyalty, unity and national integration.

This will invariably reduce to the barest minimum the conflicts, rivalry, controversies and internal wrangling
associated with diverse ethnic, religious and cultural elements in Nigeria.
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