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Abstract 

Nigeria’s large number of ethnic groups, inequalities among them 

in size, resource endowment, education and access to state power 

and resources, her highly developed and factionalized indigenous 

bourgeoisie, makes her ethnic situation perhaps the most 

complicated in Africa. Today in Nigeria, there is serious rivalry 

among the ethnic groups over issues such as power and resource 

sharing formula; the status quo is being resisted by the minority 

ethnic groups especially in the Niger-delta region that produces the 

bulk of crude oil in the country which Nigeria depends on today for 

most of its foreign exchange. The secondary source of data 

collection was used and the integration revolution theory of 

Clifford Geertz was adopted as the theoretical framework. The 

findings of the study revealed that people tend to show allegiance 

and be committed to the course of their nation if their welfare, 

security and demands are considered and given high priority by 

their leaders. Consequently, the paper recommended that the 

Nigerian state must consider the restructuring demands of 

Nigerian people as an idea whose time has come. To do otherwise 

will be to deepen the National identity crises and further derail all 

attempts at nation building and national development. The paper 

also recommended the development of a framework within the 

constitution that will reward citizens based on merit rather than 
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tribe or religion. Finally, there must be a constitutional provision 

which ensures that every Nigerian must enjoy equal rights to 

economic and political opportunities within their area of residence 

irrespective of their ancestral origin. 

 

Key words: Ethnicity, Nationalism, National Identity, Development and 

Nigeria 

 

Introduction 

Prior to the incursion of the colonial masters, the political entity called 

Nigeria today was a potpourri of divergent ethnic nationalities. The 

various ethnic nationalities were autonomous and distinct in character, 

culture and tradition. The political and administrative structures were 

distinct and at various levels of development. These ethnic nationalities 

were slowly and steadily beginning to cohere through inter-tribal 

marriages, trade and festivities, and through that, developing the 

consciousness of a nation.  

 

Nigeria, a heterogeneous society with over 374 ethnic nations was later to 

be dragged into a forceful marriage called amalgamation by Lord Lugard 

in 1914 (Imam et al 2014). This amalgamation was not in the interest of 

Nigerians, but for the economic and otherwise benefit of the then colonial 

masters. Clearly the British government had a policy where the colonies or 

oversea territories must be self-funding. It was therefore politically 

expedient for the colonial masters to bring together the Northern and 

Southern parts of Nigeria so that the huge resources from the South could 

be deployed for the overall development of the entire country.  

 

The consequence thereof, was that it created a situation of animosity and 

strife among these ethnic nations which were politically and 

administratively alien to themselves. Little wonder, people like the late 

Obafemi Awolowo was quoted to have said that ‘Nigeria is a mere 
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geographical expression, created to serve the interest of its creators’, and 

Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa who said the ‘creation of the political entity 

called Nigeria was to serve a particular course and to place some people 

over others’.  
 

The fear of these and other Nigerians was not misplaced as the challenges 

of a forceful integration became the dominant experience of a post-

Independence Nigeria. This atmosphere of fear gave rise to the desire for 

autonomy which became manifest in the creation of the Northern, 

Western and Eastern regions. But this attempt only succeeded in further 

polarizing the country first between the North and South and then 

amongst the regions. It was partly on this ground that the Middle Belt 

region was created to break the overwhelming reach of the Western and 

the Eastern regions. For example, the pace of development in the south 

was far more than what was happening in the North. Political activism 

and the quest for self-rule was more in the South than the North. The gap 

in western education and economic prosperity was also a source of worry 

for the north. It was therefore not surprising that the British authorities 

tried to protect the interest of the North in this union and further planted 

the seed of discord in the emerging nation state.   

 

It is important to note that the issues of ethnicity and regionalism were not 

fully resolved before the flag independence in 1960. The mutual suspicion 

led to the collapse of the first Republic. The coup that took place in 

Nigeria during the first Republic where the killings were selective and 

sectional and the successive countercoup, coupled with the civil war all 

culminated in promoting the contestation for indigene-citizenship 

dichotomy, as the people became even more ethnic conscious rather than 

develop a national identity.  

 

Nigeria’s socio-political experience is replete with a troubling history of 

deep contestations between indigenes and settlers. These contested 
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terrains rather than shrinking are intensifying with unbelievable 

animosity. Its continued manifestations are sure to impugn the capacity of 

the fragile and volatile state called Nigeria as we are currently observing. 

Official response to this protracted malaise has been halfhearted, that 

many accuse successive governments at the national, states and local 

governments of complicity. Arguably, Nigeria is about the third most 

ethnically diverse nation in the world, a population of more than 170 

million with over 374 ethnic groups, and equally unwieldy amalgam of 

crisscrossing identities. 

 

These recursive identities, and other mundane categorizations, have been 

both cause and effect of violent conflicts. Such primordial identities have 

become widespread and prominent that national integration seems 

elusive.  The dichotomy between indigenes and settlers has helped to fuel 

and seem to have validated the elusiveness of national integration. Most 

problems bedeviling Nigeria are traceable to the character of the Nigerian 

state and its political economy.  

 

The concept of the Nigerian state does not hold any appeal to the average 

Nigerian. Given the skewed character of the nation, the artificiality of its 

amalgamation, the emergent cities under colonial rule became readymade 

theatres of competition along the lines of ethno-religious divide.  This 

development explains the proliferation of several town unions and other 

community development associations in the urban centers in the face of 

overwhelming impersonality of social life. The incessant struggle to gain 

relative advantage in the competitive struggle for scarce socio-economic 

resources has been the impetus for the consolidation of this exclusivist 

behavior. Consequently, there is a near absence of a national hero in our 

historical experience. Talking about heroes, what is dominant are regional 

and tribal heroes.     
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That is why in Nigeria, a major demographic requirement is state of 

origin, local government or even town of origin as well as the historically 

divisive issue of religious affiliation. They refer to themselves as “sons of 

the soil”, (those who own the land) or the descendants of the original 

inhabitants. Indigenes feel entitled to the choicest resources of the place in 

question and are expected to be so treated and accorded these rights. The 

observed pattern is that indigenes are accorded special treatment in both 

public and private sectors in those communities. On the other hand, 

settlers are those who cannot trace their history to these original ancestors 

or inhabitants. They are latter day arrivals, who have settled with their 

families amongst their host communities.  

 

In Nigeria, any person who stays on a permanent basis outside his 

traditional area of local ancestry is considered as a non-indigene, or at best 

a settler. It does not matter if the person’s parents migrated decades 

earlier, and he was even born in the community, or he has lived there for 

an extended period of time. Try as they would, the indigenes would not 

accept the naturalization of these new entrants. To do so would be to 

reduce their expected preferential outcomes which normally accrue to 

them on the premise of ascription. This dichotomization of indigenes and 

settlers is therefore used to determine who gets what, when and how. This 

is why there is always a hot contestation for leadership at both the 

elective, appointive and selective levels amongst others.  

 

This primordial classification is used in Nigeria to convey politics of 

exclusion. It is characterized by a monopoly of societal resources by 

indigenous groups, and the denial of same to the settlers. It does not 

matter if the settlers are, strictly speaking, the more productive group. The 

struggle to gain access, control and dominate has been at the center of 

inter-community, even inter-personal relations. The settler groups, with 

time started challenging the pre-eminence of the well-heeled indigenous 

groups which in turn elicited the anger and hatred of the latter. There are 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                     

 

The Crisis of National Identity in Nigeria      214 

however, situations or times, when the settlers would lord it over the 

majority of indigenous groups exercising tremendous influence over the 

allocation of cherished societal values, power, wealth, prestige etc. This 

situation, which has continued and worsened in our recent history, has 

equally made more difficult the attempt by the nation to build national 

cohesion and integration. 

 

Clarification of Concepts 

 

Ethnicity 

The concept of ethnicity has been variously defined by scholars. 

According to Cohen (1974:12) an ethnic group is a collection of people 

who share some patterns of normative behaviour and form a part of a 

larger population, interacting with people from other ethnic groups 

within the framework of a social system. One major characteristics of a 

people so addressed as an ethnic group from this definition is the “sharing 

of normative behaviour”. This normative behaviour is a distinct behaviour 

which distinguished one group of people from others. This includes 

kingship, marriage, friendship, festival, rituals, taboos and other similar 

ceremonial activities and beliefs. Normative behaviour can also be likened 

to the continuous interactions with other distinguished groups especially 

within the same Nation-State. Therefore, ethnicity can be seen as 

interaction between culturally distinct groups operating within a common 

social context. 

 

Ethnic group is the strongest sense of group feeling (McLean, 1991). From 

this simple definition, it can be deduced that there are many groups to 

which men could belong. These groups include- social, political, religious 

and professional groups -of which the ethnic group stimulates the greatest 

feelings especially among those who are biologically related. To this 

extent, Primordialists have argued that ethnic groups are the outcome of 

biological processes (Fearon and Laitin, 2000). Thus, affinity by blood is a 
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unifying factor in cementing the relationship among the ethnic group as 

membership is not by choice but rather by descent.  

 

Lending credence to the unifying ‘power of blood relationships’, Salami 

(2004) highlights the power of blood in cementing relations among ethnic 

groups even after the political partitioning and demarcation of nations. It 

is evident that, the political demarcation which followed the eventual 

partitioning of African territories by the colonial powers is not a barrier to 

ethnic ties and relations. For example, the cultural ties and contact 

between the Hausa of Nigeria and the Hausa of Niger Republic may be 

greater than the cultural ties and contacts between Hausa of Nigeria and 

Jukun of Nigeria. 

 

Ethnic group is any group which is defined or set apart by race, religion or 

a defined origin or combination of some of these categories (Gordon, 

1964). For instance, an ethnic group like the Yoruba is said to be 

descendants of Oduduwa with its ancestral home at Ile-Ife. It is in this 

consideration that Rose (1965), avers that an ethnic group comprises 

people who share a unique social and cultural heritage which is passed 

from one generation to the other. Ethnic group is therefore identified by 

distinctive patterns of family life, language, recreation, religion and other 

customs which differentiate them from others. In the light of this 

therefore, ethnicity is a continuum as its characteristics remain from 

generation to generation. Ethnic group consists of interacting members 

who belong to a named or labeled social group with whose interest they 

identify, and which manifests certain aspects of a unique culture while 

constituting a part of a wider society (Sanda, 1976). The recent happenings 

in Nigeria have brought this definition to the fore as ethnicity has become 

a veritable tool and basis for canvassing for political as well as economic 

power. 
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National Identity 

Identity may be defined as a combination of socio-cultural characteristics 

which individuals share, or are presumed to share, with others on the 

basis of which one group may be distinguished from others {Imam et al, 

2014).  Identity can be described as the state of having unique identifying 

characteristics held by no other person or thing. In other words, it is the 

individual characteristic by which a person or thing is recognized 

(Ikechukwu et al, 2016). In the context of this discussion this two 

definitions have a limited application but since individuals make up the 

society their unique characterizations will be ignored. 

 

When we talk of national identity emphasis is no longer on identifying 

with the family, ethnic or religion, but on the nation as a belief in 

membership of a nation state. People no longer look at themselves as 

belonging to any component unit within the country but as belonging to 

the country (Nigeria). When a person is endeared to his country and is 

ready to or in some cases has sacrificed him/her for the interest and sake 

of his/her country, that person has exhibited a high level of patriotism and 

is said to be patriotic. Such persons who have sacrificed their personal 

interests for the common good of their country are said to have developed 

a strong feeling of patriotism which results in national identity.  

 

National identity could therefore be defined as the feeling of love and 

pride which a citizen has for his/her country. It is attitudinal in form and 

perceptual in content. It represents to some extent the subjective 

dimension of a national behaviour. The members of a country identify 

nationally when they are proud of their country and consequently are 

inward looking. Their attachment to and pride in the nation reflect their 

identification (MAMSER, 1989). The national flag becomes a rallying point 

and a symbol of authority and allegiance. 
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Theoretical Framework  

The theory that best captures and explains ethnicity and identity crisis is 

the classical integrating revolution theory by Clifford Geertz. The classical 

theory offers an explanation for the difficulties in nation-building in the 

new states and focuses on how the problem can be overcome (Osimen et 

al, 2013). This theory tries to distinguish between “primordial” ties which 

are affinities based on the “given” of life, seemingly flowing more than 

natural rational choice (blood and kinship ties, tribe, region, religion) and 

“civil” ties which are affinities based on socio-economic grouping (class, 

status, part, professional group).  

Primordial ties by their very nature, (and especially because being 

territorial defined, they can be the basis for asserting the right to national 

self-determination) tend to be highly resistant to civil order. Civil ties, on 

the other hand, are usually cross-cutting cleavages with cross-cutting 

memberships and are therefore, more amenable to civil order (Geertz 

1975). If the “nation-state” is to survive, this presupposes the resolution or 

a process by which primordial ties will be supplanted by civil ties and 

ultimately subjected to civil order.  

Applying this to Nigeria, the crisis of national identity and ethnicity is 

explained by the prevalence of primordial sentiments. Contrary to the 

expectations of adherents of the detribalization thesis, increasing 

modernization has heightened the importance of these sentiments. This is 

the paradox of Nigeria development which exacerbates the crisis of 

national identity.  

 

The Genesis of Ethnicity in Nigeria 

In the pre-colonial era and since the independence of Nigeria, ethnicity 

played and still playing manifest and latent roles in the body politics of 

Nigeria. Ethnic virus has been one of the most important causes of social 

crisis and political instability in Nigeria; and ethnicity has been perceived 

in general as a major obstacle to the overall political and economic 

development of the country (Otite, 1990). Ethnicity is also seen as a social 
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phenomenon associated with interactions among members of different 

ethnic groups (Nnoli, 1978). These definitions are consistent with the 

experience of Nigeria and it has permeated all facets of the society. It has 

in fact shaped all her economic and political considerations over the years. 

In pre-independence era, party politics in Nigeria was based on ethnic 

factor thus one can say that it was during this period in question that the 

seed of ethnic politics was sown. It germinated in the first republic and the 

products started spreading during the 3rd and 4th republics. For example, 

the Action Group (AG) as a political party developed from a Yoruba 

Cultural Association, Egbe Omo Oduduwa; the National Council of 

Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) was closely allied with the Igbo Union while 

the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) developed from Jamiyyar Arewa. 

Thus, the leadership of the aforementioned parties was along ethnic 

cleavages. The A.G. was led by Chief Obafemi Awolowo, a Yoruba; the 

NCNC leadership fell on Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, an Igbo while NPC was 

led by Sir Ahmadu Bello, the Sarduna of Sokoto, a Fulani. Even to a large 

extent, the colonial administrative arrangement in Nigeria during the 

colonial period encouraged ethnic politics. The 1946 Richard Constitution 

had divided Nigeria into three regions for administrative convenience 

which is directly associated with the three major ethnic groups - Yoruba, 

Hausa and Igbo. 

It is not surprising therefore that the first political parties were formed 

along ethnic lines. During the first republic, politics was organized in the 

same way as during the pre-colonial era. The three political parties that 

existed during the pre-independence era also came into lime right and 

dominated the landscape during the First Republic; although other parties 

also sprang up. These included Northern Elements Progressive Union 

(NEPU) by Aminu Kano; United Middle Belt Congress (UMBC) led by 

Joseph Tarka, Northern Peoples’ Congress (NPC) by Sir Ahamdu Bello; 

Action Group (A.G) by Chief Obafemi Awolowo and National Council of 
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Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) led by Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe. There was no 

radical departure from those of the pre-colonial era as the parties had 

ethnic coloration in terms of leadership and regional affiliations. 

However, it was in the 2nd republic that regionalism was played down a 

bit. The 1979 constitution stipulated that for a political party to be 

registered, it must be national in outlook i.e. wide geographical spread 

across the country. 

Despite this requirement however, the new political parties that were 

registered had their leadership replicated along ethnic lines as in the First 

Republic. Thus, Obafemi Awolowo retained the leadership of the Unity 

Party of Nigeria (UPN) which represented the old A.G; Nnamdi Azikiwe 

controlled the Igbo speaking areas under Nigerian People’s Party (NPP) 

which is an offshoot of the old NCNC. The National Party of Nigeria 

(NPN) dominated the Hausa/Fulani areas and largely represented the old 

NPC; People’s Redemption Party (PRP) led by Aminu Kano was largely 

Hausa speaking while Great Nigeria People’s Party (GNPP) led by 

Ibrahim Waziri controlled the Kanuri speaking area.  

From the above, it is clear that ethnic colorations and affiliation also 

played out in political party’s formation and operation during the 2nd 

Republic. Voting patterns followed ethnic lines in the elections. It should 

be pointed out however, that political party’s formation had a different 

dimension in the 3rd Republic which was mid-wifed by President Ibrahim 

Babangida government. Two political parties were formed and funded by 

the government. These were the Social Democratic Party (SDP) and the 

National Republican Convention (NRC). Even though these parties were 

established by government, ethno-religious cleavages were visible in the 

membership and composition of the two parties. While the SDP favoured 

the southerners, NRC was a party for the Hausa Fulani North as could be 

observed from their operation. 
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In the current political dispensation of the 4th Republic ethnic coloration 

also reared its ugly head. With All Nigerian People’s Party (ANPP) 

considered as a party predominantly occupied by the Hausa/Fulani and 

Alliance for Democracy (AD) as direct successor to Chief Obafemi 

Awolowo's Action group and Unity Party of Nigeria and as a result 

dominated the six Yoruba speaking states of Lagos, Ekiti, Ogun, Ondo 

Osun and Oyo until 2003 when it lost all the states except Lagos. The 

ruling People’s Democratic Party (PDP) is being perceived to have 

deviated a bit from the usual ethno-religious dominated party politics of 

the past with their membership and formation cutting across the clime of 

Nigeria. 

 However, in the 2011 general elections, ethnic and regional politics 

started to play itself out. With the demise of Alhaji Umar Musa Yar'adua 

some people in the North felt power should not shift to the south and they 

started kicking against the presidency of Dr. Goodluck Jonathan. The new 

parties in contest like All Progressives Grand Alliance (APGA) is seen as 

Igbo party; Action Congress of Nigeria (ACN) as a re-incarnation of A.G. 

or UPN which is Yoruba based, Congress for Progressive Change (CPC) 

and ANPP are seen as the party of Hausa/Fulani affiliations. 

It is only the PDP that to some extent has national outlook but the 

insistence on certain part of the country to produce the 2011 presidential 

candidate has shown that ethnic and religious politics is still with us and 

will continue to plague the body politics and unity of Nigeria as a 

sovereign state. 

Ethnicity, Indigenes and Settlers 

Nigeria, the most populous country in Africa, has been devastated by 

serious political and economic contradictions. In national and 

international affairs, the conventional wisdom in analyzing Nigerian 

politics is to see Nigeria as a country of several tribes, hostile to one 
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another. Others view Nigerians as been enmeshed in regional politics, 

Northerners vs Southerners or Easterners vs Westerners. But a history of 

Nigerian struggle for independence from the British rule from 1861- 1960 

will reveal that conventional wisdom in analyzing Nigerian crisis is very 

misleading.  

 

Nigerian independence was not fought and won by ethnic groups; rather 

it was won through Nigerian organizations that had the vision of Pan 

Africanism, where all Nigerian tribes participated in the struggle against 

colonial oppressors and oppression in the 1950s and 1960s(Otite, 1990). 

Ironically it was ethnic and tribal organizations which underpinned the 

above struggle that also weakened the hope towards greater national 

identity. The dimension of class, social strata, occupation and political 

ideology were far more vivid and important in determining the goals and 

the ideals of Nigerian elites before independence than ethnicity, religion 

and regionalism. This was the atmosphere that prevailed during the 

various constitutional conferences. 

 

Before independence, relations between Nigerian tribes were not as they 

are today. Colonial and post-colonial policies created what struggles we 

see today in Nigeria. Colonialism created its own elitist policies with tribe, 

religion and regionalism as contradictions among Nigerian people. The 

kingdoms, chiefdoms and village confederations which the British 

conquered were not ruled by today’s tribal, political and military elites in 

Nigeria. They were people who had good relations with other ethnic 

groups as people with whom they traded with, had traditional and 

cultural exchanges and intermarried over time.  

 

Historically, there were no Urhobo polity; they were no Yoruba, Hausa-

Fulani, Igbo, Ikwerre or Ogoni polities.  Again, the tribal names of Yoruba, 

Igbo, Urhobo, Idoma, Ogoni, Hausa-Fulani as applied today were 

produced by the historical experience of colonial domination and process 
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of decolonization in the 20th Century (Nnoli, 1978). One must understand 

that the present-day Nigeria did not come into existence because tribal 

chiefs and Emirs sat over kola nut, tea or palm wine to agree in 

establishing it. Nigeria public space since independence has experienced a 

plethora of these cleavages in inter-community relations.  

 

For decades now, Nigeria has been plunged into a vortex of communal 

disputes. Hitherto peaceful communities are at each other's throat. Those 

that have cohabited peacefully in some instances for over a century are up 

in arms against each other. The age-old bonds that once existed among 

communities are falling apart with unfortunate consequences. From 

Kaduna to Plateau, from Adamawa to Taraba, Benue to Nasarawa and 

even Zamfara, a situation is rapidly developing which threatens to 

destabilize the entire nation.  

 

The people are faced with the predicament never prepared or bargained 

for. The meager resources are being frittered away on conflict 

management in a country whose citizens are unarguably the poorest. In 

addition to these, it is particularly difficult for migrants in rural locations 

to have access to farmlands because an indigene implies membership of 

the local ethnic community. The system gives undue power to the 

traditional authorities and power brokers in regulating access to land 

understood as the collective, natural possession of the ethnic group.  

 

In the most recent Nigerian history, the issues of ‘indigenes’, ‘settlers’, and 

‘natives’ as social and political constructs, have been promoted by the 

Nigerian power elite in their search for legitimacy within the local 

community/state and their quest for access to power and resources. In the 

ordinary meaning of the words, ‘indigenes’ and ‘natives’ simply refer to a 

region or country of birth. In countries such as the United States of 

America and Australia with a unique history of conquest of indigenous 

populations such as the native Indians (United States) and Aborigines 
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(Australia), it may be more or less straightforward to use these categories 

to delineate between the natives and conquerors or settlers. But such 

usage or interpretation does not make sense in Nigeria given the country’s 

peculiar history of state formation, constant migration of people and 

population shifts in the period prior to and after colonization. 

 

Indeed, a study carried out by the African Development Bank and the 

Club du Sahel in 1994 revealed that West Africa had become a region of 

migrants and settlers with two profound modes of migration that had 

completely transformed the population dynamics of the region. The first is 

movement from the Sahel to the middle belt and forest zones, which has 

produced profoundly cosmopolitan towns and cities. The second is 

movement from rural to urban areas, which has turned the region into an 

urban majority zone. By 1990, almost 50% of the people in Nigeria had 

moved from rural to urban settlements in the post-independence period. 

When the pre-colonial migration patterns to current trends is factored in, 

it becomes clear that the great majority of Nigerians, and indeed West 

Africans are settlers, not indigenes of the places in which they live and 

work. 

 

In spite of this fact, self-declared indigenes and natives are pitched against 

settlers in deadly confrontations over access to local power, resources and 

questions of identity. These labels have become potent instruments for the 

negative mobilization of peoples’ sentiments and feelings in ways that 

undermine the national political objectives of integration and the 

evolution of a harmonious political community. Given the peculiar history 

of Nigeria just alluded to, every group resort to history in order to prove 

its claim to be indigenes of some specific local political space which is 

therefore, the major source of communal violence and ethno-religious 

conflicts in both urban and rural Nigeria. 
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In the contemporary Nigerian context, the discourse on citizenship and 

the application of citizens’ rights often generate political tension and 

violence because it is intricately tied with the issue of ethnic identity, 

ethnicity and religion. This is the case in so far as an indigene is tied to 

membership of a particular local ethnic community. But ethnic identity is 

not a fixed form of identity. Although it may appear as a natural 

community distinguished by a common language, ancestry and myth of 

origin as well as a common consciousness of being one in relation to 

others, it is not a static category. It is therefore, subject to frequent 

reconstitution and redefinition.  

 

It is interesting to note for example, that from what the British colonialist 

identified as 90 ethnic groups in the early part of the last century, the 

number of ethnic groups in Nigeria has expanded to over 470 (Imam et al, 

2014). Ethnic identity has had a constant history of redefinition, re-

composition and reconstitution. Nigeria is characterized by a state of 

unequal ethnic relations reflecting an intense competition for state power 

and resources. The most important being the control of state power itself. 

The control of state power is important because it confers on the person 

and his ethnic group the sense of ‘it is our turn’ especially as they arrogate 

to themselves the coercive and resource allocating power.  

 

But there are historical processes of integration and migrations of various 

communal groups that were in place before the intrusion of colonialism. 

This often makes it difficult to establish which group can claim the ‘native’ 
or ‘indigenous’ status of a place at the expense of others. What all this 

means is that the ethnic category on which the definition of citizenship 

hinges is a very fluid category. It partly explains why the political 

disputations arising from contradictory notions of citizenship often leads 

to conflict and violence. In some instances, the groups at conflict over such 

claims are not necessarily from different ethnic groups. The groups at 

conflict may thus be sub-ethnic communities of the same ethnic groups as 
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is the case of the recurrent Ife/Modakeke and the Umuleri/Aguleri 

conflicts for example. 

 

Nigeria’s ethnic conundrum remains a major obstacle to the existence of a 

Nigerian state since the transition from colonial to neo-colonialism till the 

present day democratic experience. The conflict spiral generated by 

ethnicity can be seen at all the critical phases in the history of Nigeria; its 

democracy, the party system, the electoral process and her economy and 

resource allocation. The question of which ethnic group has taken all the 

juicy appointments has continued to arise. Is it the Yoruba, Ibos or Hausa 

Fulani? Or which geo-political zone should produce the next president 

has continued to dominate all political discussions and considerations. 

Even at the level of appointive positions due regard must be given to all 

the geo-political zones. These are aspects of balancing in ethnic conscious 

political environment thereby defying merit and promoting mediocrity in 

some cases.   

 

The truth is that in as much as some form of true federalism or resource 

control and even self-determination is desirable, ethnicity in Nigeria 

cannot be ruled out. This could be explained within the context of the 

power struggle among various factions of the ruling class. The elite class 

will always manipulate and exploit the ignorance of the large illiterate 

population. The empirical fact being that ethnicity cannot be 

deconstructed because we have a faulty form of state and morally self-

centered people in power (Uwa et al, 2013). The issue of ethnic politics has 

been on the fore rather than the politicization of ethnic identities. This is 

the core of the elite manipulation and their politics of ‘segmentary’ 
opposition.   

 

At a time in Nigeria, it was the zoning of the Presidency by the then ruling 

People’s Democratic Party (PDP), today it is a perception that a part of the 

North and a particular religion has taken the centre stage. The resurgence 
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of ethnic identity only smacks off the total apparent state of 

disillusionment which the present “regime” has brought about. This 

development has fuelled the present state of insecurity and uncertainty 

that pervade the air. This renewed ethnic agitation surely has an 

implication on Nigeria’s much desired national identity.  

 

I believe that the major issue in ethnic struggle and conflict in Nigeria is 

the phenomenon of politicized ethnicity. These are conflicts arising from 

the construction of ethnicity to conceal exploitation by building solidarity 

across lines. They are conflicts arising from appeals to ethnic support in 

the face of varnishing legitimacy, and from the manipulation of ethnicity 

for obvious political gains which are not ethnic problems, but problems of 

particular dynamics which are pinned on ethnicity (Ake, 1996). This is the 

Nigerian story over the years. The cry of ethnicity and marginalization by 

the elites are loudest when they lose out of the power equation in any 

dispensation.  

 

The Crisis of National Identity 

In Nigeria, deep seated ethnic fears generated by in-built structures that 

promote unequal access to power and resources are being exploited. 

Sadly, Nigeria suffers the misfortune of a deep fracture in her sense of a 

nation. Most Nigerians think of their region, tribe or even religion before 

the entity called Nigeria. Unfortunately, there are no immediate 

mechanisms to compel a high sense of national consciousness. Settlers, 

indigenes, landowners and natives are words which have become familiar 

in our national discuss for no good reason. There is no clear-cut or precise 

meaning at the heart of our crisis-ridden drive towards attaining 

nationhood than the ethno-related disgust Nigerians have for each other.  

 

Nigeria’s ethnic idiosyncrasies have simply graduated into psychological 

mind frame with some sort of superiority complex. Nigerians relate all 

important national discuss to their immediate ethnic group. An American 
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quip “I am an American, I live in New York City, and I am of Scottish 

decent”. A Nigerian proudly mouths “I am an Ishan man from Ekpoma in 

Edo State, Nigeria” (Osimen et al, 2013). This mentality has continued to 

exert serious pressure on national unity and the consequences have 

continued to impact negatively on national development.   

 

The truth is that every nation has its own peculiar ethnic issues but how 

Nigerians have managed diversity has remained a huge political problem. 

It is most painful that, the concept of a Nigerian remains vague and only 

at best illusionary. It is a case of different templates for different ethnic 

groups; it may be good for Chike, but bad for Bayo, nice for Gyang but 

bad for Adamu. The nation has been robbed of meritocracy, excellence 

and unity. The nation is still battling with the issues of favoritism, federal 

character or quota, zoning, catchments areas and state of origin in a world 

that is consistently getting smaller through globalization.  

 

Pitiably, Nigerian leadership is yet to produce a system of governance and 

functional blueprint that can exploit our differences. Everybody accuses 

the other of marginalization. The task of national identity is of little 

importance; the suitability of the person is secondary. He has to be from 

the right zone and for spice belong to the ‘right’ religion. The intellectual 

ignorance most Nigerians still exhibit at this point of our national lives is, 

to say the least, most disturbing and agonizing.    

 

The structure of the regions at the inception of Nigeria’s federalism also 

created an anomalous situation in which each region had a dominant 

majority and several oppressed and exploited minorities (Osaghae, 1994). 

This form of ethnic structure and inequality between the dominant 

majority ethnic group and the exploited minority ethnic groups has 

resulted to unhealthy situation and fear of domination which has 

manifested as threat to nationhood either as agitation for state creation or 
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resource control. This form of ethnic structure in Nigeria is presented 

below in the map of Nigeria. 

 

Figure 1: Ethnic Structure in Nigeria 

 

 
Culled from Mustapha (2005:12) 

It is obvious at this juncture, to see the damage ethnic claims have on 

national identity. If Nigeria must have a national image coined from a 

great national identity of her citizens, then certain beliefs and practices 

centered on ethnicity, like ethnic politics, indigene-settlers dichotomy, 

regionalization of political and economic opportunities etc must be 

addressed and attention shifted to nationalism or our country first 

mentality. 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                     

 

The Crisis of National Identity in Nigeria      229 

This understanding is very important because Nigeria is richly endowed 

with both natural and human resources. These resources are enough to 

propel her to higher economic, social and political heights. What 

prevented us in the past and still preventing this take off has been spotted 

by many analysts to be Nigerian’s weak national identity and lack of 

social integration. If the citizens manifest a high level of national identity, 

the country can confidently develop with all citizens having a sense of 

belonging. This is because Nigeria is naturally endowed and blessed with 

abundant natural and human resources and if properly harnessed could 

justify the country’s claim of being the “giant and biggest economy in 

Africa”. National identity therefore brings about progress.  

 

Any country needs the love and support of its citizenry to survive. In 

multi-ethnic country like Nigeria, weakness sets in when the citizens 

become apathetic towards their country. This indifference to national 

affairs retards progress and drags the nation backward. Progress and 

development of a strong and virile nation can be seen only when the 

citizens show strong love and commitment to their country. It is only 

when this is done that the country is sure to be moving towards a united, 

a strong and developing nation.  

 

It is in recognition of the above factor that most democratic nations 

promote love for the country in their constitution. They also provide for 

the welfare of the people, for it is only when the welfare and security of 

the people is guaranteed that they in turn will identify with the country 

without reservation. The 1999 Constitution (as amended) of the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria takes cognizance of this when it states that “the 

fundamental objectives and directing principle of the government policy 

should be to promote the people’s welfare and that the people are 

supreme and that is to say sovereignty belongs to the people.”(chapter 2, 

section 14, subsection 2). It further states that “the security and welfare of 

the people shall be the primary purpose of government.”  
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It is therefore in recognition of the non-implementation of the above 

constitutional provisions in our national life that most Nigerians turn their 

attention to the factors that militate against Nigeria quest for national 

identity and integration. It then holds that the state must ensure national 

integration i.e. a situation where all Nigerians irrespective of region, tribe 

and religion will have equal opportunity to the political and economic 

space and opportunity in the country. 

 

Recommendations and Conclusion  

Nigeria is undoubtedly a society polarized along acute diversities such as 

religion, culture and language. As a corollary of the poor management of 

conflicts arising from these divergences, the problem of nationhood has 

given ways to the National identity crises that has remained a subject of 

heated debate; and have, by extension hampered economic, social and 

political development. The greatest challenge facing Nigeria today is the 

threat to national unity; as centrifugal tensions, resource control and self-

determination, ethnic based identity politics and religious cleavages have 

enveloped national consciousness.  

 

Noteworthy, however, is the fact that since independence in 1960, national 

integration has been a top priority of governments in Nigeria. The 

National Youth Service Corps (NYSC) Scheme, the Unity Schools, the 

Federal Character Principle, and State Creation are examples of state 

policies intended to achieve this goal (Alapiki, 2005). It is clear that the 

outcome of integration policies and programs in Nigeria have fallen far 

below expectation, as primordial ethnic loyalties are still deep-seated. 

Ethnic particularism is seen as the major cause of this failure. Unity occurs 

when all of the elements of ‘a piece’ combine to make a balanced, 

harmonious and complete whole.  
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Unity is another of those hard-to-describe art terms but, when it is 

present, your eye and brain are pleased to see it (Naanen, 1995). This is a 

huge challenge in Nigeria. The diverse ethnic groups in Nigeria are 

presently experiencing deep sense of divisions that has put the talk of 

national identify in great danger. The crux of the matter is leadership and 

the poor management of the huge economic resources. These crises will 

continue to deepen unless the issues of power devolution by way of true 

federalism (restructuring) are frontally addressed.  

In view of the above the following recommendations are put forward: 

 

(i) The state must develop a frame work within the constitution 

that will recognize individuals based on merit rather than religion, 

tribe or other cleavages. Nigerian citizenship should be recognized, 

in practical terms and begiven the highest priority rather than 

ethnic or religious groupings. 

 

(ii) The demand for power devolution and true federalism 

(restructuring) should be considered and implemented to give 

Nigerians a sense of membership within their country. 

 

(iii) The settler - indigene confrontation should be settled by a 

constitutional framework that gives every Nigerian equal right to 

political and economic benefit or opportunities within their areas of 

residence irrespective of their ancestral origin. 
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