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Abstract 

Nigeria has experienced a lot of ethnic and religious conflicts since 

independence. These conflicts which have occurred in all parts of 

the country – east, west, north and south – have been mainly 

attributed to the way the country was created by our British 

colonial masters, the divide and rule policies they adopted to make 

Nigerians easy for exploitation during the colonial period, and the 

failure of our leaders who took over from them to make concerted 

efforts to unite the people. Because of the continuous conflicts in 

the country and the failure of our political leadership to address the 

causes of these conflicts, some individuals and groups have called 

for a break up of the country into separate smaller units or 

republics if true federalism which would allow the federating units 

to control their resources and develop at their own pace would not 

be practised in the country. This paper admonishes Nigerians 

against the call for a break up the country into smaller units or 

republics. It contends that such a development would not do 

Nigerians any good as it may throw up new challenges that the 

smaller units or republics may not be able to handle. 
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Introduction 

Nigeria is a country of great ethnic and religious diversity. It is 

inhabited by different groups of people with different ways of life. Apart 

from the major ethnic groups – the Hausa/Fulani in the north; the Yoruba 

in the west; and the Igbo in the east; there are several other smaller 

groups. Well informed sources tell us that the country is currently 

inhabited by over 350 different ethnic groups (Nnamani, 2002). Because of 

this great ethnic diversity of the country, some people see Nigeria as more 

of “a continent than a country” (Tare-otu, 1992). 

The different ethnic groups in Nigeria do not only vary in size but 

also in the distribution of power, influence and resources (Ali, 2003). They 

equally differ, to a reasonable extent, in their culture, historical 

experiences, values, aspirations, and determinations (Udeinya, 2002).  In 

such a country with so many different ethnic groups, there are bound to 

be occasional disagreements and conflicts. But the situation in Nigeria is 

so getting out of hand. Hardly does a year come to an end without a major 

conflict in one part of the country or the other. Many of these hostilities 

occur between different ethnic and religious groups. 

Although some scholars see conflict as inevitable in human 

relations (Weeks, 1992), and even serve “as a creative element in human 

society” (Burton, 1987 cited in Imobighe, 2002), we cannot deny the fact 

that conflicts are destructive and inimical to progress and development 

(Erezene, 2006). It is a fact that violent conflicts destroy lives and property, 

disrupt economic and other activities and bring untold hardship on 

people. Because of these and other negative effects of conflicts, well-

meaning individuals and groups often speak out against them. And one of 

the antidotes to conflicts often prescribed by such individuals and groups 

is that people living together should try to accommodate one another 

inspite of their differences. This paper is written in line with this 

prescription – that Nigerians should try to put their differences behind 

them and embrace one another for the country to develop and move 

forward.  
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For our position to be appreciated, we have examined the root 

(genesis) of ethnic and religious conflicts in Nigeria; why the conflicts 

have persisted; and have advanced reasons why Nigerians still need to 

accommodate one another and live together as brothers and sisters. 

 

The Root of Ethnic and Religious Conflicts in Nigeria  

The genesis of ethnic and religious conflicts in Nigeria has been 

widely attributed, by many scholars and commentators on political and 

social issues, to the way in which the country came into existence. It is 

well known that Nigeria is a colonial creation by the British. 

Before the colonisation of the area that became Nigeria in 1914 by 

the British, the various peoples of the area had been in existence. Many of 

them had by the beginning of the nineteenth century (the century of the 

European colonisation of Africa), lived in their present locations for 

centuries and had had their own ways of life (Orugbani, 2005). They had, 

for example, practised their own tradition religions and had operated their 

own social and political systems based mainly on the principles of 

gerontocracy and premonigeniture (Erezene, 2008, 2016). Blood and 

family ties determined, to a large extent, the nature of relationships. Life, 

in general, was essentially communal; everybody was his brother’s keeper 

(Orugbani, 2005; Erezene, 2008, 2016). 

In places where conditions were conducive, well-organised states, 

kingdoms and empires sprang up and flourished, with well established 

systems of administration. In the north for example, were the Kanem-

Bornu Empire and the Hausa (Habe) States of Kano, Katsina, Zaria, Nupe,  

Kebbi and Kwararafa. In the forest region were the powerful kingdoms of 

Oyo and Benin, while in the extreme south; in the area popularly referred 

to as the Niger Delta, were the famous city-states of Nembe, Elem 

Kalabari, Okrika, Andoni, Bonny, Opobo and Ode-Itsekiri (Jones, 1963; 

Alagoa, 1970; Stride and Ifeka, 1971; Crowther, 1978; Erezene, 2008, 2016). 

In terms of inter-group relations, the various peoples of Nigeria 

had freely interacted mainly through trade. The coastal peoples such as 
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the Ijo, Andoni and Itsekiri, produced fish, crayfish and salt, which they 

bartered for the agricultural products of their hinterland neighbours such 

as the Isoko, Urhobo, Ukwuani, and so on (Erezene, 2008, 2016). The major 

rivers such as the Niger, Benue, Forcados, Benin, Escravous etc, for a long 

time served as trade routes and means of contact between the various 

peoples especially in the South and the Middle Belt. In the North, pack 

animals such as camels, mules and donkeys were effectively utilised in the 

movement of goods and people from place to place (Erezene 2008, 2016). 

These economic contacts, no doubt, led to social, political, and even 

religious ties between the peoples of the different geographical zones.  

It is true that in the course of time, some of the peoples invaded, 

conquered and subjugated some other groups in their bid to expand their 

states, kingdoms, and empires. But in the main, most of the peoples lived 

in their own autonomous communities. These were the people that were 

brought together by Sir Frederick Lugard to create the country, Nigeria, in 

1914. 

The bringing together of the various peoples to form Nigeria was, 

no doubt, a convenient policy for the British colonialists. But for the local 

people, it created problems. Apart from the fact that they were not 

consulted, for the first time, the people started to compete with one 

another for attention and favour from one central government. This 

summarises why many scholars and commentators regard the 

amalgamation as the root of most of the current problems in Nigeria, 

especially the ethnic and religious disagreements between different 

groups. As the people struggled for attention and favour from 

government as stated above, they started to invoke ethnic and religious 

sentiments to scheme others out. 

 

Why the Situation has Persisted till Now 

In order to easily exploit the people they had colonised, the British 

used “divide and rule” tactics to keep them disunited (Nnoli, 1980; 

Udeinya, 2002; Ali, 2003; Umar, 2005). The British had obviously learnt 
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lessons from their interactions with the people, especially in their attempt 

to introduce the indirect rule system of administration in the country. It is 

well known that the system was very successful in the North, partially 

successful in the West, but was a total failure in the East where most of the 

people, especially the Igbo, had been used to a democratic way of life. 

Before long, the British started to regard some of the peoples of Nigeria as 

“loyal” and others as “stubborn”. They naturally tried to manipulate 

situations in the country, including population census figures in favour of 

those “loyal” to them (Crowther, 1978). 

As the people became divided, they started to see people from 

other ethnic groups of the country as strangers. This gradually led to the 

emergence of Sabongaris and Ogbe Hausa (Hausa quarters) in many large 

towns and cities in the country such as Kano, Zaria, Enugu, Warri etc 

where stranger elements (people from other ethnic groups) live 

exclusively apart from the indigenes (Mordi, 1987). These and other 

expressions of ethnic sentiments have continued to survive in Nigeria 

because our leaders who took over the reins of power from the colonial 

masters did not make concerted efforts to unite the people. They had 

whipped up the same ethnic sentiments, whenever it suited them for 

personal gains (Achebe, 1983). The truth is that in Nigerian politics, there 

are no well defined ideologies. In such a situation as Mordi (1987) has 

correctly observed, elements of ethnic (and even religious) colouration 

such as fear of domination by others (especially non-indigenes of an area) 

become the theme for political campaigns. A good example of this 

situation can be drawn from what happened in the Western Region in the 

late 1950s. 

In 1956, the Western Region House of Assembly and the Regional 

House of Chiefs were dissolved and a general election was conducted in 

the region. During the campaigns, Chief S.L. Akintola, the Deputy Leader 

of the Action Group (AG) was said to have obtained an enlarged 

newspaper photograph in which Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, as National 

President of the National Council for Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), was 
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presenting Chief Dennis Osadebay to the voters in his (Osadebay’s) 

constituency. This simple photograph of a normal political practice in 

Nigeria was to be effectively used to whip up ethnic sentiments by Chief 

Akintola. According to Osadebay (1978), Chief Akintola would present 

this photograph at every rally in Yorubaland and tell his audience in 

Yoruba language “This is Zik and his younger brother Osadebay! Zik 

could not be the Premier here, so he has left Osadebay here to become 

Premier and rule us in our land! He would then ask “would you accept 

this?” and his people would answer “No!” Chief Dennis Osadebay was an 

Igbo from Asaba, the capital of the present Delta State of Nigeria. 

Obviously, to take the wind out of the sail of these ethnic 

sentiments during the campaigns in Yorubaland, when the Central 

Working Committee (CWC) and the Strategic Committee (SC) of the 

NCNC met in Lagos immediately after the 1956 general elections in the 

Western Region to appraise the performance of the party, the Yoruba 

leaders of the party requested that a Yoruba be made the Leader of the 

Opposition in the Western Region. Following this argument and the 

reluctance of Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe and some of the other leaders of the 

party to grant the request, tempers rose. An important chief and leader of 

the Yoruba was said to have threatened to pull his people (the Yoruba) out 

of the NCNC if a Yoruba was not made Leader of Opposition in the 

Western Region House of Assembly (Osadebay, 1978). Eventually, Mr. 

Adegoke Adelabu was nominated and elected to take over from Chief 

Dennis Osadebay. Unfortunately, the Benin-Delta (present-day Edo and 

Delta States) members of the party saw this action as discrimination 

against them. This was, in fact, one of the major reasons why the Benin-

Delta peoples in the then Western Region (the Bini, Ishan, Urhobo, 

Western Igbo, Ijo, Afenmai, Akoko-Edo, Itsekiri and Isoko) demanded for 

a separate region of their own (Osadebay, 1978). They formed the Mid-

West State Movement in May 1956, and had the region eventually created 

for them on 9 August, 1963. 
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Since the creation of the Mid-Western Region (later Mid-West 

State), many more states have been created in Nigeria. The creation of 

some of these states was clearly influenced by ethnic sentiments – people 

wanting to be free from alleged oppression from others. For instance, 

when on the eve of the Nigerian Civil War, Lieutenant-Colonel Yakubu 

Gowon, the then Head of the Federal Military Government, divided the 

country into 12 states, it was clearly to break the back-bone of Lieutenant-

Colonel Odumegwu Ojukwu who was at the time trying to lead his 

people in the Eastern Region to secede from the Federal Republic of 

Nigeria. In that exercise, the then Eastern Region was divided into three 

states, namely, Eastern-Central State, with headquarters at Enugu; South-

Eastern State with headquarters at Calabar and Rivers State with 

headquarters at Port Harcourt. The East-Central State comprised of most 

of the Igbo areas of the old Eastern Region. The South-Eastern State 

comprised of the Ibibio, Efik, Ogoja, and some other smaller groups, while 

the River State was made up of the Ijo, Ikwere, Ogoni etc. The last two 

states comprised of minority groups in the old Eastern Region who had 

been struggling for regions or states of their own to escape from alleged 

Igbo domination. They, therefore, felt that Gowon had finally set them 

free. Even Ojukwu’s hurried declaration of the Republic of Biafra on 30 

May. 1967; just three days after the announcement of the new states by the 

Federal Government, could not restore to him the loyalty of the people of 

the South Eastern and Rivers States. The Tiv and other minorities in the 

Middle Belt who had also been agitating for a separate region from the old 

Northern Region rejoiced when they were given their Benue-Plateau State 

with headquarters at Jos. Similar situations have been witnessed in all 

subsequent state creation exercises in the country which space will not 

allow us to discuss here. 

The ethnic inclination of Nigeria’s political leaders has instead of 

improving, worsened with every new administration in the country. The 

current administration led by President Muhammadu Buhari, many 

thought, would change the situation. He was applauded when he 
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declared in his inaugural speech, “I belong to everybody, I belong to 

nobody”. But his administration has been noted to have made the most 

ethnically and religiously lopsided appointments than any previous 

administration in the country; at least since the beginning of the present 

democratic dispensation in 1999. Almost all sensitive appointments made 

by him (Secretary to the Government of the Federation, SGF; Chief of 

Staff; National Security Adviser, NSA; Security Chiefs etc.) are Muslims 

from his own part of the country – Northern Nigeria. This type of 

appointments could make people that have been favoured to be mindless 

and proud and those that have been marginalised to be disgruntled. This 

can promote and, has indeed, promoted ethnic and religious hostilities in 

the country. For example, it is believed in many quarters that the Fulani 

herdsmen currently terrorising the Middle Belt and southern parts of the 

country are partly emboldened to carry out their gruesome acts by the fact 

that their brother, Buhari, is President of Nigeria. It is also believed in 

some quarters that the Nigeria Army and Police Force currently under the 

control of two Muslim Northerners; Lieutenant-General Tukur Buratai, 

Chief of Army Staff, and Mr. Ibrahim Idris, Inspector General of Police, 

aid the Fulani herdsmen in their operations instead of protecting the 

people and properties they destroy. 

 

The Need for Nigerians to Still Accommodate Themselves and Live 

Together 

Inspite of the failings of our leaders, there is still the need for 

Nigerians to accommodate themselves and continue to live together as 

brothers and sisters. This is important, if for nothing else, for our 

corporate continental and global image. Nigeria as created by our former 

British colonial masters is a very big country. It stretches for about 1,300 

kilometres from east to west and 1,100 kilometres from north to south, 

covering a total land area of approximately 923,700 square kilometres. 

According to Iloeje (1981), Nigeria is four times the size of Ghana and 

thirteen times the size of Sierra Leone. It is the largest political unit in 
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West Africa, occupying about one-seventh of the mainland area of the 

sub-region. It is the most populous country in Africa and currently the 

seventh most populous country in the world with an estimated 

population of 198 million people (Vanguard, 12/4/18 : 9). 

Outside Africa, Nigeria is about four times the size of Britain; its 

former colonial master (Tordoff, 1997). Obviously, because of its great size 

and population, the country is popularly referred to as the “Giant of 

Africa”. This appellation, no doubt, gives Nigerians some national and 

international pride which needs to be maintained. A Nigeria divided into 

various smaller republics, as canvassed by some Nigerians, would not 

enjoy the international respect the country presently enjoys because of its 

size and population. 

Secondly, Nigerians have, in spite of the current agitations for 

reconstructing, always been their brothers’ keepers. This was obviously an 

encouraging trait of the people that the British might have exploited in 

bringing the Northern and Southern Protectorates together in 1914. Before 

then, the Northern Protectorate was operating at a deficit, and had to be 

supported financially with a subsidy from the South (which always had a 

surplus) and an Imperial Grant-In-Aid of ₤300,000.00 annually from the 
British Government (Crowther, 1978). This was, of course, against 

Britain’s age-long colonial policy of colonial territories providing all that 

was needed for their internal development or maintenance. The idea of 

bringing the Northern and Southern Protectorates together, therefore, was 

partly a design to use the surplus of the South to offset the deficit of the 

North. 

With the discovery of crude oil in the 1950s, Northern dependence 

on the South further increased. Today, crude oil exports have become the 

life-wire of the Nigerian economy but the Southern Nigerians from whose 

territories the “black gold” is obtained, have happily accommodated and 

lived together with their Northern brothers and sisters. A division, 

especially a sudden division of the country into separate republics, 

regions or whatever with absolute control of their resources will definitely 
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hurt some parts of the country. It is true that almost every part of Nigeria 

is naturally endowed with one economic resource or the other, but some 

of these are yet to be tapped resources, and will require colossal amounts 

of money to explore and exploit. And if there are economic problems in 

the less endowed areas or areas with yet-to-be tapped resources, there will 

definitely be spill-over effects on the richly endowed and separated areas. 

The present clamour for restructuring which focuses on devolution of 

powers and fiscal federalism or resource control in the country is, frankly 

speaking, just a consequence of bad leadership. All that Nigeria needs are 

good leaders who will give every section of the country a sense of 

belonging. When this happens, Nigeria will be a peaceful place for 

everybody to live in. 

Perhaps of even greater importance, in the context of this paper, is 

the fact that ethnic and religious problems do not vanish overnight when 

a group that feels marginalised breaks away. This fact can be easily 

observed in the political history of Nigeria. Since the creation of the 

defunct Mid-West Region in 1963 which became Bendel State in 1967, 

there have always been demands for additional states in the country. 

Some of the reasons given for these agitations for new states are often 

times the same reasons of   marginalisation they and some other groups 

had canvassed to get a former state that they want to be split again. And 

so the agitations and conflicts continue. 

In world history, we can conveniently cite the example of India and 

Pakistan. Before 1947, the modern States of India, Pakistan and 

Bangladesh were one big country – India, under British colonial rule 

(Buah, 1978). The country then, as it is uptil now, comprised of two main 

groups of people; Hindus and Muslims. The two groups were deeply 

divided by their strong religious beliefs. These religious differences often 

led to mutual suspicion and open conflicts between them. 

In the 9th century, A.D., India was invaded and conquered by the 

Muslims, who tried to impose their religion on the country. Since then, the 

Hindus hated the Muslims. They have tried to drive Islam out of India or 
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to at least absorb or suppress it. The Muslims have, on their part, resisted 

these efforts by the Hindus. 

As already stated, there were (and still are) deep religious 

differences between the Hindus and Muslims. Apart from these, they also 

had some social differences. For instance, Hinduism is an Eastern religion, 

while Islam came from the Middle East. The Hindus traditionally 

operated a caste system with members divided into hereditary 

occupational groups, starting from the lowliest workers at the bottom to 

the Brahmin priests at the top, but the Muslims preached brotherhood and 

equality, although they allowed the enslavement of non-believers. The 

cow which was a sacred animal in Hindu religion, and was therefore 

worshipped by the Hindus, was eaten by the Muslims. These and many 

other differences greatly divided the two groups (Buah, 1878). In fact, 

from the time India was colonised by the British in the late 18th century, 

the only thing that tied the two groups together was that they were both 

under British authority (Buah, 1978). And so, when the agitations for self-

rule intensified in India in the 20th century, it became obvious that the 

Hindus and Muslims would not be able to live together in a free India. 

They eventually separated in 1947. One part retained the old name, 

“India”, while the other became “Pakistan”. India is mainly Hindu and 

Pakistan mainly Muslim (Buah, 1978). 

Since the division of old India into “India” and “Pakistan”, the 

latter has also divided into two, “Pakistan” and “Bangladesh”. Bangladesh 

had been East Pakistan before the separation in 1972. But the point to note 

here, in the context of this paper, is that the division of India into two, 

“India” and “Pakistan” has not brought eternal peace to the two new 

countries. Although India is mainly Hindu and Pakistan is mainly 

Muslim, there are “small communities” of people who belong to the 

opponent religious group in both countries (Buah, 1978). This 

development has not only caused internal problems within the countries, 

but has led to occasional skirmishes between the two countries. They have 

gone to war against each other four times including an undeclared one 
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(Lakemfa, 2017). In the words of Owei Lakemfa, “The separation of India 

was simply a tragedy which is still unfolding seven decades later”. 

 

Conclusion 

 The above words from Owei Lakemfa should serve as eye openers 

to those Nigerians who are clamouring for a break-up of the country. The 

division of Nigeria into smaller countries may not solve all our ethnic and 

religious problems. Each new country or republic created out of the 

present Nigeria may still have these problems to contend with. This we 

can see from our state creation exercises. The creation of new states has 

never satisfied the appetite for more states. People who want new states to 

be created for them often advance similar reasons to those that had led to 

the creation of their present states. What Nigerians need at this point in 

time, are good leaders who will make the task of nation building a priority 

– leaders that will give all the peoples and parts of the country a sense of 

belonging. 
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