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Abstract 
This study explored the impact of ethnicity on politics and national integration, in Nigeria. 
This study pursued three specific objectives. First, it sought to examine the effect of ethnicity 
on the membership compositions of successive political parties in Nigeria. Secondly, it sought 
to find out the effect of ethnicity on the number of success incidents of ethno-religious crises 
in Nigeria. Thirdly, it sought to investigate the effect of ethnicity on the number of successive 
separatist or secessionist movements against the Nigerian State. The study adopted descriptive 
research survey method in which a set of pre-tested questionnaire was used to collect data 
from three Federal Government agencies and Federal Government Secretariat in Enugu State. 
The said agencies included the National Orientation (NOA), Federal Character Commission 
and National Population Commission, all in Enugu. The population of these ministries and 
agencies as at the time of this research was 4,361. From this population, Cochran’s finite 
population correction statistics was used in determining a sample size of 353 for the study. 
The said questionnaire that was used by the study consisted of 18 close-ended items (6 on the 
demography of respondents and 12 on the research constructs of the study) with the latter set 
on the 5-point Likert- type scale. Results of the reliability test carried out on the said 
questionnaire showed that it has a Cronbach’s Alpha index (CAI) of 0.81, which was 
considered very good for the study. The respondents for the study were selected using 
purposive sampling technique which used certain pre-determined set of criteria to select those 
adjudged to possess some good knowledge of the issues involved in ethnicity politics, national 
integration, public peace and security in Nigeria. Descriptive statistics that consisted of tables 
frequency count and percentages was used to analyzed the data collected, while the three 
hypotheses for the study were tested using Pearson’s Chi-square Cross Tabulation Statistics, 
all with the aid of SPSS. It was the findings of the study that ethnicity had significant effect on 
the membership compositions of the successive political parties that had so featured in 
Nigerian politics since 1960 (X2=33.44; p=0.000<0.05); that ethnicity had significant effect on 
the member of successive incidents of ethno-religious riots that have so far taken place in 
Nigeria (X2=54.47; p = 0.000<0.05); and that ethnicity had significant effect on the number of 
separatist or secessionist movements in Nigeria. (X2=38.79; p =0.00<0.05). It was the 
recommendation of this study that the present Nigerian federation be restructured into four or 
six regions and each granted large measure of independence or autonomy, particularly as it 
affects resource control, governance and fiscal relations, among others within a large and new 
Nigeria federation. 

 
Keywords: ethnicity, Nigerian politics, security, peace, religion, federation, federalism, ethnic group, 
national integration. 
 

In today’s global village, it is difficult to find a country that is absolutely heterogeneous, 
especially in terms of having a single ethnic group. All the fifty-three countries in Africa have their 
various ethnic groups. For instance, Nigeria has plethora of ethnic groups which could count between 
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250 and 619 (Orisa, 2017; Ogungbemi, 2016; Osilem & Igwe, 2018; Obi & Obikeze, 2015). It is, 
therefore, commonsensical to posit that with the preponderance of ethnic group in Nigeria, there are 
bound to be enormous diversities such as geographical diversities, climatic diversities, cultural 
diversities, historical diversities, political diversities, dialectical diversities, religious diversities, and 
even diversities in the pattern of settlement of disputes. Many scholars have alleged that Nigeria’s 
inability to achieve national integration is orchestrated by diverse ethnic groups (Nnoli, 2013; Ekeng, 
2018; Ugwu, 2017). There is, therefore, truism in this assertion because the array of ethnic diversities 
in Nigeria has continued to thwart every move toward national integration and political stability and 
of late public peace and security. Regrettably, the national slogan of “unity in diversity” which is fast 
turning into “disunity in diversity” has ricocheted as a result of largely strong ethnocentrism that has 
led to agitation for secession and the country’s slide towards disintegration (Anugwon, 2018:116).   
 In Africa, therefore, the phenomenon of ethnicity and its dynamics need to be thoroughly 
understood, both at the level of conception and its manifestations in political life. In this paper, the 
phenomenon of ethnicity is examined with focus on Nigeria, particularly its effects on the nation’s 
politics, efforts at national integration, and political stability.  
 
Statement of the Problem 

Quite recently, the population of Nigeria is estimated at 198 million (NPC, 2018). Like most 
sub-Saharan African States, Nigeria is a bewildering multi-ethnic nation-state. Most researchers agree 
that the country that has today come to be known as Nigeria was made up of between 250 and 619 
ethnic nationalities with diverse peculiarities on ways unimaginable: ethnic origin, religion, language 
and culture and so on. However, in spite of this bewildering diversity, the British colonialists had 
gone ahead to harmer these diverse ethnics into a single federal union in what most writers describe as 
the most infamous and mistaken amalgamation. Predictably, starting from 1954 the country adopted 
the federal form of government through 1960 she gained independence and the periods the federal 
character principle was codified into the 1979 and 1999 constitutions till date, the country has 
remained a hotbed of all manner of crisis and insecurity as we shall soon see. The foregoing is the 
crux of the matter. 
 As a matter of fact, Nigeria’s ethnic groups are broadly divided into ethnic majorities and 
ethnic minorities. Three out of Nigeria’s ethnic groups constitute the major ethnic groups and are the 
composites Hausa-Fulani of the North, the Yoruba of the southwest, and the Igbo of the southeast. 
The three majority ethnic groups constituted 57.8% of the national population in the 2006 census. 
That census had the Hausa (without the Fulani) at 20.9%, the Yoruba at 20.3% and the Igbo at 16.6%.  
Eleven of the largest ethnic minorities put together constituted 27.9% of the population in the said 
2006 census. The numerical and hegemonic strength of these three ethnic groups within the Nigerian 
federation has meant that Nigeria has a tripodal ethnic structure, with each of the three majority ethnic 
groups constituting a pole in the competition for political and economic resources. The ethnic 
minorities are forced to form a bewildering array of alliances around the three dominant ethnics. 
Tripodal ethnic structures are inherently unstable, especially compared to countries like Tanzania 
which has a fragmented ethnic structure. In Tanzania, no ethnic group constitutes more than 12% of 
(he population; so alliance building is the norm in politics. By contrast, ethnic politics in tripodal 
Nigeria is often conflictual as each of the three hegemonic groups tries to build up sufficient alliances 
to ensure its preponderance in government, or to prevent its being marginalized by competing 
alliance. 
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The interplay between this tripodal ethnic structure on the and administrative divisions and 
communal identities has led to eight major cleavages in Nigerian political life. The most important of 
which are the cleavages between the three majority groups; between the majority ethnic groups on the 
one hand, the 350-odd minority ethnic groups, on the other hand; between the north and south and 
between the 36 states of the federation and the six zones-three in the north and three in the south-into 
which they are grouped; and finally, between different religious affiliations. Some of these cleavages 
overlap, for example, the southeast zone overlaps with Igbo ethnicity and Christian religious 
affiliation, while the north central overlaps with northern ethnic minorities and Islam. 

The ethnic, regional, and religious cleavages in Nigerian society are made more problematic 
by systematic and overlapping patterns of inequalities that correspond to the cleavages. These 
inequalities are caused by a complex range of factors, including history, geography, cultural 
orientation, religious affiliation, natural resource endowments and past colonial policies. 

Another fundamental feature of Nigerian politics worthy of note here is the intense elite 
struggle for power among the different ethnic groups in the country. These struggles have been 
between the elites from the North and their Southern counterparts. Often, the reasons advanced behind 
the tension are the fears in the North that the more educated South would pre-dominate state 
institutions as well as the concerns in southern part of the country that the more populated North 
would have an edge in the electoral contests. The zero-sum nature of political competition amongst 
the elites precipitated a very bloody civil-war between 1967 and 1970, several ethno- religious crises, 
deepening state of insecurity, terrorist insurgency, and separatist agitations, among others. 
 
Objectives of the Study 
1. To examine the effect of ethnicity on the ethnic compositions of successive political parties in 
Nigeria. 
2. To find out the effect of ethnicity on the number of successive incidents of ethno-religious 
violence in Nigeria. 
3. To investigate the effect of ethnicity on the number of successive separatist or secessionist 
movements against the Nigerian state. 
 

Research Questions  
This study is guided by the following research questions;   
1. What is the effect of ethnicity on the ethnic compositions of successive political parties in 
Nigeria?. 
2. What is the effect of ethnicity on the number of successive incidents of ethno-religious 
violence in Nigeria?. 
3. What is the effect of ethnicity on the number of successive separatist or secessionist 
movements against the Nigerian State?. 
 
Research Hypotheses 
i; Ethnicity has no significant effect on the ethnic compositions of successive political parties in 
Nigeria. 
ii: Ethnicity has no significant effect on the number of successive incidents of ethno-religious 
crises in Nigeria. 

Impact of Ethnicity on Politics, National Integration, Public Peace and Security in Nigeria 
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iii: Ethnicity has no significant effect on the number of successive separatist or secessionist 
movements against the Nigerian state. 
 
Concept of Ethnicity 

Ethnicity can be seen as a collection of group of people who agree to tenaciously share a 
common language, cultural ideology and self-identity. It is said to also be a social phenomenon as it is 
rooted in a people's shared long traditions such as mother tongue, religion, beliefs and customs, and 
attitudes that have existed for a long time among a particular group of people. Contributing to the 
discourse, Anugwom (2018) sees ethnicity as arising from a situation whereby a group of people, no 
matter how small, with different cultural and linguistic attributes   from those of its neighbours, use 
this as the basis for solidarity and interaction with others. In his view, the socio-cultural consciousness 
and solidarity of the group play an important role in the group’s interaction with other groups, 
especially in terms of competition for power and resource allocation within the nation-state. 

Osaghae (2017) defines ethnicity as the employment and/or mobilization of ethic identity or 
difference to seek advantage in situations of competition, conflict or cooperation. He sees the ethnic 
group as one whose members share a common identity and affinity based on a common language and 
culture, myth of a common origin and territorial homeland, which becomes a basis for differentiation. 
This definition is preferred because it identifies two issues that are central to discussions on ethnicity. 
The first is that ethnicity is neither natural nor accidental, but a product of a conscious effort by social 
actors. The second is that ethnicity not only manifest in conflictive or competitive relations but also in 
the context of cooperation. A corollary to the second point is that ethnic conflict manifests itself in 
various forms, including voting pattern, community service and violence. Thus, it needs not always 
have negative consequences. 

Commenting on the issue of ethnic distinctiveness and boundaries, Barth (2018) notes that 
categorical distinctions do not depend on the absence of mobility, contact and information, but usually 
entail social processes of exclusion and incorporation whereby discrete categories are maintained 
despite changing participation ad membership in the course of individual life histories. He further 
observed that ethnic distinctions do not depend on absence of social interaction and acceptance, but 
are quite to the contrary, often depend on the very foundations on which social systems are built. 
Ethnicity is a product of interactions between and among people of different ethnic groups. According 
to Chazan (2017:102), it is "the subjective perceptions of common origins, historical ties and 
memories". It is not important that claims of a common origin or any other basis for individual and 
collective self-identification are real. What is important is the imagined community that supplies a 
sense of group solidarity and framework for delineating the relevant others. Nnoli (2013 ) and Otite 
(2017) have also added contextual discrimination by members of one ethnic group against others on 
the basis of some exclusive criteria as a critical dimension of ethnicity. Moreover as earlier stated, 
ethnicity is about mobilization and politicization of ethnic group identity drawing on those elements 
that mark out the group such as language, culture, territory, mode of dressing and sharing jokes. It 
takes on greater meaning in competitive situations, and where available resources are scarce in 
relation to the interests which grow around them. 
 
National Integration 
 Elaiwu in Okorie (2018) defines national integration as the process of creating unity and sense 
of belonging among heterogeneous groups in a given nation-state. According to Wikipedia (2018), it 
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refers to the process of constructing a national identity using the power of the state. It further stated 
that it involves the process aimed at unification of the people within the state so that it remains 
politically stable and viable in the long run. The concept gained popularity due to the observed 
diversity in culture, tradition and religion in Nigeria after amalgamation and 1960 Independence. It 
became obvious that the existence of Nigeria is a marriage of strange bedfellows, whose its corporate 
existence hinges on advocacies and policy trusts that can restore confidence, safety and sense of 
accommodation irrespective of the differences (Ugwu, 2017). Federal character/quota system is one of 
the principles and policies introduced in the successive constitutions so as to guarantee national 
integration and royalty (Okolo, 2018). 
 
Historical Background of Ethnicity in Nigeria 

The origin of ethnicity in Nigeria began with the evolution of the Nigerian federalism. Sir. 
Bourdillon initiated the idea of federalism for Nigeria in 1939 when he divided the country into 
provinces and regional council along the three major ethnics in the country. Nwabughuogu (2018:49) 
succinctly puts it that: 

 
“Bourdillon developed the federal idea in which he divided the protectorate of Southern Nigeria into eastern 
and western provinces, but left the North intact; thereby worsened the imbalance which is inimical to the growth 
of true federation”. 

 
The federal structure orchestrated by Bourdillon indeed generated the notion of divide-and-

rule. The very idea of a separate Eastern and Western regions that were initially intact as the Southern 
Protectorate created a separation between the Yoruba (West) and the Igbo (East). However, the 
Hausa/Fulani (North) was left intact as one region, whose size was bigger than the West and the East 
put together. Therefore, the non-divisions of the Northern region brings to fore the contention that the 
Hausa/Fulani ethnic was the major dominant group of the north. At this point, the West and the East 
who used to do things together under the notion of southern protectorate solidarity withdrew into 
identifying with their unique ethnics. Nigeria in 1951 was already clearly structured into three major 
regions: the Northern Region (Hausa/Fulani); the Western Region (Yoruba) and the Eastern Region 
(Igbo). These three ethnic groups today are considered as the majority ethnic groups in Nigeria and 
this thus became the basis for many political administrative and economic policies in Nigeria. 
Subsequently, these major ethnic groups became conscious of their groups’ identities and insisted on 
wooing favors from the central government to the regions which they belong to. Buttressing further 
on the ethnic consciousness created by the British colonial masters in Nigeria, Ekeh (2017:21) wrote: 

 
“Under British colonial rule, in the old Provincial Administration of Eastern Nigeria before 1950, 
the component ethnic groups developed separately. Igbos were largely separated from the Ijaw, the 
Efik and the Ibibios in Calabar province and several other small ethnic groups in Ogoja province; 
these had their own administrative divisions in the region. With the political changes of the 1950s, all 
such ethnic autonomies in Eastern Nigerian were dissolved. The rationalization that occurred turned 
the Igbos into a majority group, both demographically and politically” 

Just the same, way the Igbo emerged as the dominant ethnic group in the Eastern Region as a 
result of the provincial rationalization. The same way thing applied to the Yoruba in the Western 
Region. Initially, the Yoruba was not the dominant ethnic among the ethnics it found itself. This is 
what Ekeh (2017:19-20) said: 
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“Under the British rule, Western Nigeria had six provinces. Four of these were Yoruba. Two of them, 
Benin and Warri provinces, were areas that had very little contact with the Yoruba before colonial 
rule. The Yoruba emerged as the political power of western Nigeria and the non-Yoruba ethnic 
groups in Warri and Benin provinces became ethnic minorities.  
 

Consequent upon the above political events of the federal move, the reactions from the new 
minority ethnic groups Warri and Benin Provinces were varied. While a Yoruba-led political party, 
called the Action Group, had important following among the Yoruba linguistic kinsfolk of Itsekiri and 
a good amount of support in Northern Benin Province and Urhobo in Warri later Delta Province. Ekeh 
(2017) posits that the political relations between the new ethnic majority Yoruba and the new minority 
ethnic groups in Delta and Benin provinces were fiercely brittle. Another factor that gave birth to 
ethnic sentiment was the implication of the incorporation of Nigeria into the world capitalist system. 
This meant that the British colonial masters needed raw materials from their African colonies to feed 
their home industries at the same time look out for market to dispose of their finished goods which 
were brought from Europe for sale. To get away with raw materials from Nigeria, they needed to 
move the new materials from their different production points to the seaports or hinterlands for 
evacuation to Europe. The process of gathering the raw materials necessarily required the 
establishment of infrastructure such as roads, railways, and telecommunications. The people were 
coerced into forced labor to be part of these public works. Besides, the local people needed money 
(the British currency) to pay the taxes that were imposed on them by the colonial masters. This 
resulted in several persons migrating from the rural areas to the urban centres where there were job 
opportunities in the European railway constructions and other public works. 

As a result of this rural-urban migration, the urban cities became places of high concentration 
of the different ethnic groups who came to work. The different ethnic groups began to identify with 
themselves in groups. It was at this time that ethnic and cultural organizations were formed in the 
cities by the different ethnics to pursue their common goals. These ethnic unions later became 
powerful unions/associations to the extent that they started responding to the needs of their members 
beyond what the government could do for them. Some of these unions were the Idoma Hope Rising 
(for the Idoma ethnic group); the Egbe Omo Oduduwa (for the Yoruba ethnic group), the Tiv 
Progressive Union (for the Tiv ethnic group), Jamyyan Mutanen Arewa (for the Hausa/Fulani ethnic 
group). According to Fafowora (2018), the emergence of urban centers in colonial Nigeria brought 
many migrants into the new urban area to look for employment following the introduction of tax 
regime by the colonial government as economic integration made colonial rule easier and more 
profitable. But this development set in motion a process that was to lead to greater contact and 
competition among the various ethnic groups for dominance and the economic advantage over one 
that would accompany such dominance (Suberu, 2017). 

The implication of the above assertion, therefore, is that all these ethnic sentiments and 
competition among the ethnics in Nigeria today have genesis in the political and economic activities 
which were the reasons for colonization and imperialism. So, ethnicity cannot be totally separated 
from colonialism. It was ethnic colonialism that forcefully brought the different ethnic groups, who 
were initially separate, together to govern them in diversity. It was this forceful union of the various 
ethnics that have generated sentimental feeling by the ethnic group against the others hence the state 
has proved to be a failed state for not guarantying the safety and provision of social amenities to the 
people,. By 1948 and 1951, the colonial masters gave the nationalists the go-ahead to form political 
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parties. For instance, the Egbe Omo Oduduwa, a Pan-Yoruba organization whose aims included the 
effort to ensure 'big tomorrow' that would enable the Yoruba people hold their own among other tribes 
in Nigeria, suddenly transformed into a political party known as Action Group (AG). Invariably the 
AG was a Western Nigeria or Yoruba-based political party, with late Chief Obafemi Awolowo as its 
leader.   

In the Northern Region, the Western Nigeria experience repeated itself. The Hausa/Fulani 
cultural/ethnic organization, Jamyyan Mutanen Arewa became a political party known as the Northern 
People's Congress (NPC). The North was led by Sir Ahmadu Bello who was also the political leader 
of NPC. In the Eastern Region, the Igbo ethnic union, the Igbo State Union, which was headed by Dr 
Nnamdi Azikiwe became a political party for the East, known as National Council for Nigerian 
Citizens (NCNC). By 1959 when the Federal General Elections was conducted, it was with these three 
ethnic-based political parties that the elections were conducted. That is, the NPC, NCNC and AG. 
After independence, it was very clear that the Nigerian politicians had not learnt their political lessons 
on the implication of living on ethnically based political parties (Suberu, 2017; Gboyega, 2016; Nnoli, 
2013). 
Effect of Ethnicity on Nigerian Politics 

Ethnicity played and is still playing latent roles in the body of Nigeria. Otite (2017) observed 
and quite rightly too, that 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. Nnoli (2013:117) defined ethnicity as a 
"social phenomenon associated with interactions among members of different ethnic groups." He 
further explained that ethnic groups are social formations distinguished by the communal character of 
their boundaries and that an ethnic group may not necessarily be linguistically or culturally 
homogenous. 

Nigeria is a plural society made up of over 250 ethnic groups with many sub-groups. Three 
ethnic groups – Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo - dominate the political landscape. All other ethnic group are 
swept under the carpet. This has created sub-nationalism. Ekeh (2017) has argued that ethnicity has 
flourished because the Nigerian elite who inherited the colonial state have conceptualized 
development as transferring resources from the civil public to the primordial pubic. It is against this 
background that this writer would x-ray in a laconic manner the interplay of ethnicity in the body 
politic of Nigeria in pre-independence era and from independence till date. 

During the 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, 
germinated in the First Republic and the products started spreading during the third and fourth 
Republics. For example, the Action Group as a political party developed from a Yoruba Cultural 
Association, Egbe Omo Oduduwa; the NCNC was closely allied with the Igbo Union, while the NPC 
developed from Jamiyyar Arewa.  Thus the leaderships of the aforementioned parties were structured 
along ethnic cleavages. The A.G. was led by Chief Obafemai Awolowo, a Yoruba; the NCNC 
leadership fell on Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, an Igbo, while NPC was 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 also encouraged ethnic politics. The 1946 Richard Constitution had divided Nigeria 
into three regions for administrative convenience which was directly associated with the three major 
ethnic groups - Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo. 
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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 limelight and 
dominated the landscape; although other parties sprang up. These included Northern Elements 
Progressive Union (NEPU) led by Aminu Kano, United Middle Belt Congress (UMBC) led by Joseph 
Tarka, NPC led by Sir Ahamdu Bello, A.G. led by Chief Obafemi Awolowo and NCNC led by Dr. 
Nnamdi Azikiwe. There was no radical departure from those of the pre-colonial era as parties had 
ethnic colouration in terms of leadership and regional affiliations. However, it was in the 2nd Republic 
that regionalism was played down a little bit. The 1979 constitution stipulated that for a political party 
to be registered, it must be national in outlook i.e. have wide geographical spread across the country. 

In spite of the foregoing, the new political parties that were registered had their various  
leaderships  replicated along ethnic lines as was the case in the First Republic. Thus, Obafemi 
Awolowo retained the leadership of A.G. which metamorphosed into UPN; Nnamdi Azikiwe 
controlled the Igbo-speaking areas under NPP which is an offshoot of the old NCNC; NPN dominated 
the Hausa/Fulani areas; PRP in Hausa speaking, while GNPP led by Ibrahim Waziri controlled the 
Kanuri-speaking area. Therefore, ethnic colouration and affiliation played out in political party 
formation and operation during the 2nd Republic. Voting patterns followed ethnic lines in the 
elections. It should be pointed out that political parties’ formation had a different dimension in the 
Third Republic which was midwived 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 mainly for the Hausa/Fulani North 
as could be observed from their respective operations. 

Under the present Third Republic (1999-2018), there has been noticeable attempt to move 
away from the path of ethnic politics, particularly as it pertains to formation and operations of 
political parties. For instance, in 1999 and for the first time in the political history of Nigeria, a group 
of prominent politicians from various ethnics in the country came together under the aegis of G34 and 
formed the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP). The party which was led by the former Vice President, 
late Dr. Alex Ekwueme (an Igbo), was considered to be broad-based and had national appeal, and this 
paved way for it to win most successive elections at both local and national levels since 1999. Be that 
as it may and in spite of the foregoing, ethnic politics has continued to rear its ugly head under the 
present Republic, especially during its eight-year first phase, 1999-2007. 

Think of it, of other major political parties that dominated the stage along with the PDP under 
the present dispensation were and are widely regarded as ethnic parties. For instance, the All Peoples 
Party (APP) which later changed to All Nigeria Peoples Party (ANPP) and the Congress for 
Progressive Change (CPC) were regarded as Hausa/Fulani party. The Action Alliance (AD) and later 
Action Congress of Nigeria (ACN) were seen as pan-Yoruba parties, while the All Progressives 
Grand Alliance (APGA) founded by the late Igbo warlord and leader of the defunct Biafra, the late 
Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu, was regarded as an Igbo party. However, in the 2011 general 
elections, ethnic and religious politics reared its ugly head once more. With the demise of Alhaji 
Umaru Musa Yar’ Adua, some people in the North felt that power should not shift to the south and to 
that extent started kicking against the presidency of Dr. Goodluck Jonathan (Southerner).  
 

Helen Nnedinso Ozioko 
 



9 

 

Multidisciplinary Journal of Research Development, Volume 28 No 1, December, 2018-ISSN 1596-974X 

It is arguably the said ethnic sentiment and mindset of “it-is-the -turn –of- the- North” that led 
to five of the major political parties or their factions (CPC, CAN, ANPP, PDP and APGA) coming 
together in 2014 to form the present All Progressives Congress (APC). It was this party that defeated 
the then President Goodluck Jonathan of  PDP ( a South-Southerner) to win the presidential election 
in 2015. This also led to the enthronement of the incumbent President Muhammadu Buhari (a Hausa-
Fulani northerner). As things stand now, APC is widely considered to be a party for the Hausa-Fulani 
and the Yoruba, while APGA has remained unrepentantly a party for the Igbo. Quite recently, the 
PDP bounced back from its shadows of death to assume its pan-Nigerian structure and national 
spread, with no tribe seen as providing its dominant membership. Apart from these three, other 88 
political parties though lacking in any national spread or appeal cannot be ascribed to any ethnic 
group in Nigeria.                                  

The role played by ethnicity in the Nigerian politics has done more harm than good. For 
instance, in the area of resources allocation from the federal government in, the First Republic, 
because the Hausa/Fulani were in charge of the administration, they used the opportunity to allocate 
most of the federal funds to the Northern Region than they did to other regions and similar issues are 
experienced in the present administration as both resources and political offices are been allocated to 
majority of indigenes of the Northern region which manifests as a result of ethnicity. 
 
Other Effects of Ethnicity on the Nigerian Polity 

Apart from its systemic and overbearing influence on politics in Nigeria right from the First 
Republic, ethnicity has equally had significant imprints on other aspects of the nation’s political life, 
public peace, security, and national loyalty. In this regards, ethnicity has put on the garbs of 
ethnocentrism or ethnic bigotry, mutual suspicious, inefficient federalism, and secessionist agitations, 
among other. 
 
Ethnocentrism or Ethnic Bigotry 

Ethnocentrism or ethnic bigotry played and is still playing latent roles in the body politic of 
Nigeria. Otite (2017) observed and quite rightly too that the ethnic; virus has been one of the most 
important causes of social crisis and political instability in Nigeria; and that ethnicity has been 
perceived in general as a major obstacle to national integration and the overall political and economic 
development efforts in the country. 

Osaghae (2017) defines ethnicity as the employment and/or mobilization of ethnic identity or 
differences to seek advantage in situations of competition, conflict or cooperation. He sees the ethnic 
group as one whose members share a common identity and affinity based on a common language and 
culture, myth of a common, origin and territorial homeland, which becomes a basis for differentiation. 
This definition is preferred because it identifies two issues that are central to discussions on ethnicity. 
The first is that ethnicity is neither natural nor accidental, but is the product of a conscious effort by 
social actors. The second is that ethnicity is not only manifest in conflictive or competitive relations 
but also in contexts of cooperation. A corollary to the second point is ethnic conflict manifests itself in 
various forms, including voting, community service and violence. Thus, it needs not always have 
negative consequences. 

Nnoli (2013) and Otite (2017) have also added contextual discrimination by members of one 
ethnic group or the other on the basis of some exclusive criteria as a critical of ethnicity. Moreover, as 
earlier stated, ethnicity is mobilization and politicization of ethnic group identity drawing on those 
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elements that mark out the group such as language, territory, mode of dressing and sharing jokes. It 
takes on meaning in competitive situations, and where available resources are scarce in relation to the 
interests which grow around them. 

The evils of tribalism in Nigeria are many. Tribal appellations cause tribal idiosyncrasies; 
these lead ultimately to variety and superciliousness and disharmony. A Hausa may think a Yoruba is 
inferior, while the Yourba looks down on the Igbo and the Igbo prides about that both the Hausa and 
Yoruba are just the people without gut (Ngozi, 2018). 

An ethnic group is distinguished by language, culture, religion or both (Nnoli, 2013). 
Ethnocentrism is a self-judgment that one’s ethnic group is superior to others. Such assumption 
promotes antagonism evidenced in Nigeria in response to many challenges orchestrated by 
ethnocentrism.   

Drawing from the foregoing, the principle of federal character, nation building and national 
integration are irreconcilable with the composition and attitude of most Nigerians. Nweke (2015) 
described ethnocentrism as being attitudinal in form and perceptual in content. It is not easily erased 
particularly when the leaders do not display sufficient and convincing attitude that Nigeria’s strength 
lies in the diversity and exploration of her resources for equitable benefit of every citizen irrespective 
of affiliation or originality. 
 
Mutual Suspicion and Fear of Domination 

Before the 1914 amalgamation and 1954 introduction of federalism, each of the sub-
nationalities lived independently and autonomously and that was the reason for the low level of social 
and political strife when compared to the period of amalgamation. In expression of the volume of 
problems bedeviling the Nigerian State, Onu (2018) affirmed that the amalgamation is the mistake of 
1914. 

Shortly after independence, Nigeria was faced with plethora of problems including mutual 
suspicion and distrust, elitism, self-centeredness and greed as the major problems in Nigeria. To 
cushion the effects, the protagonists of 1976 CDC opted for inclusion of the federal character 
principle in the constitution. Nation building and national integration were some of the slogans 
advocated in justification of its inclusion. 

Major crisis ever recorded in Nigeria since the amalgamation is significantly rooted in 
suspicion, which cuts across ethnic and religious boundaries but more pronounced across ethnic 
boundaries. They include the 1964 federal elections where political parties and alliances were more 
ethnic than ideological, the Nigerian civil war 1967-1970, 2011 general elections, the various 
incidents of ethno-religious and sectarian violence in Northern Nigeria, indeed shook Nigeria to its 
very foundation. Ditto the on-going Boko Haram insurgency, the protracted Kaduna crisis, the 
herdsmen menace and the rise of various ethnic militias across the country. The point is that there can 
be no meaningful successful implementation of the federal character principle amidst mutual 
suspicion, distrust and hatred amongst the constituent ethnic nationalities that make up Nigeria.  
 
Poor Foundation for a Federal System and Frosty Fiscal Federalism 

The federal framework notwithstanding, the seed of mutual suspicion and fear of domination 
had since germinated and was fast growing among the major ethnic groups in the country such that 
the workings of the new constitution became difficult. The point being made here is that federalism in 
Nigeria was not a deliberate or original design of the founding fathers, but an accidental adoption by 
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the colonialists who having found themselves in a tight situation had no alternative than adopt the 
federal framework (Onu, 2018; Ahmadu, 2017). 

The implication of this was that the Nigerian federalism lacks the requisite foundation for a 
formidable federal system, the resultant effect of which is loyalty to ethnic groups rather than loyally 
to the nation (Suberu, 2017; Gboyega; 2016; Obayan, 2018). 

In a circumstance of mutual suspicion and fear of domination, competition for power among 
ethnic groups becomes unavoidable. Again, it is on the basis of this fear of domination that formation 
of political parties in Nigeria always reflects a strong dose of ethnicism. The point is that colonialism 
left behind for Nigeria a non-hegemonic state that further aggravates the crisis of ethnicism (Osaghae, 
2017). 

If there is any area this ethnicity-induced federalism in Nigeria has its significant negative 
effect on, it is the area of practice of fiscal intergovernmental relations or revenue allocation. As a 
consequence of the tension and rancor associated with ethnicity, Nigeria has betrayed annoying 
inability to establish an agreeable revenue allocation formula more than five decades after 
independence (Jega, 2013; Lijphart, 2018). 

Attempts have been made in respect of an agreeable formula through the series of ad-hoc 
revenue allocation commissions that were set up in the past, but none has been able to settle 
discontents arising from this possible integrative mechanism for Nigerian federalism. To compound 
the woes, the agitations for a fairer deal by minority ethnic groups in whose domains the most 
attractive of Nigeria's resources are located have continued unbated. To signify the determined 
intention of halting the long years of unfair treatment in respect of revenue allocation, the 
southern part of the country in general and the Niger-Delta area in particular has been vociferous 
in its demand for equitable revenue allocation. On a broader perspective, the disagreement over 
revenue allocation has intensified greater conflict of intergovernmental relations. Although, the 
discontents may be seen as coming from the southern states, there is much pressure on the federal 
government to evolve an equitable and just formula for intergovernmental resource allocation. 

The Nigerian circumstances in this regard can be captured in Suberu's submission. According 
to Suberu (2018:22):   
"The Nigerian federal system plays a pre-eminent role in collective distributive interest in Nigeria, 
Typical consideration is usually given to ethnicity, and then associated primordial paradigms of 
communalism, religion and regionalism have emerged as the primary organizing principles for 
conceptualizing, articulating, protecting or promoting collective distributive interests in Nigeria. 

There have been nine different commissions on revenue allocation since 1946, yet the 
discontent arising from the subject is yet unsettled (Osaghae, 2017). The various revenue 
allocation reviews have not been to assuage the perceived and actual sufferings of the zone that 
produces the petroleum resources, which form the hulk of Nigeria's wealth. The most recent 
organized platform for demonstrating the anger of the South-South zone against the perceived 
injustice of the Nigerian State was at the National Political Reform Conference organized in 
2005, to chart a new course for Nigeria. The zone requested for a 25% derivation formula 
accruable to each zone producing any resource, which is expected to graduate to 50% in about 
five years and subsequently reach 100% at some time in the future (Punch, May 9, 2016). At that 
point in time, each of the resource zones would begin to pay royalty to the Nigerian State. This was 
rejected by majority of the delegates from the other regions (mainly the North), which were willing 
to increase the existing 13% to 17% derivation, and  without any particular interest to embark on a 
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‘walk-out’ before the conclusion of conference proceedings. In fact, the issue of revenue sharing 
formula is becoming more volatile in contemporary Nigeria. The people of the Niger-Delta 
region have resorted to arms through th e  fo rma t ion  o f  mi l i t i a  in  p ress in g  home the i r  
d emands .  
The revenue allocation predicament is one of the main issues keeping Nigeria’s federal structure 
on shaky grounds; the structure can only be mended through the instrumentalities of genuine 
political compromises, negotiations and consensus. (Kwanashie, 2017). 
 
Methodology 

The study adopted descriptive research survey method in which a set of pre-tested 
questionnaire was used to collect data from three Federal Government agencies and Federal 
Government Secretariat in Enugu State. The said agencies included the National Orientation (NOA), 
Federal Character Commission and National Population Commission, all in Enugu. The population of 
these ministries and agencies as at the time of this research was 4,361. From this population, 
Cochran’s finite population correction statistics was used in determining a sample size of 353 for the 
study. The said questionnaire that was used by the study consisted of 18 close-ended items (6 on the 
demography of respondents and 12 on the research constructs of the study) with the latter set on the 5-
point Likert- type scale. Results of the reliability test carried out on the said questionnaire showed that 
it has a Cronbach’s Alpha index (CAI) of 0.81, which was considered very good for the study. The 
respondents for the study were selected using purposive sampling technique which used certain pre-
determined set of criteria to select those adjudged to possess some good knowledge of the issues 
involved in ethnicity politics, national integration, public peace and security in Nigeria. 

Descriptive statistics that consisted of tables frequency count and percentages was used to 
analyzed the data collected, while the three hypotheses for the study were tested using Pearson’s Chi-
square Cross Tabulation Statistics, all with the aid of SPSS. 
 
Results 

The results of data analysis showed that out of the 353 questionnaire administered to the 
respondents, 350 (99.2%) were returned well completed, while 3 (0.8%) were returned, but were 
rejected because they were badly completed. The results also showed that out of the 350 well 
completed questionnaires 220 (63.1%) were males, while 33 (37.1%) were female civil/public 
servants. It was this 350 responses or data that were used throughout the remaining analyses that 
follow below. 
 
Test of Hypotheses 
Hypothesis No. 1 
i:  Ethnicity has no significant effect on the composition of successive political parties that have 
so far featured in the Nigerian politics since 1960. 
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Table 1: Chi-Square Computed From Frequency Cross Tabulation  
 F-value  Df  Asymp. Sig(2-sided)  

Pearson Chi-Square  33.34  8  .0000  

Likehood Ratio  168.203  8  .0000  

Linear-by- Linear Association  52.11.0    

N of Valid Cases  350  1  .0000  

 .    Source: SPSS (E-views 7), Field Survey, 2018.  
Table 1 shows the output of the computed Chi-square values from the Cross Tabulation Statistics of 
observed and expected frequencies based on the Likert-type scale from the responses of respondents. 
Pearson Chi-square computed value is X c

2 = 33.34, which is greater than the Chi-square critical value 
of X1

2 = 15.507 at 8 degree of freedom (df) and 0.05 alpha level: (X  c
2 = 33.34, p<0.05) .  

 
Decision:  
Since the Pearson Chi-Square computed is Xe

2 = 33.34, which is greater than Chi-Square critical value 
of X12 = 15.507, the null hypothesis is, therefore, rejected, and the alternate hypothesis accepted. 
Thus we conclude that ethnicity had significant effect on the membership composition of successive 
political parties that have so far featured in the Nigerian politics since 1960. 
 
Hypothesis No. 2 
ii:  Ethnicity has no significant effect on the number of successive incidents of ethno-religions 
violence in Nigeria. 
 
Table 2: Peason Chi-Square Test As Computed From the Frequency 'Cross Tabulation 
Statistics 
 F-value  Dr  Asmp. Sig (2-sided)  

Pearson chi-square  
Likehood Ratio  
Linear-by-linear Association  
N of valid cases  

54.47  
158.203  
51.110  
350  

8 
8 
1 

 

.000  

.000  

.000  
 

Source: SPSS (E-views 7), Field Survey, 2018.  
 
Table 2 shows the output of the computed Chi-square values from the Cross Tabulation Statistics of 
observed and expected frequencies based on the responses of the target respondents. Pearson Chi-
Square computed value is Xc

2 = 54.47, which is greater than the Chi-square critical value of Xc
2 = 

15.507 at 8 degree of freedom (df) and 0.05 alpha level: (Xc
2 = 54.47, p<0.05).  
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Decision:  
Since the Pearson Chi-Square computed is Xc

2 = 54.47, which is greater than the critical Chi-Square 
value of X1

2= 15507 the alternate hypothesis is therefore, rejected and its alternate form accepted. 
Thus we conclude that ethnicity has significant effect on the number of successive incidents of ethno-
religions violence in Nigeria. 
 
Hypothesis No. 3 
iii:  Ethnicity has no significant effect on the number of successive separatist or secessionist 
movements in Nigeria. 
  
Table 3: Chi-Square Test Computed From The Frequency Cross-Tabulation Statistics 
 - .  -    
 F-value  Df  Asymp, Si2(2-sided)  

Pearson Chi-Square  38.79   8  
8  
1  
 
 
 
 

.0000 
 .0000  
.0000  
 
 
 

   
Likehood Ratio  168.203   

Linear-by- Linear Association  52.110   

N of Valid Cases  
 

350 
  

 

Source: SPSS (E-views 7), Field Survey, 2018.  
Table 3 depicts the output of the computed Chi-square values from the cross tabulation statistics of 
observed and expected frequencies based on the responses of respondents. Pearson Chi-square 
computed value is Xc

2 = 38.79, which is greater than the Chi-square tabulated value of X  c
2 = 15.507 

at 8 degree of freedom (df) and 0.05 alpha level (X c
2 = 38.79, p<0.05).  

 
Decision:  
Since the Pearson Chi-square is Xc

2= 38.79, which is greater than its critical value of X1
2 = 15.507, 

then the null hypothesis stands rejected. Thus we conclude that ethnicity has significant effect on the 
number of separatist or secessionist movements in Nigeria. 
 
Conclusion 

Like most countries across the world, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, the phenomenon of 
ethnicity has remained one of the most worrisome features of the Nigerian federation. This is 
understandable given the fact that the country is a multi-ethnic one that consists of over 250 ethnic 
groups. Inspite of their diverse differences in ethnic origin, culture, language and religion, among 
others, the British colonizers of the area known today as Nigeria went ahead to amalgamate the 
multiplicity of ethnic groups in the area into a federal union in 1954. Not long after that 
amalgamation, the monstrous phenomenon of ethnicity began to rear its ugly head. 

Investigations reveal that ethnicity in Nigeria has so far manifested itself in various forms. 
These include ethnocentrism or ethnic bigotry, mutual suspicion and fear of domination among the 
elite from the opposing Northern and Southern parts of Nigeria in particular, culture of mediocrity as 
opposed to meritocracy, and inability to lay a strong foundation for an enduring and efficient 
federalism. It is also the finding of this study that the foregoing has had significant influence on 
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various aspects of the nation’s polity. These include affiliations to successive political parties, struggle 
for power among the elites, ethno-religious crises, separatist or secessionist tendencies against the 
Nigerian State, revenue allocation formula, and distribution of posts in both the public service, armed 
forces, the security agencies, government companies and parastatals and political positions.   
 
Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are made. First and 
foremost, there is urgent need for a total overhaul of the present structure of the Nigerian federation. 
In the restructuring being proposed here, it is suggested to either bring back the old four regions: 
Eastern Region, Western Region, Midwestern Region, and Northern Region or upgrade the present 
six geopolitical zones: South-East, South-West, South South, North East, North Central, and North 
East Zones into new regional governments. If any of the two propositions is chosen, it is also 
recommended that each of the resulting regional governments be grated a good measure of 
independence and autonomy status, particularly in the areas of resource control, policy-making and 
implementation and fiscal relationship, among others. The corollary to the foregoing is that these 
largely autonomous regions will be made to pay some little loyalty to the central government whose 
hitherto stupendous sphere of influence must have been largely whittled down.    

How has the foregoing proposition, if implemented, addressed the scourge of ethnicity in the 
Nigerian polity? First, by balkanizing the behemoth called the present Nigeria into four or six largely 
autonomous regions, the present tension, rancor and acrimony being generated by ethnicity in the 
Nigerian polity would have been significantly doused or attenuated. Second, it is on record that the 
ethnic groups that found themselves in each of the old four regional governments in Nigeria under the 
First Republic were very compatible as they well accommodated themselves, leading to the 
tremendous success in governance and development recorded by each, before that rude interruption by 
military coup in 1966. The point is that if these ethnic groups are allowed to continue to stay together 
once more either in their former regional governments of the present geopolitical zones, the monster 
called ethnicity and all its attendant negative consequences in the Nigerian body politic will sooner or 
later be a thing of the past. 
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