
 1

Ethnic Nationalism and Use of Violence in Democratic Governance in Nigeria: a 

threat to National Security. 
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Abstract 

Nigerian society is today replete with phenomena that make life “insecure, Brutish, nasty and 
short”, due to the challenges of incorporating the diverse peoples of Nigeria into a stable 
national community in order to achieve good democratic governance, for the utmost goal of 
sustainable development. This has eluded the nation-state since the triumphant enthronement of 
democratic rule. This paper explores the etiology of such social malaise as ethnic nationalism, 
and use of violence with a special focus on the country since 1999 when a new democratic 
administration come into being, but with references to 1960 examine the implications and 
challenges resulting from the rise of these social problems in the country, bearing in mind the 
undercurrent behind such rising tide. In conclusion, it posit that unless these challenges are 
deeply confronted, it will continue to masks the underlying and inevitable protests over the 
heightened inequities and other contradictions inherit in our governance. 
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Introduction  

 Nigeria which occupies an area of about 923,768 (The political Bureau 1987.19) with a 

population of about 145 million people in 2006 (NPC B/C 2006) has a chequered history. The 

territory  is occupied by more than 300 ethnic nationalities that are found in fairly well defined 

location which does not in itself constitute a problem but its elevation into the corner stone of 

social and political organization through the process of social change and modernization have 

constituted a big burden in the polity. Consequently there seems to be the rise of what is referred 

to as ethnic nationalisms, various types of violence in the country exemplified by various 

occurrences and ethnic city based on the polity since independence. This trend has persisted 

through the years but seems to have climaxed at a time, coincidental with the return of 

democratic governance in the country in 1999. A more worrisome trend however is that of 
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military dictatorial rule that characterized much of the country’s 20th century history is a major 

factor in the rising tide of ethnic nationalism, thuggery and hooliganism. The advent of 

democratic governance at the down of 21st century as one element agreed for the transformation 

of the whole societal system and enhancement of the individual capacity to realize his inherent 

potentials and to cope effectively with the challenges of live as the agenda of the new 

millennium adopted by the United Nations of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

agenda has not provided succour.  Without doubt, the rise of ethnic nationalism, thuggery and 

hooliganism has gravious implications for the country’s unity and development. It is against this 

background this paper highlights the challenges before the Nigerian state in its quest for unity 

and democratic governance in the new millennium, because of the glaring need for peaceful 

atmosphere within which societies could prosper. The paper is divided into six sections including 

this introduction. Section two examines the extent of ethnic nationalism in Nigeria. Section three 

is devoted to the position of the state and ethnic nationalism with a view of exposing the issues in 

the pre-post independence era. The fourth section centres on the use of violence in democratic 

governance in Nigeria, the fifth section dwells on the implications of ethnic nationalism and 

violence in our polity and challenges for Nigeria. While section six concludes the work. 

 

Ethnic Nationalism in Nigeria  

 Ethnic nationalism in Nigeria can be said to be, is rooted in the country’s social formation 

during the colonial era. This was a result of the amalgamation of different ethnic nationality 

groups which hitherto had little or nothing in common by the colonialists into a large national 

territory without recourse to implications which such may have for future relations. On the 

contrary, the colonialists were more guided by perceived economic gains in their intra-European 

struggle for the soul of Africa. Equally, there were no concrete efforts to integrate the various 

ethnic nations especially between the North and Southern region. Rather, different policies and 

systems of administration were adopted. For instance, even after the 1914 amalgamation, both 

the North and the South continued under different legal and administrative systems. While the 

north was using the penal code, the south operates the criminal code. In underscoring this ugly 

trend, (Osaghae, E.E, 2001, Adejumobi, Sa’id 2003) notes that the two territories of north and 

south; 
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Were administered separately, and the colonial officials in these 
administrations zealously fought to keep each group of provinces 
separate… Except for the amalgamation of some departments 
such as customs, education, railways, police and the prisons 
little effort was made at national integration. 
 

Given the above situation, the gradual and eventual transfer of political power to Nigerians in the 

last decade of colonial rule coupled with the capture of political contests in the process (which 

was characterized by ethnic jingoism) aggravated the differences. This was because, the 

enfranchisement of the masses encouraged political aspirants to define themselves as ethnic 

champions in the ensuing political competition for offices (Onyeoziri, F. 2003:10) notes that the 

high nationalist zeal that strengthened the anti colonial struggle became wane in not time. Thus 

at independence, the country was still far from integrating her various ethnic nations into a stable 

national community. But while ethnic nationalism is rooted in the colonial history of Nigeria, 

successive civilian and military regimes in the post independent period have in no small way 

contributed to its complexities. This is through overt or covert discriminatory state polices that 

tend to favour some ethnic groups at the expense of others such as in the provision of 

employment, access to some basic infrastructure and resources among others. Added to this is 

politics of exclusion that often characterize the country’s political processes. Aftermath of this 

was the intensification of ethnic consciousness among the ethnic nationalities. For instance, the 

military coup of January and July 1966, the 30 months Civil War (1967-1970) and a host of other 

events of conflicts can be aptly linked to the consequences of ethnic nationalism in the country. 

In addition, excesses of past leaders have only resulted in the veneration of ethnic entities at the 

expense of commitment to national entity. Little wonder therefore, that most integrative 

mechanisms since independence have been of little or no effect while the spate and volatility 

ethnic nationalism have continue to rise” (E.E Osaghae 2000:12, Ezera, 1959:) consequently 

there have been emergence of ethnic based groups in the country. Each seeking a vantage 

position in power and resource matrix for itself-a situation which began to climax since 1999. 

More disturbing is the fact that since that period, the level of nationalism displayed by the 

various ethnic nations seems to have defied known and existing solutions. (A.B Ogiehon 2000. 

4:57) Ethnic nationalist group that have sprung up include, the Arewa Consultative Forum 

(ACF), newly formed Northern Union (NU), Middle Belt Forum (MBF) among others in the 
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north. In the west there are the Odua People’s Congress (OPC) which believes in liberating the 

Yoruba nation from prolong years of marginalization. Other socio-cultural organizations are 

Afenifere and Yoruba Council of Elders (YCE). In the east and South-south, the list include 

Movement for the Survival of Ogoni People (MOSOP) which along with some others have been 

demanding to be part given a fair share by the Federal Government of the resources expropriated 

from their area (E.E. Osaghae 2000. 105) Ohaneze Ndi Igbo; Eastern Mandate Union which 

sought to address the perennial issue of marginalization and what they considered as unjust 

character of the polity which sets different standard for different group depending on their 

geographical axis. Movement for the Actualization of Sovereign State of Biafra (MASSOB); 

Egbesu Boys; Ijaw Youth Movement; Ijaw National Congress (INC); and Niger Delta 

Consultative Assembly; Niger Delta Volunteer Force; Movement for the Emancipation of the 

Niger Delta (MEND); among others. The level of volatility of these nationalist group has even 

reach a point at times, they contest the right of monopoly of arms with the state. (See the 

Guardian, Lagos, August 3, 2000). 

 There is no doubt that the rise of ethnic nationalism has affected inter-group relations in 

Nigeria. Aside from the various insurgency attacks and kidnaps that is daily taking place in the 

Niger Delta, it has also been manifesting in several inter-group conflicts some of which were 

informed by indigene versus settler dichotomy as Jos between Hausa/Fulani (settler) and natives 

of Jos between 2001 and 2004. Tiv and Jukun in Benue and Taraba States. Also between May 

1999 and 2001, it was estimated that over thirty different ethno-communal conflicts have 

occurred thereafter (See Egwu S. 2007 and The Guardian Lagos, February and October 8, 2001). 

In underscoring the complexities of ethnic nationalism (Babangida http://www.ani.org/about/us/speeck/IBB/htm). 

 The paradoxes of ethnic nationalism are many. They range 
from a Nigerian being resident or being born in a locality, yet 
considered as being alien or non-indigenous to that locality. It 
includes being a Nigerian of a settler community, yet 
confronted by the stark forces of indigeneity. It also includes 
being married across ethnic divides with the offspring being 
fully Nigerian citizens, yet they can be caught up in the 
structures or the politics of ethnic nationalism. Even in 
competing for power off office, the trap makes it difficult to 
exercise full electoral rights, you can vote but in reality you 
cannot be voted for. The ethnic trap includes discrimination by 
state and local authorities in access to health facilities, 

http://www.ani.org/about/us/speeck/IBB/htm
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business opportunities and acquisition of landed properties 
with the norms, conventions, and rules of being a Nigerian 
overriding loyalty and obedience to the one’s traditional 
community or ethnic nationality. The trap of ethnic nationalism 
nurtures structural alienation, and negative motivations and 
attitudes. htt://www.aanior/about/us/speck/IBB/html. 
 

Obvious implications of ethnic nationalism in Nigeria include destruction and loss of productive 

human resources; deepening of poverty as a result of wanton destruction of properties and 

investments; glorification of mediocrity at the expense of merit and a worsening crisis of 

integration among others. All these indeed have implications for the Nigeria State. Thus, besides 

the seemingly unending feud on the political plane in the country, resulting in severe loss of lives 

and properties, as witness lately (Umar, 2007:210) several governments or regimes, including the 

immediate past government of chief Olusegun Obasanjo (1999-2007) in particular, had had to 

grapple with a number of fundamental problems in respect of mutual co-existence between the 

segment of the country’s pluralistic setting. Referring to some of these, Umar (2007:216) has 

argued: 

More than any other regime in the country’s experience, the 
Obasanjo regime has become notorious for the spates of crises in 
many parts of the country such that it is the wide belief that 
interpersonal and group relations never had it so bad in the 
country. Across the length and breath of the country, ethnic 
conflicts often violent have resurfaced, become heightened, 
eventually resulting in monumental loss of lives and property. 
 

Examples of this State of affairs abound. These include the OPC-Hausa traders Clash at 

Shagamu, Ogun State in 1999, Ajegunle crisis in 1999, involving Yoruba’s and Ijaw factions of 

the Lagos Port Dock Workers, the Mile 12 Ketu market riot in 1999 involving the Yoruba and 

the Hausas over control of cattle market, Shariah riot in Kaduna in 2000 etc. The list is endless 

and so are the consequences (Sa’id Umar 2007:221). 

 In another light, although we have hinted on this before now, the ocntineous domination 

and control of the State political power by the North (Hausa-Fulani in particular), from 1966 to 

1999 and Zero-Sum-game in the power politics of Nigeria continued to breed a sense of 

exclusion by a section of the elites in the share of State power and resource, with alienation 

among the generality of Nigerians. Thus the deep suspicion, mistrust, fear of domination and 
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marginalization and even hatred has remained, and complicated by massive corruption in the 

government, down turn in the economy, and the pauperization of the people. This continue to 

breed dissensions and agitations among the elites and restiveness and agitation among the people 

giving rise to more ethnic based associations, and increase in the number of ethnic minorities 

who are determined to assert themselves in the Nigeria federation. This is particular intense in 

the Niger Delta region (Adejumobi 2003: 171). Adejumobi also noted that: 

In the Nigerian federation, virtually all groups relate with the 
National question in one way or the other. Virtually all ethnic 
groups talk about marginalization and domination in one form 
or the other. Momoh depicts it graphically: for the Niger Delta 
and oil producing minority it is oil exploration and 
environmental degradation; fro the Igbo it is marginalization; 
for Hausa-Fulani it is uneven development; for the minorities of 
the north, particularly the ‘Middle Belt’, is one of internal 
colonialism; for the Yoruba it is power exclusion. Hence 
everybody is demanding empowerment on the basis of one 
assumption-xenophobia. 
 

This has continued to be a challenge in the legitimacy of the state and increase in ethnic 

nationalism. 

The State and Ethnic Nationalism: Post Independence Experience 

 The colonial State and the Nigerian elites did recognize the differences and diversity of 

the country and their deep divisions. Hence in the various constitutional conferences held 

between 1950 and 1958 (Ezera, 1959:240 Akinyemi 2003:101) they tried to grapple with these 

realities, which borders on the national question-ethnic integration. As Ezera (1959:244:247) 

points out: 

Indeed greatest problem that faces Nigeria as a country is that of 
unity… the nature of this problem has been how to organize 
together within the frame work of a single state the various 
peoples making up Nigeria without inter-fering unduly with the 
particular ways of each. It is a problem that involves the 
Nigerians in an effort to reconcile, is the need for National unity 
with the existing strong sectional loyalties without restoring to 
totalitarian methods. 
 

In addressing this critical problem both the colonial state and the Nigerian elites opted for a 

Nigerian federation based on three-regional structure of north, east and west. However, this has 
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not remove the fear of domination because of the regional imbalance in favour of the north. But 

more fundamental as Ezera also point out ditto to the above reference: 

… None of these regions is by itself a homogeneous entity. In 
fact, each of them could very appropriately constitute a 
federation. This fact, though generally ignored, has raised 
several problems. As Nigeria approached self-Government there 
were developments of minor-Nationalism and particularistic 
demands for separate autonomy within demands each existing 
region. 
 

In the north were the Borno Youth Movement and the United Middle-Belt Congress (UMBC) 

both non-Hausa speaking which seek to assert themselves, have sometimes gone about this with 

a threat to the national polity. The UMBC demanded for a middle-Belt state as was the case in 

the Western region by the non-Yoruba who demanded for separate Mid-West (Benin-Delta) 

State and in the Eastern region by non-Igbo nationalities who demanded for a Calabar-Ogoja-

River state (Ezera, 1959:2). 

It was partly for this reason and to give Nigerian some sense, military regimes divided the 

county into 12 states initially and gradually expanded it to 26 states in 1995 and created more 

local government areas numbering 974. In addition it built a new federal capital and also divides 

the country into six geographical zones. (B.A Ahmadu 2003 P.29). 

Other measures adopted to enhance ethnic integration include a review of revenue 

sharing formula, adoption of quota system or federal character in federal appointments, 

introduction of National Youth Service Scheme (N.Y.S.C) establishment of unity school and 

federal tertiary institution across the country and other similar measures as imbedded in the 

constitution. Other measures also evolved include zoning, power sharing formula and rational 

political appointments etc. 

Though a critical examination of the constitutional and non-constitutional means and 

measures pursued by the state to enhance national/ethnic integration is outside the scope of this 

paper, it is suffice to say that they are defective in structure and in orientation. The military 

regimes that largely pursued these policies virtually reduced the Nigeria Federalism to military 

command structure. As a result the state became over centralized both in power and control of 

resources with the federal components completely dependent on the centre thus; transforming the 

operations of the state into a unitary system. This is the root of the impoverishment and the 
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weakening of the constituent units. It is complicated by transforming the economy into 

monoculture with petroleum as the dominant product and running of the state like private 

enclave. This was with the effective support and collaboration of the elites who now struggle 

among themselves for share of the national cake. Babangida and Abacha’s regimes were 

particularly notorious for this. Thus, the creation of additional state and local government during 

these regimes were not based on may concrete principles but favours. Consequently, instead of 

generating the desired national consciousness and national integration, they became more 

effective and source of violent inter and intra communal and inter intra ethnic conflicts in the 

country. Presently the advocate of a sovereign national conference is fuelled by the elites who 

deliberately manipulated and mobilizes ethnicity and religion to challenge the state for their non-

inclusion in the share of state power and resources. This is why ethnicity and ethnic nationalism 

and violence question have remained with negative impact on democratic governance in Nigeria 

noted Ibeanu, O. (1999:41). 

Violence in Democratic Governance in Nigeria 

For a topic like this, it is essential and integral part of the paper for some terms to be 

defined. This is to enable readers understand the path of the discourse. Thus, terms like violence 

and democratic governance are given working definitions. 

Violence is a word often used synonymously these days as crisis or disorder. Different 

individuals depending on their discipline have defined it. According to Anifowoshe, R. (1984 

P.25) violence serves as a catch all for every variety of protest, militancy, coercion, destruction, 

or condemn. Anifowoshe, J. (2002 P.10), stressed that violence has a negative connotation that is 

sometimes utilized in maintaining law and order and here if cannot be considered as violence but 

legitimate act. Hence, the writer is of the view that violence here involves physical or emotional 

assault forcefully and illegitimately used in achieving a specified aim or objective. 

Violence could be classified, the social scientist classify the word violence according to 

its causes, dimension or types such as political, social or economic violence. According to this 

proponent, economic violence occurs mostly as a result of class or individual differences 

between demand. Social violence is physical threat or physical act, ethnic group militia and its 

like, the use of force, coercion or threat to press for the demand. In this paper, the writer is going 
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to restrict discussion to no type of violence or specific classification since the topic encompasses 

all forms of violence in democratic governance. 

The democratic process of Nigeria just like that of any other country involves elections. 

Elections entail a very essential part of democracy. They are designed essentially to elect 

representatives to be saddled with decision making for the country. The democratic process has 

never been completely peaceful in Nigeria history; since the 1940’s when political parties were 

formed it has been one crisis here and chaos there. With the formation of the National Council 

for Nigeria Citizens (NCNC) in 1944, Action Group (AG) 1948, Northern Element Progressive 

Union (NEPU) in 1950, and Northern Peoples Congress (NPC) in 1951, violent attacks were 

made on individuals and their properties. While a part of the country supported self-rule, others 

objected. This led to the Kano riot in 1953. Tiv riot and then NEPU put up its reaction against 

the system. Tension mounted in the country in 1959 until elections were held and by 1960 

Nigeria was granted independence with Sir Abubakar Balewa emerging as the Prime Minister, 

which generated much tension in the air. The 1963 census equally generated much tension that 

let to massive killings, as the western region contested result of the census. In 1964/65, the 

atmosphere aggravated especially in Western region as violent attacks were made on individuals. 

According to (Adigwe A.B 2000:172). It was said that electoral procedure was flagrantly 

abused, rigging out opposition candidates in the process. Reaction were violent as there was 

burning, looting and killing of political opponents which became known as operation “Watie”. 

Making a reminiscence of this dangerous phenomenon on the body of Nigeria Iorapuu (2005:73) 

correctly observed that 

The Nigerian politicians are crazy about the party’s victory and 
can defend their party’s manifestoes with a passion that can 
cause a civil war. 
 

Politics became the chief means to the acquisition of wealth. Similarly, membership of a political 

class became highly competitive. This generated conflict which fell back on political supporters 

to reinforce political violence. In other words, to have a share of the resources (national cake) or 

get access to resources (wealth). Political power becomes a prerequisite. Hence, those who aspire 

for political power engage in everything practicable (rigging elections, thuggery, hooliganism) 

etc, to achieve their aims.   



 10

They also fall back on some other variables like ethnicity and religious differentiation 

which ultimately trigger sectarian violence. In such macabre, the vanquished turn out to be 

marginalized. (Banwo A. 2002:110). 

The electoral fraud of 1964/65 let to breakdown of law and order which eventually led to 

the first military coup of 15th January, 1966. This brought to an end the first democratic 

experience in Nigeria. That situation consequently degenerated into the Nigerian civil war. Of 

course, the war was fought based on regions, viz the central government constituted those from 

the Northern and Western regions while those trying to secede were people from the Eastern 

region. Their aim and objectives was to grab political power in order to enrich themselves and 

their co-hot as their common claim was that they had been marginalized. The end of the first 

republic gave the military the feel and taste of political power, hence, remained in power for 

thirteen years.  

The second republic began with the lifting ban on partisan politics in 1978. Political 

Parties registered included National Party of Nigeria, (NPN); Unity Party of Nigeria, (UPN) The 

People Redemption Party (PRP); National People Party, (NPP); and Great Nigerians People 

Party (GNPP). Violence took the same pattern as it previously did in the first republic. there were 

inter-and-intra-party clashes which of course, culminated into violence. NPN emerged as the 

ruling party in the 1979 election. The power of incumbency saw NPN retaining power in the 

1983 general election.  

This bitter rivalry according to (Garvey, 1995:208) that existed among some of the 

politicians prior to the election led to cases of violence after the election. For instance, a PRP 

supporter, Dr. Bala Mohammed was assassinated on the 10th of July, 1981 in Kano. Before then 

in 1980, the GNPP majority leader in Bornu state House of Assembly Alh. Shugaba 

Abdulrahman, was deported on an allegation that he was not a Nigerian. There was also the 

storming of the National Assembly by the Police during a debate on revenue allocation. (Human 

Rights Watch, 1980). The December, 1983 coup again terminated the second Republic. The 

Military ruled from that time to 1998 except for a brief period of an interim National 

Government of Chief Ernest Shonekan, which lasted for only three month and five days August-

November, 1993. The third Republic was aborted which would had commenced in 1992 ended 

up on big disaster with a cancelled election. 
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The fourth Republic was ushered in on the 29th May, 1999 with the inauguration of Chief 

Olusegun Obasanjo of the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) as the President. The first tenure of 

the fourth Republic (i.e. 1999-2003) witnessed minimal cases of political violence. However, this 

changed completely during the electioneering campaigns, voting and collation of results in the 

second tenure of the period under review. This could rightly be attributed to the desire of 

politicians to win at all cost and permanently remain in power. Thus, the struggle for power, 

positions and privileges amongst politicians and party loyalists led to inter-and-intra-party 

squabbles which sometimes result in violent clashes since 1999. 

The above fact led to rampant and unexplainable assassination of prominent politicians in 

the country some of whom include: Chief Bola Ige, Dr. Harry Marshall, Chief A.K Dikibo 

amongst others. According to Ojakaminor (2005:435-8), these notable Nigerians were 

assassinated in politically motivated circumstances. As time lapsed and divergent political views 

emerged, the indices on ethnic nationalism and violence increased in approximate proportion. 

Thus in Anambara state, the then Governor, Dr. Chris Ngige was neatly abducted and 

given a “gubernatorial torture” by the thugs and hoodlums of his “god father” Mr. Chris Uba in 

2003. Also in Anambara state Barrister Barnabas Igwe, Chairman, Nigerian Bar Association 

(NBA) Onitsha Branch, his wife and unborn baby were killed by assassins in September, 2000. 

His death was attributed to his opposition to Governor Chimwoke Mbadinuju. 

Kogi state took its sour taste of violence when party thugs 
disrupted a political rally in Lokoja. Adeyemi (2004:24) In 
Benue state, thugs and hooligans operating with the baptismal 
name ‘militia’ terrorized the inhabitants of Kwande in a battle 
royal between Wantaregh Paul Unongo’s (ANPP) and 
Governor George Akume’s (PDP) following the April 19th 2003 
Local Council elections. Furthermore, there was burning and 
killings in Tarkaa Local Government Area, Governor Akume’s 
home town, in his attempts to make Baver Zeremo, former 
ALGON National Chairman remain in power. Since then, 
things have never been the same in these areas. Signs that 
greater episodes were yet to come saw Kangoroo houses of 
Assembly members fragrantly disregarding laid down 
procedures to impeach the Governor; Rasheed Ladoja (Oyo), 
Peter Obi (Anambara), Joshua Dariye (Plateau) etc. 
(http:/www.nigeriavillagesquare.com). The courts later 
restored these Governors to power after much tension on the 
nation’s polity. 
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Furthermore, no sooner had campaign for the April 2007 elections began to steam up than the 

assassination of candidate reared up its ugly head again. Prominent causalities were Dr. Ayodeji 

Daramola and Funsho Williams both gubernatorial candidates of the ruling Peoples Democratic 

Party (PDP) for Ekiti and Lagos states respectively (Semaka, 2006:7). There was crisis between 

Senator Olusola Saraki and Governor Lawal. Most of these crises eventually escalated into 

communal, ethnic, or religious violence like the Kano riot, Kaduna Crisis of 2001 and 2002, 

respectively. 

 If one must examine the dimension of the present crisis which is characterized by 

violence of different sorts, in Nigeria today, it would be imperative to recall the colonial 

foundation of politics. Samuel Egwu asserts that Nigerian Nationalists who inherited state power 

that grew up under the colonial order was characteristically dictatorial by resorting to naked 

power as a means of dealing with opposing views. And while Nigerians have developed “shock 

absorbers” over the years which enable them to take issues calmly they are nevertheless 

surprised that: 

Our culture of political violence… is promoted by no 
other than the president, when he hails men such as 
Adedibu (http://www,nigeriavillagesquare.com4/6/207). 

 

The Implications of Ethnic Nationalism and Violence in our Polity: Challenges for 

the Nigeria State 

The point should be made that, Ethnic nationalism and violence do not just occur, they 

are created. In fact, it is a truism that the more fact of multiplicity of ethnic groups/nations does 

not constitute a negative phenomenon nor is the idea of nationalism. What is however 

problematic is how the ethnic nationalities perceive themselves and relate with one another 

within a geo-political entity. In other words, the rise of ethnic nationalism and violence in 

Nigeria and its dimensions have some underlying causative factors. These factors constitute the 

challenges, which must be deeply confronted if the country is to achieve its utmost goal of unity 

and development in the new millennium. The first point here relates to the state and society to 

positively respond to the dynamics of change and globalization in its social formation. This point 

was poignantly made by Babangida in a paper presented to the Alumni Association of the 

National Institute for Policy and Strategic Studies Kuru, where he identified social reality in the 

http://www,nigeriavillagesquare.com4/6/207
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country’s ‘social formation’ as a motivating factor for ethnic nationalism. This consists of first, 

people’s attitude towards traditionalism and traditional institutions including attachment to ethnic 

homeland. With all the manifestation of modernity, and of the effects of globalization, the 

Nigerian state is still heavily traditional in structure, though and perspectives. Consequently, 

rather than traditionalism being eliminated in the course of social change and modernization, 

larger elements of traditional values orientations and structures still tend to be preserved (see 

http://wwwaani.org/about/us/speech/IBB/ibb.htm/). 

The second aspect of social reality identified is the retention by Nigerians of double 

homes or multiple homes. This accounts for why many Nigerians having settled down in a place 

for years often return to their ‘homelands’ or place of birth to be counted during census or to 

register and vote at elections. Yet a third dimension of the Nigerian social reality according to 

Babangida finds expression in the federal character principle which has been elevated from being 

only a social structure to a constitutional imperative. Consequently, it is not enough to be a 

citizen of Nigeria to qualify for an appointment but one must be a native of one particular area. 

The import of the above scenario is that the individual becomes highly sentimentally attached to 

his ethnic nation even at the expense of the larger state. This high-level sentiment further pares 

way for its manipulation by the power seeking elites in the course of competing for power and 

political offices. 

Indeed, the elite in any society constitutes the power class that gives direction on to the 

society. More often than not in Nigeria, the political elites exploit this vantage position for their 

personal aggrandizement even at the expense of the masses. Consequently at moments of 

competitions, they appeal to people’s emotions using ethnic basis. The resultant effect is that 

competitions are interpreted in terms of survival of ethnic entities. (E.O. Ojo 1998:6). While 

winners hardly ascribe their success to ethnic influence, losers blame their failure on ethnic 

consideration and in the process they fan the members of ethnic nationalism in most cases with 

political violence. Flowing from the issues raised, the challenges before the Nigerian state is to 

develop an all-inclusive notion of citizenship, which takes care of both individual, and group 

rights simultaneously. Ciroma, Mallam Adamu (2000:94-114) notes that this can be achieved 

through a new constitutional order that abrogates issues of primordial attachments, indigene-

settler dichotomy among others. 

http://wwwaani.org/about/us/speech/IBB/ibb.htm/
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A worsening situation that further serves as undercurrent in the rise of ethnic nationalism 

and use of violence in achieving political and economic aim lies in the failure of economic 

management and prevalence of poverty in the country. There is no denying the fact that the 

Nigerian state has not done much in the area of economic management. Azeez A. (1999:19) 

reported that Nigeria with its abundant human and natural resources, the country is still 

characterized by pervasive poverty with about 70% living below poverty line, mass 

unemployment, and underdevelopment of productive forces, non-absorbance economy and poor 

infrastructural facilities and other necessities of life. In fact, it is estimated that about sixty 

million Nigerians do not have access to portable water (The Punch, Lagos, May 18, 2005 P.12) 

mass poverty and unemployment not only create alienation and insecurity but also frustrations 

and divisiveness among citizens. In such a situation therefore people are susceptible to seeking 

accommodation within the social insurance system of ethnic nationalities (Ibrahim Babangida) 

facilitated by the profiteering political elite. The contention therefore is that failure on the part of 

the state creates unfavourable conditions for the citizens which make them ascribe to primordial 

identities that in turn compete with the state. The challenge is therefore for the state to improve 

on its economic management techniques and ensure good governance and accountability since 

the lack of these elements creates an unfortunate situation that retards national integration, 

sustainable development and non-violent society. While Nigeria currently operates under a 

democratic administration, there is no concrete indication yet to improved economic 

management or trend towards the achievement of good governance in the country. Rather, the 

democracy project (from 1999 to date) appears to be trapped in contradictions traceable to 

attitudes of political elites, inter and intra-party contestations, zero sum politics all of which has 

been described elsewhere as crisis democracy in Nigeria Muhammad A.A (2005:106). Although 

few advances may have been made in some key economic indicators such as increase in external 

reserves, but they tend to be mere surface achievement as there effects have not reflected on 

societal reality. The implications of this continued failing situations is that citizens will continue 

to seek alternative accommodation under ethnic and other primordial ascriptions with violence. 

While the essence of unity continues to elude the country of equal importance is that if not 

properly and urgently managed, the rise of ethnic nationalism and all sorts of violence may 

render governments attempts at good governance and economic recovery sterile from its very 
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beginning. This is already manifesting in the current crusade against corruption and due process 

in high places whereby those alleged to be involve in corrupt practices are now attributing their 

indictment to ethnic considerations or the kith kin are reading ethnic meaning into it. For 

instance, one of the indicated senators of northern extraction in the 55 million naira bribery 

scandal involving former education minister and principal officers of the National Assembly had 

claimed that it was the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) that asked senator 

Adeghije, the lead witness in the Saga, to ensure that the list of those alleged do reflect national 

character so that Ibos would not be the only ethnic group involved (The Guardian Lagos, April 8 

(2005:1-2, Nigeria Tribune, April 7, 2005:1and4). Several other similar ethnic arguments have 

been advanced in the recent past such as, the financial scandal that rocked the House of 

Representatives under the Speaker, Mrs. Patricia Olubumi Etteh and her deputy Mr. Babangida 

Ngoroje. (The Guardian, Lagos September 3, 2007). The Yoruba elites reacted by accusing other 

members that it was a play to marginalize the Yoruba in the House of Representatives.  

Conclusion  

In this paper attempt has been made to examine the issues on Ethnic nationalism and use 

of violence in a democratic governance in Nigeria as a threat to National Security. Our analysis 

so far has revealed this unfortunate trend and the undercurrents behind it. It also reveals the 

colossal loss and implications which it has on the polity against the background of the necessity 

for unity as fountain head for any developmental aspiration. While unity is a precondition for 

success in any developmental aspiration, such cannot be achieved in an atmosphere of abject 

poverty and excessive attachment to traditionalism in the face of change and modernization. It 

therefore follows that ethnic nationalism and use of violence and the challenges its poses must be 

wholly confronted for the country’s national security and advancement. To this end the state 

should as a matter of priority build a society based on social justice, equity, tolerance and 

compromise as well as attenuation of the pervasive level of poverty in the country.  
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