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ABSTRACT

This work critically examines the concepts of ethnicity, religion, politics and
national unity as they interface in the affairs of Nigeria. Thus, it exposes the
unhealthy disposition of ethno-religious politics as regards our collective quest
for National Unity which is most paramount for peaceful co-existence. This
strongly posit that the electorates are the keys in any political project and that
people should be free to choose their leaders irrespective of place of origin or
ethno-religiousaffiliation or considerations. The study recommends among others
that ethno-religious politics should be discouraged in strong terms; Political
Parties in Nigeria should have national spread instead of wearing regional
toga; electoral victories should be determined by well articulated programmes
which must be in tandem with our national ideology; Nigeria being a multi-
lingual country every segment of the society must have a say in the affairs of the
country; and inclusiveness as against exclusiveness must be our watch word in
the affairs of the country.
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INTRODUCTION

Nigeriaisacomplex mix of multipleethnic and religious groupings spanning over three
hundred and fifty (350) ethnic nationalities. Theseethnic groupsare by divine providence
bounded together in ageographica configuration called Nigeria. Elections, therefore, in
Nigeriaare becoming ado or dieaffair because of the apparent national suspicions. no
oneethnic group wantsto giveup for theother. Thisseemingly unyielding attitudethat has
characterized our collective nationa behaviour regarding the affairsof the country isnow
the bane of our quest for National Unity. Electioneering are no longer issue based but
rather ethno-religious, primordial sentimentsand consi derationsas demonsirated by the
build-up to the 2015 general electionsinthe country. It isinteresting to note that when
Youth Corps memberswerekilled after the electionin 2011, no body apologised to the
families of those brutally murdered (Fani-Kayode, 2015). Theintention of the study,
therefore, isto exploretheattitude of thekey politica gladiatorsinrelationtotheir style of
campaigns. It dso attemptsto examinethe rel ationship between religion, ethnicity, politics
and nationd unity.

Ethno-ReligiousPoaliticsin Nigeria

Ethnicity isacomplex word asvariousviewshardly find common ground if thereisany at
al. Many seeit (ethnicity) asasegregation of some one simply because hisor her birth
placeisdifferent. Whileothersjust apply ethnicity and tribalismin describing Situation and
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taking them asthe samein context and meaning (Achebe, 1983; Ngele, 2008). It may aso
mean agroup of peopleor personswho share the same characteristics distinctivefrom
other peoplein the human society. However, Akinlaye (2003) asserted that ethnicity is
merely the ethnic groupingswith their distinct number of sub-cultures. In other words,
these sub-cultures mark such group of people different from other set of people. He
therefore, opinesthat Nigeriaisacomplex country with plenty ethnic groupswhich co-
exigondaily bass. InNigeria, thereareother three hundred and fifty ethnic groupshbut the
Hausa-Fulani stock, Yorubaand thelgbos of the South West and South East respectively
condtitutethemgjor ethnic groups. Thisisstemmed from their numerical strengthresulting
from the censusfigures officially made public over theyears. Intheory and practicethis
population strength of the af orementioned ethnic groups placesthem inthe pole position
when deciding the political direction of the country. Thefederal governmentismgjorly
being controlled by the mgjority groups (especialy the Hausa-Fulani) to the disadvantage
of other ethnic groups (Matthew and Charles, 2010).

Reigionisabelief pattern of anindividua making himor her tocommunewitha
superior but unseen power. It israther afunction of morality, spiritudity which createsa
balance, maintenance of order and harmony in the human society. It therefore, hasthe
cgpability of producing good citizensin our society (Akinlaye, 2003). Morecomprehensive
definition of religion wasoffered by Ekwunife (1992) asman’sawarenessand recognition
of hisdependent relationship on atransient being-theWholly Order, expressibleinhuman
society through beliefs, worshipsand ethical or moral behaviour. Nigeriaisplurdisticin
termsof religiousbdliefs. Itisasecular State and there arethreemagjor religious beliefs:
The Chrigtianfaith; Idamicfaith and African traditiond faith, al of which play significant
rolesinour national life. However, the Christian and Islamic faiths are dominant in our
national life. The Catholic Church isjust one of many denominations found in the
Christendom. Virtually every part of the Northern Nigeriaisislamized; that isIdamic
religionisprimarily rooted inthe Northern part of the country.

Notwithstanding, itisdifficult to definetheterm“ palitics’ asthereisno consensus
to what the term expressively means. But sufficeit to state that there are some major
definitionswhich can berelied upon for meaningful discussion. Politicsisaword derived
from apopular Greek word “ POLIS’ which implies City-State. Politicsaccording to
Robert Dahl ascited by Ikelegbe (2005) isapersistent pattern of human relationshipsthat
involvesto asignificant extent control, influence, power or authority. Onlinedefinitionin
Merrian-Webster.com (2015) seesit asan art or science of government; art concerned
withfinding or influencing governmental policy. However, it isal so the practiceand theory
of influencing other people. Narrowly, it refersto achieving and exercising positions of
governance-organized control over ahuman community particularly aState. Thisdefinition
impliesthat politicsisawide concept Sinceitinvolvesexercising of positions. It therefore,
meansthat there are processes and these processesinclude el ection; itisone of themagjor
componentsof politics. Ashasbeen said above el ection isone of the major components
of politics. In Nigeria, it is the choosing of representatives to the Nigeria's Federal
Government and various Statesand L ocal Government Areas. The 2015 generd eections
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still takethe sameform and character, but the stakesare higher thistime. Thiscan bedue
to theunwarranted, unprecedented incorporation of ethno-religious colourationsinto the
politica affairsof Nigeriaby thekey politica actors: the charactersintheAll Progressives
Congress (APC) and the People's Democratic Party (PDP) asthe major contenders.
Thesemain two political partiesand their standard bearers nevertheless, thereare other
contestantsinthisyear’spresidentia ections. For instance, Dr. Goodluck Jonathan (PDP);
Gen. Muhammeadu Buhari (APC); AllagoaChinedu (PPN); Ambrose Owuru (Hope Party);
Ayermi Adebayo (APA); Ganiyu Galadima(ACPN); Comfort Sonaiya(KOWA); Chekwas
Okorie (UPP); RufusSdlawu (AD); Sam Ebe (CPP); Martin Onouo (NCP); Mani Ahmed
(ADP); TundeAnifowose (AA) and Godson Okoye (UDP).

However, thetensed political atmosphereis primarily resulting from the ethno-
religiousbased campaignsinstead of i ssue-based, ideol ogy-oriented e ectioneering process.
Thishasbeen themagjor characteristicsof the Nigerian Political space. Still very freshin
our memoriesisthe 2011 presidential election that |eft over 800 people dead (Human
RightsWatch, 2011). It went further to state that the violence started with thewidespread
protests caused by supportersof Gen. Muhammadu Buhari, anorthern Mudlim under the
platform of Congressfor Progressive Change. Thereason wasthat theincumbent Goodluck
Jonathan, aChrigtianfrom the southern minority (the Peopl€ sDemocratic Party Candidate)
wasre-dected. Northern Statessuch asAdamawa, Bauchi, Borno, Katsina, Niger, Sokoto,
Yobeand Zamfarawereworse hitsof thecrisis. TheHuman Right Watch (2011) describes
thesituation thus: thepresidentia € ection divided the country along ethnic and religious
lines, Mudlim rioterstargeted and killed Christiansand membersof ethnic groupsfrom
southern Nigeriawhaose churchesshopsand homeswereburnt. Smilarly, in KadunaState
mobsof Chrigiansretdiated by killing only Mudimfaiths, burning down their mosquesas
well. Theforgoing may bethereason when Benike (2012) assertsthat e ectionsin Nigeria
areinfluenced by sentimentsasthe president wasvoted for acrossparty linesinthesouthern
Nigeriaasagainst theNorth. Northern Nigeriarather opted for hisaceriva (Muhammadu
Buhari). Insmilar vein, Citizens Security Concern Network (2015) states, whilequoting
Northern Emirs, that “ holding thiscountry (Nigeria) together isnot possible except by
meansof religion of the prophet. If they want politica unity let themfollow our religion”.

PVCsDISTRIBUTION STATISTICS

The permanent voter’scard isthemaost important instrument inthe 2015 generd eections
inNigeria. Itistheidentity card to say theleast. Thetable below suggeststhe contrary.
The PV Cscollection statistics show the collection rate for each geopalitical zone

Zone No of Reg. Voters PVCsUncollected PVCscallectionrate
South-East 7,028.560 3,287,530 54% of voters
South-West 14,298,356 7,411,205 50% of voters
South-South 8,937.057 3,844,370 57% of voters
North-East 10,038,119 4,735,556 75% of voters
North-West 18,900,543 4,835,556 80% voters
North-Central 7,675,369 3,909,849 48% of voters

Source: Vanguard, February 11, 2015-49
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Itisimportant to note that thislopsided distribution of the PV C took place beforethe

controversial postponement of the 2015 general election earlier scheduled to take place

onthe 14th of February 2015. The Move On Nigeria(2015) asked thefollowing pertinent

questions

a Isit that peoplein the north central, south-south, south-west and south-east have
faledto collect their PV Cs?

b. How comethe north-west zone hasthe highest collection rate of 80%7?

C. How comethenorth-east a so has 75% collection rate despitethe ongoing military
conflictsintheregion?

According to Fani-Kayode (2015), thewholething was planned by APC to hurt, intimidate

and prevent the president and his supportersfrom campaigning in the North. Whilethe

People’ s Democratic Party (PDP) supporterswere attacked in some parts of Northern

Nigeria. TheAll Progressives Congress supportersdid not aso haveit goodin Rivers

State. Thisethno-religiouspoliticsisan age-longissueasitisclearly shownintheearly

politica parties formationandtheir activities.

EARLY POLITICSAND POLITICAL PARTY FORMATION IN NIGERIA
Politica partiesin Nigeriawere mgjorly formed onthebasisof primordia sentiments; the
reasonissmple, Nigeriansaredassical examplesof traditiond or ethnicgroupings(Akinlaye,
2003). Hisassertionisvaidated by the pattern and style of early politica partiesformation
whichareheavily linked to the socio-cultura organizationslikeArewaConsultative Forum;
Ohanaeze; INC; Afenifereetc. Typica of thesebodiessomeof which later becamepolitical
parties are: Descendants of Oduduwa Society (Egbe Omo Oduduwa) captained by
Obafemi Awolowo; Bauchi Improvement Association led by Abubukar TafawaBalewa,
S4 ad Zungur and Aminu Kano; Pan-Northern Cultural Organization of Northern Mudims
of Nigeria(1949); 1bo State Union; I bibio State Union; Pan-1bo Federal Union (1944);
NigeriaYouth Movement (1933) and so on.

TheAction Group formed in 1950 isdirectly linked to the Egbe Omo Oduduwa
whichwasled by Chief Obafemi Awolowo; Northern People' s Congress (NPC) isaso
an offshoot of Northern Progressive Front (NPF) and Bauchi Improvement Association
whichwasinitialy led by Aminu Kano which metamorphosed into the Northern Elements
Progressive Union. The scenario continued up to the days of second Republic: (UPN-
Mainly Yoruba); (NPN-North) thoughit had some semblanceof nationd party. TheStuation
left no onein doubt that if allowed to continueit will |ead to nationd disharmony hencethe
1979 congtitution craftersmade provisonfor thefollowing:

1. Membership of any politica party must beopentoevery Nigeriancitizenirrespective
of hisor her placeof origin, religion, ethnic groupingsor gender.

2. It (Party) must have recognizable and functioning officesin most statesin order to
be recognized and registered by the defunct Federal Electoral Commission
(FEDECO) of the country.

3. It (Party) must haveitsheadquarterssituated inthefederal capital territory and so
on.
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Theterm national unity may connote different meaning to different people astheissue of
national unity isgradualy becoming eusivein Nigeria Themost tasking challengeNigeria
needsto contend with today isthequest for nationd unity. Itisbeing threstened by centrifuga

tengons, resourcecontrol and self-determination, ethnicity based identity politicsand religious
cleavages (Ibada, 2009). Thisopinion expressed by the above scholar isquite scary asit
runscontrary to thetrueposition of nationa unity. Thisfedling of patriotismisapparently
elusiveintheNigerian context after various concerted effortsto promote national unity,
cohesion and integration. According to Edomwonyi (2015) festivalsheldin Nigeriaare
mostly aimed at promoting nationa unity. Hewent further to cite Borgu I nternationd Gani-
Durbar Festival in Niger Stateasone of such numerouscultura festivasfor nationa unity.

Smilarly, Satecrestionsin Nigeria; Unity Schools; Nationa Youth Service Corp (NY SC);

Federal character principle; the 2014 national conference and ahost of othersareall

attemptsaimed at promoting nationa cohesion, harmonious co-existence (Alapiki, 2005;

Ibada, 2009). However, dl theseeffortshavefailed to providethe desired resultstowards
thepursuit of nationd unity in Nigeria Thereasonisthat ethno-religiouspolitica inclinations
have continued to striveasagaing our collective nationd identity snceasouthern Christian
cannot freely canvassfor votesand support inthefar north and vice-versa.

CONCLUSIONAND RECOMMENDATIONS

The 2015 general electionisatest casefor our collective quest for National Unity. The
electoratesarekeysinthisproject. Let people befreeto choose who they want to lead
themirrespectiveof placeof origin, religionand other socio-cultura considerations. Nigeria
isbigger than any individua’sor group of individuas' palitica aspirationsor ambitions. A
united, virileNigeriadoesnot haveapardld. Itis, therefore, aresponshility of dl tomake
itwork. Therefore, ethno-religiouspolitics should be discouraged in strong terms. Political

partiesin Nigeriashould havenationa spreadinstead of wearing regiona toga, and eectord

victoriesshould be determined by well articulated programmeswhich must beintandem
with our nationd ideology. Also, Nigeriabeingamulti-lingual country every segment of the
society must haveasay intheaffairsof the country. Inclusivenessasagainst exclusiveness
must be our watch word inthe affairsof the country.
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