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Abstract 
The work focuses on ethnic identity and constitutional representative gover-
nance in Nigeria and how it has been aided or impeded by ethnic politics. 
Democracy, in the liberal perspective, is government by popular representa-
tion; a form of government in which the supreme power is retained by the 
people, but is indirectly exercised through a system of representation and de-
legated authority periodically renewed; a constitutional representative gov-
ernment. Today in Nigeria, there is serious rivalry among the ethnic groups 
over issues such as power and resource sharing formula, the fear of domina-
tion, uneven development and many more. It is clear that constitutional rep-
resentative governance in Nigeria has fallen far below expectation, as primor-
dial ethnic loyalties are still deep seated. Ethnic identity is seen as the major 
cause of this failure; it has sentence of Nigeria to pernicious and precarious 
situations. For Nigeria to move forward democratically, politics of identity 
remained unhealthy for her nascent democracy. Because, it is prone to ethnic 
domineering and unequal distribution of dividends of democracy. 
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1. Introduction 

An ethnic group is a group of people whose members identify with each other 
through a common heritage, often consisting of a common language, culture, reli-
gion, ideology or geographical area. Ethnicity is a derivative of the ethnic group, it 
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only occurs in situations involving more than one ethnic group and to fully un-
derstand the meaning of ethnicity, we have to first of all understand what ethnic 
group entails. This is particularly important because of the systemic differences 
in the definition of ethnicity across societies. Osaghae [1], notes that ethnicity is 
problematic phenomenon whose character is conflictual rather than consensual. 
He stressed that ethnicity is a conscious behaviour based on ethnic identity or 
loyalty in a competitive situation involving more than one such identity, which 
is aimed at furthering interests of the individual and/or group. So, ethnic group 
is an informal interest group whose members are distinct from the members of 
other ethnic groups within the larger society because they share kinship, reli-
gious and linguistics ties [2]. This means that ethnic groups are social forma-
tions, which are distinguished by the communal character of their boundaries 
[3]. By definition, ethnicity, it means the interactions among members of many 
diverse groups [3]. On the other hand, the term ethnicism denotes ethnic loyalty. 
This is a feeling of attachment to one’s ethnic group [4]. Roth Barth [5] defines 
ethnicity as a unit of people perceiving themselves that are sharing common 
characteristics which distinguish them from others. This group must see them-
selves as having a kind of cultural background which is genuinely superior to 
those of others and judging others on the basis of the standard of judgment in 
one’s own in-group. It is within this context that many scholars have equated 
ethnicity with racism [6] [7] [8]. To them, ethnicity is mere fiction invented by 
the Western world to divide and rule Africa. The invention of ethnicity no doubt 
wiped out the much needed unity and the cohesion to fight colonialism as one. It 
is therefore an ideological instrument just as racism to exploit and oppress the 
Africans [9] [10] [11] [12] [13]. There is no wonder why Miller described it aptly 
as a “concept” of composition, decomposition and recomposition [14]. 

Identity may be defined as a combination of socio-cultural characteristics 
which individuals share, or are presumed to share, with others on the basis of 
which one group may be distinguished from others. Identity is a group concept 
in the sense that it is based on traits which make individuals members of a 
group; such traits also provide responses to the question, “Who am I?” Identity 
has a combination of ethnic, religious, gender, class and other layers, all of which 
refer to the same person either in self-definition or as defined by others [15]. 
Identities could be used to create a universal identity, as in the case of national-
ism and a search for a common identity in African countries, or more broadly, 
in Africa as a continent [16]. Identity is one of the most crucial needs identified 
by the basic needs theory because it is an extremely strong catalyst for social 
mobilization. Many scholars stress identity salience as a key factor in conflict. 
For example, Roth Bart and Cherubim [17], assert that identity relies on a com-
mon set of narratives, symbols, and a shared sense of group differences. For 
these scholars, causes of identity based violence often include the “shared nor-
mative commitments of the protagonists’ groups, commitments that center on 
notions of in-group purity and out-group vice” [17]. This distinction between 
“us” and “them” represents a potential societal fracture. Elebeke [18] defined 
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identity as a process located in the core of the individual and yet also in the core 
of his communal culture, a process which establishes, in fact, the identity of 
these two identities. Your identity is who you are. So, an identity crisis is when 
you either lose track of who you are or do not feel happy with who you are and 
want to change your life or restructure it. A major transformation in a person’s 
personality and the way they do things may occur if they have an identity crisis. 

Ethnic identity refers to a person’s social identity within a large context based 
on membership in a cultural or social group. It refers to an individual’s know-
ledge about his or her ethnic group, such as cultural traditions and history. Eth-
nicity as an identity inevitably occupies a great space within the political arena 
and also it is the easiest and most natural way for people to mobilize around ba-
sic human needs such as security, food, shelter, economic well-being, inequality, 
land distribution, autonomy, and recognition [19]. All these brought about a so-
cial identity where the minorities as well as the majority identify themselves as 
having some distinct features which separate them psychologically from other 
groups. Even in democratic institutions, ethnicity would create a bias in the 
process of elaborating social choice [20], and would decrease the weight of gen-
eral interest in the determinants of votes. The mechanism at stake is thus the 
following: ethnic membership determines individual’s identity, preferences and 
choices; since the ethnic group is different (and generally narrower) from the 
political group (the State or the nation), the definition of individual identity by 
ethnic determinants weakens the sense of collective interest that conditions the 
existence of an efficient democratic State. As argued by Osaghae [1], the scourge 
of ethnicity had been a common feature in the country’s party politics and the 
drive towards achieving democracy. It is a fact that since the colonial era, Nige-
ria’s national identity has been at odds with the more exclusive ethnic identities 
[21]. According to Nnoli [22] the history of ethnic politics in the country has 
shown that it is quite divisive. This divisiveness has plagued all efforts at national 
development, especially the national population’s sense of solidarity, and its 
morale and commitment to hard work. It has generated tension and insecurity 
that have exploded into conflict and violence, notably the civil war of 1967-1970. 

Our concern in this work is to examine the possible effect of ethnic identity on 
liberal democracy otherwise known as representative democracy. Democracy, in 
the liberal perspective, is government by popular representation; a form of gov-
ernment in which the supreme power is retained by the people, but is indirectly 
exercised through a system of representation and delegated authority periodi-
cally renewed; a constitutional representative government. With constitutional 
representative governance in mind, this paper interrogates how ethnic identity 
may have aided or impeded institutionalisation of democracy in the country. 

2. Ethnic Identity and Democratic Governance 

It is clear that democratic governance in Nigeria has fallen far below expectation 
and ethnic particularism is seen as the major cause of this failure that is what 
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this section is all about. 
The political parties in Nigeria were established based on ethnic rather than 

ideological orientation right from 1954 when we have three regions in Nigeria. 
The political parties in Nigeria then were more of ethnic based rather than na-
tional. There were Action Group in the Western Region, National Council of 
Nigeria Citizen in the Eastern Region and Norther People’s Congress in the 
Northern Region. Several years after independence, political parties in Nigeria 
are not still National but Regional. This situation failed to produce the necessary 
ingredient for the enthronement of liberal democratic governance in Nigeria. 
The 2019 election in Nigeria feature 91 political parties, but the new things that 
happened to political atmosphere in Nigeria today are the issue of alliance. For 
example; Action Congress of Nigeria (CAN) and Congress for Progressive Change, 
both were regional parties but in their attempt to form a formidable force 
against the ruling government; agree to come together, negotiate their differenc-
es and then form a national party call All Progressive Congress (APC). They 
have succeeded in defeating the ruling People Democratic Party (PDP) in 2015 
general election and also in 2019 general election. If the pendulum is 
maintaining the future of democratic governance in Nigeria may become cer-
tain. 

Another noticeable fact is cultural affiliation. This has played a major role in 
Nigeria democracy. This has affected the emergence of a focus drive leader. At 
independence in 1960, Nigeria adopted British parliamentary model which was 
an uncomfortable marriage between Nigerian culture and British culture. The 
second republic made a giant stride by changing from parliamentary to 
presidential system of government which wasn’t workable. It was the failure of 
this that led to another military coup in December 1983, what we are saying is 
that, there is a distinct and limited political culture which gives meaning to 
political process in a country, and such country must in her historical context 
learn and incorporate it. When a country does this, politically they have a focus. 
Nigeria need to search for appropriate culture that matches the condition and 
orientation of her citizen, borrowing or affiliating with any foreign culture may 
not help. Nigeria secure her independence on October 1st, 1960; for almost sixty 
years still searching for her bearing. I believe something radical need to be done 
about ethnic identity to give way for enthronement of democracy in the new 
millennium. 

Politics of identity is prone to unequal distribution of wealth which most time 
aggravate political crisis. One section of the country providing about 90% of the 
annual total revenue of a country and the other parts are contributing insignificant 
percentage. The contributing sections were and still remained undeveloped, 
while all other parts remain constantly developing and beautifying every day. 
This situation is generating a lot of crisis in Nigeria today. This has been respon-
sible for the militias’ activities in the Niger Delta. This situation is worrisome. 
Should the purpose of one ethnic, social, political and economic group be done 
at the ruins of others? Will it not be of mere service to the development of Nige-
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ria, if all others ethnic groups are develop as well, more so when the bulk of the 
revenue come from the region. According to Ajah [23] national integration in 
Nigeria after independence was and still is not a choice rather it is a necessity. 

The role of elite in Nigeria also affected her political system. According to 
Adesiyan and Segun [24], those Nigeria elite are willing to violate the rules of 
democratic gain and overstep normal bound of authority. Higley, claimed that; 
elite are “persons who, by virtue of their strategic locations in large or otherwise 
pivotal organizations and movements, are able to affect political outcomes regularly 
and substantially”. This theory was popularized by Gaetano Mosca (1858-1941), 
Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923), and Robert Michels (1876-1936). This theory ex-
plains the power dynamics and social relations surrounding the acquisition and 
preservation of state power within the democratic framework. It reveals the 
fundamental characters and realities of representative democracy, where the 
country was structure into powerless majority and powerful minority. The po-
werful minority are the elite that control the state power while the powerless 
majority are governed by the elites. In every societies elites are considered to 
have the capacity to possessed organizational competence and verse political 
knowledge necessary for steering the political statecraft in a democratic dispen-
sation but they represent a negation of the key democratic principle of mass 
ownership of the governance process. This has made it almost impossible for the 
enthronement of democracy in Nigeria. 

It is also necessary to note that one important factor that makes it easy for the 
elites to manipulate ethnicity to serve their parochial interest is the system of 
multi-party, single-member electoral process in Nigeria which encourages ethnic 
chauvinism. The case is so because most of the constituencies in Nigeria are 
conterminous with ethnic homeland. As such, it is easy for candidates to contest 
elections without any program but their ethnic credentials of being ‘the son of 
the soil’. In this case, they utilize ethnic appeals and idioms to solicit votes, em-
phasizing the neglect of their respective ethnic groups of which they promise to 
rectify on assumption of office, thus promoting the ‘us versus them’ syndrome 
[25]. Today in Nigeria, politicians depended on their ethnic identity for vote. 
The just concluded 2019 presidential election in Nigeria polarize the country in 
to two, among the two leading political parties. In All Progressive Congress 
(APC) the presidential flag bearer is MuhammaduBuhari and the vice is Profes-
sor YemiOsibajo. Buhari is from the North while Osibajo is from the west. The 
flag bearer of People Democratic Party (PDP) Abubaker Atiku is from the north 
while his vice Obi is from the East. The two political parties count more on their 
ethnic enclave for vote more than national.  

Prolong military rule in Nigeria has contributed in no small measure to the 
political divides. The military as an institution in Nigeria had jettisoned their 
role as a professional who should maintain and secure the territorial integrity of 
their country but instead taken over the government they are expected to pro-
tect. They rule by decree, though they claim that it is a legal document, but cer-
tainly not legitimate. In fact, decrees are instruments for terrorizing the poor 
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and the weak, legitimating corruption and privatization of the state, and rationa-
lizing the suffocating of civil society and subservient relationships with imperial-
ism. Though the military in Nigeria have been disengaged from power, the ef-
fects of their past years of ruling the country have not left the country. Though, 
it is a fact that the military has left the scene for the civilian rule since 1999; the 
succeeding politicians have been behaving and acting like the military. The hu-
man right abuse still remains as before, they order and command like the mili-
tary. In fact it has been the same military that retired from active service that put 
on the civilian regalia. What do you expect from a General turncivilian? To 
make the matter worst, many of this military turn civilian still pays their alle-
giance first to their ethnic enclave, forgetting that they belong to the whole Nige-
ria. The first administration of President Buhari testified to this. This situation 
continues to slow down the enthronement of democratic governance in Nigeria. 

Another noticeable problem in Nigeria is inter party dispute. Right from Ni-
geria independence in 1960, inter party dispute policy has been rearing its ugly 
head of ten and often in the polity. For instance the first case of political violence 
that leads to serious inter party dispute started immediately after independence. 
The problem started with the elections conducted immediately after indepen-
dence in the 1960s. In the Western Region political violence, popularly referred 
to as “operation wet e”, were recorded from 1964 to 1965 that claimed many, 
lives. There was also political violence in parts of Northern Region that also 
claimed many lives, especially between supporters of the Northern People’s 
Congress(NPC) and supporters of other parties, mainly the Northern Elements 
Progressive Union (NEPU) and Action Group. This led to the military coup of 
January 5, 1966, in which the then Prime Minister, Tafawa Balewa and Premiers 
Ahmadu Bello and LadokeAkintola, of the Northern and Western Regions, re-
spectively were assassinated [26]. The aftermath of the military coup led to 
Nigerian Civil War 1966-1970 in which the Igbo tribes were almost extermi-
nated. It was a reminiscence of what happened in Germany under Nazi regime 
and Rwandagenocide, in which a tribe was almost exterminated completely. 
These unfortunate incidences still continue in Nigeria; since electioneering 
campaign are almost base on ethnic line. The parties are ethnic related party. No 
national party; that has been the reason why the outcome of any elections always 
leads to serial dispute that threatened the stability of the country. According to 
[22], instead of building across ethnic and religious differences, Nigerian politi-
cians manipulate them for their selfish interests in political power and wealth. 
The truth, he submits, is that Nigeria is unfortunate to have bred politicians 
whose field of vision does not extend beyond their personal interest for power 
and wealth that has been the reason while the conduct of election over the years 
have not produced credible result due to politics of identity and cultural affilia-
tions. Winner-takes all politics that defines the liberal democratic model, carries 
with it electoral crisis. It is a system where the winner at election takes all and 
the loser is vanquished. Since everybody want to be in the mainstream of the 
subsisting politics, elections become a “do or die” affair. I can’t imagine how 
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many billion went into election campaign in Nigeria. I often wonder where they 
are getting the money being spent during the election period in Nigeria. Money 
for poster, for vehicle used, for staff, for touts and so on. In this context, manag-
ers of the electoral processes cannot be above board because the pressure, from 
the system is too enormous for anyone to play by the rules because all the parties 
are ready to have their ways by all means. Tell me how would any party that 
scales through these contest that is open to other earn the respect of others. 

Leadership deficit is another important dilemma of Nigeria, BabangidaAliyu 
[27] opines that leadership deficit has over the years exposed Nigeria to high-level 
of corruption, bad governance, political instability and a cyclical legitimacy cri-
sis. In an ideal society, leaders are expected to be role model. But the problem 
with Nigeria has remained the issue of bad leadership. Our leaders lack discip-
line and the citizens are following suit. Nigerian leaders have always been known 
for not obeying the constitution, since the constitution itself lacks merit. The 
colonialists have already set in place a bad example of governance, but Africa 
lack good leadership that will confront this dilemma and thus take Africa out of 
its debilitating condition [28]. Leadership is observed to be the most critical, 
such that many depict the continent as “a faraway place where good people go 
hungry, bad people run government, and chaos and anarchy are the norm” [29]. 
More so, it has been rightly observed that under “the various oppressive autho-
ritarian regimes which Africa countries have had the misfortune to chafe under 
for the greater part of its post-colonial history, Africans have been treated to a 
bastardization of constitutionalism and growing impotence of the judiciary in 
the face of countless acts of impunity, executive lawlessness and economic bri-
gandage by praetorian guards that had imposed themselves on the political 
landscape of the nation” [30]. The dearth of good leadership in postcolonial 
Africa is inversely proportional to the widespread poverty, not only of ideas 
about running the societies and states, but also the impoverishment of the po-
pulace [28]. Consequently, national development has been slow and the political 
environment uncertain, the enthronement of constitutional democratic gover-
nance remained a mirage.  

3. Conclusion 

Ethnic identity has affected the enthronement of democracy in Nigeria. Effort 
has been made by the leaders in this country to see that Nigeria moved and de-
veloped in line with the acceptable democratic norms all over the world but citi-
zen allegiance to their ethnic enclave remained the stopping gap. For Nigeria to 
move forward democratically, politics of identity remained unhealthy for her 
nascent democracy; because, it is prone to ethnic domineering and unequal dis-
tribution of dividends of democracy. Nigerian should accept and inculcate the 
spirit of patriotism. The nation should be taken first before any other sectional 
interest. Minorities and other oppressed groups should strive and promote their 
specific interests through practical involvement in national and grassroots or-

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1105487


A. Olasunkanmi 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1105487   8 Open Access Library Journal 
 

ganization within the limits of democratic principles. There should also be a de-
liberate program of political and social reorientation of the entire citizenry. Such 
political and social orientation will go a long way in changing the negative ste-
reotypes and negative values that have characterized Nigerians. 
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